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Introduction

 “We can not tolerate islands of excellence in a sea of inequality, intolerance, and 

injustice” (Ford, 2003, p. 157). Several culturally, linguistically and socio-economically diverse 

groups continue to be underrepresented in our gifted and talented programs across the country, 

despite much attention over the years to this looming problem. Critics have argued since the 

1970‘s that gifted programs have been predominantly reserved for white, middle and upper class 

children, based on privilege instead of need. Sapon-Shevin (2003) argues that gifted programs 

are implemented for those privileged children “for whom educational failure will not be 

tolerated” (p. 129). Within some large urban districts, gifted programs are used to stem white 

flight and boost a deteriorating tax base. This concern is still present in 21st century schools. 

Despite a history of difficulty in equitably identifying gifted children from diverse groups, it 

continues to be a goal of those in the gifted education field. “In 20th century America, the ideals 

of equal educational opportunity, upward social mobility through education, and the sanction of 

the individual to fulfill potential became common themes in the education debate...” (Ramirez, 

2003, p. 129). These same themes must be considered as we move further into this century. 

Researchers, educators and policy makers must continue to identify and implement more 

equitable opportunities for the identification of potentially gifted children. 

Definition of Giftedness

 There is no singular, universal definition of giftedness. Even within the United States, the 

federal and state governments employ different definitions of giftedness. Within a single state, 

school districts are not necessarily required to define “gifted” using the state definition. Some 

states, such as New Hampshire, Massachusetts and South Dakota have no formal definition of 
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giftedness (National Association for Gifted Children, 2014). Both Borland and Wright (2003) 

and Sapon-Shevin (2003) define giftedness as a social construct rife with inequalities and issues. 

If giftedness is indeed constructed and not a genetic disposition, then it creates concerns with 

assessing and identifying children through rigid testing. If we can not agree on what gifted is, 

how can we uniformly identify children across geography, race, class and sex? Typically, schools 

and districts identify children as gifted based on scores from narrowly focused rubrics and 

assessments (Ramirez, 2003). This system of identification ignores the unique talents, learning 

modalities, and the cultural and linguistic context of the school and classrooms (Kitano, 2003a). 

 This research will not attempt to redefine giftedness. Instead, it works from the position 

that there are varying programs and identification norms for gifted children in schools across the 

nation and that when gifted programs are studied as a whole, there is an underrepresentation of 

minorities and economically disadvantaged children. 

Definitions of Poverty and Relationship to Race/Ethnicity

 For the purpose of this research, references to children from economically disadvantaged 

homes or families, or economically disadvantaged children, refer to the levels of poverty as 

defined by the Office of Management and Budget's (OMB) Statistical Policy Directive 14, and 

used in reporting of those living in poverty by the United States Census Bureau. These guidelines 

use a set of money income thresholds that vary by family size and composition. 

 It must also be noted that race is not causative of poverty. What is concerning is the data 

showing African Americans and Hispanics make up a disproportionate number of those living in 

poverty when compared to their make up in the larger population. In 2012, the Census website 

reports that 13.2% of the population identified as African American, yet 27.2% of those living in 

UNDERREPRESENTATION IN GIFTED EDUCATION                3                                                                          



poverty were African American. Hispanics make up 17.1% of the population, yet comprise 

25.6% of those living in poverty. Those who identify as white, non-Hispanic compose 62.6% of 

the population, but only 40.7% of those living in poverty. 

 Figure 1. Population and poverty, by race: 2006. Comparison of percent of population, by race 

 and percent of population in poverty, by race. 

 

Underrepresentation in Gifted Education

 According to the United States Department of Education’s report National Excellence: A 

Case for Developing America's Talent (1993), there is a severe underrepresentation of 

economically disadvantaged students in gifted programs, with only 9% of those in gifted 

programs from the bottom quartile of family income and 47% from the top quartile of family 

income. Data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2012) shows that racially and 

ethnically diverse students are also underrepresented in gifted education programs in public 

schools. Asian American and white, non-Hispanic populations have the largest percentage of 

their children enrolled in gifted education, with 8% of all white students and 13.1% of Asian 
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American students participating in gifted programming. Yet, under 3% of African American and 

Hispanic children participate in these programs.  

