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Introduction


In the 1993 national report, National Excellence, the United States government defines gifted children in the following manner:


Children and youth with outstanding talent perform or show the potential for performing at remarkably high levels of accomplishment when compared with others of their age, experience, or environment.

These children and youth exhibit high performance, capability in intellectual, creative, and/or artistic areas, possess an unusual leadership capability, or excel in specific academic fields.  They require services or activities not ordinarily provided by the schools.

Outstanding talents are present in children and youth from all cultural groups, across all economic strata, and in all areas of human endeavor. (as cited in Delisle, 2000, p. 81) 

This definition incorporates a number of important facts.  First, it highlights the fact that there are a number of ways in which giftedness can be manifested, whether it is academically, creatively, artistically, or otherwise.  Also, it emphasizes that giftedness is not specific to a particular race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status.  Though there have been issues with the identification of gifted minorities, all types of students can be and are gifted.  

A third important point that is identified in the federal definition of giftedness is that gifted students require programs that are not generally offered by their schools.  This is a truth that professionals in the field of gifted education have known since the 1920s, if not before.  

Louise Specht wrote in 1919:

Special classes for defective children with a course of study adapted to their needs had been in existence for some time.  Why not organize special classes for children at the other end of the scale composed of those showing the highest grade of intelligence?  Surely these children, society's greatest assets, were entitled to progress at the rate of speed that was desirable and normal for them.  If defective children of ungraded classes were worthy of a course of study peculiarly adapted to their limitations, certainly an enriched curriculum must be provided with privileges to meet the needs of children whose capabilities extended to the highest possible degree of attainment. (as cited in Klein, 2002, p. 121-122)

A great deal of effort has been put into providing special programs for those students who are of below average intelligence or who have other learning disabilities.  Gifted students also need special educational programs to learn and reach their potential.  

These special educational needs of gifted students are well-documented, yet gifted education has not been made a priority in the United States.  Why is this?  Gallagher (2003) provides the following explanation:  "Gifted education is a small boat on a huge educational ocean and will be moved around depending on the other societal or professional forces at work... programs for gifted students have been influenced by societal issues of equity and by national politics" (p. 21).   Since its earliest days, gifted education has been tied to the social and political climate in the United States.  Support is given to gifted programs when it is deemed necessary by the prevailing sociopolitical climate, then dropped when the need no longer exists.  As a result, the course that gifted education has taken since the early twentieth century has been turbulent.

The rocky road that gifted education has traveled in the past has not smoothed in the present, either.  Fervent egalitarianism, characteristic of America throughout most of its history, prevents many people from giving support to programs for gifted students.  Likewise, legislators are reluctant to provide legislation or funding for gifted programs.  They equate democracy with equality, wanting everyone to receive the same education.  Leta Hollingworth, who studied the gifted population during the 1920s, realized the problem with this line of thinking.  "In the United States, the theory was adopted that all men are created equal.  All children must, therefore, be required to take the same education.  Such a system violates individuality even more painfully and wastefully than the despised caste system of the older countries does" (as cited in Klein, 2002, p. 129).  Though equality is a desirable goal, it must not be made paramount at the cost of other things, such as education.  Each student has individual educational needs that must be met.  Educating each student in exactly the same manner is ineffective. 

Therefore, permanent changes to gifted education need to be made.  These changes should be made for the sake of the gifted students, in order to support them and accommodate their special educational needs.  However, because gifted education has been tied to the sociopolitical situation for so long, it may be useful to recognize the benefits that the nation would reap if lasting changes were made.  Since the federal government has the power to shape the sociopolitical situation, the responsibility primarily lies with the federal government to take the lead in mandating the necessary programs for the gifted, just as it did in regard to programs for students with disabilities.


Chapter 1:  History

Looking at the history of education in the United States, the tumultuous path that the field of gifted education has taken is evident.  At times, excellence was valued.  Gifted education was given a great deal of importance during those times, often receiving increased funding for special programs and initiatives.  At other times, equity was purported to be more important than educational excellence.  When this was the overall consensus, gifted education received little attention and even less funding.  A lack of funding caused many schools to cut special programs for gifted students. This perpetual waning and waxing of the amount of value placed on gifted education, so clear throughout the history of the field, makes it seem that the field does not deserve constant attention or development.  Rather, it seems to be an optional field that can be supported when the social and political atmosphere deem it necessary, and forgotten or even despised when there is no pressing need for it. 

Section 1:  The Feebleminded, Eugenics, and Hereditary Determinism

During the late 19th century, many social and political problems existed in the United States.  Feebleminded people, or people who, by today's standards, would be considered mentally retarded, were thought to be the cause of most of these problems.  The belief was that the feebleminded made up the impoverished portion of the population.  This segment of the population then turned to criminality and prostitution due to their position in the social hierarchy (Winzer, 1993).   Scientists further explained that feeblemindedness and the tendency to behave in a problematic fashion were not simply the result of a poor environment.  Instead, it was believed that such people were actually genetically predestined to be this way (Reilly, 1991).   Scientists feared that these feebleminded people would then pass their genes on to their offspring, continuing the spread of poverty and the related social woes.  Reilly writes, "As the perception that such persons constituted a social menace spread, efforts to control and limit their reproduction emerged" (p.1).   The goal became to "stamp out" the feebleminded in order to improve society (Winzer, 1993).  This intent to rid society of its less than desirable members during the late 19th century and early 20th century led to the eugenics movement.  Eugenics, or involuntary sterilization, could be used to improve the quality of future generations of humans by preventing "defective genes" from being passed on.  Articles about the possibility of such genes being passed on became ubiquitous.  These articles were "unquestionably alarmist in tone," which fostered an environment in which people would readily accept an idea as radical as eugenics (Reilly, 1991, p. 18).

Also lending support to the eugenics movement was the idea of social Darwinism.  Social Darwinism was essentially the application of Charles Darwin's theories about the interactions of organisms to social situations:  "The... theory that attempts to describe and explain social phenomena chiefly in terms of competition and conflict, especially the conflict of group with group and the equilibrium and adjustment that ensue upon such struggles" (Bannister, 1979, p. 4).   Darwin observed competition between different species and noted that those who had adapted best to their environment were those that survived.  People who believed in social Darwinism thought that the fittest humans would be the ones to survive, and the weaker, like the mentally retarded, would die out.  They also believed that certain characteristics were passed on genetically.  Criminologist Henry Boies incorporated this theory into his work when he wrote:

The laws of biology, that like begets like, that imperfect seed in parentage cannot produce perfect offspring, that breeding in intensifies and magnifies parental peculiarities, that certain inherited defects or deficiencies induce criminality, and result in pauperism, are well-known, and generally accepted to be as invariable and immutable as the law of gravitation. (as cited in Reilly, 1991, p. 9)

Many people, though not all, bought into this theory and organizations were formed to "segregate and sterilize" the feebleminded (Winzer, 1993, p. 252).  The eugenics movement was initiated to improve the quality of American society.


