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Many factors put a student at-risk, including cultural differences, handicaps, 
socioeconomic status, gender, and others. Identification procedures and 
programming, as well as teacher choice, are school related issues that can put 
students at risk of underachieving 
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TWICE-EXCEPTIONALITY 
 
Psychologists who work in the area of special education sometimes refer to students with two disabilities 
as having a dual diagnosis, which may be considered to be twice-exceptional. In the field of gifted 
education, the more commonly used term for a gifted student with a co-occurring disability is “twice-
exceptional learner”. This simple definition belies the complexity that underlies the multiple issues 
associated with twice-exceptionality. Whereas the concept itself is becoming more well-known both in 
and out of gifted education, professionals still are unsure of the prevalence of twice-exceptionality 
because no federal agency gathers base-rate data for this group of students. Estimates made through 
various sources, such as the U.S. Department of Education, suggest that there are approximately 360,000 
twice-exceptional students in America’s schools (National Education Association, 2006), making the call 
for awareness and understanding about twice-exceptionality critical for educators nationwide. This 
position paper is intended for all individuals who wish to know more about this important group of gifted 
learners so that their multifaceted educational and personal needs can be met and there is recognition that 
giftedness does not preclude the presence of a disability or vice versa. 
 
In 1972, The Marland Report (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare) brought giftedness to 
the educational forefront; yet, there were no legal mandates associated with the Marland Report. In 1975, 
another federal initiative, Public Law 94-142, (re-named Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
[IDEA] in 1990), appeared on the educational landscape. A major accomplishment of this legislation was 
that it ensured that students with disabilities receive a free and appropriate public education (FAPE). 
Current IDEA legislation recognizes 13 disability categories: learning disability, speech/language 
impairment, mental retardation, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, visual impairment, 
orthopedic impairment, other heath impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury, multiple disabilities, and 
deaf-blindness (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Among these 13 categories, this position paper will 
focus on three identified exceptionalities among gifted students with disabilities: Specific Learning 
Disabilities (SLD); Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD); and Other Health Impairments (OHI), which 
includes Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Those who are interested in learning more 
about the other 10 disability categories can learn more by visiting the U.S. Department of Education’s 
website: www.ed.gov. 
 
Despite the fact that the Marland Report and IDEA were federal initiatives and both recognized that 
students were individuals with cognitive and academic differences who needed individualized attention, 
they remained disconnected. This changed with the 2004 reauthorization of IDEA (IDEA-2004), which 
recognized through new regulations, that children who are gifted and talented may also have disabilities. 
This may seem to have been a move in a positive direction for twice-exceptional students; however, there 
was another important change in IDEA-2004 that focuses on the way in which all students could be 
identified for specific learning disabilities and has the potential to negatively impact twice-exceptional 
students. 
 
The largest percentage of students (approximately 50% of all students with disabilities) is found in the 
category known as Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD). Identification of SLD traditionally relied upon a 
significant discrepancy between a student’s level of ability and achievement. This resulted in strong 
support to expand the identification of SLD procedures to include a procedure known as Response to 
Intervention (RtI), which was more recently introduced to the field of specific learning disabilities (Fuchs, 
Mock, Morgan & Young, 2003) and perceived as a correction to the “wait to fail” dilemma. 
 
Briefly, the RtI approach to identifying learning difficulties is based upon an assumption that the 
classroom curriculum is broadly appropriate and that a student’s progress is monitored through daily class 
work. If the student is not making progress, then it is because an adjustment with the pedagogical process 
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is needed. A special education evaluation that includes a comprehensive evaluation would be necessary 
only after classroom-based interventions are not successful (Fuchs et al., 2003). This approach is 
beneficial for average or below average students because it eliminates the “wait to fail” process that 
resulted when students had to demonstrate a severe discrepancy between ability and achievement to 
obtain services. Furthermore, RtI is believed to offer an advantage for average or below-average students 
because they receive interventions, whereas they may never qualify for assistance under an ability-
achievement discrepancy model. Likewise, gifted students who do not have a learning disability may 
benefit from the application of RtI to programming because an individualized approach to measurement 
of success within the curriculum could identify areas for academic acceleration and or enrichment. 
 
The major flaw in the RtI approach is immediately apparent and is related to two inaccurate assumptions. 
The first wrong assumption is that the “broadly appropriate” classroom curriculum is a good match for a 
gifted student. The second wrong assumption is that the definition of failure for a gifted child is the same 
as the definition of failure for a child with average or below-average cognitive ability. The gifted student 
with a learning disability often times goes unnoticed in the classroom because performance with a broadly 
appropriate curriculum appears satisfactory to most educators. On the one hand, the “adequate” 
performance is the result of high cognitive ability, which allows for the student to compensate in a less-
than challenging curriculum. On the other hand, the high cognitive ability is not fully realized because the 
disability prevents the student from fully expressing his or her talents (National Education Association, 
2006; Silverman, 2003). 
 
Failure for a student who has cognitive ability that is one or more standard deviations above average is 
often missed because his “average” classroom performance appears to be “appropriate”; yet, in reality, the 
average performance actually represents a “failure to thrive.” The level at which a student is expected to 
“thrive” is best determined through the process of a comprehensive evaluation that includes a cognitive 
ability test (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Whiteman, in revision). If an individualized intelligence test is 
not available, then using an excellent group ability test can also be helpful as an initial indicator of 
cognitive ability if it produces an individualized profile that can reveal the possibility of learning 
difficulties. 
 
A second category identified through IDEA is autism spectrum disorder (ASD), which is a developmental 
disability that is characterized by severe communication difficulties, social impairments, and behavioral 
difficulties and intensities. The rate at which ASD is diagnosed across the nation has grown substantially 
in the past 20 years, and prevalence varies by region (i.e., anywhere from 1 out of 81 children to 1 out of 
423 children; Individuals with Disabilities Act Data, 2007). Increasingly, scholars and clinicians are 
recognizing that students with this developmental disability can also be cognitively and academically 
gifted. In fact, some broad characteristics of highly gifted children overlap with characteristics of students 
with ASD (e.g., focused interest on a topic). It is, therefore, crucial that a diagnosis only be made by a 
professional who is familiar with giftedness and ASD so that there is neither misdiagnosis, nor missed 
diagnosis (Neihart, 2008; Webb, Amend, Webb, Goerss, Beljan, & Olenchak, 2005). 
 
As another example, determining whether a student who is demonstrating socialization problems such as 
difficulty making friends or engaging in conversation has these problems because he or she cannot find 
intellectual peers or because the student has ASD is accomplished only through a comprehensive 
evaluation. Such an evaluation must include an assessment of the student’s cognitive and academic skills, 
social-emotional status, and adaptive behavior. Additionally, a psychologist should administer 
instruments developed specifically to determine the presence of ASD (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & 
Doobay, 2009). Early identification is preferable as it facilitates the intervention process and increases the 
likelihood of improved functioning in various environments (National Research Council, 2001). 
 



A third category identified through IDEA is Other Health Impairments, which represents a broad category 
that includes, among other disabilities, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). ADHD is 
characterized by inattentive and/or impulsive and hyperactive behaviors that cause significant impairment 
in functioning. Prevalence rate estimates are between 3 – 5% of the school age population (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2000). Therefore, even though ADHD is one of the more commonly diagnosed 
twice-exceptionalities, its prevalence is still relatively low. Similar to ASD, some characteristics of gifted 
learners overlap with characteristics of children with ADHD, which can complicate diagnostic accuracy 
(Baum, Olenchak, & Owen, 1998). For example, gifted students often show inattention symptoms in 
learning environments that are underchallenging, while students with ADHD typically show inattention 
symptoms regardless of the environment. More recent empirical research confirms that high-ability 
students can and do have diagnoses of ADHD, and that their school performance difficulties, behavioral 
presentation, and family history of an ADHD diagnosis is very similar to average ability students with 
ADHD (Antshel, et al., 2007). It is therefore critical that diagnosticians become aware of the 
characteristics of ADHD and how they can uniquely present among the gifted population (Kaufmann & 
Castellanos, 2000) in order to prevent missed diagnosis or misdiagnosis (Webb et al., 2005). 
 
Best practice necessitates a comprehensive evaluation that includes as much information as possible about 
a student’s cognitive and academic profiles, as well as information about the student’s social-emotional 
and behavioral presentation. This means that educators should draw upon the multiple kinds of 
professional expertise available, including results from standardized tests, curriculum-based assessment 
scores, and completion of behavioral surveys and parent interviews, as well as formal observations, which 
are critical to making an accurate diagnosis and generating appropriate recommendations. Only a 
comprehensive evaluation can lay the groundwork necessary for creating an educational environment 
where the twice-exceptional student thrives in his or her areas of strength and receives appropriate 
accommodations for the disability. In searching for an accurate diagnosis for the student, parents and 
educators should seek professionals (e.g., psychiatrists, psychologists) who are, at a minimum, familiar 
with the diagnostic complexities involved in working with twice-exceptional learners so that misdiagnosis 
and missed diagnosis are avoided. Psychologists should be able to read and interpret unique patterns of 
test data so that they accurately identify and promote children’s high abilities and talents. They also need 
to be attuned to the possibility that a student could have more than one diagnosis; for example, students 
with ASD in many cases struggle with written language to the extent that they have a co-morbid diagnosis 
of SLD. Qualifications to make a diagnosis of a SLD vary by state. Some states allow specially-trained 
educational consultants to make such a diagnosis; others require that a psychiatrist or psychologist make 
the diagnosis. With respect to ASD or ADHD, licensed mental health professionals have the necessary 
training to make accurate diagnoses. 
 
For many years, educators in the field of gifted education have advocated that a disability does not 
preclude the presence of giftedness and, increasingly, researchers are generating evidence-based practices 
for working with twice-exceptional students. For example, Assouline, Foley Nicpon, and Huber (2006) 
provided suggestions for working with twice-exceptional students, three of which are listed below:  

1. A review of student’s school records can reveal a pattern of academic strengths and 
weaknesses that warrants further evaluation. Look specifically for evidence regarding talent 
areas and possible vulnerabilities. This requires a collaborative effort among regular, special, 
and gifted educators, as well as with special support personnel such as school psychologists or 
school counselors. 

2. Social-emotional concerns for twice-exceptional students must be evaluated and developed as a 
focus of the educational plan to ensure students’ positive adjustment and long-term success. 
Development of self-awareness of strengths and weaknesses is especially important to the 
academic success of a twice-exceptional student. Twice exceptional students will typically 
benefit from support groups, both inside and outside of the schools setting. 



3. University-based talent searches offer subject-specific ways of discovering bright students who 
might otherwise be overlooked through traditional gifted and talented programs, especially 
programs that use a composite score to determine eligibility for gifted programming. 
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Gifted Students With Disabling Conditions 

Colleen Willard-Holt 
 

Gifted students with disabling conditions remain a major group of underserved and understimulated youth 
(Cline, 1999). The focus on accommodations for their disabilities may preclude the recognition and 
development of their cognitive abilities. It is not unexpected, then, to find a significant discrepancy 
between the measured academic potential of these students and their actual performance in the classroom 
(Whitmore & Maker, 1985). In order for these children to reach their potential, it is imperative that their 
intellectual strengths be recognized and nurtured, at the same time as their disability is accommodated 
appropriately.  
 
ASSESSMENT  
Identification of giftedness in students who are disabled is problematic. The customary identification 
methods— tests and observational checklists— are inadequate, without major modification. Standard lists 
of characteristics of gifted students may be inadequate for unmasking hidden potential in children who 
have disabilities. Children whose hearing is impaired, for example, cannot respond to oral directions, and 
they may also lack the vocabulary which reflects the complexity of their thoughts. Children whose speech 
or language is impaired cannot respond to tests requiring verbal responses. Children whose vision is 
impaired may be unable to respond to certain performance measures, and although their vocabulary may 
be quite advanced, they may not understand the full meaning of the words they use (e.g., color words). 
Children with learning disabilities may use high-level vocabulary in speaking but be unable to express 
themselves in writing, or vice versa. In addition, limited life experiences due to impaired mobility may 
artificially lower scores (Whitmore & Maker, 1985). Since the population of gifted/disabled students is 
difficult to locate, they seldom are included in standardized test norming groups, adding to the problems 
of comparison.  
 
