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T:he theme of this year's TAGT Annual Professional 
Development Conference, "Giftedness: A Texas Tradition," 

gives us the perfect opportunity to reflect upon this vibrant or-
ganization and how it has become the unified voice for gifted 
and talented students in our great state. While reviewing the 
archives at the TAGT headquarters in Austin, I came across a 
letter written in 1978 by Frank Elder III. This letter gave me 
pause as I reflected upon the frustration of so many parents who 
had no organized voice to speak up for the rights of gifted/tal
ented students. I know it is hard for many TAGT members to 
remember those pre-TAGT days, but I reflect upon Mr. Elder's 
thoughts as he turned at the time to the only source of relief for 
his frustration. 

"Dear Senator: 

I have a daughter, fifteen, who showed signs of gift
edness as a preschooler and elementary school student. 
I embraced the philosophy that as long as she made all 
A's, she was receiving a quality education that was meet
ing her intellectual needs; and that so long as she scored 
say within the 96th percentile on standardized tests, there 
was no need for educational opportunities in addition 
to the regular classroom curriculum and programs. In 
other words I was convinced that the myth that the 'gifted 
child will make it' was a truism. 

I think I was also content then to accept the lack of 
a specific 'gifted'program because I did not want to be 
criticized for being a 'pushy' parent or being faced with 
a situation in which I would have to prove that my daugh
ter was gifted. I have used the past tense in describing 
my daughter's giftedness deliberately because I have 
seen an erosion and a diminishing of that vital intellec
tual curiosity that lance observed and thought would 
continue to grow. I didn't know otherwise until I was 
confronted with research verifying that giftedness can 
wither and die unless appropriately nurtured. 

(See CRAIGEN, page 30) 
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From the President 
Giftedness -

A Texas 
lradition! 

Benny Hickerson 

This will be my final column as president 
and my chance to thank everyone for the opportunity to 
serve in this role. In Texas, we have two kinds of years: 
first, legislative years, when the legislature is in session 
and everything is up for grabs and subject to almost im
mediate change with little or no warning, when we main
tain a semi-aiM status for actions that impact gifted edu
cation and funding, and secondly, non-legislative years, 
during which we "stabilize" our positions and move for
ward on many fronts. This has been one of those "stabi
lizing" years, but it has also been a year of many changes, 
all of which mark major progress. As I write this,we are 
preparing for our October Legislative Workshop to pre
pare TAGT members and leaders for the upcoming legis
lative session. This is a good time to take stock of what 
we have done and where we are going. 

We have initiated our Summer Professional Devel
opment Institutes and our Regional Professional Devel
opment Workshops, largely through the coordination ef
forts of Ann Wink, our assistant director whose position 
was created dUling the past year. Ann also coordinates 
the TAGT Awareness Certification applications and our 
annual Professional Development conference program. 
This has taken US a major step forward toward our goal of 
providing quality professional development in gifted edu
cation. We are now preparing to embark on a major pnb
lic relations carnpaign as a means of raising public aware
ness and concern for gifted leaners and their educational 
needs. 

What is giftedness? What does it mean to be a gifted 
person or to work with gifted students? How does one 
really identify gifted learners, and, once identitied, then 
what? What are the significant factors that define gifted
ness, and how do we truly differentiate learning experi
ences to appropriately address their specific needs and 
encourage the fullest development of their unique talents 
and abilities? 

If these questions and their answers were simple, 
someone would have written the cookbook long ago and 
the issues would have been resolved. Everyone would 
have the formula. While we still have far to go before 
that is true, we have made good progress toward that goal 

(See HICKERSON, page 29 ) 
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EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR'S CAPITOL UPDATE 

State Board of Education Reschedules 
Sunset Review of Gifted Education Rules 

State law requires that program accountability for ser
vices for gifted and talented students be based on the Texas 
State Planj'or the Education ofGifted/Talented Students. 
The state plan was approved by the State Board of Edu
cation (SBOE) in November, 1996. The 1997-98 school 
year was the fIrst year the program rules were used for 
the District Effectiveness and Compliance (DEC) Moni
toring System. TAGT has learned that the review pro" 
cess for SBOE rules for gifted education is being amended 
to allow another year of monitoring to continue under the 
same standards. Based on information reported from DEC 
monitoring visits made during the 1997-98 school year 
and on fIndings from visits during the 1998-99 school 
year, TAGT will propose amendments for State Board 
consideration when the review process for gifted educa
tion rules is scheduled in September, 1999. 

BACKGROUND 
In the interim before the 74th Legislative Session con

vened in January, 1995, TAGT met with legislators in 
virtually every legislative district throughout the state, 
providing information to individual representatives and 
senators of the need to improve the quality of services at 
the local level for gifted and talented students. Establish
ing legal accountability for services provided to gifted! 
talented student~ in Texas public schools was TAGT's 
priolity initiative duling the 74th Session of the Texas 
Legislature. 

Our efforts were rewarded. The glt mandate was 
amended to require the State Board of Education to de
velop a state plan for the education of gifted and talented 
students to guide school districts in establishing and im
proving programs for identified students. By law, the plan 
was established for accountability purposes to measure 
the performance of districts in providing services to iden
tifIed glt students. 

In November, 1996, the State Board approved the 
plan, which was developed with broad and representa
tive participation from TAGT and other leaders and prac
titioners in gifted education. Beginning in school year 
1997-98, the Texas Education Agency, through its Dis
trict Effective and Compliance (DEC) system, began 
monitoring and assessing services for gifted/talented stu
dents with scheduled DEC visits to local school districts. 

Connie Mclendon 

IMPACT OF DEC VISITS 
While services for glt students assessed through the 

DEC system do not affect a district's accountability rank
ing, a number of districts were written up in the 1997-98 
school year for services that did not comply with state 
requirements established by laws ormles. The state plan's 
''Acceptable'' level of perfOimance is the minimum ex
pectation for all districts, but by no means reflects the 
quality of services needed for gifted/talented students. It 
is encouraging, however, to learn that reports from the 
field indicate that DEC visits conducted during the past 
school year have gotten the attention of decision makers 
and are beginning to make a positive difference in ser
vices provided for identified glt students at the local level. 
Professional development appears to be an area of par
ticular concern. The number of requests for teacher and 
administrator training to TAGT ha5 increased signifIcantly. 
Education Service Centers and universities that offer train
ing in gifted education also report an increased demand 
for glt training, especially in the areas of program op
tions, and nature and needs of gifted learners. Such spe
cifIc requests may be prompted by past year DEC visits 
or those scheduled in the 1998-99 school year. 

If this heightened interest in services for gifted and 
talented students is due even in part to the DEC monitor
ing and assessment system - in place for only one school 
year - we applaud the progress. With some success, 
though minimal in some instances, it seems reasonable 
that the gifted education cOllununity would support the 
State Board's decision to continue testing DEC's effec
tiveness in determining the state plan's impact on estab
lishing and improving services for identified gifted and 
talented students - at least for one more year. 

MrxED MESSAGES ON THE INTERNET 

For myriad reasons the Internet is awash these days 
with back and forth g/t-related communications between 
individuals who have subscribed to one or more e-mail 
list serves coming on line daily. By definition mail lists 
are a group of people connected via e-mail, interested 
usually in discussing certain topics - and in this case
gifted education. These are active people. In one day, 
we received more than fifty messages. On one hand, how 
exciting to have parents, educators and others actively 
engaged in the debate of substantive issues relating to 
gifted education. On the other hand, the contentious 
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GIFTEDNESS: A TEXAS TRADiTION 

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator Scores of Dallas-Area 
Teachers of the Gifted and Talented 

Who are the teachers of the gifted/talented? 
What types of individuals seek out, Or are selected for, 
a%ignments involving these often challenging but never 
routine students? For the past eight years the author has 
taught a May "minitenn" class at the Texas A&M Uni" 
versity-Commerce (TAMU-C) Metroplex Center serving 
the Dallas area, The course, "Instructional Strategies and 
the GiftedlTalented," was usually taught from 5:00 p.m. 
10 9:30 p,m, over a two-and-a-half week period between 
the university's spring semester and summer session to 
individuals from within a roughly sixty mile radius of the 
Center. Students were mainly working teachers or ad
ministrators associated with on-going elementary and 
secondary Grr programs or persons seeking similar po
sitions. An early class activity involved the analysis of 
participant profiles as determined by Fonn G of the Myers
Briggs TYpe Indicator (Myers, 1977). 

The Myers-Briggs TYpe Indicator (MBTI) is a paper 
and pencil test for the appraisement of personality type. 
Myers' model is based upon the work of the Swiss psy
chologist Carl Jung (1926) who identified two personal
ity types, introvert and extravert, and four psychological 
functions-thinking, feeling, sensation, and intuition, 
Myers (1962) modified Jung's perceptions in viewing 
Introversion/Extraversion, SensinglIntuition, and Thlnk
inglFeeling as three distinct continua and added a fourth
JudginglPerceiving, The resulting test instrument assesses 
respondents with respect to each continuum and catego
rizes each into one of sixteen distinct types. 

The real usefulness of infonuation provided by the 
MBTI may not be contained in the nature of each of the 
sixteen types as much as it is in understanding the "tem
peramental" foundation of the types. According to Kiersey 
and Bates (1978), sensors and intuitors differ in the ways 
they process and accommodate new infonnation; sensors 
utilize Judging/Perceiving (JIP) whereas intuitors utilize 
ThlnkinglFeeling (TIF), Jung (1926) viewed sensing and 
intuition as perceptive functions; the old cliche about the 
forest Or the trees gets quickJy to the crux of the differ
ence, Sensors, finnly rooted in the real and practical, 
look inward (interpolate) to refine and magnify existing 
detail, whereas intuitors tend to see relationsltips (what 
Gestalt psychologists would call patterns or templates) 
and to extrapolate beyond the obvious. Sensors learn by 
first-hand experience, by doing-tasting, smelling, ma-

William R. Ogden 

nipulating, Intuitors are less bound by experience and 
tend to focus upon possibilities rather than on facts, They 
may learn best by observing, reading, and/or reflecting. 

How prevalent is each? While the relative propor
tion of the two types in the general population is open to 
speculation, statistics compiled by the Center for Applied 
Psychological TYpe (CAPT) in Gainesville, Florida re
lating to the Sensing/Intuiting dimension of the MBTI 
may furnish some guidelines. Whereas earlier estimates 
by Myers (1962) and Kiersey and Bates (1978) had stipu" 
lated 70-75 percent sensors and 25"30 percent intuitors, 
more recent assessments (Myers and McCaulley, 1985), 
based upon over five years of data collecting, place the 
percentage ofintuitors as somewhere between 15 and 28 
percent. Designating the percentage of intuitors as 25, 
and utilizing accepted percentages for Judging/Perceiv
ing and ThlnkinglFee1ing, the relative frequencies of the 
four resulting types in the general population appear to 
be Sensing/Judging (SJ) .75 x .45 = .3375 or 33.75 per
cent, SensinglPerceiving (SP) .75 x .55 " .4125 or 41.25 
percent, lntuitingffhinking (NT) .25 x .50 = .125 or 12.5 
percent, and IntuitingIFeeling (NF) also 12.5 percent. A 
brief description of the four types follows: 

Sensing/judging: SJs are hard-working, industri
ous, and strive to be responsible and dependable. Ac
cording to Keirsey and Bates (1978) they are "the foun
dation, cornerstone, flywheel, and stabilizer of society." 

MBTI Type Distribution of 234 Thachers 
of the Gifted and Talented: 1990-1997 

Type Number Percent 

SJ 84 35.9 

SP 18 7.7 

NT 50 21.4 

NF 82 35.0 

TOTAL 234 100 

TABLEt 
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GIFTEDNESS: A T EXAS TRADITION 

The prodigal son's brother (the one who stayed 
home and tended the fields) must have been an SJ, 
as was the ant in the grasshopper and the ant fable. 
SJs seek responsibility, can be counted upon, and, 
as such, are desirable employees and managers. SJs 

Pel'Centage Comparison of 234 Teachers of the Gifted 
and Talented with CAPT Teachers'" 

seem to be attracted to teaching at about the same GITTeachers CAPT 
TYpe 1990-97 Teachers rate as their presence in the general population. 

Slightly over thirty-three percent of all teachers are 
SJs as are nearly tltirty-seven percent of all adntin
istrators. SJs are most prevalent at the elementary 
level where they account for 43.26 percent of the 
total. lf SJ s had a theme song, it might be the "Colo
nel Bogey March" from the movie Bridge on the 
River K wai or "Oet in Line Brother" and if they 
had a motto it would be something like "Keep on 
Truckin'." If SJs had a favorite question it wouldn't 
be "How?" or "Why?", but it might be "What are 
all those other guys doing goofing off while I'm 
busting my chops?" 

Sensing/Judging (SJ) 35.9 33.4 

SensingIPerceiving (SP) 7.7 17.5 

Intuitingffhinking (NT) 21.4 18.2 

IntuitinglFeeling (NF) 35.0 30.9 

*N~ 16,678 

Sensing/Pel'ceiving: If the prodigal son's 
brother was an SJ, then the prodigal son himself was prob
ably an SP (the grasshopper). SPs want to be free to ex
perience the world, to "do their own thing," to "live"
the successful ones tend to be "self-made:' SPs are com
fortable with details but, unlike the SJs have no need to 
place a value judgement on them. For an SP "the play's 
the thing," and to be is to be free. SPs don't really need 
recognition, but employers, teachers, spouses, and super
visors would do well to recognize them for their unique
ness, their style, and their boldness. SPs do not seem to 
be attracted to teaching where, most frequent (19.31%) 
at the elementary level, they are the least prevalent of all 
MBTI types. Only 17.47 percent of all teachers are SPs 
and even fewer (15.97%) go into administration. If SPs 
had a song it would probably be "Today" Or "Climb Ev
ery Mountain." Their favorite question might be "Where's 
the action?" 