From 1907 to 1960, approximately 60,000 mentally retarded people were sterilized as part of the eugenics movement (Reilly, 1991).   This involuntary sterilization prevented the spread of the "defective genes" that these people carried on their chromosomes.  Americans, afraid of the demoralization of their country, rationalized this seemingly cruel tactic.  Author Herbert Spencer included such a rationalization in his book, Social Statistics:  "If [people] are sufficiently complete to live, they do live, and it is well they should live.  If they are not sufficiently complete to live, they die and it is best they should die" (as cited in Reilly, 1991, p. 4). 

As the eugenics movement was going on, intelligence tests were being developed.  These assessments tested intelligence quotient, or IQ, and assisted in making determinations between people more scientific and less subjective (Winzer, 1993).   Intelligence testing became increasingly popular in the early 20th century.  As more testing was done, students were divided by ability level.  

Also at this time, Sir Francis Galton was studying genius.  There was a debate going on as to the nature of genius, whether it was hereditary or a result of the environment a person is raised in.  Galton felt very strongly that heredity was the answer:  

I have no patience with the hypothesis occasionally expressed, and often implied...that babies are born pretty much alike, and that the sole agencies in creating differences between boy and boy, and man and man are steady application and moral effort.  It is in the most unqualified manner that I object to pretensions of natural equality. (as cited in Reilly, 1991, p. 3)   

To bolster his own hypothesis, Galton studied the offspring of high-achieving men to see how often the offspring were also high-achieving.  He published his results, first in magazine installments, then in his 1869 book, Hereditary Genius (Reilly, 1991).   After completing the study, Galton determined that giftedness is genetic.  This finding implies that education does not change a person's intelligence.  In turn, Galton’s conclusion led to a myth which still negatively impacts the field of gifted education today:  that students with a high ability level are able to succeed on their own, without any assistance or modifications. 

Section 2:  Education For Everyone


The educational situation changed as compulsory education laws were enacted in the United States.  These laws mandated that all children between certain ages be enrolled in and attend school.  Prior to the initiation of these laws, only the financially and intellectually advantaged were attending school.  Once the laws came into effect, students of all ability levels were found in the classrooms.  However, as Winzer (1993) states, "Compulsory education laws led to a conflict between [the United States'] democratic beliefs and its need to maintain order and high standards" (p. 369).  Education was previously reserved for the privileged, but now students of all backgrounds and ability levels were to be educated in public schools.  Teachers were now responsible for instructing students with a wider range of ability levels.  Out of necessity, classrooms became oriented toward the average student.  Teachers had to help below average students keep up with the average students, and gifted students were left to fend for themselves. 

According to Galton’s theories about genius, gifted students working in this type of setting should have been successful.  Students of a high ability level should be able to figure out the material on their own.  Often, they were able to do just that.  However, once they were done with the regular work, gifted students were given busywork to complete while their average and below average classmates completed the initial assignments.  The gifted students then "became bored, resentful, or demanding, or they behaved in ways that disrupted the class and exhausted the teacher" (Winzer, 1993, p. 351).  This was not a beneficial situation for the gifted students, the other students in the classroom, or the teacher.

Section 3:  Changing Perceptions of the Gifted


Though the concept of giftedness had been identified earlier, the term "gifted" was not used until 1920, when it was introduced by Guy M. Henry (Winzer, 1993).   It is fitting that the term was introduced in the 1920s, as this was a major time of growth for the field of gifted education.  There were many negative perceptions of the gifted up until this time.  In the late 1800s, gifted children were considered to be "abnormal" or "neurotic" (Terman & Oden, 1947).   Gifted people were also thought to be "physically weak, homely, inept, narrow in interests and prone to emotional instability" (Winzer, 1993, p. 351).

Researcher Lewis Terman did not believe that these perceptions of the gifted were true.  Still, little research had been done to support one side or the other.  Terman attributed the unwillingness to study giftedness to various causes.  One reason people had chosen not to study giftedness was because they believed "intellectual precocity [was] pathological" (Terman, 1925, p. v).  Additionally, Terman thought the democratic nature of the United States made people unwilling to accept differences that would make one group seem superior.  

A number of factors have worked together to postpone the inauguration of research in this field.  Among these may be mentioned...the vigorous growth of democratic sentiment in Western Europe and America during the last few hundred years, which has necessarily tended to encourage an attitude unfavorable to a just appreciation of native individual differences in human endowment. (Terman, 1925, p. v)

To change beliefs about the gifted and initiate research in the field of gifted education, Terman undertook an extensive study of gifted people.  This study generated a wealth of information about this population and disproved many of the standing negative perceptions.

Terman's study was a longitudinal study, following 1,000 students through their lives.  He examined many different aspects of their lives from childhood to adulthood.  As a result of his work with the gifted population, Terman came to the conclusion that the gifted should be identified and supported with appropriate programs.  Many of the gifted individuals that Terman studied became very successful members of society, making invaluable contributions.  He felt that people of above average intelligence were the people who would lead the nation and be high achievers (Winzer, 1993).   These results presented the gifted population as a valuable resource to the United States.  Thus, programs for the gifted gained initial support at this time.  The funding, however, was still very limited when compared to the amount of money give to other special education programs (Winzer, 1993).   

 Leta Hollingworth was another professional who, during the 1920s and 1930s, worked to promote the field of gifted education.  As a profoundly gifted person herself, Hollingworth had a great deal of understanding about the special issues gifted students face.  During her work with gifted students, she identified four main elements of gifted education.  First, she believed that gifted students should be identified by the public school system.  Identification would allow the gifted students to receive the parenting and education that they required (Klein, 2002).   The other three elements outlined programs that should be used with gifted students after they have been identified.  One option, she noted, was acceleration.  Acceleration, in which students cover the same amount of curriculum material in less time, was the most frequently used modification at this time.  The second option Hollingwoth suggested was enrichment.  In enrichment programs, the gifted students would follow the regular curriculum, but the curriculum would be supplemented with extra learning experiences such as field trips (Klein, 2002). 

The third option Hollingworth put forth was segregation.  This would involve taking gifted students out of the regular classroom and bringing them together with their intellectual peers.  After she identified and explained these various programs for the gifted, Hollingworth made a recommendation about the education of profoundly gifted children:  "She argued that there was a great need for specialized, homogeneous classes for children with severe cognitive deficits, as well as specialized homogeneous classes for children who were profoundly gifted.  Neither population, she concluded, could attain its potential in the regular classroom setting" (Klein, 2002, p. 118).    In the regular classroom setting, below average children were falling behind and gifted children were becoming bored and uninspired to learn (Klein, 2002).   This was not beneficial to either group, and segregation would remedy the problem.  