In addition, gifted children with disabilities often use their intelligence to try to circumvent the disability. 
This may cause both exceptionalities to appear less extreme: the disability may appear less severe because 
the child is using the intellect to cope, while the efforts expended in that area may hinder other 
expressions of giftedness.  
The following lists are intended to assist parents and teachers in recognizing intellectual giftedness in the 
presence of a disability.  
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF GIFTED STUDENTS WITH SPECIFIC DISABILITIES  
 
Gifted Students with Visual Impairment  

• Fast rate of learning  
• Superior memory  
• Superior verbal communication skills and vocabulary  

o advanced problem-solving skills  
o Creative production or thought that may progress more slowly 

than sighted students in some academic areas  
o Ease in learning Braille  
o Great persistence  
o Motivation to know  
o Sometimes slower rate of cognitive development than sighted students  
o excellent ability to concentrate 

(Whitmore & Maker, 1985) 
 

Gifted Students with Physical Disabilities  
• Development of compensatory skills  



• Creativity in finding alternate ways of communicating and accomplishing tasks  
• Impressive store of knowledge  
• Advanced academic skills  
• Superior memory  
• Exceptional problem-solving skills  
• Rapid grasp of ideas  
• Ability to set and strive for long-term goals  
• Greater maturity than age mates  
• Good sense of humor  
• Persistence, patience  
• Motivation to achieve  
• Curiosity, insight  
• Self-criticism and perfectionism  
• Cognitive development that may not be based on direct experience  
• Possible difficulty with abstractions  
• Possible limited achievement due to pace of work 

(Cline, 1999; Whitmore & Maker, 1985; Willard-Holt, 1994) 
 

Gifted Students with Hearing Impairments  
• Development of speech-reading skills without instruction  
• Early reading ability  
• Excellent memory  
• Ability to function in the regular school setting  
• Rapid grasp of ideas  
• High reasoning ability  
• Superior performance in school  
• Wide range of interests  
• Nontraditional ways of getting information  
• Use of problem-solving skills in everyday situations  
• Possibly on grade level  
• Delays in concept attainment  
• Self starters  
• Good sense of humor  
• Enjoyment of manipulating environment  
• Intuition  
• Ingenuity in solving problems  
• Symbolic language abilities (different symbol system) 

(Cline, 1999; Whitmore & Maker, 1985) 
 

Gifted Students with Learning Disabilities  
• High abstract reasoning ability  
• Good mathematical reasoning ability  
• Keen visual memory, spatial skills  
• Advanced vocabulary  
• Sophisticated sense of humor  
• Imaginative and creative  
• Insightful  
• Exceptional ability in geometry, science, arts, music  
• Good problem-finding and -solving skills  
• Difficulty with memorization, computation, phonics, and/or spelling  
• Distractibility and/or disorganization  



• Supersensitivity  
• Perfectionism  
• Grasp of metaphors, analogies, satire  
• Comprehension of complex systems  
• Unreasonable self expectations  
• Often, failure to complete assignments  
• Difficulties with sequential tasks  
• Wide variety of interests  

(Baum, Owen, & Dixon, 1991; Silverman, 1989) 
 

Research indicates that in many cases, a child is diagnosed with ADHD when in fact the child is gifted 
and reacting to an inappropriate curriculum (Webb & Latimer, 1993). The key to distinguishing between 
the two is the pervasiveness of the "acting out" behaviors. If the acting out is specific to certain situations, 
the child's behavior is more likely related to giftedness; whereas, if the behavior is consistent across all 
situations, the child's behavior is more likely related to ADHD. It is also possible for a child to be BOTH 
gifted and ADHD. The following lists highlight the similarities between giftedness and ADHD.  
 
Characteristics of Gifted Students Who Are Bored  

• Poor attention and daydreaming when bored  
• Low tolerance for persistence on tasks that seem irrelevant  
• Begin many projects, see few to completion  
• Development of judgment lags behind intellectual growth  
• Intensity may lead to power struggles with authorities  
• High activity level; may need less sleep  
• Difficulty restraining desire to talk; may be disruptive  
• Question rules, customs, and traditions  
• Lose work, forget homework, are disorganized  
• May appear careless  
• Highly sensitive to criticism  
• Do not exhibit problem behaviors in all situations  
• More consistent levels of performance at a fairly consistent pace  

(Cline, 1999; Webb & Latimer, 1993) 
 

Characteristics of Students with ADHD  
• Poorly sustained attention  
• Diminished persistence on tasks not having immediate consequences  
• Often shift from one uncompleted activity to another  
• Impulsivity, poor delay of gratification  
• Impaired adherence to commands to regulate or inhibit behavior in social contexts  
• More active, restless than other children  
• Often talk excessively  
• Often interrupt or intrude on others (e.g., butt into games)  
• Difficulty adhering to rules and regulations  
• Often lose things necessary for tasks or activities at home or school  
• May appear inattentive to details  
• Highly sensitive to criticism  
• Problem behaviors exist in all settings, but in some are more severe  
• Variability in task performance and time used to accomplish tasks.  

(Barkley, 1990; Cline, 1999; Webb & Latimer, 1993) 
 

Questions to Ask in Differentiating between Giftedness and ADHD  



• Could the behaviors be responses to inappropriate placement, insufficient challenge, or lack of 
intellectual peers?  

• Is the child able to concentrate when interested in the activity?  
• Have any curricular modifications been made in an attempt to change inappropriate behaviors?  
• Has the child been interviewed? What are his/her feelings about the behaviors?  
• Does the child feel out of control? Do the parents perceive the child as being out of control?  
• Do the behaviors occur at certain times of the day, during certain activities, with certain teachers 

or in certain environments? 
 

IMPLICATIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH DUAL EXCEPTIONALITIES 
Commitment to identifying and nurturing the gifts of students with disabilities implies specific changes in 
the way educators approach identification, instruction, and classroom dynamics. 
 
Identification  

• Include students with disabilities in initial screening phase.  
• Be willing to accept nonconventional indicators of intellectual talent.  
• Look beyond test scores.  
• When applying cutoffs, bear in mind the depression of scores that may occur due to the disability.  
• DO NOT aggregate subtest scores into a composite score.  
• Compare with others who have similar disabilities.  
• Weight more heavily characteristics that enable the child to effectively compensate for the 

disability.  
• Weight more heavily areas of performance unaffected by the disability.  
• Allow the child to participate in gifted programs on a trial basis.  
 

Instruction  
• Be aware of the powerful role of language; reduce communication limitations and develop 

alternative modes for thinking and communicating.  
• Emphasize high-level abstract thinking, creativity, and a problem-solving approach.  
• Have great expectations: these children often become successful as adults in fields requiring 

advanced education.  
• Provide for individual pacing in areas of giftedness and disability.  
• Provide challenging activities at an advanced level.  
• Promote active inquiry, experimentation, and discussion.  
• Promote self-direction.  
• Offer options that enable students to use strengths and preferred ways of learning.  
• Use intellectual strengths to develop coping strategies.  
• Assist in strengthening the student's self concept. 
 

Classroom Dynamics  
• Discuss disabilities/capabilities and their implications with the class.  
• Expect participation in all activities; strive for normal peer interactions.  
• Facilitate acceptance; model and demand respect for all.  
• Candidly answer peers' questions.  
• Treat a child with a disability the same way a child without a disability is treated.  
• Model celebration of individual differences. 
 

Gifted students with disabilities must be provided with appropriate challenges. The personal and societal 
costs of not developing their potential cannot be overstated.  
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Attention Deficit Disorders and Gifted Students: What Do We Really Know? 
 

Felice Kaufmann 
M. Layne Kalbfleisch 
F. Xavier Castellanos  

 
This monograph summarizes current scientific knowledge about Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD) in children and presents issues related to ADHD in gifted students. Causes, assessment, 
diagnosis, educational strategies and medical interventions are discussed. A range of perspectives, 
including behavioral, cognitive, and neurobiological, are applied to the interaction of ADHD and 
giftedness. Provisional recommendations for parents and teachers are provided along with directions for 
future research. 
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Recommendations 

 
1. Be aware that ADHD and giftedness can co-exist. 
2. Explore multiple perspectives in your pursuit of information about ADHD. 
3. Remember that the most important criterion for diagnosing ADHD is the degree of 

impairment experienced by the child in two or more settings. 
4. Utilize a multidisciplinary team to arrive at diagnoses and to develop comprehensive 

treatment plans. 
5. Become familiar with a variety of educational and behavioral strategies to determine which 

combinations might be effective for the individual child. 
6. Be cautious about promises of "quick-fixes"—whether behavioral, educational, or medical. 
7. Be aware that individuals with ADHD have their greatest difficulties in the "output" stage of 

cognitive processing. 
8. Determine whether shifting attention is a point of vulnerability for the student. 
9. Model and support the process of "knowing thyself." 
10.  Advocate for and support systematic research into ADHD within the gifted population. 
 

 
The full monograph can be read at www.gifted.uconn.edu. 
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ADHD and Children Who Are Gifted 
 

James T. Webb & Diane Latimer 
 
Howard's teachers say he just isn't working up to his ability. He doesn't finish his assignments, or just puts 
down answers without showing his work; his handwriting and spelling are poor. He sits and fidgets in 
class, talks to others, and often disrupts class by interrupting others. He used to shout out the answers to 
the teachers' questions (they were usually right), but now he daydreams a lot and seems distracted. Does 
Howard have Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), is he gifted, or both? 
 
Frequently, bright children have been referred to psychologists or pediatricians because they exhibited 
certain behaviors (e.g., restlessness, inattention, impulsivity, high activity level, day-dreaming) commonly 
associated with a diagnosis of ADHD. Formally, the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III-R) (American 
Psychiatric Association) lists 14 characteristics that may be found in children diagnosed as having 
ADHD. At least 8 of these characteristics must be present, the onset must be before age 7, and they must 
be present for at least six months. 
 
DSM-III-R DIAGNOSTIC CRITERIA FOR ATTENTION-DEFICITHYPERACTIVITY 
DISORDER  
Note: DSM-III-R Diagnostic Criteria for Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder reprinted with 
permission from the "Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders," Third Edition, Revised, 
Washington, DC, American Psychiatric Association, 1987. 
 
1. Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat (in adolescents may be limited to subjective 

feelings of restlessness). 
2. Has difficulty remaining seated when required to. 
3. Is easily distracted by extraneous stimuli. 
4. Has difficulty awaiting turns in games or group situations. 
5. Often blurts out answers to questions before they have been completed. 
6. Has difficulty following through on instructions from others (not due to oppositional behavior or 

failure of comprehension). 
7. Has difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play activities. 
8. Often shifts from one uncompleted activity to another. 
9. Has difficulty playing quietly. 
10. Often talks excessively. 
11. Often interrupts or intrudes on others, e.g., butts into other people's games. 
12. Often does not seem to listen to what is being said to him or her. 
13. Often loses things necessary for tasks or activities at school or at home (e.g., toys, pencils, books). 
14. Often engages in physically dangerous activities without considering possible consequences (not for 

the purpose of thrill-seeking), e.g., runs into street without looking. 
 
Almost all of these behaviors, however, might be found in bright, talented, creative, gifted children. Until 
now, little attention has been given to the similarities and differences between the two groups, thus raising 
the potential for misidentification in both areas -- giftedness and ADHD. 
 
Sometimes, professionals have diagnosed ADHD by simply listening to parent or teacher descriptions of 
the child's behaviors along with a brief observation of the child. 
Other times, brief screening questionnaires are used, although these questionnaires only quantify the 
parents' or teachers' descriptions of the behaviors (Parker, 1992). 
Children who are fortunate enough to have a thorough physical evaluation (which includes screening for 



allergies and other metabolic disorders) and extensive psychological evaluations, which include 
assessment of intelligence, achievement, and emotional status, have a better chance of being accurately 
identified. A child may be gifted and have ADHD. Without a thorough professional evaluation, it is 
difficult to tell. 
 
HOW CAN PARENTS OR TEACHERS DISTINGUISH BETWEEN ADHD AND GIFTEDNESS? 
Seeing the difference between behaviors that are sometimes associated with giftedness but also 
characteristic of ADHD is not easy, as the following parallel lists show. 
 