Intuitionrrhinking: NTs are the true intellectuals 
of the world-they strive for competence above all else. 
For them understanding and mastery are most highly 
prized. They are analytical and quick to see logical rela
tionships. NTs are apt to be impatient with incompe
tence and, although normally not outspoken, can be in
fluential in quiet ways. NTs need to be recognized for 
their ideas-intelligent criticism is even more appreci
ated than superficial praise. In general NTs have little 
tolerance for unsubstantiated opinion-they want to hear 
from the "experts" Gust the facts, ma'am) not the pre
tenders. NTs choose teaching at a rate slightly higher 
than their presence in the general population. Just under 
18.2 percent of all teachers are NTs and a slightly higher 
percentage (20.12%) go into administration. NTs are 
much more frequent among university faculties (31.2%) 
than at the precollege level. Their favorite question is 

TABLE 1 

"How?" and if they had a song it would be something 
like "My Way." 

Intuition/Feeling: NFs defy a precise definition. 
They are the restless searchers in the world, and some
times the visionaries or charismatic leaders. Their goal is 
to understand the meaning oflife and to contribute to that 
end. In short, they want to matter-to have (however 
small) an impact! They have a real talent for empathy 
and seek harmony in their lives, often looking more deeply 
into things and in finding hidden meanings in what most 
others would superficially accept. NFs need to be recog
nized for their uniqueness and their accomplishments
they thrive on praise and crumble under cliticism. The 
presence in education ofNFs, who complise nearly thirty
one percent of all teachers and 26.95 percent of adntinis
trators, far surpasses their representation in the general 
population. They are most prevalent in Junior College 
(34.4%) and High School (34.21 %) faculties. The favor
ite question of the NF is "Why?" and their song would be 
"The Quest" from Manfrom La Mancha (''To dream the 
impossible dream"). In any endeavor, they do best if they 
have a reason. 

Table 1 presents the MBTI types for the 234 indi
viduals enrolled in the metroplex orr conrse over the 
1990-1997 years. An examination of the prevalence of 
each type reveals SJs to account for 35.9 percent, SPs 7.7 
percent, NTs 21.4 percent, and NFs 35.0 percent. Table 2 
compares percentages for the 234 teachers to CAPT data 
(Myers and McCaulley, 1985) for 16,678 teachers, while 
Table 3 provides percentages of the Center for Applied 
Psychological Type group at various levels of education 
for the fonr MBTI types under consideration. Provided 
the Myers and McCaulley (CAPT) teacher group can be 
accepted as ''representative'' of the nation's elementary 
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GIfTEDNESS: A TEXAS TRADITION 

and secondary educators, Table 2 reveals that 

1. SPs are the only type less represented in the GIT 
teacher group than in the CAPT group, 

2. SJs are represented in the GIT group at a slightly 
gteater level, while NTs and NFs are present in even higher 
proportions. 

Based upon the preceding observations, some logi
cal conclusions can be drawn regarding the types of teach
ers who choose to teach Dallas area gifted and talented 

counting for the highest percentage of the population in 
general (41.25%), SPs comprise from between 12.3 per
cent (university) to 19.31 percent (elementary) of teach
ers at all levels. Garnering the smallest percentages in all 
classifications presented in Table 2, Dallas area SP teach
ers were the only type to be less represented among the 
GfT teachers than they were in the CAPT standard sample. 

Dallas area NTs are slightly more prevalent in the 
Grr group than in the CAPT "representative" category. 
Starting from a low of 10.3 percent in the elementary 
grades (the least represented of the four types), the fre-

quency ofNTs increases 

Percentage of MBTI Types Among CAPT Teachers at Various Levels 
of Teaching 

at each subsequent level 
to a high of 31.2 percent 
in the university (second 
only to NFs). 

MBTIType That NF teachers flock 
to involvement with G/ 
T programs also appears 
consistent. "To boldly 
go where no one has 
gone before" (Captain 
Kirk was probably an 
NF too!) seems perfectly 
appropriate for a G/T 
classroom. NFs seek 
meaning but often find 
the search to be more re
warding than the desti
nation. If committed, 
they are excellent moti
vators and, as such, ex
celient teachers. 
Lawrence (1982) char
acterized NFs as "enthu
siastic and insightful." 
As intuitors they grasp 
the big picture and as 
feelers they have a talent 
for empathizing. 

SJ SP 

Elementary 43.26 19.31 

Middle/Junior High 36.23 18.91 

High School 33.94 15.67 

Junior College 26.16 16.26 

University 23.76 12.30 

All Teachers 33.37 17.47 

Administrators, 36.96 15.97 
Elementary/Secondary 

TAllLE 3 

classes. 
Slightly under 36 percent of the orr teachers re

sponding to the MBTI questions are classified as SJs. 
Given the respect for tradition and desire to be useful at
tributed to SJs, it seems only natural that these individu
als elect to become involved in activities which are a part 
of the profession to which they are committed. SJs live 
by standards and beliefs not easily changed, and perhaps 
See involvement in orr classes as an opportunity to im
part those standards to future leaders. However, SJs prize 
tradition and consistency, attributes which often need to 
be suspended in the open climate of many GfT classes. 

SPs don't seem to be attracted to teaching orr 
classes-{w, it appears, to teaching itself. Although ac-

NT NF 

10.32 27.11 

15.16 2970 

16.18 34.21 

23.17 34.40 

31.20 32.73 

18.19 30.96 

20.12 26.95 

So, who are the GfT teachers of the Dallas area'? 
Mostly Sensing Judgers (SJ) and Intuiting Feelers (NF). 
Taken together, these two types combine to account for 
slightly more than 71 percent of the 234 teachers tested 
over the eight-year period. Although not documented in 
this study, supporting data suggest that SJs are more apt 
to be found at the elementary levels and NFs in the high 
schools. 

SJs and NFs would probably have very different 
classrooms. SJs, whose strong point is systematizing, 
stress procedure and organization, would tend to be or
derly, neat, and well prepared. NFs, with a talent for 
empathy, tend to be more concerned with morale build
ing, class harmony, and other related "people" issues. 

(See OGDEN, page 32) 
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GIFTEDNESS: A TEXAS TRADITION 

What Do We Mean By Depth, 
Complexity, and Pacing? 

Evelyn L, Hiatt 

The Texas State Plan for the Education of 
Gifted Students infonns districts that "Curriculum for 
gifted students should be modified in depth, complexity, 
and pacing." It would not be difficult to look up defini

may be meaningfully employed. The tenn "enrichment" 
has been overused and misused very often. However, stu
dents frequently possess the basic skills in subjects in 
which they are interested. They can "buy" time--col

tions of these words in the dictio
nary, but they are far more diffi
cult to interpret in tenns of the 
kind of curriculum one might ex
pect in a program for gifted stu
dents. It is the purpose of this ar
ticle to help clarify these tenns so 
that teachers and parents can ex
amine their school program to 
detennine if it meets the standards 
for a quality curriculum for ad
vanced level students. 

It is best to begin by stating 
that enhanced depth and complex
ity are appropriate for all students 
at certain times. Most students 
sometimes need the pacing of 
their classes adjusted to specifi
cally meet their needs. However, 
in the case of advanced level stu
dents, these needs are more con
sistent, and differentiated services 
are required for a greater propor
tion of the student's school career. 
These services must be planned, 
and educators need to develop a 
continuum that reinforces already 
existing student strengths. 

DEPTH 
Discipline Exploration 

• Language of the Discipline 
• Details 
• Rules 

• Patterns 
• Trends 

• Big Ideas 
• Ethical Issues 

• Unanswered Questions 

COMPlEXITY 

Seeing Relationships 

• OverTime 
• Across Disciplines 

• Multiple Perspectives 

lapse the basic-skills part of the 
subject-which enables them to 
delve deeper into other areas of 
the subject that will use and de
velop those basic skills. 

This is where depth and com
plexity come into play. As used 
by Dr. Sandra Kaplan, the term 
"depth" refers to exploration 
within a discipline. How do 
teachers and students dig deeper 
into the curriculum? There are a 
number of attributes that are criti
cal, both for building academic 
awareness of a discipline and for 
assuring that the needs of moti
vated and advanced students are 
met. First, teachers can introduce 
students to the language of the 
discipline. What does it mean to 
hold "revisionist" views of his
tory? What does it mean when a 
literary work is a "revision?" 
Many times, teachers and parents 
unwittingly talk down to students, 
thinking that is the best way to 
be understood. However, stu
dents with deep interest in a dis
cipline want to know, and need 
to know, how professionals in that 
field talk to one another. This can 

Let's start with the easiest 
tenn-pacing. Obviously, modi
fications in pacing suggest that the 
curriculum is presented either 
more quickly or, and this is important, more slowly than 
it might be in the general classroom. Many of us are 
familiar with advanced students who frequently prove 
mastery of many of the basic skills of a particular unit 
through a pretest. In this case, the students' progress might 
be accelerated as in the case of those who take algebra in 
the seventh or eighth grade rather than taking the tradi
tional mathematics courses taught at that grade level. 
However, we often forget that gifted students sometimes 
have very deep interests in certain areas and might need 
to spend more time exploring. This is where enrichment 

start as early as elementary 
school, with the vocabulary building from one year to the 
next. 

Another way of adding depth to a discipline is to em
phasize its details-those things that make it unique from 
other subject areas. As an example, teachers can discuss 
the parts of a fairy tale with young children, the common 
characteristics of myths from various countries with el
ementary and middle school students, and the distinctions 
between legal systems with high school government stu
dents. It also is important for students to understand the 
rules that govern a specific discipline. This covers areas 
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On the Trail of a Gifted Texan: 
A John Carter Update 

In the fall issue of Tempo 1993, I wrote an 
article about my youngest son, John. The closing para
graph began, "I realize that having an eleven-year-old 
who is a full-time college student is unusual, but ... " A 
lot has happened since I wrote that article, not only in our 
lives but in the lives of those around us. 

Most people want to know what our flrst clue was 
that John was 
above average. 
My husband 

Belinda Carter 

we were fortunate that in the part of Texas where we 
were living, educators looked at all the children as unique 
individuals who had unlimited capabilities and treated 
them accordingly. They were t1exible and open-minded 
enough to accept the possibility that some children truly 
are capable of working beyond their grade level. But the 
most important thing was that the schools in Texas that he 

attended lis
tened to us, his 
parents, when 

jokes that he 
puts in his tape 
recorder and 
pushes play. 
Yes, John 
worked a 300 
piece puzzle 
when he was 
18 months old. 
Yes, he taught 
himself to read 
and write. Yes, 
he knew all the 
major bones 
and organs in 

One can no more lump all gifted 
children together and say they are 

the same than one can lump all 
average or below average 

learners together. 

we talked to 
them about 
John. 

John started 
public kinder
garten right 
after his fifth 
birthday. He 
has an end of 
summer birth
day so the ad
ministrators 
tried to en
courage us to 

the body, etc. 
But to be hon-
est, this is re-
ally a hard 
question to answer. Everyone has a different opinion 
about what a gifted child is like. And so far, John hasn't 
fit into any of the neat little compact text book defini
tions. I guess that shows that all children are unique. 
One can no more lump all gifted childten together and 
say they are the same than one can lump all average or 
below average learners together. 

Because we were told John was bright, we decided to 
have him take an IQ test when he was four. I was not 
allowed to stay during the test, but several hours later I 
was told the results: "Your son is going to have a very 
hard time in school. He may, with a lot of work, graduate 
from high school some day. You might want to start think
ing about the possibility of his going to trade school." 

I don't know what John said or did during the test. 
His only response was, "It was fun!" 

We were fortunate that we lived in the state of Texas 
when John began his academic career. Or I should say, 

wait a year, 
but we felt he 
was ready to 
go. He had a 
lot of fun in 

kindergarten, and that was what we wanted; kindergarten 
was based on playing and socializing, not on academics, 
and John understood this. First grade was a different story 
however. John's teacher announced that they were going 
to learn how to read. John knew how to read. He became 
extremely depressed. The school was sending him to the 
counselor, but it was not helping. We took him to a pro
fessional psychologist and were told he was a petite, very 
bright, extremely sensitive, highly moral, shy child. Noth
ing we didn't already know. We were very grateful when 
that school year was over. 

I was not looking forward to second grade, but it turned 
out to be One of John's best years and actually the begin
ning of his academic career. John was attending Libby 
Elementary school in Carthage, Texas. They had a pro
grarn where childten were rewarded for reading books
reading ten books earned a bookmark, while reading 800 
books earned a trip to Six Flags in Dallas, Texas. Each 
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child had two years to read the 800 books. 
This was a great program because it allowed each child 

to work at his/her own level and pace. It also encouraged 
the children to read books in subjects that they wouldn't 
normally pick. Beverly Cleary only wrote a certain num
ber of books, so after those are read a child must find 
something else. During this time John discovered non
fiction books. His reading ability became stronger, but 
more important, his knowledge about history, famous 
people, science, electronics, medicine, religion, foreign 
languages, art, and even psychology began to grow more 
than anyone could have realized at the time. John be" 
came so excited about the program that he read 1,643 
books in one school year. He was the only second grader 
on the Six Flag's trip, so the school said that he actually 
earned two trips, which enabled him to take Mom along. 

John has always been fascinated with learning and is 
definitely self-motivated. We have never told John to 
study. In fact, one day I told John that he needed to take 
a break from studying. He was sitting in the middle of a 
room surrounded by 15 open books, paper, and pencils. 
He responded, "Oh, I'm not studying any more Mommy; 
this is playing." 