Hollingworth eventually received permission to take over a vacant school, the Speyer School.  In this setting, Hollingworth was able to put her ideas into practice, holding classes for both below average students and gifted students.  She had to proceed cautiously, though.  She knew that giving special privileges to the gifted population would go against the grain of the egalitarian atmosphere in the United States:

Excellence is hated in America today. . . Any one whose professional interest has led him much into contact with gifted children will readily agree with this.  The most unpopular request one can make of foundations for the promotion of human welfare is for funds to study or promote the welfare of gifted children. (as cited in Klein, 2002, p. 185) 

Even though she was backed by a good deal of research proving that special programs for highly gifted students were needed, Hollingworth found it difficult to receive funding for her programs. 

Section 4:  The Swing of the Pendulum


During the frenzy of gifted studies in the early and mid-1920s, a considerable deal of importance was given to setting up gifted programs.  Programs other than acceleration, which had been the sole modification for gifted students until this point, were conceived.  Just as innovation in the field peaked, an event that shook American society occurred.  The Great Depression, following the stock market crash in 1929, changed the social and political atmosphere across the nation.  Gifted education, closely linked with sociopolitical conditions, changed as well.  Equity was given more importance than excellence, as the Depression "reduced most people's concern to survival" (Colangelo & Davis, 2003, p. 6).   Other issues were simply more important than the promotion of gifted programs.  Once again, the social and political atmosphere in the United States stunted the progress of gifted education. 

As America pulled out of the Depression, some growth did occur in the field of gifted education.  This growth, however, was slow and insufficient.  In 1934, 75 gifted classrooms existed nationwide.  These classrooms served 1,834 students.  Six years later, there were only 90 classrooms serving 3,255 students (Winzer, 1993).   Much of the gifted population was still not being served, and those that were receiving services were learning in overcrowded classrooms - an average of 36 students per class.

In 1946, the legislation dealing with special forms of education (including gifted education) was examined.  Laws dealing with the education of the exceptional student numbered more than one hundred, yet the number of laws that regulated gifted education "could be counted on one hand" (Winzer, 1993, p. 375).  Though progress had been made in the field of gifted education during the 1930s and 1940s, there was no apparent need for special programs for the gifted at the time.  Therefore, the amount of attention and support given to these programs was minimal at best.

The general apathy toward gifted education continued until the late 1950s.  A committee for the 1955 White House Conference on Education wrote in their report that, "The schools have fallen far behind both the aspirations of the American people and their capabilities" (as cited in Lapati, 1975, p. 72).   Still, nothing was done to address the situation until the Russian launch of Sputnik in September 1957.  The tensions of the Cold War, as manifested in the Space Race, increased awareness of the need for educational reform.  Both the United States and the Soviet Union were working to send satellites into space.  When the Soviet Union became the first nation to successfully accomplish this feat, the United States felt threatened.   The Soviet Union's successful launch of Sputnik exposed the American education system as inferior to the Soviet education system (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).   The Soviets utilized their gifted students as a resource, but Americans ignored their gifted students (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).   To be successful in the Cold War, this had to change.  America had to be not only more powerful than but also academically better than the Communist countries (Glass, 2004). 

The political atmosphere at that point deemed it necessary to identify and support the brightest young minds in America.  America could not let the Soviet Union surpass it any further.  One month after Sputnik was launched, President Eisenhower called for early identification of and support for "potential scientists and engineers" (Marsh & Gortner, 1963, p. 24).   In January 1958, Eisenhower again emphasized the need for an improved educational system:  "He sent Congress a special message on education asserting its relevance to national defense and the national interest" (Marsh & Gortner, 1963, p. 24).  The need for the improvements Eisenhower called for in that statement had been identified years before; however, now that it was a matter of national defense, something would finally be done.  The president’s call for educational reform resulted in strong support of programs for bright students.  The National Defense Education Act of 1958 emphasized and backed high-level programs in math, science, and foreign language (Stephens, 2000).   These high-level programs and the heightened interest in gifted education were a great boost to the field.

Unfortunately, as the American space program took off, the threat of the Soviet Union was no longer imminent.  The political atmosphere changed as America no longer felt the Soviet Union was going to defeat them.  Likewise, the emphasis placed on gifted education programs waned as the Americans caught up to and surpassed the Soviets in the Space Race.  There was no longer any pressure to improve gifted education.  As Nicholas Colangelo and Gary Davis (2003) stated, "The scare of Sputnik and the interest in educating gifted and talented students wore off in about five years" (p. 7).   The pendulum was swinging away from excellence and toward equity.

The emphasis on equity in the 1960s was clear.  The civil rights movement forced people to look at education in the impoverished urban and rural areas of the United States.  The quality of education in the urban schools was poor.  The major goal became improving the quality of education for students in these areas rather than supporting gifted students.

The civil rights movement helped other groups as well.  Winzer (1993) writes, "The fervent egalitarianism and humanism of the 1960s created a wholly new climate for exceptionality" (p. 376).  With this, equal opportunities for the disabled were emphasized.  The Regular Education Initiative (REI) put forth at this time mandated that all students be mainstreamed, or educated in the regular classroom setting.  This initiative was more philosophical and idealistic than supported by findings, as mainstreaming "remains an unproven educational panacea" (Winzer, 1993, p. 384).  The REI, by applying this universal "cure," may actually have done more harm than good, as teachers once again struggled to keep the disabled students on level with the average students.  Gifted students found themselves in the position their predecessors had been in previously, as they were left to learn the material themselves while teacher attention was focused elsewhere.  The "wholly new climate for exceptionality" clearly did not encompass the students whose brand of exceptionality was high academic ability.

Section 5:  A Glimmer of Hope

While the situation of gifted education was grim in the 1960s, some positive events occurred in the 1970s.  In 1972, Sidney Marland published a report on the status of gifted education in the United States.  The report and the actions taken in response provided supporters of gifted education a glimmer of hope that an appropriate education would soon be provided for gifted students.  The Marland Report provided a federal definition of giftedness, the lack of which had made identifying and assisting the gifted difficult.  It also showed that programs for the gifted were virtually nonexistent.  The lack of programs was troubling because, as the report explained, gifted students need help and support in order to excel and reach their potential (O'Connell, 2003).   Marland recommended the formation of an office to oversee the education of the gifted (Stephens, 2000).   He also suggested federal funding for such programs.