BEHAVIORS ASSOCIATED WITH ADHD (BARKLEY, 1990) 
1. Poorly sustained attention in almost all situations 
2. Diminished persistence on tasks not having immediate consequences 
3. Impulsivity, poor delay of gratification 
4. Impaired adherence to commands to regulate or inhibit behavior in social contexts 
5. More active, restless than normal children 
6. Difficulty adhering to rules and regulations 
 
BEHAVIORS ASSOCIATED WITH GIFTEDNESS (WEBB, 1993) 
1. Poor attention, boredom, daydreaming in specific situations 
2. Low tolerance for persistence on tasks that seem irrelevant 
3. Judgment lags behind development of intellect 
4. Intensity may lead to power struggles with authorities 
5. High activity level; may need less sleep 
6. Questions rules, customs and traditions 
 
CONSIDER THE SITUATION AND SETTING 
It is important to examine the situations in which a child's behaviors are problematic. 
Gifted children typically do not exhibit problems in all situations. For example, they may be seen as 
ADHD-like by one classroom teacher, but not by another; or they may be seen as ADHD at school, but 
not by the scout leader or music teacher. Close examination of the troublesome situation generally reveals 
other factors which are prompting the problem behaviors. By contrast, children with ADHD typically 
exhibit the problem behaviors in virtually all settings "including at home and at school" though the extent 
of their problem behaviors may fluctuate significantly from setting to setting (Barkley, 1990), depending 
largely on the structure of that situation. That is, the behaviors exist in all settings, but are more of a 
problem in some settings than in others. 
 
In the classroom, a gifted child's perceived inability to stay on task is likely to be related to boredom, 
curriculum, mismatched learning style, or other environmental factors. 
Gifted children may spend from one-fourth to one-half of their regular classroom time waiting for others 
to catch up -- even more if they are in a heterogeneously grouped class. Their specific level of academic 
achievement is often two to four grade levels above their actual grade placement. Such children often 
respond to non-challenging or slow-moving classroom situations by "off-task" behavior, disruptions, or 
other attempts at self-amusement. This use of extra time is often the cause of the referral for an ADHD 
evaluation. 
 
Hyperactive is a word often used to describe gifted children as well as children with ADHD. As with 
attention span, children with ADHD have a high activity level, but this activity level is often found across 
situations (Barkley, 1990). A large proportion of gifted children are highly active too. As many as one-
fourth may require less sleep; however, their activity is generally focused and directed (Clark, 1992; 
Webb, Meckstroth, & Tolan, 1982), in contrast to the behavior of children with ADHD. The intensity of 
gifted children's concentration often permits them to spend long periods of time and much energy 



focusing on whatever truly interests them. Their specific interests may not coincide, however, with the 
desires and expectations of teachers or parents. 
 
While the child who is hyperactive has a very brief attention span in virtually every situation (usually 
except for television or computer games), children who are gifted can concentrate comfortably for long 
periods on tasks that interest them, and do not require immediate completion of those tasks or immediate 
consequences. The activities of children with ADHD tend to be both continual and random; the gifted 
child's activity usually is episodic and directed to specific goals. 
 
While difficulties and adherence to rules and regulations has only begun to be accepted as a sign of 
ADHD (Barkley, 1990), gifted children may actively question rules, customs and traditions, sometimes 
creating complex rules which they expect others to respect or obey. Some engage in power struggles. 
These behaviors can cause discomfort for parents, teachers, and peers. 
 
One characteristic of ADHD that does not have a counterpart in children who are gifted is variability of 
task performance. In almost every setting, children with ADHD tend to be highly inconsistent in the 
quality of their performance (i.e., grades, chores) and the amount of time used to accomplish tasks 
(Barkley, 1990). Children who are gifted routinely maintain consistent efforts and high grades in classes 
when they like the teacher and are intellectually challenged, although they may resist some aspects of the 
work, particularly repetition of tasks perceived as dull. Some gifted children may become intensely 
focused and determined (an aspect of their intensity) to produce a product that meets their self-imposed 
standards. 
 
WHAT TEACHERS AND PARENTS CAN DO 
Determining whether a child has ADHD can be particularly difficult when that child is also gifted. The 
use of many instruments, including intelligence tests administered by qualified professionals, 
achievement and personality tests, as well as parent and teacher rating scales, can help the professional 
determine the subtle differences between ADHD and giftedness. Individual evaluation allows the 
professional to establish maximum rapport with the child to get the best effort on the tests. Since the test 
situation is constant, it is possible to make better comparisons among children. 
Portions of the intellectual and achievement tests will reveal attention problems or learning disabilities, 
whereas personality tests are designed to show whether emotional problems (e.g., depression or anxiety) 
could be causing the problem behaviors. 
Evaluation should be followed by appropriate curricular and instructional modifications that account for 
advanced knowledge, diverse learning styles, and various types of intelligence. 
 
Careful consideration and appropriate professional evaluation are necessary before concluding that bright, 
creative, intense youngsters like Howard have ADHD. Consider the characteristics of the gifted/talented 
child and the child's situation. Do not hesitate to raise the possibility of giftedness with any professional 
who is evaluating the child for 
ADHD; however, do not be surprised if the professional has had little training in recognizing the 
characteristics of gifted/talented children (Webb, 1993). It is important to make the correct diagnosis, and 
parents and teachers may need to provide information to others since giftedness is often neglected in 
professional development programs. 
 
REFERENCES 
American Psychiatric Association (1987). "Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders," Third 

edition, revised. Washington, DC: Author. 
 
Barkley, R. A. (1990). "Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder: A handbook for diagnosis and treatment." 

Guilford Press: New York. 



 
Clark, B. (1992). "Growing up gifted." Macmillan: New York. 
 
Parker, H. C. (1992). "The ADD hyperactivity handbook for schools." Plantation, FL: Impact 

Publications. 
 
Webb, J. T. (1993). "Nurturing social-emotional development of gifted children." In K. A. Heller, F. J. 

Monks, and A. H. Passow (Eds.), "International Handbook for Research on Giftedness and Talent," 
pp. 525-538. Oxford: Pergamon Press. 

 
Webb, J. T., Meckstroth, E. A., and Tolan, S. S. (1982). "Guiding the gifted child: A practical source for 

parents and teachers." Dayton: Ohio Psychology Press. 
 

 
 

This ERIC Digest was developed in 1993 by James T. Webb, Ph.D., Professor and Associate Dean, and Diane 
Latimer, M.A., School of Professional Psychology, Wright State University, Dayton, Ohio. 
 

ERIC Digests are in the public domain and may be freely reproduced and disseminated. This publication was 
prepared with funding from the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department of Education, 
under contract no. RR93002005. The opinions expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the positions or 
policies of OERI or the Department of Education. 

 

  



ERIC Digests 
Working with Diverse Learners and School Staff in a Multicultural Society 
 
 
ERIC Digest 
ERIC Identifier: ED390018 
Publication Date: 1995-00-00 
Author: William Sanchez and Others 

 

With the rapidly changing population demographics of the United States and the significant 
growth of diverse multicultural groups, schools and professionals are being challenged as to how 
to provide the best comprehensive educational and support services to their increasingly diverse 
student population. The changes between 1980 and 1990 have been dramatic. The growth rates 
within this time span range from approximately 13 percent for African Americans to 108 percent 
for Asian Americans (Sue, 1991). It is estimated that by the turn of the century, approximately 
30 percent of the United States population will be from a racial/ethnic minority group (Office of 
Ethnic Minority Affairs, 1995). The increasing diversity within the schools is also demonstrated 
by the higher visibility of other groups of diverse learners, including, but not limited to, children 
with disabilities, children and families identified with the deaf culture, and gay and lesbian 
youth. 
 
The challenges in working with an ever growing pluralistic school population encompass many 
areas. The provision of relevant multicultural curriculums, the use of culturally sensitive 
assessment and intervention strategies, the training of school staff in the provision of these 
services, the recruitment and retention of multicultural and diverse professionals, and the 
integration of diverse communities and parents in an authentic and empowering manner are only 
a few of the critical issues facing those working with today's students. Professionals are also 
challenged by the need to consider the impact of complex social/environmental problems, which 
in many contexts have negative consequences for children from various racial/ethnic and social 
class backgrounds. Only a few of these major issues will be highlighted. 
 
THE TRAINING OF CULTURALLY SENSITIVE PROFESSIONALS 
Although there has clearly been a greater recognition of the need for training in multicultural 
competence across professions, many programs still conceptualize this training as more of an 
"add-on"; that is, programs require only one or two courses for their particular professional 
specialty. This is in contrast to a more comprehensive and integrated "paradigm shift" in the 
teaching of all helping professional courses (Nuttall, Sanchez, & Webber, in press). 
 
The training of school staff and other related professionals can be conceptualized by using a 
model that emphasizes three major components: awareness, knowledge, and skills (Sue, 
Arredondo & McDavis, 1992; Sue et al., 1982). The awareness component involves 
professionals examining their own values, myths, stereotypes, and world view. Knowledge 
entails developing a non-stereotyping, flexible understanding of cultural, social, and family 
dynamics of diverse groups, along with a comprehension of the critical sociopolitical, historical, 
and economic contexts in which people from diverse multicultural groups are embedded. Skills 
require the development of culturally sensitive, flexible, and empowering treatment and 
assessment strategies that are accompanied by communication skills, the integration of 



multicultural and diversity issues in various treatment modalities, multicultural consultation, and 
advocacy skills. 
 
Depending on the school, staff, and community context, flexible training can take place on many 
levels, such as formal multicultural issues course work, in-service training, long-term 
consultation and analysis, multicultural program development, and reciprocal relationships with 
the surrounding multicultural communities. 
 
A MODEL FOR SERVING DIVERSE LEARNERS 
A useful model that allows for the integration of many of these critical variables is the Ecological 
Model developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979) and enhanced by others (Knoff, 1986; Nuttall, 
Romero, & Kalesnik, 1992). According to this model, we try to understand or evaluate a student 
(the microsystem) in the context of his/her mesosystems (immediate family, extended family, 
friends, network), macrosystems (culture or subculture), and exosystems (social structures). This 
model places the diverse learner, school staff, and parents/community in an ecological context, 
which then allows both for a broader understanding of the critical issues affecting students from 
diverse backgrounds and the development of relevant service and educational models. These 
educational models need to be highly sensitive to the particular community and social contexts of 
which the diverse learners and school staff are members. 
 
For the diverse learner and the school staff, the ability to conceptualize and integrate culture and 
issues of diversity within a developmental perspective is also crucial, given the changes in 
developmental tasks at each life stage and the various ways that these "tasks" are expressed and 
resolved within various cultural groups (Lee, 1995). Relevant to the diverse learner in schools, 
these issues must be integrated within the specialized early intervention programs offered to 
children with developmental issues (Lynch & Hanson, 1992). Early intervention services are an 
extremely important part of the total, life-stage conceptualization for low income, diverse 
learners because such learners are more vulnerable to developmental concerns. 
 
CULTURALLY SENSITIVE ASSESSMENT AND TREATMENT STRATEGIES 
Through the development of multicultural competencies within the areas of awareness, 
knowledge, and skills, the probability increases of psychologists using assessment and treatment 
strategies that meet the needs of a wide range of culturally diverse groups. The need for flexible 
and culturally sensitive assessment techniques has continued to be stressed by many in the field 
(Facundo, Nuttall, Walton, 1994; Nuttall, Sanchez, Borras, Nuttall, & Varvogli, in press). 
Examinations of the critical features in assessment should include the sociocultural context of the 
diverse learner and his family, the sociocultural background of the examiner, such as issues of 
awareness of biases and stereotypes, and the selection of appropriate testing, interview, and 
survey instruments. All of these measures enhance the possibility of more relevant and culturally 
sensitive assessments. Furthermore, the consideration of issues related to language and its 
complexities is another major factor in providing relevant and meaningful assessments. 
 
The need for changes in the conceptualization of children's abilities and how skills are assessed, 
particularly with diverse learners, has also led to strategies that focus on problem-solving 
abilities. Maker, Nielson, and Rogers (1994) described the need for change in assessments within 
a diverse school settings, including the assessments of students who are to be considered 



"gifted." The authors presented various assessment programs that rely on Gardner's theory of 
multiple intelligences (1983) and they provided an analysis of problem-solving strategies for 
individual children. These procedures stress the process of problem solving and they offer an 
examination of each child's pattern of multiple intelligences in an attempt to get away from the 
more traditional and, at times, rigid analyses based on formal intelligence and skills testing. 
Likewise, the model of Maker, Nielson, and Rogers (1994) has great implications for the 
assessment of children of all levels and children from diverse backgrounds. Their model allows 
for individual analyses of children's particular problem-solving style and strengths, which are 
then encouraged, while areas for remediation are addressed. 
 