We moved during John's third grade year so that year 
was spent getting adjusted to new faces and a new school. 
In fourth grade, however, John began to complain. He 
had asked his math teacher what pi was. She told him 
that he was too young to understand. He came home 
crying, so I told him that if it was that important to him 
that he should go look it up. Apparently it was that im
portant, because he memorized the first 50 places of pi. 
He later leamed over 100. 

The next week he wanted an explanation of algebra. I 
worked a few simple problems for him thinking that would 
be the end of it. He wanted an algebra book. One week 
later he came and told me that he had leamed algebra and 
wanted to know what came next. I didn't really believe 
my nine year old child had leamed algebra in a week but 
didn't really know enough about the subject myself to 
argue with him. I called a childhood friend's father, who 
was a professor at East Texas Baptist University, and asked 
if he would be willing to talk to John. That was probably 
the best thing I have ever done for John. 

The professor agreed to the meeting so I took John, 
his book, and all of his papers. Two hours later I was told 
that John actually had taught himself algebra and that he 
would like to show him how to do trigonometry. John 
was thrilled. He didn't actually teach John in the formal 
sense of the word. John would study what he was inter
ested in and then the professor would answer his ques
tions. John always had lots of questionsl In this manner 
they discussed trigonometry, physics, calculus, relativity, 
German, kite flying, gardening, fishing, board games, etc. 
No, it wasn't all academics. John had a new friend. 

The professor also started taking John to his physics 
night lab class. The students just thought he was bring
ing his son with him since he provided all the transporta
tion. This worked out well because it gave John a chance 
to get to know what college was like without a lot of ques
tions. 

We went to the superintendent of the public schools to 
ask about the possibility of John skipping the fifth grade 
or going to the fifth grade and subject accelerating so that 
he could take algebra in high school. We were told that 
several things could possibly be done but the first thing 
they wanted to do was have John take an SAT test. The 
school was familiar with the idea of giving the PSAT to 
sixth graders and then the SAT to seventh graders be
cause of the Duke Talent Search. They had never heard 
of a child John's age taking it before but felt sure it 
wouldn't be a problem. We were told that a child usually 
improves 50 points on the test for every year they are in 
school. Example; Theoretically if one scored 600 in tenth 
grade one would score 650 in eleventh grade and 700 in 
twelfth. In John's case we were told that a score of 400 
on the math portion of the SAT would qualify John to 
skip fifth grade math (based on the old SAT). 

John scored 680. I know that some kids younger than 
John have scored higher than 680, but it convinced the 
school he didn't need fifth grade math. Actually John 
didn't miss any questions on the math test, but was un
able to answer all the questions in the time allowed. 

John learned that a few teenagers who scored 600 on 
the math SAT were being allowed to try college classes. 
This was all he needed to hear. John never really liked the 
idea of subject acceleration. He was still very shy and 
was afraid the older high school students would make 
fun of him. I told him that college students were even 
older than high school students, but he replied, "Yes, but 
they're adults." John felt safe at the university. He had 
enjoyed the night lab class that he had attended and thought 
all college classes would be the same. 

John went to fifth grade and spent his math time play
ing in the computer lab. I asked John recently if he ever 
regretted any of the decisions that were made. He said, 
"Only one." He told me that he felt very isolated in that 
computer lab and that he learned the computer language 
they gave him very quickly and had nothing to do the rest 
of the year. He was afraid to tell anyone that he had learned 
the material and needed a new book. He didn't want to 
cause trouble. I wish he had been brave enough to speak 
up because I know that the school would have been more 
than happy to give him another book. John academically 
was advanced but socially he was still a very shy, sensi
tive, ten year old boy. During the summer after fifth 
grade John enrolled in his first college class. He signed 
up for college algebra. He was asked countless ques
tions: "Do you like dirt? Will you do my homework for 
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Essential Elements for Parent Advocacy Groups: 
Establishing a Tradition of Excellence 

Nancy Lashaway-Bokina & Jane Robinson 

Parents can be powerful advocates for 
gifted education programs. Recent research (Purcell, 
1993) indicated that advocacy is the key to stability and 
expansion of programs for high ability student~. Research
ers have long wondered why some advocacy groups are 
effective and have longevity while others fold after a brief 
period. This essay focuses on the longevity and success
ful accomplishments of parental advocacy groups. How 
do advocacy groups achieve their goals? What are the 
special qualities of effective leaders and members of ad
vocacy groups? 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Gogel (1985) proposed that successful advocacy is 
an extension of good parenting (ERIC, 1985 Digest). Her 
statement was well-supported among the parents in our 
study. They listened to their child's needs and recognized 
their obligation to secure the most appropriate type of 
enrichment opportunity. 

According to Parke (1989), appropriate educational 
opportunities should not be viewed as privileges to be 
earned, but as an integral part of every school. Within the 
parent advocacy groups examined in our study, fierce 
determination and perseverance for the cause of equal 
opportunities for high ability children were regarded as 
two of their greatest strengths. While politicians ponder 
after reading reports such as the U. S. Department ofEdu
cation (1995), Findings from the condition of education 
1994. American teachers ten years after "A nation at 
risk," gifted parent advocates take action. 

As parent advocates campaign and organize to pro
mote political changes in educational policy at the state 
level, they also concentrate their efforts at the local level. 
Feldhusen and Hansen (1994) found that "teachers trained 
in gifted education demonstrated greater teaching skills 
and developed more positive class climates than did teach
ers who had no training in gifted education" (p. 115). At 
the time of Hansen and Feldhusen's study, teacher certi
fication was required in only 21 states and was required 
before teachers were assigned to work with gifted stu
dents. Wiener and 0' Shea (1968) reported that "trained 
teachers are supportive of gifted students and programs 
for the gifted students, whereas untrained teachers are 
apathetic and sometimes hostile" (in Hansen and 
Feldhusen, 1994, p. 116). Parent advocates who partici
pated in this study frequently validated this hostile re-

sponse from classroom teachers. They stated that teach
ers often seemed intimidated by their suggestions or of
fers of help. 

Therefore, in states where teachers are not trained to 
identify gifted and talented students nor trained in how to 
differentiate curriculum to meet the needs of gifted stu
dents, parent advocates become extremely important al
lies of gifted students. Our study provides direction to 
parents who are in various stages of advocacy by exarn
ining what constructive steps advocacy groups have taken 
to help teachers, administrators, politicians, and most im" 
portantly, students reach their greatest potential. 

SUBJECTS 
Participants in this small study carne from two spe

cialized groups of individuals. The fIrst 20 participants 
were individuals who were attending Confratute, a sum
mer two-week institute of enrichment learning and teach
ing at the University of Connecticut. These 20 individu
als were polled about effective parent advocacy programs 
that had effectively brought about change for gifted stu
dents. Drawn from Colorado, Massachusetts, New Jer
sey, Texas, Missouri, North Carolina, New York, Michi
gan, Connecticut, and Louisiana, these initial participants 
were administrators of gifted and talented programs, prin
cipals, directors of special education, or teachers work
ing with gifted and talented students. Also included in the 
class and polling was a parent who was an organizer of 
an advocacy group from upstate New York. 

Prior to discussing advocacy measures, the institute 
participants were asked to list the anributes and detriments 
of their local gifted advocacy program. After their initial 
thoughts were recorded, a discussion transpired which 
occasionally stimulated additional thoughts and partici
pants were encouraged to add these to their list. Partici
pants were next asked to identify the most effective par
ent advocacy group spokesperson they knew and to pro
vide information about how these individuals could be 
reached. Participants' lists of comments were collected, 
and later examined and tallied. 

Nominees from the institute participant's lists became 
the second set of subjects in this study. Surprisingly, the 
parent advocates who were recommended for this study 
were not necessarily from the institute participant's home 
state. But they shared one key feature, they were all rec
ommended because they had contributed to the· success 
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SURVEY IbsULTS - QuEsTION 1, SECTION A 
Thefollowing statements are a compilation of the SUlVey responses. On the first question, section a, participants 

were asked about advocacy group effectiveness. Parents offered the following comments: 

o Educate yourself about the district's program, goals, philosophy, criteria used for selecting students for gifted 
programs, bureaucracy, budget restrictions, and the administrative chain of command. 
o Educate yourself and others about the needs of gifted children by providing speakers, writing and sending newslet
ters, speaking to local groups, or attending state or national conferences. 
o Lead by example. Many parents are intimidated by teachers and administrators because they think that they are less 
educated and less influential. Recognize the fact that a degree in education is not necessary to produce results. Be 
confident that your cause is worthy and that your influence is powerful 
•0 Find a small group of parents who are willing to be involved. The scenatio in the majority of successful advocacy 
groups is that a small percentage of the group does all of the work. Establish an administrative board, develop 
bylaws, form committees, and create recognition for your group as a viable organization. Be organized and have 
well-formulated long and short term goals and objectives. Make dues significant enough so that the group doesn't 
become bogged down in fund-raising activities. This time is better spent working on other worthwhile projects. 
o Have a mernbership drive to recruit as many parents as possible, and become affiliated with the state gifted and 
talented advocacy organizations. Tap into larger resources such as state or national organizations. Campaign for 
conference, scholarship, and enrichment opportunities and information. 
o Support the district's program and work with district personnel as team players. Be willing to listen to their views 
and needs. 
o Become an extra set of legs for district personnel. Seek out information and present it with multiple solutions and 
options. By restricting the number of options, you also reduce your chances for change. Don't expect the school 
board or district personnel to have all the solutions. 
o Be perceived as positive contributors to the community-sensitive and responsive to needs. Voluriteer for service 
projects and fund-raising activities to help the community and enhance your group's visibility. Host or sponsor 
enrichment activities such as Super Saturdays, science fairs, festivals, or clubs. 
o Become an active volunteer in classrooms. Work for all students in the school or district. Always be positive and 
polite in your approach toward all school representatives (from the janitor to the school board). Maintain profession
alism and confidentiality. 
o Host coffee meetings with board members or board candidates during election years to determine their philosophy 
toward gifted education. 
o Get parent advocates on the school board or as representatives on key district committees. 
o Take small steps. Don't expect to change the system overnight. 

of a parent advocacy group in some significant manner. 
Before contacting these 24 parents, a 22 item survey was 
developed that induded three key open-ended questions. 
By using a survey, we hoped to gain background infor
mation quickly and consistently. The three open-ended 
questions were added to provide participants with an op
portunity to share personal or creative information that 
may have been unique to their parent advocacy efforts 
and not covered in our survey. 

The survey was based on research reported in state 
and national gifted education publications (Dow, 1992; 
Elam, 1996; Gogel, 1985; Vestal, 1993; Renzulli, & Reis, 
1991; Parke, 1989; and Johnsen, 1996) and on informa
tion shared by the knowledgeable institute participants. 
After our survey and questions were developed, 24 par
ent advocates were contacted and asked to reply to the 
survey. Happily, 21 parents responded to the survey and 

open-ended questions either in writing or over the tele
phone. 

Because both the institute participants and the effec
tive parent advocates responded to sections a and b of 
question one, "What makes a parent advocacy group ef
fective?" and "What makes a parent advocacy group in
effective?" responses from both groups are reported in 
the first part of this study. However, beyond sections a 
and b of question one, the institute participant's comments 
were not reported. Members of the second group of 21 
participants, the parent advocates, were from Iowa, Indi
ana, Michigan, Texas, lllinois, Mississippi, New York, and 
Colorado. 

BACKGROUM) INFORMATION 

Parents of gifted children recognize their child's need 
for a differentiated curriculum. They educate themselves 
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about local, state, and na
tional educational policies 
related to gifted education. 
All of the patents polled in 
the 22 item survey stated 
that they had read journals, 
purchased texts, or con
tacted a state agency to learn 
more about gifted and tal
ented education opportuni
ties in their region. 

Our study describes 
measures that parent advo
cates took once they realized 
that their ambassador efforts 
could make a difference. 
Although some parents ad
mitted that they first felt 
helpless, when they took ac
tion and change began to 
occur, they eliminated the 
defeatist attitude of "I can't 
change things" and began an 
intensive effort toward 
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SURVEY REsULTS· QUESTION 1, SIlCTION B 
The second part of question one, section b, asked about ineffective ad

vocacy. Parents in the process of organizing an advocacy group will want to 
pay special attention to the following detrimental aspects that the effective 
parents noted. They include; 

• Negative advOCacy which includes criticism, put-downs, demands for 
change, defensive and adversatial behavior,leads to breakdowns in commu
nication. 
• Unsuccessful advocates base demands on emotional issues rather than on 
solid facts and research. Their unrealistic expectations and lack of under
standing of school budgets and policies result in frustration and defeat. 
• Lack of organization, committee responsibilities, leadership, clear objec
tives, and follow-through are counterproductive. Too many leaders can pro
duce the same counterproductive results. 
• Disinterested and noncommitted parents and/or administration slow the 
progress of productive advocacy. 
• Insensitivity to the needs of the community at large may obstruct the 
group's goals. 
• Parent advocates who are unwilling to explore many options limit the 
possibilities for generating creative solutions. 

school, regional, and state support. In most instances, the 
first step that the 21 highly effective patents took was to 
quietly infiltrate their local School systems with volun
teer efforts that improved the educational opportunities 
for all children. As they became known as concerned, 
knowledgeable, reliable public school allies, their sug-

gestions began to carry more weight. Eventually, their 
endeavors resulted in bringing about change and enrich
ment opportunities for their child and for all children in 
their school district. 