Both of Marland's requests were fulfilled.  In 1972, the federal government established the Office for the Gifted and Talented.  The same year, federal funds were allotted to gifted education programs.  The amount was paltry - only about one dollar per student - but it was movement in the right direction.  Six years later, Congress passed the Gifted and Children Act of 1978.  This legislation allowed for increased funding for gifted and talented programs (Ford & Russo, 1995).   This positive progress gave gifted education supporters hope for the future.  However, as the turbulent history of the field has illustrated, times of progress are normally followed by a revocation of support and interest.

Section 6:  One Step Forward, Two Steps Back

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the United States was in a state of recession, forcing government officials to scrutinize federal spending to find ways to save money.  In 1981, President Ronald Reagan issued the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act.  This legislation lumped the funding of gifted and talented programs with that of nineteen other programs, leaving it to each individual state to determine how to appropriate the funds to each program (O'Connell, 2003).   The reorganization of funding was not the only change incurred by the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act.  The act also closed a number of federal offices, including the Office for the Gifted and Talented.  Once again, politics negatively impacted the field of gifted education.
Section 7:  A Nation at Risk

Another government report ignited the next spark of interest in gifted education.  In 1984, the National Commission on Excellence in Education issued A Nation at Risk.  The commission itself was formed because people at the time held the belief that "something is seriously remiss in our educational system" (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984, p. 1).  The report of the study's findings appealed very strongly to Americans' desire to remain the most powerful nation in the world, a political goal.  In fact, the commission stated that schools were often called upon to solve political problems (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984).  Early in the report, the commission insinuated that the United States was not as preeminent as it once was.  If Americans were going to change this situation, the change would have to start in the schools.

As it conducted hearings and reviewed research, the commission discovered that American students were receiving a poor education:  "The educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and as a people" (The National Commission on Education, 1984, p. 5).  The quality of American education was on the decline and certainly paled in comparison to the education that students in other nations received.  Students in other nations spent more time in school and on homework.  The material they were covering was more complex and required higher level thinking skills (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984).  American education was so poor that the Commission asserted, "If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war" (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984, p. 5).  America did not need another country to come in and impose such a horrible educational system - we had done it to ourselves.

Part of this deficient system was the lack of programs and resources for the gifted and talented.  A number of public hearings were held as information for this report was being compiled.  One hearing, held in October 1982, focused specifically on the education of the gifted.  The consensus at this hearing was that supporting gifted students should be made a priority.  Those in attendance at the hearing wanted to use the information already known about the gifted population to develop programs for them.  They wanted these programs formalized, just as programs for special education students had been.  The commission took this input into consideration.  In the recommendations at the end of A Nation at Risk, the commission stated that differences between students, including gifted students, should be both acknowledged and accommodated (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984).  The commission identified the gifted as a "thin-market" group, or a group that not many resources (e.g. textbooks) are produced for (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984).  For that reason, the commission recommended more funding for programs and resources for the gifted.  Another concern was that the needs of the gifted were being pushed aside due to time constraints.  Teachers and administrators felt that there simply was not enough time in the school day to offer special programs for the gifted.  The commission insisted that schools should find the time to ensure that the needs of gifted students were being met (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984).

An important part of the recommendations the commission made in regard to gifted education was who should be responsible for improving the system.  While education is primarily the responsibility of the individual states, sometimes the federal government gets involved.  In A Nation at Risk, the commission suggested that gifted education was something the federal government should be part of:  "The Federal Government, in cooperation with States and localities, should help meet the needs of key groups of students such as the gifted and talented" (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1984, p. 78).  Education for the gifted at this point was lackluster, and the commission recognized that the only way it would be significantly improved was through a federal initiative.  

It took time, but eventually the federal government did take action.  In 1988, the Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Act (PL 100-297) was enacted.  This federal legislation outlined the need for gifted education and provided funding for gifted programs and research.  It reinstated previous efforts and even expanded them to some degree.  Still, it did not go so far as to mandate the identification of gifted students or that schools needed to have programs for the gifted.  Funds were simply made available to schools that chose to offer programs.  Though there was progress, gifted education largely slipped back under the radar.
Section 8: The "Quiet Crisis"

It took another government report to bring gifted education back to the forefront.  In 1993, the United States Department of Education came out with a report entitled National Excellence:  A Case for Developing America's Talent.  The report was highly similar to A Nation at Risk, indicating that not much had changed in ten years.  There was a call for reform; students needed to "work harder and master more complex material" (U.S. Department of Education, 1993, p. 1).  By comparing the American educational system to the educational systems of other industrialized nations, it was found that the American system was inferior to the systems of its international counterparts.  "International assessments have focused attention on the relatively poor standing of all American students" (U.S. Department of Education, 1993, p. 8).  These dismal findings echoed those that were reported in A Nation at Risk, yet nothing had changed.

The atmosphere that was created with this inferior school system did not benefit gifted students.  The studies done for this report showed that negative feelings toward students who expressed an interest in learning prevailed.  Anyone who appeared truly interested in academics earned nicknames such as “dweeb” and “nerd” (U.S. Department of Education, 1993).  Similarly, graduating and earning good grades were seen as positive achievements, while working hard in school and mastering difficult concepts or knowledge were not.  Unfortunate implications resulted from this type of belief system:  "The message society often sends to students is to aim for academic adequacy, not academic excellence" (U.S. Department of Education, 1993, p. 1).  Excellence was not the goal in America, and it showed.

Despite the Javits Act still in effect, there was little federal support for gifted programs.  According to National Excellence, "Only two cents out of every $100 spent on K-12 education in 1990 supported special opportunities for talented students" (U.S. Department of Education, 1993, p. 2).  As a result of the lack of these special opportunities, gifted and talented students reportedly did not meet their potential.  In the classroom, they were not challenged with material at their level, but rather given repetitive material.  This lack of challenge led gifted students to boredom and turned them off to school.  It was also pointed out in the report that while school reform had been made to accommodate some differences, other groups were still being ignored:  "The belief espoused in school reform that children from all economic and cultural backgrounds must reach their full potential has not been extended to America's most talented students" (U.S. Department of Education, 1993, p. 5).  Reform was focused on raising the "floor," or the lowest level of academic achievement that would be accepted.  The report emphasized the point that the "ceiling," or the highest level of academic achievement that was attained, should also be raised, in order to challenge gifted and talented students and improve American education.  These shortcomings in gifted education were deemed a "quiet crisis" which could lead to a dismal future for America (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).