Intervention strategies also need to incorporate the critical issues of culture and social context. 
Works on specific cultural groups, such as Lock (1995) on interventions with African American 
youth, Jackson (1995) on counseling youth of Arab Ancestry, Thomason (1995) on counseling 
Native American clients, Zapata (1995) on working with Latinos, and Yagi & Oh (1995) on 
interventions with Asian American youth, provide valuable guidelines on working with specific 
populations and serve to increase awareness of the specific cultural factors relevant to that 
particular cultural group. Awareness of, and the ability to assess, specific factors such as 
acculturation, language proficiency (including guidelines on the use of translators), and 
sociocultural history, further enhances the provision of culturally affirming treatment strategies 
(Paniagua, 1994; Vazquez Nuttall, DeLeon, & Valle, 1990). 
The need to deal with diverse groups must also include work with gay and lesbian youth 
(LaFontaine, 1994) and youth with disabilities (Sanchez, in press), particularly as we proceed 
with educational inclusion models which are further enhancing the diversity presented within 
school systems. 
 
TRAINING STUDENTS TO BE CULTURALLY SENSITIVE 
With the changing composition of today's student population, the need to provide educational 
programs that address the complex issues related to multiculturalism and diversity is becoming 
more and more evident. Schools and educators must begin to develop curriculums that integrate 
awareness, knowledge, and skills within educational materials. It is critical that diversity and 
multiculturalism not be conceived as being accomplished by adding a course, a lecture, or a one-
day "multicultural fair." A total curriculum transformation needs to take place where the critical 
issues of diversity and multiculturalism are integrated into all aspects of students' academic 
achievement, social skills development, and relationship with the community at large. 
 
An example of such an attempt is the work of one of the authors (Li, 1993, 1994) who developed 
a psycho-educational course to help students increase their self-awareness, acceptance and 
appreciation of the self and others, and communication skills. The course was tried in two 
multicultural schools and in one school comprised mainly of minority children. The response 
from the students and teachers of both regular and special education classrooms was positive. 
They noticed the nurturing climate developed through the course. 
 
The opportunity for children to begin to integrate into their lives issues related to 
multiculturalism and diversity is vital to the development of acceptance and respect for others 
from diverse backgrounds. Along with traditional educational models that present historical and 
social information about people from diverse backgrounds, the creation of models that stress the 



development of awareness and cultural sensitivity skills needs to take place (Omizo & D'Andrea, 
1995). Under this general category of enhancing multicultural awareness and respect for 
diversity is the critical need for confronting issues of racism and prejudice. The need for direct 
discussion and exploration of these issues within schools needs to be conceptualized as another 
critical element of the work done by those involved with the diverse learner within multicultural 
settings (Ponterotto & Pedersen, 1993). 
 
INVOLVING PARENTS AND COMMUNITY AS AUTHENTIC PARTICIPANTS 
Another major component in working with diverse learners is that of establishing "authentic" 
relationships with parents and the community. This is a critical element of any effort directed 
towards increasing multicultural understanding and the development of a truly pluralistic school 
and community environment. To become actively involved in school is hard for immigrant 
parents who are not familiar with American school systems. Workshops on American schools 
including structure, rules, services, and the rights and responsibilities of parents and children are 
found to be helpful, even empowering, to these parents. 
 
The need for direct work with parents and communities has been stressed by Atkinson and 
Juntunen (1994): "... school personnel must function as a school-home-community liaison, as an 
interface between school and home, school and community, and home and community" (p. 108). 
Casas & Furlong (1994), writing with regards to Hispanic parents, but offering ideas clearly 
applicable to other multicultural groups, stress the advocacy role of school counselors both to 
"...increase parent participation and facilitate the increase empowerment..." (p. 121) of parents 
and the community. This is a critical role that needs to be taken on not just by school counselors, 
but by all school staff working with diverse learners in an increasingly multicultural 
environment. 
 
SUMMARY 
Learners from diverse multicultural groups, children with disabilities, and gay and lesbian youth 
will continue to present challenges to schools and those providing educational and support 
services. The development of educational curriculums that enhance awareness, knowledge, and 
skills for students is vital if schools are to provide culturally relevant, respectful, and affirming 
teaching environments. To that end, the development of culturally sensitive assessment and 
intervention strategies, multicultural consultation, and professional training needs to take place. 
Structured along the lines of awareness, knowledge, and skills development, such actions will 
enhance diversity within the school environment. The diverse student and community can be 
conceptualized as a wonderful and exciting element of the world we live in, and not as a 
hindrance to the educational process. The authentic involvement of parents as active and 
empowered members of the school community will link school staff with the diverse learner, 
further increasing and affirming cultural diversity within our school settings. 
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Communicating with Culturally Diverse Parents 
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Teachers and other professionals providing education-related services to exceptional children from 
different cultural backgrounds need to be aware of unique perspectives or communication styles common 
to those cultures. The ways people deal with feelings--especially disappointment, anxiety, fear, 
embarrassment, and anger--vary considerably, and often it is not easy to discern how parents are reacting 
to the realization that their child has a disability. It is especially important to help parents who have been 
outside the mainstream of U.S. education understand the educational options available. To do this, 
professionals need to be sensitive to the different values, experiences, and beliefs that may be held by 
members of various cultural and ethnic groups toward special education. 

USE LANGUAGE PARENTS CAN UNDERSTAND AND USE SENSITIVITY IN 
COMMUNICATING. 

To facilitate communication, educators should use the following guidelines: 

* Send messages home in the parent's native language. 

* Use an appropriate reading level. 

* Listen to messages being returned. 

Courtesy, sincerity, and ample opportunity and time to convey concerns can promote communication with 
and participation by parents from different cultural backgrounds (Johnson & Ramirez, 1987). During 
meetings it is important to provide ample opportunity for parents to respond without interrupting. If a 
parent is formulating a response and has not expressed himself or herself quickly, this delay should not be 
viewed as a lack of interest in responding. Educators need to listen with empathy and realize that parents 
can change from feelings of trust to skepticism or curiosity as their understanding of programs and 
policies increases. It is important to realize that this reaction is normal and that parents may feel hostile or 
desperate as they attempt to sort out facts from their fundamental beliefs about education. 

In communicating with families from different cultural groups, educators should keep in mind their 
diverse cultural styles. There is no one set of characteristics that can be ascribed to all members of any 
ethnic group. Instead, the cultural traits of individuals range from those traditionally attributed to the 
ethnic group to those that are descriptive of a person who has been totally assimilated into the majority 
culture (Carter & Segura, 1979). Unfortunately, much of the literature describing individuals from 
minority groups reinforces existing stereotypes. This digest offers some observations about different 
cultural styles that should be considered cautiously in communications with families of differing cultural 
backgrounds (Cloud & Landurand,1988; Johnson & Ramirez, 1987; Taylor, 1989). 

Sharing Space. People from different cultures use, value, and share space differently. In some cultures it 
is considered appropriate for people to stand very close to each other while talking, whereas in other 
cultures people like to keep farther apart. For example, Hispanics often view Americans as being distant 
because they prefer more space between speakers. On the other hand, Americans often view individuals 
who come too close as pushy or invading their private space. 

Touching. Rules for touching others vary from culture to culture. In Hispanic and other Latin cultures, 
two people engaged in conversation are often observed touching and individuals usually embrace when 
greeting each other. In other cultures, people are more restrained in their greetings. In the 
Asian/Vietnamese cultures, for example, it is not customary to shake hands with individuals of the 
opposite sex.  

Eye Contact. Among African Americans it is customary for the listener to avert the eyes, whereas Euro-
Americans prefer to make direct eye contact while listening. Among Hispanics, avoidance of direct eye 



contact is sometimes seen as a sign of attentiveness and respect, while sustained direct eye contact may be 
interpreted as a challenge to authority. 

Time Ordering of Interactions. The maxim "business before pleasure" reflects the "one activity at a 
time" mindset of U.S. mainstream culture. Some cultures, however, are polychronic, that is, people 
typically handle several activities at the same time. Before getting down to business, Hispanics generally 
exchange lengthy greetings, pleasantries, and talk of things unrelated to the business at hand. Social 
interactions may continue to be interwoven throughout the conversation. 

PROVIDE PARENTS WITH INFORMATION. 

Much of the need for information can be satisfied through regularly scheduled meetings, conferences, and 
planning sessions for a child's individualized education program (IEP). Educators may assume that their 
own familiarity with public policy is shared by parents of children with disabilities. Usually, this is not 
the case. Most parents of culturally diverse children with disabilities need help in understanding the basic 
tenets of the law, including their own rights and responsibilities. 

SUPPORT PARENTS AS THEY LEARN HOW TO PARTICIPATE IN THE SYSTEM. 

Schools must make a sincere commitment to consider parents as partners in their children's education. 
Professionals who are attempting to work and communicate with parents of children with disabilities 
should be prepared to support the parents' rights and responsibilities. In essence, professionals should 
adopt the role of advocate. Parents from culturally diverse backgrounds should be encouraged to join 
parent organizations and share their cultural points of view. Educators and other professionals should 
recognize parents' needs for the following: 

* Assurance that they should not feel guilty about their child's disability. 

*  Acceptance of their feelings without labeling. 

*  Acceptance of them as people, rather than as a category. 

*  Help in seeing the positive aspects of the future. 

*  Recognition of what a big job it is to raise a child with disabilities and help in finding programs, 
services, and financial resources to make it possible for them to do the job with dignity. 

Using these guidelines for communication, teachers and other professionals can assist parents of 
culturally diverse children with disabilities not only to combat feelings of isolation, but also to achieve a 
sense of belonging. 

ENCOURAGE PARENTAL PARTICIPATION AT HOME. 

A growing body of research evidence suggests that important benefits are gained by school-aged children 
when their parents provide support, encouragement, and direct instruction at home and when home-school 
communication is active. Children who receive parental help read much better than children who do not. 
Even instruction by highly competent specialists at school does not produce gains comparable to those 
obtained when students are tutored by their parents at home (Hewison & Tizard, 1980). Even illiterate 
parents can promote the acquisition of reading skills by motivating their children, providing an 
environment that promotes the acquisition of literacy skills, providing comparative and contrasting 
cultural information, asking the children to read to them, and encouraging verbal interaction about written 
material. 
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Students with special gifts and talents come from all cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Gifted 
students can be described as possessing an abundance of certain abilities that are most highly 
valued within a particular society or culture. Many minority language children have special 
talents that are valued within their own cultures; unfortunately, these students are often not 
recognized as gifted and talented. 

Most procedures for identifying gifted and talented students have been developed for use with 
middle class children who are native English speakers. Such procedures have led to an 
underrepresentation of minority language students in gifted and talented programs, which in turn 
prevents our schools from developing the strengths and abilities of this special population. 

This digest explores the controversy surrounding the underrepresentation of minority language 
students in gifted and talented programs and makes recommendations for more suitable 
assessment techniques and program models. 

Why Are Minority Language Students Underrepresented in Programs for Gifted and 
Talented Students? 

Educators who work closely with minority language students argue that using standardized IQ 
tests as a primary measure of giftedness does not fairly accommodate the linguistic and cultural 
differences of these students. These educators look to identify the "able learner" rather than the 
more narrowly defined gifted student who scores in the top 3% on IQ tests. Able learners are 
defined by some educators as students in the top 10% of their class who have shown some 
extraordinary achievement in one or more areas such as science, mathematics, or the performing 
arts (Ernest Bernal, personal communication, September 13, 1988). 

Reliance on IQ tests alone has greatly diminished the potential number of gifted students. 
Renzulli (1978) indicated that "more creative persons come from below the 95th percentile than 
above it, and if such cut-off scores are needed to determine entrance into special programs, we 
may be guilty of actually discriminating against persons who have the highest potential for high 
levels of accomplishment" (p. 182). 

Three percent is a conservative estimate of the percentage of the population that is considered 
gifted. However, in Arizona, for example, only 0.14% of the students in gifted and talented 
programs come from language minority backgrounds (Maker, 1987). Using the 3% criterion, one 
would estimate that 2,900 limited-English-proficient (LEP) students in Arizona could be 
receiving some type of services for giftedness. An assessment of needs, however, revealed that 
only 143 LEP children were participating in gifted programs, despite the fact that minority 



language students represent 16.17% (96,674) of the school-age population. Other studies indicate 
that the proportion of Blacks, Hispanics, and American Indians identified as gifted represents 
only half that expected (Chan & Kitano, 1986). 