 Figure 2. Percentage of population under 18 in poverty, by race: 2006.

 Figure 3. Percentage of gifted children in public schools, by race: 2006. 
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 One limitation of this research is the inability to identify the relationship between poverty 

and race, in relation to inclusion in gifted programming. The broad causes for 

underrepresentation of these groups, though, are strikingly similar. 

 Research identified several reasons for the underrepresentation of minorities and 

economically disadvantaged children in gifted programs: identification biases in tests, biased 

assumptions of “gate keepers”, defunding of programs in urban areas, lack of support and 

substandard education for minority and economically disadvantaged children. (Borland & 

Wright, 1994; Ford, 2003; Kitano, 2003b; Ramirez, 2003; Swanson, 2006; VanTassel-Baska, 

2010). To address the issues of discrimination in the identification process of gifted minorities, 

teachers, schools systems, and policy makers must address the inherent biases in the process and 

make systemic changes to reduce these biases and meet the needs of children with the potential 

for high-achievement from diverse and economically disadvantaged communities. 

 This research will discuss what it considers the most pressing reasons for the 

underrepresentation of minorities and economically disadvantaged children in gifted programs: 

substandard education in schools serving predominantly minority and economically 

disadvantaged children, traditional assessments as the only means of gifted identification, and 

“gate-keeper” assumptions about minority children. It will discuss ways identification processes 

can be altered to create inclusivity in the identification process, including implementing 

instructional changes that benefit all children, changing testing and identification procedures, 

constructing inclusive assumptions of “gate keepers,” offering additional services to potentially 

high achieving minority children, and examining the policies surrounding education.
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Substandard Education

 The substandard education system in many predominately minority and economically 

disadvantaged schools creates an environment of low expectations leading to lower achievement 

and success. For children from economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, their experiences in 

school are likely to be the only ones preparing them for success as adults in a complex and 

competitive world. Schools serving minority and economically disadvantaged children tend to 

implement strategies that use a combination of direct instruction and extrinsic rewards, which 

ultimately stifle learning in the classroom through the manipulation and control of children by 

those who are supposed to be teaching them (Horn, 2002). "If we are not meeting the needs of 

vast numbers of poor children in regard to preparing them for basic education, think of the 

magnitude of loss among the same population with regard to special gifts and talents that must be 

uncovered and nurtured" (Ramirez, 2003, p.131)

Testing Bias

 The traditional assessment measures currently used to identify gifted children result in 

disproportionately lower numbers of economically disadvantaged children and minority children 

from being identified as gifted. These assessments typically measure IQ, which is a narrow and 

rigid definition of gifted. These assessments have issues of uncertain validity and do not consider 

the range of gifts that can not be quantitatively identified through a single matrix. This leads to 

inauthentic measurement of potential ability. (Ford, 2003; Kitano, 2003b; Borland & Wright,

1994).  These tests, when used as a sole means of identifying children for services, only serve to 

identify opportunity rather than true giftedness (Kitano, 2003a)
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Biased Assumptions 

 The last barrier to more diverse gifted education access is teacher and gifted coordinator, 

or “gatekeeper,” assumptions about minority children and children from economically 

disadvantaged populations. Due to systemic, group and personal prejudices, there is still a “long-

standing conviction that the poor, children of color, and immigrants do not belong to the pool of 

students from which to draw candidates for gifted education” (Ramirez, 2003, p. 134). Those 

who make recommendations and identify gifted students, otherwise referred to as the 

“gatekeepers” of gifted opportunities, are often still making decisions based on assumptions 

about who has the ability and potential for giftedness, and who doesn’t, relegating minority and 

economically disadvantaged students to remedial or at-risk programs (Ramirez, 2003). These 

decisions typically originate from discriminatory and oppressive belief systems surrounding race 

and class (Kitano, 2003a; Kitano, 2003b; Ramirez, 2003; Swanson, 2006). Until we address 

these values, students from these populations will continue to be underrepresented in gifted 

programs. 