Like A Nation at Risk, National Excellence did not produce immediate results.  Despite the fact that it was sponsored by the government and appealed again to the political desire to remain a world superpower, the government was slow to act.  The actions that were eventually taken were mixed in their support.  In the 1994 United States Supreme Court ruling in the case of Broadley vs. the Board of Education of the City of Meriden, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the board of education, claiming that gifted education is not a fundamental right (Russo & Harris, 1996).  Still, in 1999, Congress passed the Gifted and Talented Students Education Act.  This program did not mandate gifted programs, but it did provide grants.  These grants were to be used for various services and resources for gifted programs and students.  Again, there was some support, but without a pressing social or political need for gifted education, no drastic improvements were made.  
Section 9:  Moving from Past to Present

The history of gifted education has been very rocky.  Initially, gifted people were perceived as neurotics, incapable of living successfully in society.  Eventually, though, the "feebleminded" were seen as more of a risk.  Effort was put into ridding society of these individuals through eugenics and Social Darwinism.  Further responses to the threat of the feebleminded were to determine the nature of genius and to support programs for gifted students.  Additionally, studies were done to show that gifted people were not neurotic and actually made contributions to society.  As the perceptions shifted, programs for the gifted were supported.  Support for these programs fluctuated after that point, depending on the perceived need for gifted programs at the time.  In times when the United States was threatened, such as during the Cold War, or when government reports called attention to it, gifted education became a priority.  When there was no threat and no report to bring these issues to the forefront, gifted education was given little to no support.  The trend continues today.

Chapter 2:  Current Policy

In the past, government support for gifted education has been inconsistent.  The coverage is very limited, and what is supported changes from year to year.  As seen in the first chapter, assistance is given to gifted programs when the social or political atmosphere deems it necessary. Some claim that conflicts with nations such as Iraq will have an impact in the field of gifted education similar to the impact of the Soviet Union's launch of Sputnik (Ford & Russo, 1995).  However, the continued lack of legislation and funding would indicate otherwise.  
Section 1:  Federal Policies and Support

In 2003, an act, Gifted and Talented Students Education Act of 2003, was proposed in the Senate.  Studies done in preparation for the proposal and defense of this act resulted in findings that should not have come as a surprise, since similar findings were shared in both A Nation at Risk and National Excellence.  A slight difference in these studies was that they focused entirely on the gifted population.  

The recurring theme in the findings was that the regular education that gifted students received in the classroom was highly ineffective in meeting their special learning needs.  For example, it was determined that gifted elementary students had "already mastered 35 to 50 percent covered in a school year in several subject areas before the school year begins" (Gifted and Talented Students Education Act, 2003).  Thus, a great deal of the time gifted students spend in school is wasted on "learning" information they already know.  Another finding was that most teachers receive little or no training in the education of gifted students and their needs in the classroom.  When teachers have students who are mentally retarded or who have learning disabilities, they usually have some training about how to work with these students and make appropriate modifications.  The same is not the case for teachers of gifted students.  In these ways, the traditional school setting is an unfit learning environment for gifted students.  

Studies done in preparation for the proposal of the Gifted and Talented Students Education Act then went on to determine what was being done to remedy these situations.  When the legislation was proposed, there was no federal requirement to serve the gifted student population of about three million.  Some legislation did exist on the state and local level, but it varied greatly from state to state and locality to locality.  This variation resulted in a large difference in the services provided to gifted students.  While some gifted students were being identified and participating in special programs, others received no services at all.  The legislators that worked on this proposal believed that needed to change.

The proposed act closed with a call to action.  If no action was taken as a result of this legislation, we as a nation would be putting ourselves in danger:  

To meet the future economic and national security needs of the United States, it is important that more students achieve to higher levels, and that highly capable students receive an education that prepares them to perform the most highly innovative and creative work that is necessary to secure our Nation's position in the world.  (Gifted and Talented Students Education Act, 2003)

The individual needs and goals of the gifted students were not considered; the impetus behind improving education for gifted students was the desire to keep America in its political position as the top country in the world.  Again, gifted education was tied with the political situation in the United States. 

This recent plea still has not changed anything in regard to gifted education.  There is still no federal legislation that mandates programs for gifted students.  The Javits Act of 1988 is still the main source of federal funding for gifted programs, and the only legislation that recognizes the special needs of gifted students.  The grants that are awarded through the Javits Act mostly go to one of two areas in the field of gifted education:  conducting research or supporting programs for the gifted and talented (Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Program).  Javits grants fund the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented, which does research on the unique educational needs of gifted students and attempts to determine the most effective methods and techniques for educating this population.  A recent area of focus in research has been identifying groups that are underrepresented in gifted and talented programs and developing programs for them.


After the research is conducted, programs are developed and then supported with Javits grants.  Previously existing state and local programs are supported, and new programs are implemented.  Based on the research that is done, new instructional strategies are also developed and introduced.  Special effort is being made to improve the program for the underserved in the gifted and talented population as well.

In addition to these two main outlets, money from the Javits Act is used for other purposes related to gifted education.  Some of the grants are awarded to provide professional development for teachers and others who work with gifted and talented students.  One major problem in gifted education is that the teachers who work with gifted students are not made aware of the characteristics of these students and how they may differ from regular students in the classroom.  Other grants go toward the dissemination of information about gifted people to the general public.  Many misconceptions still exist about gifted students.  It is important for these incorrect beliefs to be deconstructed, and grants are awarded to help with that process.  The funds of the Javits Act, minimal though they are, are put to use in a variety of ways (National Association for Gifted Children [NAGC], Javits grants).

Still, President George W. Bush's budget request for the year 2006 allotted no money to the Javits program, viewed by many as the only initiative that covers gifted education (NAGC, Funding for the Javits Program).  Cutting out Javits grants would severely limit gifted programs across the country.  These programs are already strained for funding and resources, and many of them may be forced to close if Javits grants are no longer available.  

This position is not a new one for the Javits program.  There have been other times when the federal budget did not include any money for the Javits program.  In the past, advocates for gifted programs were able to persuade legislators to appropriate some funds to the program; however, with the federal deficit growing, legislators are looking to cut back where it is possible (NAGC, Funding for the Javits Program).  Because gifted programs are not federally mandated, providing funding to them is not viewed as a priority.  President Bush instead gave priority to foreign aid and defense spending, while decreasing domestic spending.  Domestic spending includes education, for which President Bush requested 530 million dollars less in funding.  Special education grants would receive an increase in funding, while gifted education grants would receive no money at all (NAGC, 2006 federal budget).

Section 2:  State Policies and Support

With no federal legislation mandating gifted education, states are left with the responsibility of deciding what services to provide for gifted students and how much funding should be appropriated to such programs.  The legislation varies greatly from state to state and district to district, resulting in a large difference in the services provided for gifted students.  

At one end of the spectrum, there are some states that have no laws at all dealing with gifted education.  This means there is no requirement to identify gifted students in these states, nor any provisions for gifted programs.  These states may not even take part in the Javits program:  "States or localities that place a low priority on programs for gifted youngsters can easily ignore the Javits Act" (Ford & Russo, 1995).  The little federal funding that is actually available for gifted programs is not even being put to use by some states.