Our survey began with two open-ended questions. 
The first question had two patts, it asked patents about 
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SURVEY REsULTS - QUESTION 2 
The second survey question sought suggestions for parent advocates who are just getting started. The parents 
suggested the following: 
• Have meetings at a local restaurant. The atmosphere will be more relaxed and fun away from the 
school. 
• The biggest excuse parents use for not attending meetings is the problem of what to do with their 
children while they are away from home. Have meetings at the school, but hire a teenager to baby-sit in 
the classroom next door. with a television and VCR from the school library and a suitable movie, along 
with popcorn, cookies, and drinks. With permission from the appropriate school officials, encourage 
parents to bring a covered dish to share for a dinner meeting. 
• Invite boatd members, administrators, and legislators into the classroom to participate in critical think
ing activities. Exhibiting successful projects by gifted students can highlight the need for a differentiated 
curriculum. 
• Fund raising often promotes goodwill. Discover what the students and classroom teachers need, then 
raise the money to provide it. One advocacy group obtained a mini-grant that provided a library resource 
catt with books on gifted and talented issues for teachers and parents. 
• Work with the school board, not against them. Educate them on an individual basis before they are 
approached and asked to make changes as a group. Focus on influential board members. Make certain 
that you have the facts and figures to support your proposal, and provide examples of how the changes 
can be implemented. As one parent stated, "Convince them that what you want is what they want too!" 
• Realize that in some instances the school board is doing all that they can. Their hands may be tied due 
to budgetary, time, facility, and personnel constraints. In these situations, ask what you can do as a 
concemed parent to help. 

TEXAS ASSOCIATION FOR THB GIfTeo AND TALENTED· TEMPO· FALL 1998 



GIFTEDNESS: A TEXAS T RADlTION 

• Look for opportunities in unfavorable situations. When the administrators of one large school district 
reopened an older school to accommodate student spillover from other overcrowded schools, gifted 
student parent advocates saw an opportunity to create a mini-magnet school setting for high-ability 
students. Parents volunteered to have their children leave their neighborhood school to take advantage of 
this enrichment opportunity. 1hls eliminated the school board's problem of having to decide who would 
have to change schools. As a result of this policy, the administrators looked good, and the parents and 
students were happy. 
• Get involved in school-wide activities and service projects. Take on projects that no one else wants or 
has time to do, such as sponsoring the homecoming dance or organizing coaches for the Odyssey of the 
Mind competition. Take advantage of the motivated dependable parents that want to help, and get a 
reputation for being organized, efficient and helpful. One group gave an award to the parent who had 
done the most volunteer work for that school year. 
• Write to the superintendent of the school district thanking him or her for the opportunities presented to 
your child through the gifted and talented program. 
• Have students write thank you letters to state representatives that describe their participation in a gifted 
and talented program, and enclose newspaper clippings about their accomplishments. 
• Get involved at the local, regional, state, and nationa1level. Designate a representative for the local and 
intermediate school district's gifted and talented committees. Join the state gifted and talented organiza
tion and the National Association for Gifted Education. Contact state legislators and testify at state 
hearings to get services, mandates, and funding for programs. As a parent advocate, be willing to share 
your expertise with other local and state groups. 
• Publicize your group. Visibility and education are very important. Use newsletters to inform parents 
and educators of gifted children's needs. Make your group membership appear to be strong by keeping 
the group's name and positive accomplishments in the public eye. 
• One group identified a handful of parents (10-13) who were motivated and committed and formed· a 
strong executive board. The executive board met every month, but they only had one annual meeting 
with all of the membership. They attributed their strength to their successful accomplishment of having 
a strong parent gifted advocate elected to the school board. 
• A strong bond is formed and commitment to the group increases when parent advocates work together 
to complete projects. 
• Even within a well-established gifted and talented program, individual student's needs must still be 
addressed. For some highly gifted students, parents or university personnel may have to supplement the 
school program. 
• Keep currently informed about legislation proposals that effect funding of gifted programs. Communi
cate information that threatens the integrity of the program. Encourage parents to write letters and make 
phone calls to their representatives. Remember to always be positive in these communications. 
• Attend school board meetings to stay informed about district policies. 
• Visit exemplary schools with gifted programs. Contact some of the parents whose children are in
volved in these programs for positive or negative feedback. 
• Don't expect schools to be the sole providers of opportunities for your children. Seek outside sources 
of enrichment including leadership institutes, summer math or science programs, mentors, art or music 
lessons, sports camps, clubs, museum classes, or educational programs at the zoo or library. If you wait 
for the school to take action, your child will miss out on many opportunities. 
• Form an alliance with classroom teachers and grant them an honorary membership in the advocacy 
group. 

effective and then ineffective advocacy strategies. The 
second question elicited suggestions for parents who 
wished to advocate for their gifted child, but were not 
sure how to get started. The third section of the survey 
was in the form of a checklist and asked parents to iden
tify steps that they had taken to make sure their child's 
needs were met. These 20 survey statements related to 

parent, teacher, and administrative conferences; volun
teer work; teacher placement requests; knowledge about 
the district's selection criteria for gifted education pro
grams; committee work; participation in organizations; 
and political involvement. 

To complete the survey, parents were invited to offer 
other iuformation ou the topic of parent advocacy that 
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the survey may have overlooked. Five parents volunteered 
additional information. At the conclusion of the srudy, 
copies of the findings were distributed to the 21 parents 
who contributed to the srudy. 

According to Purcell (1993), states with mandated 
gifted and talented programs need parent advocacy to 
maintain these programs. Advocacy is also essential for 
gifted program stability and expansion in states without 
mandates. Hence, with or without state mandates, advo
cacy appears to be an essential element in maintaining 
and expanding gifted programs. Parental advocacy often 
precedes state mandates. One-third of the participants in 
our research reside in states with mandated programs. Our 
survey deliberately avoided the crucial issue of state fund
ing in order to concentrate On parent advocacy. Table 1 
lists the 22 survey items and the frequency of the positive 
responses to each item. 

FINDINGS 

The findings from this small but influential group of 
parent advocates suggest that successful programs have 
leaders who are respected community members, diplo
matic, soft-spoken, assertive, and intelligent. They are 
well-informed and consistently provide key educators with 
infonnation pertaining to the needs, research, and alter
native educational programs offered to gifted students 
throughout the country. These individuals are also will
ing to share and delegate authority. They carry through 
with promises, schedule only necessary meetings, start 
with short tenn goals, but keep the big picture in mind. In 
this small sample, they seemed to be tireless workers, 
modest about their accomplishments, generous about shar
ing their success stories with other advocacy groups, and 
eager to seek ways to improve their own advocacy ef
forts. 

Successful programs focus on how to improve local 
education for all children. They establish an active rather 
than reactive stance and have watchdogs who keep an 
eye on legislative activities. Furthennore, they have a 
clearly established procedure for keeping advocacy mem
bers infonned about legislative committee discussions and 
agenda items regarding detrimental or favorable gifted 
education policies. 

Unsuccessful programs have leaders who respond 
only to crisis situations and who lack direction and long 
and shOit tenn goals. These leaders try to make program 
changes too quickly without understanding school bud
gets, policies, or more importantly, the attirude of key 
educators within their district toward gifted education. In 
addition, unsuccessful advocates tend to restrict school 
board options by presenting a limited number of sugges
tions for change without offering research support for their 
ideas. 

Parents of gifted children must be cautious in their 

approach to advocacy. The parent from New York who 
was a member of the instirute sample once heard a class
room teacher characterize another advocacy parent as a 
"whining, hysterical mother." Parent advocates need to 
keep the welfare of all children in mind or they may be 
viewed as self-serving, aggressive, unrealistic, and inter
fering. 

Articulate, infonned parents provide the catalyst 
needed for change. As shown in table I, the parents from 
this small sample where indeed infonned. We were sur
prised by the number of parents who used the tenn "quiet 
infiltration" to indicate the importance of intrapersonal 
communication and collaboration with classroom teach
ers. Being visible and productive for the benefit of all 
children appeared to be a preliminary requirement for 
change. 

Although a number of respondents described indi
vidual projects such as grant-writing and fund-raising 
activities to assist their local school districts, none of the 
participants mentioned that a lack of funding prevented 
their advocacy groups from being successful. One par
ticipant stated that "fund-raising promotes goodwill." 
Parents didn't condemn their local school board or la
ment the lack of local, state, or national funding as a de
terrent to their efforts or progress, and they often went 
beyond the local school system to supplement their child's 
needs with outside opportunities. 

CONCLUSION 
One of the problems that parent participants shared 

was that the cohesiveness of the group otten changed as 
the children of the active advocates matured. Continuity 
in the parent advocacy group is, therefore, sometimes dif
ficult to maintain and due to the slowness of change in 
schools, the immediate results that parents hope to create 
may not always materialize by the time their child moves 
on to a different school. 

Parents are their children's best advocates and are 
sometimes more persistent than educators because they 
have a vested interest in their children's future at heart. 
Part of the job of every gifted coordinator and school ad
ministrator should be to make parents aware of the power 
they wield. According to the director of the Michigan Oe
pmtment of Education (Michigan Alliance for Gifted 
Educators Conference, 1997), legislators listen to parents. 
Whereas, educators are sometimes perceived as having a 
private agenda in keeping their programs intact, parents' 
motives are perceived as purely for children's welfare. 
As one parent from Mississippi so aptly stated, "The one 
person a legislator cannot avoid is a Mama coming at 
him with a cause!" 

Based on the infonnation we received from parent 
advocates, a partnership between classroom teachers and 
parents would benefit both teachers and students. Parent 

(see LASHAWAV-BOKINA & ROBINSON, page 18) 
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Thble 1 
Essential Elements for Gifted-Child Parent Groups Survey 

Survey Items Percentage of Positive Responses 

• Have had conversations wirh my child', teacher regarding possible modifications in hislber academic program. 

• Have spoken with the principal of rhe school about my concerns. 

• Have spoken with other parents of gifted children about common concerns. 

• Am or have been a member of a gifted advocacy group. 

• Have volunteered to be involved in enrichment activities such as Future Problem Solving, Odyssey of the Mind, 
Science Olympiad. Junior Great Books, etc. 

• Have requested that my child be placed with the best teacher available for hislber grade level. 

• Have volunteered in my child's classroom. 

• Am knowledgeable about rhe criteria used for selection of srudents for gifted and talented programs 
in my school or district. 

• Have challenged the results of evaluations of my child's abilities and talents that have been done by a school 
or district. 

• Have made inquiries about the school strucrure. bureaucracy, attitudes, and precedents in my local district. 

Have participated on a school or district planning committee for implementing or improving programs 
for gifted/talented students. 

• Have attended school board meetings. 

• Have participated in a school board meeting to voice concerns about rhe starus of the gifted/talented 
opportunities in my district or school. 

• Am a member of a local, 'tate, Or national association for the gifted and talented. 

• Have read books or magazine articles on appropriate education for gifted student, and other issues 
in gifted education. 

• Have transferred my child from a public school to a private school. 

• Have transferred my child from one public school to another public school that better meets hislber needs. 

• Have started a newsletter to increase awareness of the needs of orr children. 

• Have attended a state or national conference for gifted education. 

• Have contacted the state education agency for policy on rhe education of gifted and talented, programs 
available, funding, state mandates, or parents rights and responsibilities stipulated in state laws. 

• Have contacted my legislators for infolmation on legislation or to express concerns about rhe starus of 
programs for gifted education. 

• Other 
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GIFTEDNESS: A TEXAS TRADITION 

Diamonds in the Rough: 
The Paradox of the Gifted Underachiever 

The label of gifted and talented tradition
ally evokes an image of a ltighly intellectual or highly 
creative individual, whose abilities and productivity ex
ceed the norms (Whitmore, 1986). To refer to a gifted 
child as an "underachiever" might seem a contradiction 
in terms. Nonetheless, 10 to 40 percent of the gifted popu
lation is identified as such (Whitmore, 1980). Often cltil
dren who are not performing at the level of our expecta
tions are described as lazy or rebellious. They need ap
propriate guidance and direction to change negative be
havior patterns and become successful and productive in 
our society. The purpose of this article is to identify causes 
of underachievement, describe characteristics and behav
iors of gifted underacltievers, and outline some appropri
ate intervention strategies. 

Underachievement is described as a negative discrep
ancy between a student's academic grades and his or her 
IQ score, or between achievement test scores and IQ scores 
(Schneider, 1997). Gallagher (1991) defines gifted un
derachievement as "a youngster scoring in the top 10% 
in academic ability but who is performing in the middle 
or bottom third of his or her group ... " (p.223). Other 
identification methods may use complex mathematical 
formulas, which utilize aptitude scores to predict scores 
on achievement tests. Behavior checklists to identify re
occurring patterns ofunderacltievement may also be used. 

CAUSES OF UNDERACIllEVEMENT 

There are a variety of causes for underachievement 
in gifted students ranging from learning disabilities to 
psychoneurological disorders, medical-neurological im
pairment, and psychosocial disorders (Berk, J 983). The 
focus here is on psychosocial causes which are often the 
most difficult to understand and complicated to treat. Un
deracltievement for an otherwise competent and able stu
dent frustrates both parents and teachers because it can
not be explained away with a tangible medical cause or 
diagnosable learning disability. Even though the source 
of the problem is psychological, the problems are as genu
ine as those caused by learning disabilities or 
psychoneurological disorders. Sometimes behaviors of 
underachievement are a result of a student's inability to 
cope with internal conflicts and tltis may be manifested 
in an academic phobia, such as gender conditioning re
garding girls' roles and abilities in subjects like math and 
science. Some students develop passions for certain top-

Vanessa B, Stuart 

ics, such as computers, which consume all of the student's 
time, excluding other areas of learning ("What educa
tors," 1996). 

External factors, such as illness or parental conflict, 
may contribute to underachievement in gifted students 
(Gallagher, 1991). Peer pressure during adolescence 
may diminish a gifted cltild's personal productivity. Fi
nally, the classroom itself may not be suited for the 
student's needs, either because of interactions with a par
ticular teacher or an inappropriate curriculum. A class 
that has too much structure may suppress a student's natu
ral talents, while a classroom environment with too little 
structure provides no stability or direction ("What educa
tors," 1996). 