Recommended Changes

 Research supports several school, district and policy level changes that can be effective in 

the identification of a diverse group of minority and economically disadvantaged students for 

gifted education. These changes include implementing instructional changes that benefit all 

children, changing testing and identification procedures, constructing inclusive assumptions of 

“gate keepers,” offering additional services to potentially high achieving minority children, and 

examining the federal policies surrounding education.
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Instructional Changes

 One of the easiest things educators can do to increase student learning and foster 

equitable opportunities for all children is to provide appropriate educational opportunities by 

making changes in instructional practices, especially in those schools serving minority and 

economically disadvantaged students (Borland & Wright, 1994). All students benefit from the 

increased challenge and rigor currently reserved for our more advanced students (Swanson, 

2006; VanTassel-Baska, 2010). There are several ways this can be implemented in classrooms.

Swanson (2006) states that with minimal interventions, gifted children can benefit from 

challenging course work and advanced curriculum. Horn (2002) lists six ways teachers can raise 

learning expectations for economically disadvantaged students in the classroom. These include 

creating a safe and democratic learning environment, building on student strengths and interests, 

providing social and emotional support, providing an integrated curriculum that allows them to 

become co-owners of their learning, engagement in real world learning opportunities and 

incorporating a global perspective. Lastly, Kitano (2003a; 2003b) states that classroom 

instruction must be tailored to the culturally and linguistically diverse needs of children and this 

can be done through implementation of multicultural curriculum. These are best practice, not 

only in our gifted programs and for our most privileged students, but for all students. These 

practices create an environment where all children can feel challenged, valued and successful. 

Testing Changes

 Another change that can be useful in creating more inclusive opportunities for a diverse 

group of students in gifted programs is to reevaluate the ways these programs identify, test and 

evaluate students. Kitano (2003a) argues that we must create an outcomes based evaluation 
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system using non traditional assessment that focus on student successes instead of defining 

giftedness by rigid definitions that only serve to benefit some students. Using a one size fits all 

assessment method is detrimental to minority and economically disadvantaged students, and 

educators should instead implement the concept of best performance in identification of these 

children (Borland & Wright, 1994).  

Inclusive Assumptions

 The research on how to change engrained bias and prejudice is sparse, but changing these 

preconceptions is an important step to creating gifted education programs that are inclusive of all 

students. Most of what needs to change with our current system of identifying gifted children 

may fall into the category of reducing individual and institutional biases about who is gifted and 

who is not. (Kitano, 2003b; Ramirez, 2003) We must challenge these biases, work to reverse 

them and create a culture of inclusive assumptions (Kitano, 2003a).

Additional Services

 Students from minority and economically disadvantaged homes often face challenges that 

can disrupt learning, including internalization of historical oppression, negative societal 

responses to race, insufficient nutrition, higher rates of health problems, family dysfunction, and 

violent crime. Paired with low expectations in the classroom and substandard learning 

opportunities, students from these communities struggle with educational attainment and high 

achievement (Kitano, 2003a). Children from these communities would benefit from early 

interventions, scholarship assistance, and additional social and emotional supports, including 

coping strategies to directly address the far reaching nature of poverty and racial oppression and 

their concomitant problems (Kitano, 2003a; Kitano, 2003b; VanTassel-Baska, 2010).  
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Policy Changes

 While the above solutions can be implemented at the building and district levels, there is 

a need for systemic change in the federal and state policies surrounding the education of all 

students. Many government policy makers continue to work on biased assumptions and focus 

efforts on eliminating adult dependency on the government, rather than focusing on making 

changes in the education of children to stop the cycle of poverty and discrimination against racial 

and ethnic minorities. Policy makers must consider the various research and theories surrounding 

gifted learners, children in poverty, human growth and development, and instructional methods 

used in classrooms (Ford, 2003; Ramirez, 2003). Leaders must address the national framework 

for PreK-12 education and the funding approach of gifted programs, and address the disparities 

in serving economically disadvantaged students (Ramirez, 2003). 