At the other end of the spectrum, there are eight states with provisions for gifted programs that are essentially the same as those provided in IDEA legislation for special education programs (Zirkel, 2005).  IDEA, or the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, is the highly structured federal framework for special education.  States with these programs for gifted students require that gifted students be identified.  Once gifted students are identified, an IEP, or Individualized Education Plan, is written for each student.  This education plan points out the strengths and weaknesses of each student.  Goals for the year are recorded, along with short-term objectives that serve as checkpoints throughout the year.  Also included in the IEP are the modifications that will be made to ensure that the student achieves his or her annual goals.  Teachers are legally bound to make the modifications outlined in the IEP.  Such requirements "provide individually enforceable legal rights for gifted education," which so far have not been in place in the United States (Zirkel, 2005).  

The individualized plans are beneficial to gifted students for a number of reasons.  First, an IEP outlines weaknesses that the gifted students have.  Because gifted students are high-ability students, many people have long overlooked the fact that gifted students may have academic and social issues.  In reality, though, gifted students face a number of problems.  Because they develop asynchronously, with their mental age outpacing their chronological age, gifted students may find it difficult to socialize with their age peers.  They may also struggle because they understand complex problems that exist in the world and feel helpless to do anything about it.  These situations lead to stress, which can then lead to depression or even suicide (Genshaft & Broyles, 1991).  Additionally, gifted students may be talented in some academic areas but need help in others.  The IEP helps to identify both the student's strengths and weaknesses, so that the student receives the most appropriate education.  Plus, teachers are mandated to follow the IEPs, so modifications for gifted students are assured.  States with programs for gifted students that are similar to IDEA protect the educational rights of gifted students.

The regulations regarding gifted education in most states fall between the two extremes of no legislation whatsoever and comprehensive programs modeled after IDEA.  The variations in what is offered are great.  In some states, there are only brief mentions of gifted students or gifted education.  Other states require the identification of gifted students, but do not require any special services or programs to be provided to the students that are identified. States that do have gifted programs often have different criteria for entrance into the programs.  These criteria may include IQ, teacher recommendations, and GPA.  Some states include peer nominations in their criteria for selecting gifted students.  Still others expect a certain percentage of their school population to be gifted and select students based on that percentage.  It should be noted that many of these criteria are not accurate methods of determining giftedness.  Furthermore, in some states, even students that do not meet the criteria for entrance into the gifted programs may enter the programs if there is space available.  This jeopardizes the quality of the education the gifted students are receiving.  


Another issue relevant to gifted education is the preparation of teachers who work with gifted students.  Like the regulations regarding identification, there is a wide variation of state regulations in regard to teacher preparation.  In the majority of states, regular classroom teachers instruct gifted students, with limited or no knowledge of the special needs of gifted students or of how to differentiate instruction for these students.  Some states require teachers to receive training before they work with gifted students.  Still others insist on coursework in gifted education done at the undergraduate or graduate level, leading to a special certification.  Clearly, as a result of differing state regulations, there are considerable differences in the amount of knowledge teachers have about the gifted population and how to instruct students of that population.  

Programs that are offered depend on resources made available from the state and federal governments.  Some states recommend gifted programs, but only given "the availability of financial and physical resources" (Zirkel, 2005).  This is problematic, because funding is very limited for such programs.  While eighty-five percent of federal K-12 funding is spent on special education, bilingual programs, and vocational education, only one-tenth of one percent of the federal K-12 funding is spent on gifted programs (Thornton, 1995).  All of that funding comes from the Javits Act, which, as mentioned above, is easily ignored.  The same patterns are seen in state and local funding as well.  On average, only two cents out of every one hundred dollars of state and local K-12 funding is spent on gifted education (Thornton, 1995).  Minimal state and local funding has come to be expected:  "In most states, spending on the gifted has been elective and parsimonious, while spending on special education has been mandatory and bountiful" (Thornton, 1995).  When funding is limited in states with these policies, gifted programs are often the first to be cut.  
Section 3:  Conclusion

There is currently a lack of federal legislation regarding gifted education.  Due to the lack of such legislation, federal support of gifted programs is limited and is currently in jeopardy of being cut altogether.  Also as a result of the lack of federal legislation, states are given the responsibility of determining if and how to identify gifted students, how well-prepared teachers should be for dealing with these students, and what, if any, programs should be offered to gifted students.  The outcome is a wide variation in the services provided to gifted students.  Very few states provide for gifted students a structured framework for education like that given to students with disabilities.

Chapter 3:  Current Practice

With no federal mandate, and widely varying state mandates and regulations, it should come as no surprise that the current state of gifted education programs in schools is not ideal.  As Thornton (1995) writes, "Excellent initiatives for gifted students do exist, but they are sporadic, limited in scope, and constantly under attack."  In addition to these challenges, many current educational trends are not compatible with the needs of gifted students.  Programs that theoretically should be beneficial to gifted students are not well executed, and therefore do not meet the needs of gifted students either.

One major trend in education right now is heterogeneous grouping (Glass, 2004).  Grouping can be done on the class level (tracking) or in small groups within the class (cooperative learning groups).  In heterogeneous groups, students of different ability levels work together while in homogeneous groups, students of approximately the same ability level are grouped together.  It has been found repeatedly that gifted students perform better in homogeneous groups (Hunt & Seney, 2001).  In fact, Shore, Cornell, Robinson, and Ward (1991) claim that what gifted children really need is to be with chronological peers who function at the same level intellectually.  Findings such as these have been used to advocate for special classes for gifted students.

Many people are hesitant to track students in such a way, though, claiming it is discriminatory (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).  Still, even if separate classes are not available, gifted students would benefit from homogeneous groupings within a class of students with mixed abilities.  Unfortunately, even during cooperative group work, the current trend is for teachers to create heterogeneous groups.  This does not take into consideration the learning characteristics of gifted students.  For instance, in heterogeneous groups, gifted students usually end up doing a majority of the work (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).  They may also find themselves teaching their classmates information they have already mastered, which increases the burden for the gifted students.  Such groupings tend to make gifted students work below their academic level (U.S. Department of Education, 1993).  Because of the popularity of heterogeneous grouping, gifted students get to spend little time with their intellectual peers.  Thus, the classroom setup is not accommodating to the special needs of gifted students.