CHARACTERISTICS OF GfFIED UNDERACIllEVERS 

Underachievement may be an immature effort to pro
tect a bruised self-image (Gallagher 1991). Terman and 
Olden (1947) identify four characteristics associated with 
gifted underachievers that support this hypothesis: 

• a lack of self-confidence 
• inability to persevere 
• a lack of integration toward goals 
• the presence of inferiority feelings. 

Gifted underacltieving students often attribute success or 
failure to luck or fate rather than assuming responsibility 
for their futures (Gallagher, 1991). These students have a 
myriad of identifiable symptoms. They consistently have 
incomplete work, lack academic initiative, and frequently 
exhibit anxiety about taking tests or working in their 
weaker academic areas. Social problems or maladjust
ments, such as feeling guilty or blaming others for their 
failures, repeatedly cause difficulties when functioning 
as a member of a group. This is often coupled with de
pression and fear of failure or success 

Underachieving students may possess some of the 
characteristics, all of these characteristics, or completely 
different characteristics which identify them as a gifted 
underachiever; therefore, underacltieving individuals need 
to be diagnosed differently, and treated according to their 
distinct circumstances (Schneider, 1997). One certainty 
does exist: with budget limitations, there is increasing 
emphasis for gifted programs to require both high apti
tude and high performance (Seaberg, 1989). This fact 
necessitates the need to identify and remediate these be
haviors in order to help these students achieve their full 
potential. 
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IN'l'EQVENTION STMTEGlES 

The methods of intervention are as varied as the char
acteristics of gifted underachievers. Goethe, as quoted in 
"What educators," 1996) stated, "Treat people as if they 
were what they ought to be, and you help them to be
come what they are capable of being." Stuclies also show 
that the earlier remecliation for underachievers begins, the 
more effective it will be in reversing previous patterns 
(Borland, 1989). 

After identification of the gifted underachiever, there 
are several specific elements essential to any rehabilita
tion program ("What educators," 1996). One must iden
tify the specific causes and level of cliscornfort and clis
couragement the learner feels in academic settings. The 
intervention prograrn should provide the most appropri
ate learning environment, inclucling a positive and sup
portive atmosphere of mutual respect. Finally, teachers 
need to understand the importance of allowing the stu
dents to work in areas of passion and share their results 
with real audiences. Counseling is needed to develop an 
understanding of self, constructive coping skills, and a 
healthier, more realistic self-concept and higher self-es
teem (Whitmore, 1986). 

Many of the same characteristics of gifted under
achievers can be seen in underachieving students of aver
age ability; however, the added element of giftedness poses 
further challenges for intervention. Schnieder (1997) 
categorizes gifted underachievement into five basic types: 

• laid-back and unmotivated 
• anxious; low self-esteem 
• selective underachievement 
• impUlsive and manipulating 
• negative and oppositional. 

For each of these types she develops specific and system
atic strategies to help the underachiever overcome these 
negative and destructive behaviors. 

To help a student characterized by lack of motiva
tion and perseverance, one might expose the gap between 
intentions and actions while stressing the connection be
tween efforts and outcomes, choices and consequences. 
This type of student needs reinforcement for effort, as 
well as actual achievement. For younger children, evalu
ation forms to commurticate progress between home and 
school may be useful. 

The overanxious underachiever would need to de
velop relaxation techniques in their repertoire of coping 
strategies. Confront the child's perfectiortist expectations 
and help him/her to develop reasonable goals. Help chil
dren to see their personal abilities, using caution to avoid 
allowing them to become dependent upon constant reas
surance from others. 

The student who practices selective underachieve
ment and engages in long, involved, philosophical dis-

cussions and arguments needs an empathetic ear. Inter
act with this student on an equal level showing genuine 
warmth and unconditional positive regard. Allow your
self to be a sounding board. Often this type of gifted 
underachiever just wants to be taken seriously and feel 
that someone understands how he Or she feels. 

When a gifted underachiever is impulsive and ma
nipulating, it is important for the interventionist to be 
empathetic, without condorting unacceptable behavior. 
Discover what this type of student values as rewards, and 
use where appropriate. Expose and explain the manipu
lations that the child practices, and teach more appropri
ate ways to satisfy his or her needs. Help the child to 
learn self-control and delay gratification through correc
tive experiences. 

For a student who is oppositional and prone to tan
trums, the interventionist should avoid power struggles 
while providing more appropriate strategies to deal with 
undesirable situations. Provide acceptable choices to fos
ter appropriate decision making and independence rather 
than giving into tantrums. Discuss the impact and conse
quences of the child's behavior, then model more appro
priate assertive skills. 

It is important to remember that underachievement 
is a behavior that can be changed over time, and it is inti
mately tied to the child's self-concept (Delise, 1990). 
Children are natural learners and begin life with a desire 
to attain knowledge, comprehend it, and apply it accord
ing to their Own abilities. Children don't begin school 
intending to fail or frustrate their parents and teachers, 
but some children become lost along the way, and need 
guidance and experiences that nurture success to return 
them to the right path ("What educators," 1996). Chil
dren, like lumps of coal, must have precise conditions 
and adequate time to transform into magnificent jewels. 
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(from LASHAWAY-BOKINA & ROBINSON, page 14) 

advocates appear to be willing to saclifice the necessary time and energy to support gchools, teachers, and their 
child's curriculum. 

As a leader in parent advocacy once said, "If you don't use it, you lose it" (Clark, 1996), Can local school 
di~tricts afford to lose the talents of their brightest students? We think not. The addition of charter schools, home 
schooling, and voucher systems now give parents greater choices and challenge public schools to reexamine their 
gifted education programs. Parent advocacy groups will no longer allow the pattern of neglect of high-ability stu
dents to be maintained. According to recent increases in state mandated gifted education programs throughout the 
nation, state department of education officials also seem to be responding to parental concerns. As parents' voices 
combine and swell, a cognizant response will follow and positive changes can be expected that will improve the 
educational opportunities for gifted and talented students. 
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The New Gff State Plan: 
Its Impact on Professional Development 

The professional development of teachers 
in the Unitea States historically included little, if any, in
formation about the special characteristics and needs of 
students classifiable as intellectually gifted. Consequently, 
educators have often lacked the understandings, attitudes, 
and skills essential to effectively design and implement 
appropriate educational programming for gifted students 
with exceptional potential for academic achievement. In 
its attempt to close this gap between teacher training and 
appropriate educational progranuning for gifted students, 
the Texas State Board of Education adopted the Te.xas 
State Plan for the Education of GiftedlTalented Students. 
This plan is divided into five areas: Student Assessment, 
Program Design, Curriculum and Instruction, Professional 
Development, and Family-Community Involvement. The 
area of professional development has had a major impact 
on hundreds of school districts in the state of Texas. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
The Texas State Plan for the Education of Gifted! 

Talented Students defines those required to have profes
sional development as "All personnel involved in the plan
ning, development, and delivery of services to gifted stu
dents have knowledge to enable them to offer appropri
ate options and curricula for gifted!talented students" (19 
TAC 89.2(1); 89.2(2); 89.2(3); 89.5). Some of the major 
implications are that the state now defines the areas in 
which teachers must have 30 clock hours of staff devel
opment; whereas in the past, specific areas were not re
quired. These 30 hours must consist of nature and needs 
of gifted/talented students, assessing student needs, and 
curri.culum and instruction for gifted students. Teachers 
who provide instruction and services that are a part of the 
program for gifted students must also receive a minimum 
of six hours annually of professional development in gifted 
education. However, the major impact has been with the 
acceptable (compliance) indicator stating that "adminis
trators and counselors who have authority for program 
decisions must also have a minimum of six hours of pro
fessional development that includes nature and needs of 
gifted!talented students and program options for gifted! 
talented students (19 TAC 89.2(3))". By making this a 
requirement, the state has assured that more educators 
will become aware of the unique learning needs and 
strengths of gifted students. 

Rebecca V. Rendon 

LOCAL EnUCATION AGENCIES 
While local school districts must be in compliance 

with the state law, they can always make additional re
quirements. When this happens, the local policy will al
ways supersede that of the state. The Brownsville Inde
pendent School District realized that a successful pro
gram depends on teacher training and decided to super
sede the state requirement. The only way to have full 
impact on the district was to incorporate our standards as 
part of the local policy. Some of our changes were that 
teachers serving identified gifted students must receive a 
minimum of 12 hours of professional development annu
ally (instead of the state requirement of six) and adminis
trators and counselors must receive 30 hours of training 
in gifted education (instead of the six hours required by 
the state). This is part of the district's goal to eventually 
become an exemplary district in gifted education. 

The district also decided to follow the Texas Asso
ciation for the Gifted and Talented (TAGT) professional 
development areas, which include basic needs and char
acteristics, identification and assessment, curriculum and 
instruction, social and emotional needs, and creativity and 
instructional strategies. Since the majority of our teach
ers attend the TAGT state conference to receive profes
sional development hours, it was much easier for us to 
replicate TAGT's requirements for purposes of documen
tation. Also, the breakdown of areas follows many of the 
course requirements for a Gff endorsement in the state 
of Texas. We felt this would give all the participants a 
complete (though not in-depth) picture of gifted educa
tion. Participants receive six hours in each area respec
tively. Even though we had many complalnts intially, 
educators (mainly administrators and counselors) have 
expressed their appreciation for expanding their knowl
edge in gifted education. 

ACCOUNTABfLlTY 
Since the district decided to include extra require

ments, it became the responsibility of the Department of 
Advanced Academic Services to account for professional 
development hours in gifted education for every teacher 
in the district. We have developed a data bank that tells 
us how many hours each teacher has and in what area 
they have the hours (see Fig. 1). Campus principals re
ceive an update on their teachers' hours in August and 
January. That provides them with the opportunity to 
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hold teachers accountable for the required professional 
development hours. Teachers who do not meet local dis
trict policy may not teach identified gifted students. It is 
the responsibility of the teacher to provide documenta
tion to the district of any out-of-district conferences, 
inservices, etc. in gifted education in order for them to be 
awarded credit. We have been very strict in implement
ing this policy so that educators will realize that gifted 
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FIGURE 1 

Campus Teacher Name Job Description BN IA DC CI SE Core Pre- 96/97 97/98 Previous Thtal Hrs. 
No. Hours AP/AP On-going On-going GITHours Completed 

Hours 

133 Annijo,Al 2nd grade 6 6 6 6 6 30 10.5 3 43.5 

133 Casas,Ana Kinder 0 0 

133 Cruter, Robert 4th grade 6 6 6 6 6 30 12 6 46.5 94.6 
133 Duran, Esther Principal 6 6 6 6 24 24 

BN_Basic Needs ChW'aCteri!ilic!l, IA~Identification Assessment, DC=Diffel'entiating the Curriculum, CI_Creativity Instruction, S~Social Emotional Needs. 

students are just as important as any other special popu
lation. We would never consider placing a bilingual stu
dent with a teacher who did not have the appropriate cer
tification; gifted students deserve the same treatment. 

GIf ThAINING 
Core OIT training refers to the required 30-hour train

ing by the state. The district offers two 30-hour core train
ing institutes in the summer (two weeks) and several 
inservices for on-going professional development. The 
30-hour core training is offered throughout the year, one 
day a month until the 30 hours have been completed. The 
district also offers many opportunities for teachers to ac
quire the 12 hours of on-going training throughout the 
year. Since the district is so large (45,000 students), we 
try to provide as much professional development as pos
sible in-house to meet the needs of all our educators. 

FuTURE IMPACT 

Research suggests that the effectiveness of inservice 
training depends on the presence of long-term staff de
velopment mechanisms (Van Tassel-Baska, 1986). A 
study conducted by Cramer (1991) investigated issues in 
the education of gifted children in the United States. There 
were six issues that were identified as crucial, with train
ing of teachers of the gifted ranking a high third. It is 
imperative that districts focus on quality teacher training 
programs in gifted education to ultimately improve 
achievement of gifted students. 

Dr. Rebecca Rendon, Administrator of Advanced 
Academic Services in the Brownsville Independent 
School district, has beeen actively involved with 
TAGT, serving as Chair of the TAGT Coordinator's 
Division in 1996-J 997. 

GIFTED AND TALENTED INTERNET SITES 
• Advanced Academic Services - 'lexas Education Agency 

http:l.www.tea.state.tx.uslgtedi 
Download documents & other information related to gifted 
education in the state of 'lexas. 

• GATEJAP ChatBoard 
http:l.www.teachers.netimentorsIGATEI 
Share id ... with other teachers & parents of gifted students. 

• Gifted Resources HomePage 
http:l.www.eskimo.coml-userlkids.html 
Extensive web page with links to all known online gifted 
resources 

• ERIC Clearinghouse on Disabilities and Gifted Education 
http:l,www.cec.sped.orglgiftedigt-menu.hrml 
FAQs, Digests, Fact Sheets, Listservs, Minibibliographies, 
and Links 

• Gifted and Talented Book Searches 
http:l.www.amazon.com 
http://www.bamesnoble.com 
Use subject search to locate books on gifted education. 
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Strategic Parental Involvement: Developing Student 
Advocacy and Leadership 

Becky Whittenburg 

(Editor's Note: This article originally appeared on the internet in a slightly different/onn.) 