Conclusion

 Underrepresented groups in gifted education present a dilemma for those in the education 

field. On a larger scale, "children who are conceived, born, and raised in situations of economic 

privation are at great risk of losing or never developing gifts and talents they and their 

community could enjoy or benefit from" (Ramirez, 2003, p. 131) This is also true in 

predominately minority communities, where a history of oppression and discrimination, along 

with low expectations and substandard education, has led to an achievement gap in our public 

school system. There must be a concerted effort by educators, leaders and policy makers to 

address the issues of poverty and racial oppression in order to provide equity of educational 

opportunity to all students. We can not afford, as a country, to continue moving backwards in the 

education of our most valuable resource, all of our children. Educators and policy makes must 
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recognize the growing body of research and its consistent findings about gifted identification 

issues in these populations and make changes to better serve all potentially gifted children, 

regardless of their race, ethnicity or class. This can be done through changing pedagogical 

practices in schools to meet the needs of all learners, changing the way we test and identify 

students using more inclusive methodologies, and addressing and challenging the biased 

assumptions still held by many surrounding class and race.  

Reflection

 Through the process of researching this topic, I learned a great deal about the problems 

surrounding minority and economically disadvantaged students and their underrepresentation in 

gifted programs. Not much has changed since this topic first gained widespread attention in the 

1970s. Much of what the current research discusses mirrors closely the issues from the earliest 

findings, including the reasons for underrepresentation and the proposed changes to address the 

issue. It appears not much ground has been made in eliminating the inequalities in the 

identification of gifted students. There seems to be a large disconnect between the research and 

practice in schools to identify diverse groups of gifted students. There is still much work to be 

done.  

 Gifted education programming in my current school is growing rapidly. In my previous 

school, it was practically non-existent.  This research can be useful in both situations. In my 

current school, a majority of students in the gifted programs are white, despite the growth of 

other populations in our community. Students are identified by one person, using test scores and 

then asking teachers for input about these pre-identified students’ potential for giftedness. In my 

previous school, the program was very small and identification was based on SOL scores and 
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grades. No teacher input was solicited. Students with the potential for high achievement were 

often overlooked and no consideration was given to the ways in which they exhibited gifted 

potential. 

 As an instructional leader in any school, I can apply this research to educating and 

implementing training and strategies for more inclusive identification of those with the potential 

for high achievement.  It is important to bridge the gap between the growing body of research 

about inequalities and underrepresentation of minorities and economically disadvantaged 

students in gifted education and the practice of identification at the school level. As an 

instructional leader, I can strengthen my role as a resource provider by presenting this research to 

my colleagues and helping my school implement research-based practices to bridge the divide. I 

can strengthen my role as an instructional specialist by implementing meaningful instructional 

strategies to meet the needs of all students in my classroom and then share my failures and 

successes with others as a learning facilitator by providing professional learning opportunities for 

my colleagues. Finally, I can serve as a classroom supporter and mentor as teachers work to 

implement these strategies in their classroom. 

 The most difficult work to be done in any school is persuading teachers to challenge their 

assumptions about students from diverse racial and ethnic groups, as well students from 

economically disadvantaged homes. This will require an analysis of and transformation to the 

school climate and culture that supports inequitable opportunities for minorities and 

economically disadvantaged students, especially in regard to gifted identification. This will help 

ensure our practices are directly tied to our school vision and mission and promote equity of 

opportunity for diverse student bodies based on research, broad collaboration, and action.    
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