Table 1 illustrates that, nationwide, Caucasians and Asians are overrepresented, while the 
percentage of Blacks and Hispanics is only half what would be expected in gifted and talented 
programs. 

 

Table 1 
Percentage of Minority Students Enrolled 

in Regular Educational Programs and Special Programs 

Minority Group General Enrollment Enrollment in Gifted Programs 
Caucasians 71.2% 81.4% 
Blacks 16.2% 8.4% 
Hispanics 9.1% 4.7% 
Asians 2.5% 5.0% 
Sources: Zappia (1989); Machado (1987). 

The concept of giftedness as it relates to culture and values can help explain why more gifted and 
talented Asian and Pacific-American students have been identified than any other group. 
Although these children comprise only 2.2% of the school-age population, they constitute 4.4% 
of the identified gifted students, twice the expected number (Kitano, 1986). (This figure is 
slightly lower than the statistic given in Table 1 [2.5%], but the table has more recent data.) The 
traditional Asian values of educational attainment and obedience to authority support 
achievement in U.S. schools, despite the fact that Asian and Pacific-American cultures differ in 
many ways from the majority culture. 

Different learning styles may also contribute to the underrepresentation of gifted and talented 
minority language students. Native Americans are often caught between the schools' value of 
independence and the home and community value of interdependence. In school, students 
generally sit in rows and face the teacher, whereas in Native American culture, everyone would 
be seated in a circle and decisions would be made collectively. 

Among many Hispanics, cultural differences may also produce manifestations of giftedness that 
differ from the traditional manifestations in the majority culture. In Puerto Rico, for example, 
children learn to seek the advice of their family rather than act independently (Perrone & 
Aleman, 1983). Respect for elders is often valued more than precociousness, which can be seen 
as disrespectful. Similarly, the Mexican-American child who respects elders, the law, and 
authority becomes vulnerable in a school system that values individual competition, initiative, 
and self-direction. 



What Are Some Commonly Used Techniques for the Identification of Gifted and Talented 
Minority Language Students? 

Research on the identification of giftedness points to the lack of appropriate assessment 
procedures. Giftedness is not a trait inherent to native English speakers; however, there is a lack 
of instruments that can detect giftedness in minority language students (Gallagher, 1979; Llanes, 
1980; Raupp, 1988; Renzulli, Reis, & Smith, 1981). Most tests rely on either oral or written 
language skills. Minority language students who are not considered gifted may, in fact, be very 
gifted, but unable to express themselves in English. Therefore, many researchers urge that great 
caution be exercised in using English standardized tests for the identification of linguistic and 
cultural minority students. These researchers also recommend selecting tests that reduce cultural 
and linguistic bias. 

The identification and assessment of gifted and talented minority-language students is complex 
because it involves students who are both gifted and talented and from a language or cultural 
background different from that of middle class, native-English-speaking children. Many 
researchers and practitioners recommend multiple assessment measures to give students several 
opportunities to demonstrate their skills and performance potential. 

Each school can establish its own relevant criteria to ensure that the screening process is 
appropriate for a specific target population. Moreover, an assessment team that is sensitive to 
their needs can represent the population to be served in the program. In addition, teachers can be 
brought into the identification process, because they have the opportunity to observe students in 
numerous academic and social situations. 

An alternative to using English language standardized tests is the assessment of LEP students in 
their native language. These tests measure a variety of skills: creative thinking skills such as 
fluency, flexibility, originality, and elaboration; intellectual development based on Piaget's 
theory of development (Piaget, 1954; Piaget & Inhelder, 1973); language proficiency; and 
nonverbal perceptual skills of cognitive development. 

Many school districts now include behavioral checklists or inventories, nominations, or related 
techniques to identify gifted and talented minority language students. Checklists usually compare 
or rate the student according to general descriptions or more specific examples of behavior 
deduced from characteristics of gifted persons. Many of these instruments are designed locally, 
are available from state departments of education, or are available commercially. 

Other commonly used methods such as interviews, self-reports, autobiographies, and case 
histories can also be used to identify gifted and talented minority language students. Interviews 
are often scheduled as part of the identification or selection process to determine a candidate's 
general fitness for a program and provide information for instructional planning. The use of case 
studies to identify giftedness has been documented by Renzulli and Smith (1977) and is 
recommended because it relies on multiple sources of information about a student's performance. 
Although these procedures can be cumbersome, time consuming, and complex, they can provide 
the most valid basis for decision making. 



What Types of Programs Are Available for Gifted and Talented Students, and Are They 
Suitable for Minority Language Students Who Are Selected to Participate? 

There are as many different types of programs and instructional models for gifted and talented 
LEP students as there are different views of intelligence. The program models discussed in this 
digest demonstrate a wide range of suggestions for choosing a program for gifted and talented 
students and can stimulate ideas about the types of program that can be implemented. However, 
each district must implement the program that will best meet the needs of its gifted and talented 
minority language students. Jean M. Blanning, of the Connecticut Clearinghouse for Gifted and 
Talented (1980), suggests that, in general, programs for gifted and talented minority language 
students should allow their students to: 

• Pursue topics in depth at a pace commensurate with their abilities and intensity of interest 
• Explore, branch out on tangents unforeseen when first beginning a study, without 

curriculum parameters confining them to a particular direction 
• Initiate activities, diverge from the structured format, within a framework of guidance 

and resources appropriate for such exploration 
• ask questions about areas or aspects of studies and find answers which lead to more 

questions 
• Experience emotional involvement with a project because it is based on interests and use 

of higher levels of ability 
• Learn the skills, methodology, and discipline involved in intellectual pursuits and/or 

creative endeavors 
• Think (interpretations, connections, extrapolations) and imagine (ideas, images, intuitive 

insights) to develop fully into their own product 
• Experience the use of intellectual abilities and senses necessary in all creative endeavors. 

Enrichment Programs 
The most common program model for gifted and talented students is probably an enrichment 
program, in which students receive instruction in addition to their regular classroom instruction. 
Enrichment programs provide learning experiences designed to extend, supplement, or deepen 
understandings within specific content areas (Dannenberg, 1984). Some enrichment programs 
provide academic services and cultural opportunities for gifted and talented students. 

Gifted and talented LEP students at Louis S. Brandeis High School in New York City (Cochran 
& Cotayo, 1983) attend operas and museums and, in this way, become a part of American 
culture. Students have said that the program has made them feel "special," because they visit 
places they ordinarily would not. Another example of activities in an enrichment program would 
be to have students studying the prehistoric era watch films on dinosaurs, draw pictures of them, 
and go to a natural history museum to see a dinosaur exhibit. 

The decision as to whether or not to implement an enrichment program may be greatly affected 
by the school district's concept of giftedness. If giftedness is considered a quality to be measured 
through IQ tests, then perhaps an enrichment program would be seen as a "frill," because it does 
not concentrate strictly on academics. On the other hand, this program may be particularly 
appreciated by gifted and talented minority language students, since they often do not receive 



this sort of exposure to the arts in a standard instructional program. 

Resource Rooms 
Another program model uses a resource room, which is usually staffed by a resource teacher. 
Students may visit the resource room to do special assignments or to check out various 
educational games or puzzles. In a kindergarten/first grade gifted and talented program in 
Albuquerque, New Mexico (Beam, 1980), parents are also able to check out items for their 
children. The resource room provides an excellent opportunity for parents and students to bridge 
the gap between home and school. However, in many inner-city schools, special programs may 
be needed to obtain the desired levels of parental support. Also, the establishment of a resource 
room usually requires physical space for the room, sufficient operating funds, and a resource 
teacher who has expertise in the area of gifted and talented students. 

The Hartford, Connecticut, program "Encendiendo Una Llama" ("Lighting a Flame") has been in 
operation since 1979 and uses a resource room, an after-school program, and a regular classroom 
component to provide services for gifted and talented minority language students. This program 
emphasizes language development in English and Spanish, high-level thinking skills, 
independent work and study skills, and development of creative thinking. It is an integrated 
program in which English-dominant children also participate. In each of the participating 
Hartford schools, the bilingual gifted and talented program is the only gifted program in the 
school, and all children are eligible to participate, regardless of their language background. 

Parent Involvement Programs 
Many programs include a strong parent involvement component in which parents can help 
support their children's development at home while the school can be used as an additional 
resource. Although it is important for all parents to be involved in their children's education, it is 
particularly critical to develop a strong link between the home and the school for gifted and 
talented minority language children. 

Many programs provide parents with checklists to help assess their children. In addition, 
programs often provide booklets of home activities through which parents can encourage critical 
thinking and creativity. 

Acceleration or Honors Programs 
Many people associate acceleration or honors programs with gifted and talented programs. These 
programs may include skipping grades, early entrance, early graduation, credit by examination, 
nongraded classes, and advanced placement classes (Dannenberg, 1984). Some gifted students 
who seem bored in school may benefit from an accelerated program that provides an academic 
challenge and keeps them involved in school. However, it may be difficult to identify these 
students, who initially may not be seen as gifted. 

Some educators who adhere to the narrow definition of giftedness as high IQ may not feel that an 
honors program is appropriate for students who fit the broader definition of the able learner. This 
attitude is refuted in the film Stand And Deliver, which is based on a true story about several 
minority language students at an inner-city school in Los Angeles. These students were not 
considered gifted by many of their teachers, yet they were the only students in their school to 



pass the Advanced Placement exams given by the Educational Testing Service for college credit 
in calculus. Their success can be attributed largely to their mathematics teacher, Jaime Escalante, 
who had very high expectations for them and refused to believe that they were unable to think 
critically simply because they were from low-income, minority language backgrounds. He 
encouraged their participation in these special advanced classes (held at night and on Saturdays 
in overcrowded, stifling classrooms) to prove to other students, the faculty, and themselves that 
they were intelligent. Moreover, these students gained new, strong, self-concepts, which 
inevitably improved their academic skills and gave them the courage and discipline to pursue a 
college education. 

Mentor Programs 
Another program model for gifted and talented education is the mentor program. Mentors 
provide role models for the students, giving them an opportunity to interact with adult 
professionals. Through the Higher Achievement Program in Washington, DC, elementary and 
junior high school students from low-income neighborhoods are tutored by volunteers 2 nights a 
week. To be eligible for the program, students must show a high level of motivation and pass a 
qualifying examination. One night each week is devoted to verbal skills such as reading 
comprehension, vocabulary, and writing; the second night is devoted primarily to mathematics 
and related skills. Critical thinking skills are stressed in all subjects. 

The mentor program has many psychological and social benefits for the students and is a low-
cost program if the school district recruits area professionals as volunteers. School districts 
located near universities can encourage them to establish a course in which official credit is 
given to university students who participate as mentors. If the mentors are sensitive to the needs 
of particular cultural and linguistic groups, they can provide positive role models for the 
students. The mentor program concept can be a solution to difficult budget constraints and has 
been used by numerous school districts around the country. 

Recommendations for Change 

The following recommendations may improve the assessment and educational programs of 
gifted and talented minority language students. 

• Broaden the concept of giftedness. Broadening the concept of giftedness to include able 
learners will allow for the identification of a greater proportion of gifted minority 
language students. A broader definition of giftedness may be the first essential step 
toward identifying and educating gifted and talented minority language students.  

• Expand research on giftedness and minority language students. Although there is a 
large body of literature on gifted and talented students in general, there is much less 
literature on gifted and talented minority language students. This may be because many 
researchers in the past did not consider minority language students as gifted, based on the 
traditional measure of giftedness as a high IQ score. Further research is needed on all the 
able learners in our schools, including minority language students.  

• Employ more well-rounded assessment techniques. If there is a lower-than-expected 
proportion of minority language students identified as gifted, then the identification and 
assessment process should be examined to determine why these students have not been 



identified. School districts may need to find creative solutions to the problem of how to 
identify gifted and talented minority language students by using nontraditional methods.  

The identification of minority language students can include multiple criteria (with 
information from as many sources as possible) that are relevant to the needs of the 
population. Using multiple instruments can result in a more precise picture because it 
provides information about students from different perspectives. A combination of 
assessment instruments can help ensure that a student's ability to participate effectively in 
a gifted and talented program is adequately measured. 