Teachers, in general, do not act to alleviate these problems, either.  Many teachers still believe the myth that gifted students can teach themselves because they are so intelligent (Russo & Harris, 1996).  As a result of that line of thinking, most classroom teachers do not make changes to the curriculum or to their teaching style to adapt for gifted students.  Many teachers (and others) also hold the belief that giftedness is the same as effortlessness (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).  However, this is simply not true.  Gifted students put a great deal of effort into their work, but they need to be challenged at their level.  They need "more intensive and individualized curriculum, more challenging tasks, increased opportunities for creative expression and enrichment, and practical guidance and experience" (Ford & Russo, 1995).  Without the proper level of intellectual stimulation, gifted students will no longer be motivated to put forth the effort.  Given an appropriate education, gifted students would really be able to show their full potential and disprove these myths.

Of the options that do exist for gifted students, the curriculum models most commonly employed are enrichment and acceleration.  Enrichment programs generally supplement the regular curriculum.  Some enrichment programs are offered in the regular classroom, while others exist as pullout programs.  Ideally, enrichment programs are supposed to help gifted students put to work the creativity, motivation, and independence for which they are known.  Value is placed on critical thinking and creative problem solving (VanTassel-Baska & Brown, 2001).  

Unfortunately, it has been found that most enrichment programs do not match up to the ideals.  The meaning of enrichment varies widely from school to school, leading to discrepancies in the content and quality of the programs offered (Shore et al., 1991).  Often, enrichment programs lack specific goals for the students to work toward.  Additionally, gifted students generally spend little time during the school week involved in the enrichment programs. This time is usually not used effectively either, as enrichment simply ends up being more of the same work for students in most instances.  Such "busy work" causes gifted students stress and negatively impacts their motivation levels (Glass, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 1993).  Well-developed enrichment programs can be beneficial to gifted students, but most of the current enrichment programs are not adequate to meet the needs of gifted students.

The other common option for gifted students is acceleration.  Acceleration "allows [gifted students] to move to a higher level of class work, skip a class, or entire grades" (Hunt & Seney, 2001, p. 77).  Students are allowed to progress at their own pace.  There is a great deal of research showing that acceleration in the core subjects is an effective way to meet the needs of gifted students, especially if the students are working in homogeneous groups (VanTassel-Baska & Brown, 2001).  Because acceleration has been found to be so effective for gifted students, it is considered an important part of gifted programs:  "The evidence is overwhelming that acceleration in some of its many forms should be included in any comprehensive set of services for the gifted" (Shore et al., 1991, p. 79).  Acceleration is not always accepted, though.  The concern is often voiced that if gifted students are allowed to progress through academic work rapidly, their social development will be negatively impacted.  Studies have found, however, that gifted students in acceleration programs experience no academic or social problems that they would not otherwise encounter, with the exception of highly gifted elementary school students, who might be slightly socially immature (Shore et al., 1991).  Acceleration, currently one of the most common ways of meeting the educational needs of gifted students, is effective and has little or no negative impact on the students.  As programs for the gifted continue to develop and improve, acceleration should be included as one aspect.  

Just like the legislation that guides the development of programs for the gifted, gifted programs vary widely from state to state and district to district.  There are a number of current educational trends that are not beneficial to gifted students.  Other options, such as enrichment and acceleration, exist but need to be improved to meet the unique educational needs of gifted students.  Currently, programs for the gifted are far from ideal, and this can cause problems for the gifted students themselves and for America as a nation.

Chapter 4:  Implications and Recommendations for the Future

Throughout the history of education in America, gifted education has only been given support when the social or political situation deemed it necessary.  Currently, there is little perceived need for gifted education, so funding and support for such programs are limited.  However, these programs are important to both the students and to our country at all times, not just in certain situations.  If the needs of gifted students are not met, there will be negative implications for both the students and the country.  Therefore, action must be taken to change the way gifted education is perceived and supported.
Section 1:  Implications for Gifted Students

As a result of current policies regarding gifted education, gifted students are receiving an education that is not meeting their unique educational needs.  The lack of an appropriate education can be a factor in a number of issues that plague gifted students, including underachievement, depression, and suicide.

Gifted students that underachieve have been the subject of many studies.  Much like the term gifted, underachievement lacks a definite definition.  Generally, though, underachievement is thought to be when a student performs at a level that is lower than his or her potential would indicate.  It has been determined that many gifted students underachieve:  "At least 50% of students identified (as gifted) through IQ have been designated as academic underachievers" (Richert, 1991, p. 140).  This number may be low, however, because it only takes into account gifted students that have been identified, and furthermore, only those identified by IQ.  The actual number of gifted students who may not be performing up to their potential may be much higher.  In some cases, underachievement may result in students dropping out of school:  ten to twenty percent of high school dropouts are gifted (Rimm, 2003).  It is clear there is some issue with the educational system when the brightest students are not even completing their high school education.

So, why do gifted students underachieve?  No clear answer has been found, but there are a number of factors that have been found to contribute to the underachievement of gifted students.  Factors identified by Reis and McCoach (2002) include family expectations that are either too low or too high, internal issues like depression, anxiety, perfectionism, or low self-esteem, and "peer pressure to conform to 'regular' norms, to 'be like everyone else'" (p. 83).  Even parenting that is not tailored to gifted children can lead to underachievement (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).  

Another factor leading to underachievement in gifted students that was identified by Reis and McCoach (2002), and echoed by other researchers, is the reality of "chronically underchallenging, slow-moving classroom experiences" (p. 83).  Sidney Marland wrote in his report to the Subcommittee on Education (1972), "The boredom that results from discrepancies between the child's knowledge and the school's offerings leads to underachievement and behavior disorders affecting self and others" (p. 25).  Curriculum and instruction are generally not geared toward gifted students, but to average students, with remediation or other services available for students with disabilities.  The disparity between services available to students with disabilities and those available to gifted students is contributing to underachievement in the gifted population, and that is problematic:  "Our school systems are actually giving tacit approval to creating underachievement in one ability group so that the needs of the other ability group can be served...this is egalitarianism at its worst" (Thornton, 1995).  The goal should be for all students to reach their potential, whatever it may be.  Gifted students are frequently not meeting that goal, underachieving instead, because they are not given the educational opportunities they need and deserve.

Underachievement is not the only issue that gifted students deal with as a result of the educational system not meeting their needs.  They also deal with depression and may even contemplate or commit suicide.  Many characteristics of gifted students would seem to lead to these issues:  "Gifted children's high cognitive functioning, asynchronous development, and tendency toward perfectionism, sensitivity, and social isolation are viewed by some writers as risk factors for psychopathology in general and depression and suicide in particular"  (Neihart, 2002, p. 94).  Because gifted students have these characteristics, some argue that gifted students are more prone to depression and "especially susceptible to suicide attempts" (Delisle, 1986, p. 558).