I'm going to jump into this discussion be- test out of a unit), and give one or two ideas of what they 
cause it is something that I believe is at the root of many would like to do in place of that unit. 
talented and gifted issues. I strongly believe that parental Recently. a group of students who had a new teacher, 
involvement falls under many different categories. Pa- felt that their work was too repetitive and easy. They 
rental involvement in our children's lives begins at birth came to me as their building advocate. I reviewed the 
and continues until death. It is "in the job description" process and sent them on their way. Yes, it would have 
under the title parent. The kind of parent involvement been easier for me to just go to the teacher myself, but in 
that is spoken of in terms of gifted education is just one of the big picture I felt it was more valuable for them to try 
those different categories. In my opinion, it needs to be to advocate for themselves. The teacher informed me 
viewed on a continuum. Parental involvement at kinder- that they presented the ir case very respectfully and well. 
garten is pretry much pervasive, but by high school needs She attempted to improve their instruction. 
to be minimal. A week later the students were still not satisfied with 

Parents need to the level of work al-
see the importance though they admitted 
of allowing their it was "a little bit bet-
children,first, to de- How TO BE YOUR OwN AnVOCA1E ter." I asked them 
fine their own issues, a student guide to making a difference what they thought 
and second, to learn should be the next 
how to be their own step. They decided to 
advocates. Count- 1. Keep your cool. go to the principal. 
less times I have 2. Politely ask the person in charge for an appoinment. (Believe me, I would 
seen a parent impose 3. When you meet, bring the matter up In a courteous have loved to have 
his/her issue on the been a fly on the wall way: child and not listen in that office!) They 
to what the child's a. Explain the problem and also made an appointment 
issue really was. b. Give your ideas on how to Improve the through the secretary 
When it is an issue situation and gathered previous 
of safety, I feel that 4. Realize that the person in charge may still have tests and other docu-
is the only time it is different ideas and you may not get what you mentation as per the 
appropriate for a guidance I gave them. 
parent to impose want. We reviewed the pro-
their involvement cess, and I sent them in. 
over a child's objec- They did a great job. 
tion. As a parent, I The principal came and 
have had the gift of gifted children able to say, "I want to told me immediately (thank goodness - I was dying of 
tell you about something, but I don't want you to do any- curiosity) and made a point of meeting with the teacher in 
thing about it." I have given them the gift of a parent able question. She was instructed to get higher level texts from 
to listen and honor their request. As a result, my children the nearby high school, was evaluated on the basis of her 
(who are all now teenagers) feel they can tell me any- use of pre- and post-testing, and was helped to become a 
thing. They can also decide when they need help and better teacher of gifted kids. What the kids gained was so 
know I will be there to help. much more than just those months of higherlevel instruc-

In my affective groups at the elementary level, I actu- tion; they gained a skill that allowed them to become mas
ally train gifted/talented students how to advocate for ters of their own educational eXperience. Although the 
themselves. I teach that timing is everything; that they parents were aware, the students did it all themselves. 
need to approach the teacher in private and respectfully; Unfortunately, I have many more examples of inap
that they need to present their case (say they think math is propriate "parental involvement" than positive examples. 
too easy, for instance), propose how to offer proof (i. e. As a parent, I have had to learn as well. 
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My two oldest children dance 10-20 hours/week and 
wished to be exempt from high school physical educa
tions requirements. My daughter was able to go to her 
high school counselor and gifted education specialist to 
fill out the paperwork, provide documentation and get 
the waiver completely on her own. She wa~ in charge of 
her life and empowered to believe she could handle her 
own issue. 

My son went to his high school counselor, who told 
him the principal would never honor it. He went to his 
gifted education specialist who confirmed the principal's 
position. We discussed it and he decided that he wanted 
to take it as far as he could to get this reversed. It was his 
decision, He went to the assistant principal and got a 
copy of the procedure for filing a request for appeal which 
we looked at together. It outlined the entire process. He 
gathered letters of documentation from other students at 
other schools in the district who were given credit and/or 
waivers for physical education based on advanced level 
work outside of school. He was able to contact and get 
letters from someone at every other district high school. 
Since I work in the schools, I was better able to get letters 
from other principals who were allowing exemption, 
which I did (parental involvement). When all documen
tation had been compiled, I asked him to inform the as
sistant principal of our decision to go ahead with the 
appeals process. She thanked him for infonning her and 
wished him luck. 

I made the appointment for meeting with the assis
tant superintendent, took my son out of school that after
noon, and drove him to the office. This was when I began 
to see how unusual it is for a child to advocate for him! 
herself - even at the high school level. The assistant 
superintendent told us that this was the only time in her 
years of experience that the student had appeared to 
present hislher own case. Yes, my son was nervous, but it 
had been his decision to go ahead, and it was more pow
etful for him to present his case than for his parent to do 
so. He did an excellent job of presenting his case. He 
provided his documentation and spoke very strongly about 
why he felt the capriciousness of other schools honoring 
such requests and not his was unfair (a real gifted kid's 
issue), He requested that the policy be in place so that all 
kids across the district had the same opportunity to not do 
lower level work in an area where they demonstrated 
higher level achievement outside of school. 

When the a~sistant superintendent asked me if there 
was anything I wished to add, I had nothing to say. My 
son had been his own best advocate. More than being 
exempt from physical education, he learned how to use 
the bureaucratic system and work within it. He learned 
how to follow a procedure. He learned how to oppose a 
district policy and win the respect of the people who put 

it in place-- how to be strong and forceful and respectful 
as well. And he won! 

My son has not always won, however. In fifth grade 
he was paired with the worst possible partuer for a month's 
science project on space. He had, up until that point, 
considered space science to be one of his favorite pas
sions. Because of his degree offrustration, I arranged for 
us to go in to talk with the teacher and try to work out a 
different plan. She refused to really listen to him and 
refused to compromise, He ended up having to live with 
that. After fifth grade, he no longer cared for space sci
ence, I praised him for his courage and ability to express 
himself and then acknowledged to him that sometimes 
that's the way it goes - but not for any lack of effort on 
his part, That was a learning experience as well. A real
ity of life is "sometimes you win, sometimes you lose." 

I have seen the very best in terms of parental involve
ment and the most appropriate as well. I have also seen 
the very worst. I think it is important to be there for our 
kids, especially when they are young. I also think it is 
important to wean them from needing us and empower
ing them to handle most issues themselves. And they 
must be taught how to do that appropriately and well. It 
is a life skill that will hold them in good stead as they 
make the difficult transition to "life after high school." 

My son graduates this year from high school at barely 
16. He will be leaving to attend a program 1,000 miles 
away. I am confident that he will be able to handle most 
of what he has to face, in spite of his youth, because he 
has been taught how to do it. He has the necessary skills. 
I also know that he will ask if he needs help and commu" 
nicate freely with me, knowing I will not intervene un
less he desires it. I will sleep easier knowing he can handle 
it without me. I can also sleep easier knowing he does 
not feel the need to hide things from me out of fear of my 
response. I loved his total dependence on me when he 
was young. But as a parent, I know that it cripples our 
children when we do not encourage and enable them to 
grow beyond that kind of "needing." 

Becky Whittenburg, involved in the field of gifted for over 
11 years. is a resource personfor the Boulder Valley (Colo
rado) School District and a parent of three children. This 
article was reprinted from the December, 1997 issue of 
PAGE UPDATE, a publication of the Pennsylvania Asso
ciation for Gifted Education. 
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(from CARTER, page 9) 
me? How old are you? Do you have a dog?" But they accepted him. They brought him apples the second day. The 
following week John had students leaning out the third story window dropping pencils so that he could calculate the 
distance to the ground. At the age of ten John scored the highest numerical "A" in the class. He took trigonometry the 
second summer term and again scored the highest "A". 

John wanted to take calculus and physics next. but he was supposed to be going into the sixth grade. The Marshall 
public school suggested that he go to sixth grade in the morning for English, history, and violin and college in the 
afternoon. This worked out well until January when the university had a one month J-term. There wasn't a class John 
could take, so John's professor offered to teach an upper-division directed study class on matrix theory. John scored 
100 on the final at the end of the month. He was then able to go on to Calculus II and Physics II for the Spring term. 

About this time John announced that he and Jethro Bodine of the Beverly Hillbillies both had a sixth grade 
education and that was all he needed. He wanted full-time college. The public school and university also thought this 
was a good idea. We agreed, if he could pass the university's English entrance exam. John only missed one question. 

East Texas Baptist University gave him a full scholarship, and the public school said he could continue taking 
violin if he wanted to in the public school since it was not offered at the university (which he did). 

We had the usual problems with the press, but other than that things just went along normally. The only difference 
was that instead of taking John to sixth grade we drove him to the university. John had a wonderful time. He joined 
the math club and got to play the dead body in the window seat in the university's production of Arsenic and Old 
Lace. (The body had to be lifted in and out of the window seat and John was the lightest weight body on campus.) 
John also enjoyed getting to tutor other students. John was shy but friendly. The girls mothered him, and the boys 
protected him. Because he stood out on campus, everyone knew him and looked out for him. 

John graduated at the age of 14 with a Bachelor of Science degree, 4.0 OPA. His major was mathematical science, 
and his minor was computer science, with an equivalent minor in physics. When his name was called out to receive 
his diploma all of the students spontaneously gave him a standing ovation. The Dean interrupted the procession to 
give a speech telling about John and presented him with a special plaque in honor of being the youngest student to 
have graduated from E.T.B.U. It was a special day for John, his first graduation ceremony! 

John wanted to get his doctorate, but we felt that he was too young to go off on his own, and there wasn't a 
graduate school within driving distance. Since my husband had the ability to be transferred in his job, we decided 
that the best thing to do was to move closer to the graduate school that John wanted to attend, University of Arkansas. 
John wanted to get his doctorate in theoretical physics. He was accepted at the university and given a full fellowship. 
John loves the advantages of being a doctoral student. The first day he went to the library to pick out books, he 
discovered that doctoral students get to keep library books for three months at a time! John shares an office with two 
office-mates whom he has become friends with. And along with the physics, the school has been very lenient in 
letting him also attend foreign language classes, which he has been enjoying. 

Last May, at age 16, John earned his master's degree. He still has a 4.0 OPA. He has now begun his dissertation 
research toward his doctorate. He says that his goal is to become a physics professor. 

More than anything else, I wanted John to grow up happy and enjoying life. I don't think he would have if we 
had not let him go to college early. I can't even imagine what life would be like for John if he were sitting in a tenth 
or eleventh grade classroom right now. 

It took a great number of open-minded, flexible people for John to be where he is today. The decisions that were 
made in elementary school were many times based on belief in a child rather than textbook opinions about giftedness: 
John failed his first IQ test. He made all "1I:s" in elementary school, but not necessarily perfect scores on everything 
he turned in. He always had more questions than he had answers. He was young and small for his grade, not 
outgoing, overly sensitive, cried easily, and he was extremely forgetful about routine tasks, etc. But despite all of this, 
educators were willing to give him a chance. As a result, today we have a very well-adjusted, happy 16-year-old who 
looks forward to each new day. 

Belilnda Carter, a full-time mother, wife, and homemaker, feels blessed in her husband (a minister), her oldest son 
(in the military), and in her youngest son John. 
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Gifted Texans: Exploring the Implications 

The theme of this issue is "Giftedness, a 
Texas Tradition." Given that Texans are human beings, 
and gifted individuals are generally held to make up the 
upper 5 to 10 percent of any particular human group, odds 
are that quite a few Texans both past and present have 
been and are gifted. But how atruned are we to considering 
outstanding Texans as gifted adults? Jim Delisle, noted 
author and presenter on gifted issues, asserts that gifted 
adults devalue giftedness to students by misguided 
anempts at humility: 

Jan Garland Cannon 

Still, do you really want to talk to your students about 
how gifted you are? Want to get out your autobiography 
and go all the way back to skipping fifth grade and all the 
way forward to scoring in the top 2% on the vocabulary 
portion of the GRE? Perhaps not. 

Here's an alternative, and it's an opportunity for 
research and a chance to get students discussing the idea 
of gifted individuals as "movers and groovers." First, have 
students come up with names of perhaps twenty 
outstanding Texans. (Consult the social studies TEKS 

for your grade level 
for names of 

"When I am pre
senting to adult 
audiences on the 
topic of social 
and emotional 
needs of gifted 
children, I get 
them comfort
able before toss
ing in a zinger, 

, , How attuned are we 
essential historical 
figures.) In addition, 
have the students 
nominate people in 
their Own homes, 
schools, and 
communities to be 
included on the list. 
Once the list is 

24 

to considering outstanding 
Texans as gifted adults? , 

'How many of 
you are gifted?' 
The most com-
mon responses are non-verbal: shuffling of feet, 
downcast eyes, and an uncomfortable wiggling 
in their seats, fearing, no doubt, that I will call on 
them to personally 'own up' to their unique gifts. 
Educators and parents of gifted children often 
present themselves as poor role models with re
gard to the acceptance of personal giftedness. 
With comments like 'you don't have to be gifted 
to teach the gifted' ... we are sending a very mixed 
message ... Blame this lack of openness on per
sonal modesty or the cultural belief that you don't 
'blow your Own horn.' But whatever its source, it 
is sending a signal that the only acceptable gifted 
person is the humble one ... It is vital that adults 
talk with gifted children about their own gifted
ness. Also, they can help gifted kids recognize 
the distinction between being better at some 
things than others ... and being better than other 
people . .. " 

finished, students 
then conduct research 
on individual Texans. 

In order to 
structure the search of giftedness in the notable Texans 
listed, have students create a chart based on the areas of 
giftedness from the Texas State Plan for the Education of 
the Gifted and Talemed (intellectual, creative, or artistic 
area, leadership, or a specific academic field), Howard 
Gardner's eight intelligences, and/or their own definition 
of giftedness. Students should then place the names in 
the chart and decide the degree to which the chosen Texans 
fit the categories of giftedness in the chart. 