• Increase staff awareness of their potential for developing a gifted and talented 
program. Regardless of the program model selected for implementation, administrators 
must first examine the resources they have within their school system. Upon entering the 
school district, teachers could be asked to complete a questionnaire about their abilities 
and interests and whether or not they would be interested in participating in a gifted and 
talented program. For example, a teacher who has played piano for 10 years might be 
interested in teaching a course in music appreciation. Administrators need to be aware of 
the unique talents within their own staff as they identify local personnel who may be able 
to contribute their time, effort, and expertise to gifted and talented programs.  

• Explore various program models. No single model can be recommended as the "best" 
instructional approach for gifted and talented minority language students, because each 
population is unique and each program has its own specific goals and objectives. The 
type of program implemented may depend on several issues such as the instructional 
model, the talents of the students, the number of gifted students identified, the talents of 
the professional staff, the availability of qualified personnel, the level of commitment of 
the school and school system, and budget constraints.  

• Increase awareness of different ways giftedness may be manifested in different 
populations. Many students are gifted or talented. Teachers face the challenge of 
identifying, developing, and supporting their students' talents. Although this may be a 
challenge, it is also a rewarding experience. Watching students grow to their fullest 
potential and knowing that, as the teacher, you have played an integral part in your 
students' growth are great personal and professional triumphs. 

Conclusion 

This digest highlights some of the current debates in the education of gifted and talented students 
focusing on the definition of giftedness, the assessment of gifted students, and the development 
and implementation of gifted programs. Providing appropriate gifted and talented programs for 
students from linguistically and culturally diverse backgrounds is a challenge that many school 
districts face. Since minority language students represent an increasing percentage of the total 
school population, meeting the educational needs of gifted minority language students is vital. 
All students, including minority language students, deserve the most challenging instruction 
possible. 
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While the nation is concerned about the shortage of teachers at the K-12 grade levels, especially 
in science and mathematics, there is also continuous concern about attracting and retaining more 
students in these subject areas. Looking to the year 2000 and beyond, we face the potential of a 
serious shortfall in the number of individuals entering the fields of science and mathematics. 
This is especially true for underrepresented minority students (Blacks, Hispanics, and American 
Indians). In the years ahead, these underrepresented minorities will constitute a growing 
population within the pool of students from which a highly skilled workforce will be drawn.  
 
Minorities are underrepresented at every level from elementary to graduate school. Lack of 
preparation in science among under-represented minority groups in the early elementary grades 
undermines enrollment and success in secondary-level school programs and, ultimately, in 
college and career choices later in life.  
 
As the nation's economic base shifts increasingly toward technology, participation and 
achievement in science and mathematics among minority students become increasingly 
important. Unfortunately, minority students, those who form the most rapidly growing portion of 
our school-age population, are the ones that are most left out of science and mathematics. By not 
studying these subjects, both the minority students and the United States as a whole stand to lose. 
The minority students are depriving themselves of many career choices, including the skilled 
technical and computer-oriented occupations as well as access to white male-dominated, high 
salaried occupations. Further, a basic understanding of science and mathematics is essential for 
all students, not only those pursuing careers in scientific and technical fields. Adequate 
preparation in science and mathematics enables students to develop intellectually and socially, 
and participate fully in a technological society as informed citizens (Clark, 1996). The United 
States can meet future potential shortfalls of scientists and engineers only by reaching out and 
bringing members of underrepresented minorities into science and engineering. America's 
standing and competitiveness depend on it (Task Force on Women, Minorities, and the 
Handicapped in Science and Technology, 1988).  
 
CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS 
Differing fertility rates, immigration patterns, and age distributions, and thus death rates, of 
population subgroups suggest that the 21st century profile will contrast sharply with that of the 
20th century. If the pattern continues, around the year 2030 the total elementary-school-age 
cohort of the United States could be about equally divided between Whites and all other racial 
and ethnic groups combined. Over the next 20 years, Blacks, Hispanics, American Indians, and 
Asian Americans would together outnumber the total White population of elementary school 
children (Hodgkinson, 1992). The composition of this projected workforce causes great concern 
in the scientific community and suggests that the United States must make greater efforts in 
increasing the proportion of minorities choosing careers in science.  



 
STATUS OF MINORITIES IN SCIENCE 
Too few minorities (Blacks, Hispanics and Native Americans) are represented among the 
population of scientists in the United States. Despite substantial gain over the past decade, 
minorities are still underrepresented in science and engineering, both in employment and training 
(NSF, 1996).  
 
Data from the National Science Foundation (NSF, 1994) indicate that in 1990, racial and ethnic 
minorities constituted 22% of the civilian labor force but only 14% of the science and 
engineering labor force. Underrepresented minorities (Blacks, Hispanics, and American Indians ) 
represented 19% of the total labor force and 8% of the science and engineering labor force. 
Asian Americans were well represented in the science and engineering labor force, at 3% of the 
total labor force and 6% of the science and engineering labor force. Women made up 46% of the 
labor force in all occupations, but only 22% of the science and engineering labor force.  
 
In the year 2000, it is projected that 85% of new entrants to the workforce in the United States 
will be females and members of minority groups. Based on this percentage, the goal should be 
clear. Both groups should be represented in the scientific and technology professions in 
proportion to their presence in the population as a whole.  
Although Blacks demonstrated significant progress during the decade from 1980 to 1990, in both 
science and math courses taken and in student achievement, they continue to be underrepresented 
in the science and engineering labor forces. Hispanics also remain underrepresented, with little 
progress being made during the past decade (NSF, 1994). Limited statistics available on 
American Indians in the labor force suggest that they too are underrepresented in science and 
engineering.  
 
BARRIERS TO SUCCESS 
Factors contributing to unequal participation of minorities in science and mathematics education 
include understaffed and under-equipped schools-usually found in minority communities-
tracking, judgments about ability, number and quality of science and mathematics courses 
offered, access to qualified teachers, access to resources, and curricula emphasis (NSF, 1996) 
Inequities in school funding can also highlight the social context of schooling. Schools, 
particularly secondary schools, in urban areas with a high proportion of economically 
disadvantaged or a high proportion of minority students offer less access to science and 
mathematics education.  
 
According to NSF (1996), being labeled by ability is very important to student achievement 
because teachers tend to have different expectations of students in the various groups. Teachers 
of "high-ability" classes are more likely than those of "low-ability" classes to emphasize the 
development of reasoning and inquiry skills. Students in "low-ability" classes are more likely to 
read from a textbook and spend time doing worksheet problems and less likely to be asked to 
write reasoning about solving a mathematics problem and participate in hands-on science 
activities.  
 
Minority students also have less access to qualified teachers. Math classes with higher 
proportions of minorities are less likely than those with lower proportions of minorities to have 



teachers with majors in the mathematics.  
The instructional emphasis in largely minority classes are likely to differ as well. The teachers in 
science and mathematics classes having a high minority enrollment are more likely to emphasize 
preparing students for standardized tests and are less likely than those in classes having fewer 
minority students to emphasize preparing students for further study in science or mathematics.  
 
All too often, at the elementary school level, usually around the middle school grades, many 
students, especially minority students, learn to dislike or fear science and mathematics and take 
only the minimum required courses in these subjects at the junior and senior high school levels. 
The damage done is incalculable. They emerge from elementary and secondary schools without 
an adequate grounding in science and mathematics. Even if they become interested in the 
subjects in later grades, it is often too late to take the courses necessary to pursue careers in the 
fields of science and mathematics in college.  
 
TRANSFORMING TEACHING AND LEARNING 
To ensure that all students receive an appropriate, high-quality science and mathematics 
education, measures should be taken by educators to ensure that underrepresented minorities 
have improved opportunities and greater encouragement to participate fully in science and 
mathematics education. Curricular and instructional methodologies need to be updated to include 
cooperative learning and accommodate alternative learning styles. The science program should 
be designed to foster enthusiasm, interest, and competence both for pursuing careers in the field 
and for the acquisition of skills and knowledge demanded by an increasingly technological 
society.  
 
SUGGESTIONS FOR TEACHERS 
For effective science and mathematics teaching, the teacher should:  
*Incorporate manipulative materials and hands-on activities as regular instructional strategies. 
Provide opportunities for students to engage in problem-solving inquiry-based activities.  
*Have high expectations in science and mathematics for all students.  
*Encourage and challenge all students. Provide experience that will challenge the students 
intellectually.  
*Involve all students in classroom activities and discussions. Present science as a subject that 
everyone can learn.  
*Employ a variety of teaching styles and strategies. Modify and adapt materials and learning to 
allow the fullest possible participation of all students.  
*Provide opportunities for students to learn how science and mathematics are applicable to daily 
living and valuable to future education and employment. Encourage all students to apply 
classroom learning to practical situations. Also, help students connect life experiences to learning 
experiences.  
*Make provisions for as much individualization as possible. Provide cooperative learning 
activities that will provide students opportunities to associate with each other, learn from each 
other, and gain respect for each other.  
*Involve appropriate role models in career exploration activities.  
*Encourage parents' interest in promoting science and mathematics.  
 
It is important for teachers to help students develop to their maximum potentials by involving 



them in classroom experiences that will (a) challenge them intellectually, and (b) prepare them 
for a life of continuous learning. Without sufficient instruction, many students, whether they are 
slow learners, average, gifted, or from other exceptional groups, will show little interest in 
science and mathematics. They will eventually "turn off" to science and mathematics and never 
realize their potential in these subjects.  
 
PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 
There are several things that every parent should know about science and mathematics classes. 
Among them are:  
*Given support and encouragement, all students can perform well in science and mathematics 
courses.  
*All students should take science and mathematics courses every year.  
*Students learn science best through hands-on experiences.  
 
Here are ways parents can guide children toward excellence in science and mathematics:  
*Get involved in creative educational programs in the community. (a) Visit the museum. There 
are a variety of exhibits and classes held for children and their parents at museums. (b) Check 
local colleges and universities for summer science and mathematics programs or information 
about science and mathematics programs for school-age children. There are several National 
Science Foundation (NSF) funded programs designed to help children develop an understanding 
of science and mathematics. These programs emphasize "hands-on" experimentation and 
exploration.  
*Encourage children to read about science. Check the local library for books about science and 
easy-to-do science projects.  
*Watch science TV with children. There are several good science programs on television, such 
as National Geographic Specials, NOVA, Nature, and Bill Nye-The Science Guy, designed 
specifically for children. As parents watch with their children, they should help them ask 
questions and understand the concepts presented.  
*Shop for items for home science. Go to museums and bookstores and look at science books for 
children. Look for books that have science activities in them.  
*Encourage natural curiosity. Share informal education activities frequently through visits to 
zoos, museums, and local high technology companies. Go to toy stores and look for games that 
encourage children to think, ask questions, test solutions, etc.  
 
All students, minority students in particular, need to know the importance of science and 
mathematics in their daily lives. Knowledge of these subjects help them to develop intellectually 
and socially. Science is a way of thinking, a way of understanding the world. Minority students 
need to understand that early involvement with the substance of science and mathematics can 
open gates for them into all the domains of knowledge and employment. Science and 
mathematics are shaping the future; studying these subjects prepares them for a place in that 
future.  
 
THE CHALLENGE 
Teachers are called on to provide quality education to all children and prepare them to live and 
work in a world transformed by rapid growth in new technologies, international competitiveness, 
economic globalization, and increasing demographic shifts. Americans must become aware that 



future shortfalls of scientists and engineers can only be met by bringing minorities into the pool 
of science and mathematics majors. As a new century approaches, the promise made by America 
and articulated by Franklin D. Roosevelt over a half century ago must be reclaimed: "We seek to 
build an America where no one is left out." America must ensure that all children receive a 
quality education and have access to economic opportunities (Quality Education for Minority 
Project, 1990).  
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Frequently Asked Questions – Gifted & Talented Underachievement 
 
(This document is intended to provide guidelines for interpreting 704 Kentucky Administrative Regulation (KAR) 3:285. Programs for the gifted 
and talented, in relation to underachievement. Kentucky Department of Education is here to assist in the implementation of this interpretation 
and/or the regulations on underachievement.) 
 