Studies, however, have found that the rates of depression and suicide are no higher for gifted students than for age peers of average ability level.  The problem lies in the perceptions people hold about gifted students.  There is a widely held belief that gifted children are "virtually immune to problems, academic or emotional" (Nugent, 2000).  People believe that because gifted students are highly intelligent, they do not experience the same problems other people face.  Gifted students tend to internalize this belief, as well.  They keep problems such as depression or suicide ideation to themselves because they think they should be able to resolve the problems their own, since they are so bright.  With school personnel who are not educated about the needs of gifted students and no services directed toward the gifted population, problems such as depression and thoughts of suicide are overlooked instead of treated.  If gifted students were provided for in the way other students are, this would not be a problem.  

Section 2:  Implications for the United States

Changes to gifted education in the United States should be made solely in the interest of meeting the unique social, emotional, and educational needs of the gifted students themselves.  However, if that is not enough of an impetus to initiate reform, it may be helpful to look at the benefits that the nation as a whole would receive.  As seen throughout the history of gifted education, the social and political needs of the nation have typically been the primary causes of increased support of gifted education.  

As mentioned above, an ill-formatted curriculum can lead to underachievement in gifted students.  Underachievement, as it is commonly understood, means that the gifted student is not exhibiting performance that is at the level of his or her potential.  They have the ability, but they are not using it, usually because they do not feel challenged by the material they are learning.  Russo and Harris (1996) point out that, "Abilities that go ignored are likely to atrophy."  If the proper educational opportunities are not made available to gifted students, a tremendous national resource will be wasted:  the brainpower of the brightest minds in the country.  

How is this detrimental to America as a nation?  In National Excellence (1993), the United States Department of Education identified scholarship and other qualities associated with giftedness as what made it possible for Americans to have the high quality of life they currently enjoy.  Gifted students need to be able to develop their talents to help the nation progress economically.  Currently, gifted American students (and American students in general) are not at a level to compete with students in other industrialized nations:

Compared with top students in other industrialized countries, American students perform poorly on international tests, are offered a less rigorous curriculum, read fewer demanding books, do less homework, and enter the work force or postsecondary education less well prepared. (U.S. Department of Education, 1993, p. 1)

These conditions have been determined to be indicative of how well the country will do in the global economy (United States Department of Education, 1993).  America has a relatively poor standing in relation to other countries, indicating that we may not be able to sustain our high position in the world for much longer.

Gifted education should be available to students merely for the benefit of the students, just as special education services are mandated for students with disabilities to ensure they receive the most appropriate education.  However, if further reason is needed to justify providing special services for gifted students, attention should be given to the fact that not educating these students properly results in a waste of brainpower and potential contributions.  Time after time, America's educational system has been shown to be inferior in comparison to the educational systems of other industrialized nations.  Providing education that encourages all students, including the gifted, to reach their potential and challenges them at their level would raise the quality of American education.  If nothing is done, industrialized nations with better educational systems will surpass America economically, threatening the current American way of life.
Section 3:  What Needs to Be Done

Educating gifted students is very important to both the students and to our nation.  If these students are not challenged, they may lose interest in school and underachieve.  They may even develop psychological problems such as depression or go so far as committing suicide.  The nation loses out as well, because an important resource, the intellect of America's brightest students, will go left untapped.   Action must be taken to prevent these situations.

A major step would be the introduction of federal legislation.  Other groups, such as African-Americans and people with disabilities, were denied a proper education until the federal government intervened and made permanent changes.  For African-Americans, the change came in 1954, when the Supreme Court made a decision in the case of Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas.  Until that point, African-Americans were taught in schools separate from their white counterparts.  These schools were inferior and had fewer resources.  The Supreme Court decided that for the education of the two groups of students to be equal, schools would have to desegregate.  Similarly, students with disabilities were not being provided with an education that was meeting their needs.  The Education for All Handicapped Children Act was introduced to ensure that the educational needs of these students were met.

Most researchers in the field of gifted education agree that similar federal action must be taken for the condition of gifted education to improve.  Russo and Ford write, "Just as nation-wide concern for the rights of disabled children did not become a priority until the passage of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, the states will not afford gifted and talented children the same protection until mandated to do so by Congress" (1993).  Thus far, the value, attention and funding given to gifted education have fluctuated depending on the political and social needs of the country.  A federal mandate would not necessarily solve all the problems in the field of gifted education, but it would at least give permanence to gifted programs:  "Although a federal mandate would hardly guarantee the adequacy of any new programs, the lack of a mandate virtually insures that the needs of gifted students largely will go unmet" (Ford & Russo, 1995).  The first step in improving gifted education should be the introduction of legislation which would demonstrate permanent federal support for the field.

Ideally, this legislation would be very similar to IDEA.  Criteria for the identification of gifted students should be provided.  Additionally, it should include a framework for gifted education - the programs or modifications that should be available to gifted students.  The preparation that teachers must have in order to work with gifted students should also be covered in the legislation.  Such laws would assure that gifted students would receive the education they need and deserve.

Though it would certainly be beneficial, federal legislation will not solve all of the problems that exist in the field of gifted education.  Whitmore (1980) identifies the attitudes people have toward the gifted as part of the problem as well:  

The real reason for a lack of programming is a lack of commitment...Federal leadership has been helpful in countering local apathy or denial of the special educational needs of the gifted.  Continued and increased federal funding of state and local program development, research, and evaluation is needed. (as cited in Shore et al., 1991, p. 22)  

Just as in the 1920s, people have inaccurate perceptions of gifted students.  People feel that because these students are high ability, they are able to take care of themselves academically.  They should not require differentiation in curriculum or in instruction.  Some people feel that providing special services to gifted students is giving to the "haves" instead of the "have-nots," giving the gifted more when they already have so much (Colangelo & Davis, 2003).  This view ignores the special educational needs of gifted students.

However, such views do appeal to America's egalitarian nature.  The idea that "All men are created equal" is revered in America, but it stands in the way of gifted education.  Because of these sentiments, both policy makers and the general public have come to equate democracy with equality.  This is not problematic until it is applied to education.  Generally, in regard to education, that belief has come to mean that everything should be done to make sure that all students do equally well (Gottfredson, 2003).  It is that belief that brought about the No Child Left Behind Act and increased standardized testing.  Like many other educational reforms, these changes serve to raise the floor, but not the ceiling.

A shift in perception is necessary.  Instead of thinking that equality in education means all students need to do equally well, perhaps it would be more beneficial to all students to think of equality meaning that all students should have an equal chance to reach their potential.  Acting on such a belief would entail providing every student, regardless of ability level, with whatever he or she needs to succeed.  By encouraging each student to do his or her best, and providing all students with the proper support, schools will necessarily be improving the quality of education provided.  Equity and excellence need not be exclusive.
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