This chart will provide opportunities to debate just 
what it means to be gifted and how well gifted Texans 
have used their individual talent~. (You may wish to start 
by considering what exactly is the difference between 
creative area and artistic area, how is intellectual area to 
be distinguished from specific academic field, etc.) Also, 
depending on the depth of their research, students can 
question whether these Texans sacrificed their giftedness 
to "belong" at various stages of their lives. And of course, 
Jet murals, posters, and original puppet plays on these 
gifted Texans abound! 

(see CANNON, page 3') 
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Maximizing the Achievement of Gifted 
Learning-Disabled Children 

Janet Whitley. Mary Cauble, and Julia House 

Learning disabled-gifted - it is diffi-
cult to imagine that the same clriTd could have both sets 
of characteristics because they appear to be so opposite. 
LD gifted students may not fit the matrix to qualify for 
gifted education because the disability masks the gifted
ness and many will not be tested for special education 
because the giftedness masks the learning disability. Over
all, they may be 
achieving on a 

must also be a discrepancy between potential (lQ) and 
aclrievement, which in Texas means typically a differ
ence between IQ and aclrievement of more than 15 or 16 
points. 

WIllie considered a very heterogeneous group, there 
are several characteristics that are often seen in learning 
disabled students. Lack of motivation, learned helpless

ness, and attribu
tion of academic 
successes or fail-level commensu

rate with their 
peers which 
means they may 
be falling be
tween the cracks. 
What is it about 
being learning 
disabled and 
gifted that makes 
it so difficult to 
meet the educa
tional needs of 
these twice ex
ceptional chil-

F,I' 

~ • Once students are identified as giftecl/ 
ures to external 
forces are com
mon among 
learning disabled 
students. Stu
dents with LD 
are often referred 
to as passive 
learners - that 
is, they don't 
know what to do 
to help them
selves learn, and 

learning disabled, other questions 
emerge - for example, which pro
grams should serve them? What are 
the unique educational needs of the 
giftecl/learning disabled? , , 

dren? And, more 
importantly, what 
can schools and teachers do to maximize their aclrieve
ment? 

What does a learning disabled gifted clrild look like? 
WIllie examining characteristics of students, it is impor
tant to remember that groups of individuals, especially 
learning disabled or gifted children, comprise a very het
erogeneous group. There may be many common charac
teristics often observed in these individuals, but they are 
put together and interact differently in anyone individual. 

Most popular definitions of learning disabilities re
volve around understanding or using language. There
fore, one can often observe difficulties in thinking, speak
ing, reading, writing, andlor spelling. In some children, 
there are also problems with mathematical calculations. 
Aclrievement problems related to cultural background, 
environmental conditions, socioeconomic status, andlor 
a lack of opportunity to acquire an education must be 
ruled out before learning disabilities can be identified; 
and learning disabilities may not be the result of sensory 
impairments. mental retardation, or emotional disturbance. 
Generally. to identify a student a~ learning disabled, there 

they don't know 
how to ask for 
help. LD stu-

dents may also exhibit attention and memory problems. 
and often they will be unable to generalize what is learned 
in one situation (for example the classroom) to another 
situation (another classroom, real life, the neighborhood. 
etc.). Some LD students may have processing problems. 
For example. wlrile the student may have ideas about 
wlrich he/she would like to write, there may be problems 
in getting it down on paper. Some LD students may not 
have good problem solving skills or thinking skills and 
many exhibit inconsistent learning patterns. They may 
have strengths in mathematics and good verbal skills, but 
may not do well in spelling and reading. They may also 
show inconsistencies from day to day - working for 
many hours on learning how to do a math problem and 
then not being able to do it again the next day. Common 
behavioral characteristics may include immature social 
skills, being disorganized, impulsiveness. attention prob
lems, and poor motor coordination. 

Gifted children and youth are those who exlribit lrigh 
performance capability in intellectual, creative, andlor 
artistic areas. possess an unusual leadership capacity, or 
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excel in specific academic fields. Common characteris
tics of the gifted are that they read well and widely, have 
a large vocabulary, and are widely informed. They have 
a good memory, are curious, ask probing questions, work 
independently, and tend to have long attention spans. They 
generally have good judgement, understand relationships, 
and are capable of complex thoughts. In addition, they 
produce original ideas. 

If the two lists of characteristics were placed side by 
side, many of them would appear to be opposite. One 
would not expect to see such a range in characteristics in 
one individual. Add the innumerable possibilities of char
acteristic combinations, and this then makes up another 
very heterogenous group of individuals (Barton and 
Starnes, 1988; Boodoo, Bradley, Frontera, Pitts, and 
Wright, 1989). Swesson (1994) maintains that the "gifted 
child with a learning disability has an erratic arrangement 
of strengths and weaknesses" (p.24). Olenchak (1995) 
argues that "they possess the serious academic and be
havioral weaknesses associated with the majority oflearn
ing-disabled students and the strengths related to gifted
ness and talent" (p. 386). Silverman (in VanTassel-Baska, 
1998) states that many learning disabled gifted learners 
may be visual-spatial learners as are other underachiev
ing groups such as dyslexics or children with ADD. 
GiftedlLD students may demonstrate behavioral and/or 
academic tendencies of learning disabled children such 
as disrupting class, carelessness, disorganization, percep
tual and memory problems, motivation and social prob
lems as well as memory deficits and off-task behavior 
(Baum, 1994, Howard, 1994; Swesson, 1994; and 
Olenchak, 1995). These same authors found that the LOt 
gifted child may also have above average abilities in prob
lem-solving and display creative and abstract thinking. 
They may also exhibit high motivation when working on 
tasks that interest them and be highly creative. 

Teachers less often refer students with learning dis
abilities to gifted programs (Minner, 1990; Minner, Prater, 
Bloodworth, & Walker, 1987). Once students are identi
fied as giftedllearning disabled, other questions emerge 
-for example, which programs should serve them? What 
are the unique educational needs of the giftedllearning 
disabled? 

Special education has traditionally been modeled 
after the medical model with remedial programs individu
ally designed to remediate the identified weaknesses. 
Gifted education has identified students by a matrix which 
generally defines characteristics and other criteria which 
are to be considered. However, programs which have 
served each type of exceptionality individually may not 
be effective when both areas of exceptionality are found 
in the same person. A new paradigm that focuses on in
dividual strengths is needed. In this model, strengths 
would be identified, talent development would be em-

phasized, and a wide variety of enrichment activities 
would be offered. Remediation would be but a small part 
of the program (Howard, 1994). 

Currently two schemas exist in education which could 
serve as a foundation for identifyting strengths - the 
concepts of Multiple Intelligences (Gardner,1983) and 
learning styles (Dunn and Dunn, 1994). These schemas 
offer educators a variety of ways to look at individual 
students. Gardner, for example, exarrrines traits which 
all children possess, but which are more developed in some 
individuals than in others. Dunn and Dunn (1994, p. 2) 
define learning style as "the way each learner begins to 
concentrate on, process, and retain new or difficult infor
mation." How can teachers use these two concepts to ex
arrrine and modify what they do instructionally to meet 
the unique needs of the learning disabled/gifted student? 

Dunn and Dunn describe 21 elements which they 
believe form the basis for exarrrine the learning style pref
erences of students. Studies have shown that, for each 
individual, only 6-10 elements are of key importance. 
Those elements which most describe gifted students are 
that they are highly motivated and have strong prefer
ences for kinesthetic and/or tactual perceptual strengths 
(although they also tend to be high in auditory and visual 
perceptual abilities as well). They prefer to learn alone 
rather than in groups and they prefer late morning and 
afternoon learning times. Another way to exarrrine learn
ing preferences is to look at processing styles - is a stu
dent analytical or global in approaching learning tasks? 
Analytic learners prefer to learn information sequentially 
and cumulatively. They want the pieces to build into a 
"whole". Globals, on the other hand, prefer to see the big 
picture ftrSt, and then learn the details. Analytic learners 
tend to be persistent and want to finish a task once they 
start on it while globals are less persistent; they like to 
work on several tasks simultaneously or take breaks while 
working. The Dunns have found that most younger chil
dren are global, and that some children become analytic 
when they are adolescents and older. 

The concept of multiple intelligences was first de
scribed by Howard Gardner in his 1983 book Frames of 
Mind. He suggested that intelligence is characterized by 
problem solving ability, and that individuals learn in iden
tifiably distinctive ways (Gardner, 1991). Gardner 
grouped capabilities into seven categories of intelligences: 
linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-kines
thetic, musical, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
(Armstrong, 1994). An eighth intelligence, naturalistic, 
was added by Gardner in 1995. Basic to understanding 
and working with Gardner's philosophy of intelligences 
is the belief that each person possesses all seven intelli
gences and that each intelligence can be developed to an 
adequate level of competency by most people. 
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So how can schools identify and work with the LD 
gifted student? When considering students' eligibility into 
the gifted and talented program in a school district, a vast 
array of identification resources should be implemented. 
Multi-dimensional criteria should be established to dis
cover potentials and talents in a more diverse population 
of students. Besides acadenticlachievement tests, use 
specific subtests and consider accepting referrals from 
teachers, parents, peers, and students themselves. Sched
ule student interviews and auditions and have students 
submit sample products and/or portfolios to obtain a true 
perspective. When considering learning disabled students 
for the gifted and talented program, school personnel could 
consider giving more weight to those qualities that are 
not affected by the disability and look seriously at cut-off 
scores to allow consideration for student weaknesses due 
to the disability. A screening form for teachers will help 
in observation of specific attributes. Other indicators in
clude creativity, humor and students' hobbies and pas
sions. 

In working with gifted learning disabled students, it 
is imperative for all teachers (special education, gifted 
and talented, and regular education) to work cooperatively 
for the benefit of these special students. Students identi
fied as learning disabled will have an Individual Educa
tion Plan (IEP) which is established at an Adntission Re
view and Disntissal (ARD) meeting. The gifted and tal
ented teacher should attend this meeting and incorporate 
goals for this student, focusing attention toward strengths. 
Entrance into the program can be on a trial basis with 
specific modifications and goals stated within the student's 
IEP. The gifted and talented teacher will need to become 
familiar with modifications and/or adaptations which will 
benefit the student and accommodate their disability. 
Don't forget that the special education/resource teacher 
can be a big asset. 

How can a teacher utilize learning styles 
instructionally with a group of students with such diverse 
characteristics and needs? Many researchers agree that 
these students need instruction dealing with abstract con
cepts and a focus on generalization and synthesis of in
fonnation (Silverman, 1989: Baum, Owen and Dixon 
(1991) while providing appropriate modifications for spe
cific needs. Students with learning disabilities may need 
help in structuring assignments and making choices for 
their success. Often learning disabled students need al
ternatives provided to written assignments - either al
ternatives to handwriting assignments or alternative ways 
of demonstrating mastery of material-and so use of com
puters is often recommended (Silverman, 1989, Tobin & 
Schiffman, 1983, Waldron, 1991). Perceptually, learn
ing disabled gifted students may not have developed all 
four perceptual areas into strengths as gifted students tend 
to do. Rather, they may tend to prefer the kinesthetic 

learning preferred by low achievers, so teachers may need 
to make special attempts to make sure that some of the 
learning optionslchoices involve active experiences that 
will appeal to kinesthetic learners. Not only should op
tions be offered for acquiring infonnation, but also for 
communicating mastery of the information. 

Modifications for these students will probably not 
be drastic, but because it is unfamiliar temtory, they may 
seem overwhelming to the teacher. Modifications may 
be as simple as having reading material on audiotape, 
highlighted text, prepared outlines over covered material, 
visual aids, documentaries, colored transparencies to ac
commodate reading difficulties, use of calculators for 
math, precomposed checklists, and the use of computers 
for students who have difficulties with writing, spelling, 
and/or grammar. Many accomodations can be accom
plished through good planning and the embedding of 
learning styles and multiple intelligences into the weekly 
lesson plans. 

Mnemonics can be developed to improve memory 
along with rhynting scheme, word association, and use 
of the pegword method. Reading strategies can include 
recording, relating, rereading, and retrieving. Additional 
strategies to promote reading include metacognition, 
metacomprehension, drawing inferences, and activation 
of prior knowledge. Use of meaningful context enables 
the student to relate easier and acquire factors forknowl" 
edge base. Creating graphic organizers, comparing and 
contrasting graphs, webs, concept maps, schematic maps, 
Venn diagrarns, and topic webs enable students to orga
nize information for easier memory and retrieval. In place 
of the typical language arts assignments, students can be 
involved in creating a web page or generate a class news
letter from a desktop publishing program on the school 
or classroom computer. Instead of only going to books 
or encyclopedias, students can research an approved topic 
of interest on the Internet. Allowing students different 
avenues for discovery into content areas promotes risk
taking and extends their own value of application to real 
world situations. To maintain different perspectives Or 
points of view, group discussions should be a positive 
and rewarding experience. Rules should definitely be 
established so students feel comfortable expressing their 
ideas. 

To promote productive thinking skills, several mod
els can be practiced in the classroom. The Osborn brain
storm model, Eberle's SCAMPER, de Bono's six think
ing hats, and the Synectics model can be used randomly 
or involving specific content areas (Starko). To encour
age creativity, allow students to develop products while 
engaging in their preferred mUltiple intelligences and 
learning styles. This gives them several choices in creat
ing products and demonstrating understanding in specific 
content areas. Teaching strategies which work effectively 
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with gifted and talented students will also work effec
tively with the LD/gifted students. 