 
Q: How do you define underachievement?  
A:  A common, general definition for underachievement as it applies to education is described as a 
student achieving poorly and/or less than his/her potential or mental abilities would indicate he/she should 
be capable of attaining. Another common indicator of underachievement is observed discrepancies 
between intelligence test scores and academic performance. Underachievement can also be described as a 
gap between teacher or parent expectations and student performance. Underachievement essentially is a 
discrepancy between potential and performance, or ability and achievement, or simply, unfulfilled 
potential. Who is to determine what will measure this unfulfilled potential?  The potential of the 
underachiever is difficult to define, according to research. Any discrepancies should be observable over a 
substantial period of time. 
 
The variations in definitions of underachievement come from how ability and achievement are measured. 
(Rimm, 2006)  Although precise operational definitions provide clarity for research, they lack flexibility 
for identifying specific causes of underachievement. (Reis and McCoach, 2000). 
 

Sally Reis (2000) states that there is no universally agreed upon definition of gifted 
underachievement. 
 
According to James R. Delisle and Sandra L. Berger  (1990), underachievement is often seen as a 
problem of attitude or work habits. Gifted children who do not succeed in school are often 
successful in outside activities such as sports, social occasions, and after-school jobs. Even a child 
who does poorly in most school subjects may display a talent or interest in at least one school 
subject. Thus, labeling a child as an "underachiever" disregards any positive outcomes or behaviors 
that child displays. It is better to label the behaviors than the child (e.g., the child is 
"underachieving in math and language arts" rather than an "underachieving student"). 
 
James Delisle states: “While pretending to have the best interests of underachievers at heart, authors 
on this topic do their best to zap out of these often creative children the very essence of what has 
kept them alive, intellectually speaking: their nonconformity and their refusal to accept mediocrity 
in their education.” Delisle continues, “There is no argument that some very capable children are 
not performing as well in school tasks as they could. It is equally true that some individual schools 
and teachers provide little intellectual sustenance for gifted students.” 
 
704 KAR 3:285. Programs for the gifted and talented states: Section 1. Definitions.  
(33) "Underachieving" means the development of a significant gap between a student's potential 
ability and demonstrated achievement to a degree that there is an overall diminished ability to achieve 
at the expected level of ability. 

 
Q: What is the definition a gifted/talented underachiever? 
A:  A gifted underachiever is a student who demonstrates high ability in their area of identification, but 
does not perform at that level in the classroom. It is important to recognize the student’s level of potential. 
A gifted underachiever would expect to fall short of fulfilling that potential. A non-gifted underachiever 
will not likely have high ability, high intelligence or high achievement test scores. 
 



 
Q: What would qualify a student as underachieving in each area of giftedness? 
A: The most commonly applied standard is performing below the average for the current grade/subject 
level (Math, Language Arts, Social Studies, Science, Music, Drama, Dance, Visual Art, all of which have 
a curriculum). 
 

The National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented (NRCGT) states: The academically 
able underachiever (in Math and Language Arts) shows a discrepancy as evidenced by lower than 
expected academic performance by meeting both of the following criteria: 1) Has grades in the 
bottom half of his/her class or has a “C” average. 2) Is recommended by the classroom teacher, 
gifted specialist, and/or counselor as being a bright underachiever. To be “identified “ as an 
underachiever, the gifted student needs to be underachieving during the current academic school 
year. Students who have done poorly in previous school years, but have improved his/her grades 
recently should NOT be included in this group. This can be observed as failing to achieve the 
academic level of which he/she is capable and often below achievement levels of those with 
average abilities. 

 
Caution: Students who are talented in the visual/performing arts but are also introverted, shy or have low 
self-esteem may have difficulty performing for an audience/audition and not have the ability to showcase 
his/her talent. Low socio-economic students may lack formal training with little or no opportunities for 
enrichment. (Ford, 1996) These students may be truly gifted yet underachieve before they are ever 
identified as gifted/talented. 
 
To determine underachievement in the area of General Intellectual ability, a test of cognitive ability or the 
use of a current CSI (Cognitive Skills Index) score may help to decide if the student is performing up to 
the level of his/her mental abilities. Underachievers may exhibit a decline in IQ or achievement test 
scores over time. This can also be observed in classroom activities and assignments. A student identified 
as gifted in the area of general intellectual may or may not show his/her abilities through academic 
achievement and have more to do with his/her thinking abilities. Examples include: a student who may 
score high on a Stanford-Binet and likely be a student with high verbal and abstract reasoning abilities, 
but may not have a high level ability in math, science, art, etc. or a student who may score high on the 
Raven Progressive Matrices or the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children indicating high visual-spatial 
abilities, but may not ensure high academic performance. High visual-spatial abilities are not always 
accessed in regular classroom activities and assignments.  
 
Is the student working at their level of potential in relation to how they use abstract reasoning, logical 
reasoning, social awareness, memory, nonverbal ability and the analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of 
information? Is the student consistently standing out among peers in these capacities? The underachiever 
will not be performing at his/her level of ability.  
 

KY Regulations state: Section 1. Definitions. 
(16) "General intellectual ability" means possessing: (a) Either the potential or demonstrated ability 
to perform at an exceptionally high level in general intellectual ability, which is usually reflected in 
extraordinary performance in a variety of cognitive areas, such as abstract reasoning, logical 
reasoning, social awareness, memory, nonverbal ability and the analysis, synthesis, and evaluation 
of information; and (b) A consistently outstanding mental capacity as compared to children of one's 
age, experience, or environment. 

 
In relation to leadership, I think we can look at unfulfilled potential as observed by someone who knows 
the child and is familiar with high levels of ability in leadership. Another way to look at underachieving 



leaders is to observe students who use their abilities in socially unproductive and unacceptable ways, 
often leading students in the “wrong” direction.  
 

An underachieving leader may choose unethical and expedient solutions to problems, going with 
the group rather than against it, compromise his/her values, lack commitment to principles and 
causes, does not identify with humanity, cannot admit to his/her shortcomings, and is unwilling to 
accept societal norms. (Ford, 1996) 

 
KY Regulations state: Section 1. Definitions. 
(26) "Psychosocial or leadership ability" means possessing either potential or demonstrated ability 
to perform at an exceptionally high level in social skills and interpersonal qualities such as poise, 
effective oral and written expression, managerial ability, and the ability, or vision, to set goals and 
organize others to successfully reach those goals. 

 
In relation to creativity, again, I think we can look at unfulfilled potential as observed by someone who 
knows the child and is familiar with high levels of ability in creativity. Creative underachievers may have 
high scores on measures of creative ability yet demonstrate few of the characteristics of creativity; 
divergent thinking, flexibility, fluency elaboration, originality, etc. 
 

A creative underachiever may produce ideas but lack initiative to follow through and fail to 
generate products needed to evaluate his/her creativity. Conversely, underachievers can 
demonstrate creative behaviors, yet he/she fails to demonstrate creative abilities on standardized 
tests. (Ford, 1996) 

 
KY Regulations state: Section 1. Definitions. 
(8) "Creative or divergent thinking ability" means possessing either potential or demonstrated 
ability to perform at an exceptionally high level in creative thinking and divergent approaches to 
conventional tasks as evidenced by innovative or creative reasoning, advanced insight and 
imagination, and solving problems in unique ways. 
 

Caution: Paper/pencil tests and timed tests often conflict with creative and divergent thinking. 
 
Q: What is the purpose of identifying underachieving students? 
A:  The law states we should help meet individual student needs commensurate with their interests, 
needs and abilities and to facilitate a high level attainment of goals. If an underachieving student is not 
recognized and not working up to his/her abilities and attaining a high level of goals, he/she may be 
considered “at risk” for dropping out of school, prone to disciple problems, depression, suicide, or other 
potential negative outcomes. It could be considered a tragic loss to society and more importantly, have 
extensive personal consequence when one does not work to his/her potential. All students have a right to an 
education designed for their level of needs, interests, goals and abilities. To what degree gifted & talented 
underachievers are identified and monitored is up to the interpretation of what are the students’ interests, 
needs, abilities and goals. 
 
Q: Who will help these students identified as underachievers? 
A:  Individual student needs and abilities and the high level attainment of goals are correlated to his/her 
individual achievement/underachievement. The local school district shall provide professionally qualified 
and certified personnel to differentiate instruction to meet his/her individual needs, provide educational 
experiences commensurate with his/her interests, needs and abilities; and facilitate the high level attainment 
of goals.  
 



704 KAR 3:285. Programs for the gifted and talented states:  Section 8. Personnel. A local school district 
shall ensure that direct services to students identified as demonstrating gifted and talented behaviors and 
characteristics shall be provided by professionally qualified and certified personnel as required by the 
Education Professional Standards Board. 
      (1) A teacher shall be appropriately endorsed in gifted education in accordance with 704 KAR 
20:280 if the teacher works: 
      (a) directly with identified gifted pupils in addition to the regularly assigned teacher; or 
      (b) For at least one-half (1/2) of the regular school day in a classroom made up only of properly 
identified gifted students. 
      (2) All other personnel working with gifted students shall be prepared through appropriate 
professional development to address the individual needs, interests, and abilities of the students. 
 
704 KAR 3:285. Programs for the gifted and talented states: Section 6. Service Delivery Options. (1) A 
student diagnosed as possessing gifted characteristics, behaviors or talent shall be provided articulated, 
primary through grade twelve (12) services which: 
      (a) Are qualitatively differentiated to meet his individual needs; 
      (b) Result in educational experiences commensurate with his interests, needs and abilities; and 
      (c) Facilitate the high level attainment of goals established in KRS 158.6451. 

  
 
General Cautions:  

1) Test scores may not predict long-term performance.  
2) Different causes at different times affect academic behavior. It may be situational or temporary, 

and not a chronic problem. 
3) Educators may not have reliable information to assess how many gifted students are 

underachieving. 
4) Students may be observed over time to see a noticeable pattern, however, most of the gifted 

population is rarely challenged to use his/her ability, and you may see a large number of students 
falling into the definition of underachievement. 

 
 
Conclusion:  
This document is intended to provide guidelines for interpreting the regulations regarding gifted and 
talented students in relation to underachievement. The definitions and regulations for 
underachievement presented are not conclusive and are interpretive. Kentucky Department of 
Education is here to assist in the implementation of this interpretation and/or the regulations on 
underachievement.    
 
 
Other: 
The earlier underachievers are recognized, the better chance there is to reverse underachievement. 
 
“What the individual achieves affects what the learner becomes.” ~~Johyn Goodlad, 1964 
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The ability to read well is the most important skill children can acquire. Reading ability and 
the desire to read vary significantly among groups of children, however. This was 
demonstrated, for example, by the findings of the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 
Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 (ECLS-K), a national study on school readiness that 
measured children's ability to identify by name uppercase and lowercase letters of the 
alphabet, associate letters with sounds at the beginning and ending of words, recognize 
common words by sight, and read words in context. ECLS-K found that on all these 
measures girls were more proficient than boys, whites more proficient than non-Asian 
students of color and Latinos, and children from higher socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds 
more proficient than lower SES children (reported in Coley, 2002). Moreover, the reading 
gap between whites and students of color frequently widens with age (Coley, 2001).  
 
There are many reasons why some children do not read well and do not like to read, some of 
which are related to biological and cognitive factors. Other impediments to reading 
achievement include the use of ineffective teaching strategies and materials; the lack of 
sufficient and enticing reading resources in schools, communities, and homes; and family 
habits that do not include reading. This digest provides information on how schools and 
families can improve the reading skills of native English speaking children, particularly poor 
elementary school level boys of color. It focuses on ways to increase the time they spend 
reading and the enjoyment they get from doing so; it does not cover strategies for teaching 
reading. The recommendations presented below, based on the analysis and experience of 
experts, have proven to be particularly useful with boys who are most at risk of 
underachievement but least likely to view reading as an important activity.  
 
HOW BOYS VIEW READING 
Boys tend to learn to read at an older age than girls, take longer to learn, and comprehend 
narrative texts less easily. Boys also value reading less, and see reading as a way to get 
information rather than as a recreational activity (Simpson, 1996; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). 
While researchers differ on whether boys of color see reading as "acting white," and, thus, 
something to be avoided (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002), one study of African American boys 
found that they resented activities they defined as schoolwork, believing that they will never 
benefit from an education (Tanksley, 1995).  
 
READING MATERIALS THAT BOYS LIKE 
Boys tend to read a "wider number of genres over a broader range of topics" than girls 
(Simpson, 1996, p. 272). They are usually most interested in books and periodicals about 
hobbies, sports, and activities they might engage in, and in informational resources. They like 
escapism (science fiction, adventure, and fantasy) and humor more than fiction and poetry, 
and they like to collect series of books (Simpson, 1996; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002).  



 
Reading choices made for boys frequently do not reflect their preferences, since girls are 
clearer and more vocal about what books they want, elementary school teachers are 
predominantly women, and mothers rather than fathers select reading materials for their 
children. Obviously, then, involving boys in the selection process will increase their 
attentiveness (Simpson, 1996). Further, boys, like all children, want to see characters like 
themselves sometimes. Therefore, materials should feature people of different ethnicities, 
races, and backgrounds who live in a variety of types of homes and communities. (One 
resource for materials of particular interest to African American children is a bibliography 
produced by the National Association for the Education of Young Children [Brown & Oates, 
2001]). 
 
CLASSROOM STRATEGIES FOR INCREASING BOYS' READING 
Reading aloud by teachers, guest readers, and students is a valuable classroom activity to 
which substantial amounts of time should be allotted. It is especially beneficial for boys who 
may not be reading at other times and need to be introduced to the pleasure that reading 
provides. Teachers can capture boys' interest by associating the material to be read with their 
existing knowledge. When they read aloud to boys, teachers can help them to associate 
sounds with symbols by letting them follow along with the text. Rotating reading materials of 
different genres allows boys to see the many types of reading materials available--not just 
novels and textbooks, but also newspapers and magazines, how-to guides, comics, and 
computer programs--and their multiple uses (Simpson, 1996). 
 
Boys gain confidence in their reading ability when they read aloud in class. Frequent 
interruptions or corrections undermine this confidence, however. Since teachers correct boys' 
reading more than girls', they need to be sensitive to the effects of their criticism (McCarthy, 
Nicastro, Spiros, & Staley, 2001; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). Additional time for silent reading 
promotes the independent development of skills and the enjoyment of reading. 
 
Teachers can help boys comprehend reading materials and promote analytical thinking by 
involving them in class or group discussions. Students can review the content, purpose, and 
presentation of particular types of books, and how they differ. They can "talk about stories as 
constructions of the world, not as reflections of it," and can consider whether they empathize 
with the characters. They can use their imaginations to recast a story using characters of a 
different sex or ethnicity. Because girls tend to dominate discussions of books, teachers need 
to take care that boys participate (Simpson, 1996, p. 278). 
 
A library in the classroom stocked with attractive age- and ability-appropriate books 
encourages boys to pick up one when they have a free moment. Inviting all children to design 
the library area, and to choose and organize the books, promotes use. Regular visits to the 
school library show boys a much wider range of reading materials and foster their desire to 
improve their skills so they can read the more sophisticated material there. Outings to the 
public library serve the same purpose. Also, getting children library cards encourages future 
visits with their families (Calkins, 1996). 
 
JOINT STRATEGIES FOR THE SCHOOL, COMMUNITY, AND HOME 



Schools, libraries, and community groups can join with families to improve boys' reading. 
Adults can talk about how reading alone and with friends, looking for books in stores, 
libraries, and flea markets, giving books as gifts, and sharing what they have learned, makes 
them happy and helps them relate to others (Calkins, 1997). 
 
More formally, organizations can implement reading programs. They can provide male 
reading role models of color to help boys develop the habit of reading. Such role models are 
especially important for boys living in homes without men, and including them in a 
supplementary education program can help compensate for families that do not read at home. 
Men can model reading by doing so themselves and reading aloud to children, and by telling 
children why reading enriches their own lives (Tanksley, 1995). A tutoring program can also 
employ adult role models. Alternatively, it can pair less proficient readers with more 
accomplished students who can instinctively select appealing books, articles, and manuals 
providing instructions for engaging in an activity or constructing a model. Of course, all 
tutors can use school texts (Tanksley, 1995). 
 
ACTIVITIES FOR PARENTS 
Schools can help parents promote their children's reading by communicating that it is 
important to read to sons (every day, if possible), that they do not have to be well educated to 
do so effectively, and that schools cannot be solely responsible for their children's education. 
Schools can direct parents to free sources of reading materials (such as the school itself, 
libraries, and community organizations) and manage book swaps. They can also encourage 
parents to allow their children time for reading and provide an inviting place for it. Parents 
can also be helped to integrate reading with their children naturally into their schedules 
(Coley, 2002; McCarthy et al., 2001; North Carolina, 1999; Tanksley, 1995). 
 
Parents can model reading, sharing what they have learned, recommending good books, and 
mentioning what they want to learn from reading in the future. Parents and sons can read 
together, selecting increasingly difficult materials to help boys improve their skills and 
promoting positive interactions as they predict what will happen in a story and then discuss 
what did happen and why. Parents and sons can look up information together both to show 
the value of reading and to help boys develop problem-solving skills. Parents can take books 
along on long trips or to places where waiting is anticipated to help boys appreciate the value 
of reading as recreation. Finally, parents can maintain a reading log with their sons that 
indicates what, when, and how much the boys are reading. The log keeps parents informed, 
supports their sons' efforts, and encourages reading together (Calkins, 1996; McCarthy et al., 
2001; North Carolina, 1999; Tanksley, 1995). 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
Many enticements compete for children's time, television most especially. For boys, the 
desire to be physically active can further impede their interest in reading. Therefore it is 
necessary to help boys select and use reading materials that are as entertaining as television, 
tap into their special interests and answer their unique questions about the world, and provide 
information that facilitates their participation in sports and other group activities. 
 



Finally, the reading that boys do should not be dismissed as inconsequential even though it 
often does not include the novels and other traditional materials usually read by girls. The 
genres preferred by boys can be equally helpful in their development of reading, thinking, 
and problem solving skills, and should be considered key resources in their education. 

• REFERENCES 
Brown, J.C., & Oates, L. (2001). Books to grow on: African American literature for 
young children. Washington, DC: National Association for the Education of Young 
Children. 
Calkins, L.M. (1996, August). Motivating readers: First things first: Planting the seeds 
for lifelong reading. Instructor, 106(1), 32-33. (EJ 533 473) 
Calkins, L.M. (1997, January-February). Motivating readers: Five ways to nurture a 
lasting love of reading. Instructor, 106(5), 32-33. (EJ 538 525) 
Coley, R.J. (2001). Differences in the gender gap: Comparisons across racial/ethnic 
groups in education and work. Princeton: Educational Testing Service. (ED 451 222) 
Coley, R.J. (2002). An uneven start: Indicators of inequality in school readiness. 
Princeton: Educational Testing Service. 
McCarthy, S., Nicastro, J., Spiros, I., & Staley, K. (2001). Increasing recreational reading 
through the use of read-aloud's. Unpublished manuscript, Saint Xavier University, 
Chicago, IL. (ED 453 541) 
North Carolina State Board of Education, Department of Public Education. (1999). 
Reading with your elementary child: Tips for parents--grades 3-5. Raleigh: Author. (ED 
438 038) 
Simpson, A. (1996, December). Fictions and facts: An investigation of the reading 
practices of girls and boys. English Education, 28(4), 268-79. (EJ 540 728) 
Smith, M.W., & Wilhelm, J.D. (2002). "Reading don't fix no Chevys": Literacy in the 
lives of young men. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
Tanksley, M.D. (1995). Improving the attendance rate for African American male 
students in an after school reading program through parental involvement, positive male 
role models, and tutorial instruction. Ed.D. Practicum, Nova Southeastern University, 
Fort Lauderdale, FL. (ED 394 119) 

ERIC Digests are in the public domain and may be freely reproduced and disseminated, but please acknowledge your source. This publication was 
prepared with funding from the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department of Education, under Contract No. RI88062007. 

The opinions expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the positions or policies of OERI or the Department of Education. 

©2008 National Association for Gifted Children All rights reserved. Contact us 
  



APPROPRIATE EDUCATION FOR GIFTED GLBT STUDENTS 
The National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) periodically issues policy statements dealing with 
issues, policies, and practices that have an impact on the education of gifted and talented students. Policy 
statements represent the official convictions of the organization. 

All policy statements approved by the NAGC Board of Directors are consistent with the organization's 
belief that education in a democracy must respect the uniqueness of all individuals, the broad range of 
cultural diversity present in our society, and the similarities and differences in learning characteristics that 
can be found within any group of students. NAGC is fully committed to national goals that advocate both 
excellence and equity for all students. We believe that the best way to achieve excellence and equity is 
through differentiated educational opportunities, resources, and encouragement for all students. 

Many educational groups, at the national, state, and local levels, are concerned about how best to meet the 
particular needs of students who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered (GLBT). NAGC, which has 
an organizational policy of non-discrimination toward GLBT persons, supports practices of equitable and 
sensitive treatment of GLBT youth and recommends that educators demonstrate understanding and equity 
toward gifted GLBT students in their schools. 

Similar to other gifted youth, GLBT students may have strengths in any of the federally defined areas of 
giftedness: intellectual development, academic achievement, creativity, visual and performing arts, and 
leadership. Further, like other gifted youth, these students are present across races, genders, ethnic groups, 
income levels, geographical locations, religions, and abilities/disabilities. However, unlike most other 
groups of gifted students, GLBT youth may be placed in social-emotional double jeopardy: they may not 
only feel different from other youth because of their gifts but they may also feel isolated due to their 
sexual identities. These young people may experience unusually high rates of verbal and physical 
harassment, substance abuse, sexually transmitted diseases, homelessness, and differential access to 
school services that can contribute to substantial problems such as dropping out of school, contemplation 
and completion of suicide, and many other by-products of social alienation. 

It is critical to note that GLBT youth may be known or not known as sexual minorities to educators. 
Regardless of whether these youth are “out” or “not out” as GLBT persons, the assessments and 
programming that they receive should be sensitive to GLBT culture, taking into account the special ways 
in which gifted GLBT youth may display intellectual, academic, creative, artistic, and leadership 
excellence. Both in classrooms and school libraries, programming efforts for gifted GLBT youth should 
address a range of academic, affective, and career needs related to their development as gifted and GLBT 
people. Academic programming should be differentiated, empowering gifted GLBT students to develop 
their unique learning potential and interests in GLBT-sensitive school settings. Affective programming 
needs to provide for student safety, evoke acceptance and appreciation, develop social skills, and nurture 
self-advocacy abilities. Career education should encourage gifted GLBT youth to consider a range of 
careers as wide as the span of their talents and interests rather than urge them into stereotypically gay or 
stereotypically straight positions in which they must submerge their true identities. 

Whether engaged in academic, affective, or career programming, educators dealing with gifted GLBT 
students must model openness, fairness, and sensitivity regarding sexual-orientation issues. Because 
school environments may not support GLBT students, pre-service and in-service teachers, counselors, and 
other educational professionals must be trained specifically to create a safe and productive environment 
for gifted GLBT youth. A GLBT-supportive school atmosphere encourages adult and student acceptance 
of others and creates an environment where students develop self-understanding and pride. Only through 
such purposeful support of these students’ development as both gifted and GLBT will these students be 
able to develop fully.  



Resources for Autism and other Disabilities: 
 
Kentucky Autism Training Center 
University of Louisville. 
Louisville KY 40292 
502-852-5555 
1-800-334-UofL (8635) 
http://louisville.edu/kyautismtraining/ 
 
Autism Society of America 7910 Woodmont Ave., Suite 300 
Bethesda, MC 2014 
301.657.0881 
800.328.8476 
www.autism-society.org 
 
National Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities 
NICHCY 
P.O. Box 1492 
Washington, DC 20013 
(800) 695-0285 · v/tty 
(202) 884-8441 · fax 
www.nichcy.org 
 
Cabinet for Families and Children 
502.564.7130 
http://cfc.state.ky.us 
 
 
The Challenge; Winter 2004 had an article titled “Before Referring a Gifted Child for ADHD 
Evaluation” by Sharon Lind, M.S.Ed., copyright, 1996 
The link is: 
http://www.sengifted.org/articles_counseling/Lind_BeforeReferringAGiftedChildForADD.shtml 
 
Gifted But Learning Disabled: A Puzzling Paradox 
http://www.kidsource.com/kidsource/content/Gifted_learning_disabled.html 
 
Tourette Syndrome in the Classroom 
http://www.tsact.org/images-downloads/TS%20in%20the%20Classroom.pdf 
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