Encouragement, high expectations, a safe environ
ment for risk-taking, opportunities for learning, and indi
vidual choices transform students through enriclunent. 
Classrooms can be made special with flexible program
ming. Teachers will generate relationships within the 
classroom while provoking new interests during explora
tion of new subjects. Valuing individual differences helps 
students to develop a realistic self-concept. The LD/gifted 
students will benefit as their strengths are exploited while 
modifications are implemented to help them cope with 
their learning disability. 
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(from HICKERSON, page 2) 

in the first twenty years of TAGT history. We will continue to examine these questions, to research and apply our 
understandings, and to speak out again and again with the knowledge that we are building insight into the nature of 
giftedness, of the characteristics that typify those who are gifted, and ways in which we might better recognize and 
identify these characteristics among all popUlations in our great state. We struggle to accommodate a variety of 
means of identifying unusual abilities and precocious talents, and to support our insights with quantifiable evidence 
and documentation. We continue to question reliance on traditional quantitive measures of achievement such as 
grades and standardized test scores, while demanding solid research basis for qualitative measures, portfolios, obser
vational data, and inventories. We strive to be fair, equitable, unbiased and inclusive, while maintaining the integrity 
of the concept of "giftedness." 

In mythical Lake Woebegone, all children are "well above average." We realize that this is a statistical oxymo
ron: that if an "average" on any scale exists, then some of us must be below that measure and require special services, 
and some must also be, by definition of the term, above average - even far above average; and they also require 
special services to meet their needs and fulfill their true potential. We also know that to do this well requires special
ized knowledge and education. 

We are proud of the accomplishments we have made on behalf of educating gifted students. By mandate of the 
Texas legislature, all public school districts in our state are required to identify and provide academic services to 
gifted leamers, from kindergarten through their senior year. Teachers, counselors, and administrators now regularly 
receive increasingly sophisticated professional development in gifted education, such as that offered through TAGT's 
professional development workshops and institutes, and the annual conference. This past summer, the first class to 
complete the TAGT Summer Professional Development Institute held at Southwestern University at Georgetown 
experienced firsthand the principles of gifted curriculum in terms of depth, complexity, abstraction, and accelerated 
pace, from some of the most knowledgeable instructors in the field: Peggy Kress, Ann Trull, Wayne Craigen, Kathy 
Hargrove, and Ann Wink. I was fortunate to observe their final presentations; what enthusiasm, humor, intelligence 
and inventiveness! This seed group will now take back to their respective areas of the state a new level of appreciation 
for gifted students, along with newly-developed skills and strategies for educating those students - and their profes
sional colleagues, too. Look for announcements for next summer's institute, and plan to apply or to recommend 
someone you know for this opportunity. 

Texas is a rugged, diverse state, proud of its geographic, ethnic, and historic distinctions. Contemporary Texas 
isn't really very far from its origins, and we remember and honor our predecessor's struggles to survive and flourish 
on this land. We build monuments and shrines to their memory, and proudly celebrate their unique, individual talents 
and accomplishments. From the earliest people to inhabit this land to the waves of newly-arrived Texans who 
continue to find opportunities here, this has never been a state for the timid or faint of heart. This is a state for the 
outspoken, the strong-willed, the determined. In such an environment, it should not surprise us to recognize our 
position in the field of gifted education: TAGT is the largest advocacy group for gifted in the world. As we move into 
the new legislative year, our membership and our leadership are united and committed to furthering support for 
gifted education. We can only continue to progress if we remain committed, strong-willed, informed, and united in 
our purpose. 

This year our annual TAGT conference is in Dallas, and our theme is "Giftedness: A Texas Tradition." Come 
celebrate with us and enjoy the opportunities to expand your own level of professional expertise in gifted education. 
Study the conference program overview in the newsletter and plan to get the most out of the conference, from 
Wednesday's all day pre-conference sessions, through the general sessions, featured events, and many breakout 
sessions Thursday through Saturday morning. Enjoy many opportunities to network and visit with others in the field 
of gifted education - parents, teachers, administrators, university and research specialists, exhibiwrs - there is plenty 
for everyone on this program. Regardless of your areas of specialization or interest, this conference has much to offer 
you! 

Recognition of individual strengths, unique attributes, and exceptional talents has always been a Texas tradition. 
It is our mission to continue to pursue this goaJ for all our gifted students in Texas, well into our second twenty years 
and the twenty-first century. iViva Texas! iViva TAGT! 
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(from CRAIGEN, page ') 
Senator, although I am sharing my concerns with you 
about my own child, I am sure that other parents with 
gifted children have the same concerns." 

In the mid-1970's, although individuals were express
ing concerns similar to those of this parent, a unified voice 
for gifted and talented children did not exist in Texas. 
Thus, in February of 1978, a group of approximately 
twenty concerned parents and educators met together in 
Dallas to consider the feasibility of organizing a state
wide advocacy group to promote better educational op
portunities for gifted students. 

The result of this tirst meeting clearly showed a need 
for such an organization. Committees were formed to set 
up goals and by-laws. In June of J 978, Articles ofIncor
poration were filed; and a champion for the rights of gifted 
and talented students in Texas was bom. This new asso
ciation, chartered as a non-profit education-related orga
nization, was the Texas Association for the Gifted and 
Talented. 

According to results of a survey conducted a few years 
back by a national organization of state associations for 
gifted education, TAGT is the nation's largest advocacy 
organization for gifted and talented students, and it spon
sors the nation's largest annual conference for educators 
and parents of gifted students. Beginning in 1978 with 
only forty charter members, by its twentieth year TAGT 
had over 8,300 members with approximately 6,000 of 
those members atteniling the annual conference. 

This active participation in the organization comes 
from twenty years of anticipating needs and addressing 
those needs in a variety of ways. From its first newsletter 
in 1979, TAGT realized the need for keeping the public 
informed. The association's quarterly journal, Tempo, 
highlights themes and initiatives of interest to parents and 
educators. The journal reaches an audience of over 8,500 
people and has achieved national acclaim as one of the 
finest publications in the nation on gifted education. In 
adilition, TAGT publishes a bimonthly newsletter, Insights 
(a directory of TAGT scholarships, grants, and awards), 
and an annual professional development registration cata
log. 

The association also publishes documents for spe
cific gifted/talented audiences. Starting in 1990, with the 
publication of Identification of Gifted/l'alented Students 
in Texas (revised 1997), these publications now include 
Curriculum Guide for the Education of Gifted High School 
Students (1991, 1993), Raising Champions: A Parent 
Handbook for Nurturing Their Gifted Children (20d ed. 
1997), University Programs in Gifted Education in the 
State of Texas (revised 1998), and Instructional Unit.~for 
Gifted and Talented Learners, Grades K-6 (1997). 

When it began in 1978, TAGT knew that even though 
the Texas Legislature had for years supported legislation 

for gifted students, nO funds had been allocated to assure 
that appropriate services would reach these students in 
their local school districts. Just one year after the 
organization's beginning, the 66th Texas Legislature ap
propliated the first funds for the gifted. Still, the legisla
ture only offered funding to districts that opted to provide 
services. 

Recognizing that many school districts still chose not 
to serve their gifted students, the organization set its sights 
upon a time when, by law, all gifted students would be 
appropriately served. That time finally arrived in May, 
1987 when legislation was passed requiring gifted and 
talented programs in all Texa~ school dis1:Jicts by the 1990-
91 school year. 

With a mandate in place, TAGT turned its attention 
to the State Board of Education to help assure that appro
priate rules for implementation were passed. The first 
Texas State Plan and Guidelinesfor the Education of the 
Gifted and Talented was approved in 1990. A completely 
revised version of the plan was approved by the State 
Board in November of 1996. This new nationally recog
nized plan moves gifted education into an era of account
ability where all state gifted programs must be rated ac
ceptable, while ilistricts are encouraged to develop rec
ognized and!or exemplary programs as well. 

The association's voice is also heard through a vari
ety of position statements. Starting in May of 1992 with 
a position paper on professional development, other po
sition statements include choice/charter schools (1995), 
curriculum and instruction for high ability students (1995), 
and accountability indicators for advanced and gifted 
learners (1997). 

Today, TAGT continues to work with key decision
makers to assure that quality programs for the gifted and 
talented grow and improve in Texas. 

A dream of the organization's founders was to pro
vide scholarships for gifted students, their parents, and 
teachers. At the first TAGT conference, the hat was passed, 
and the grand sum of $36.80 began the scholarship fund. 
From that humble beginning, the organization developed 
plans to use a portion of each conference registration fee 
for scholarships and to eventually establish endowments, 
so that by 1997, more than $400,000 had been awarded 
to more than 1,600 students, educators, and parents. These 
awards are in the form of scholarships, research grants, 
and teaching and research fellowships. 

In 1991 and 1992 the organization demonstrated its 
understanding of providing for the various needs of gifted! 
talented special interest groups. In May of 1991, a TAGT 
Coordinator's Division was established to help people with 
similar positions network and communicate how quality 
programs can be developed and maintained. Just one year 
later the TAGT Research and Development Division was 
established to help universities, schools, state agencies, 

30 TEXAS ASSOCIATION POR THE GIFfED AND TALENTED· TEMPO • FArJ~ .1998 



GifTEDNESS: A TEXAS TRADITION 

and committees develop and monitor qUality gifted/talented programs through the blending of research, develop
ment, and practice. 

Another reason for the existence of TAGT is to provide a unified voice for parents to help assure that the educa
tional needs of their children are met. The organization's commitment to parenVcommunity involvement has grown 
to include a special parent focus at the annual state conference. In addition, in 1990 a vice-presidency for parenV 
community involvement was created on the TAGT board to ensure that TAGT never loses sight of the important role 
that parents play in the lives of gifted/talented children. 

TAGT's mission statement is very clear in its direction for the organization. Th promote awareness of the 
unique social, emotional, and intellectual needs of gifted/talented students and to impact the development of 
appropriate educational services to meet these needs_ By focusing on the attainment of its mission, TAGT in 
twenty years has grown to be a dynamic force for the rights of gifted children in the state of Texas. 

James Gallagher, author of Teaching the Gifted Child reminds us that " ... failure to help the gifted clrild reach his 
potential is a societal tragedy, the extent of which is difficult to measure, but which is surely great. How can we 
measure the sonata unwritten, the curative drug undiscovered, the ahsence of political insight? They are the differ
ence between what we are and what we could be as a society." 

To see that the sonatas are written, the curative drugs are discovered and the political insight is present takes 
people unified in seeing that the needs of gifted/talented students are met. They must exhibit traits of awareness, 
conunitment, organization, and involvement if they are to be successful. The achievements of TAGT are directly 
attributable to members and staff who have exhibited these traits. In Texas, in the field of gifted education, these traits 
are indeed a Texas tradition. 

Wayne Craigen. GiftedlTalented Specialist for Austin lSD, is a Past President ofTAGT. 

(from CANNON, page 24) 

Emily Dickinson was not a Texan, but doubtless most Texans are open-minded enough to consider her gifted 
anyway. Many people only remember her "I'm nobodyl Who are you?/ Are you nobody, too?/ ... How public like 
a frog! To tell your name the livelong day/ to an admiring bog!" But in another mood she wrote "Aspiration." 

We never know how high we are 
Till we are called to rise; 

And then, if we are true to plan, 
Our statures touch the skies. 

The heroism we recite 
Would be a daily thing, 

Did not ourselves the cubits warp 
For fear to be a king. 
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(from OGDEN, page 6) 
They may be far less task oriented. NFs probably seek out or volunteer for orr classes because of the challenge or 
the excitement, whereas SJs many times seek the appointment out of a sense of responsibility or are assigned by 
administration precisely because they have a sense of responsibility. 
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(from HIATT, page 7) 

as diverse as the way parts of govenunent interact with one another to the way in which scientific experiments are 
carried out. Sometimes educators overlook the importance of 'just the facts," but these details will be critical build
ing blocks in more fully developing the other dimensions of depth. 

Two of these dimensions, patterns and trends, can only be established if the student has a good grasp of the details 
and rules of the disciplines. By studying patterns, srudents will become more aware of recurring events, elements, 
and ideas that are repeated over time. Emphasizing trends enables students to identify the various factors that affect 
and influence major concepts and ideas within a discipline. One reason why it is important for srudents to understand 
the patterns and trends of a discipline is because these dimensions allow students to knowledgeably speculate on the 
final three dimensions of depth-focusing on the big ideas, which define the principles, theories, and generalizations 
of an area of study; ethical issues; and the unanswered questions of a discipline. These last components of depth are 
not to be viewed as topics to be presented late in a srudent's school career. Students at all grade levels often are asked 
to comment on ethical considerations in the stories they read or in historical and scientific events. However, only by 
offering students the opportunity to consider the details, patterns, and trends of a discipline can we provide students 
with the evidence they need to present their viewpoints. And only by encouraging them to use the language of a 
discipline can their viewpoints be offered in a knowledgeable manner. 

Just as depth provides a finn foundation within a discipline, complexity focuses on building understanding 
within and across disciplines. As we look at subjects over time, across disciplines, and from multiple perspectives, 
those subjects become richer and more complex. When we study views of the Civil War from primary sources as 
opposed to a television mini-series, we see how interpretations of events have changed over time. When they study 
that same event by reading speeches made in the Confederate Congress and the U. S. Congress, students begin to 
understand the different perspectives in which the war was viewed. Students use the knowledge they have gained to 
begin to draw more sophisticated conclusions about issues, concepts, and events within disciplines. 

While this overview provides only a brief picture of what is implied by depth, complexity, and pacing, it hope
fully offers some idea of what you might expect teachers and students to be focusing on in programs designed for 
gifted students. The task of developing such a curriculum is very demanding, and teachers and administrators will 
need the support of parents to make their efforts meaningful. However, by working together, local conununities can 
provide a sophisticated set of services to students that challenge all students to their maximum potential. 

Evelyn Levsky Hiatt is associate senior director for the Division of Advanced Academic Services at the Texas 
Education Agency. Past-president of both the council of State Directors of Programs for the Gifted and the 
Texas Association for the Gifted and Talented. Ms. Hiatt Serves on the governing board of the International 
Baccaluareate Organization and the advisory board for Advanced Placement in the Southwest Region. She is 
the very proud recipient of the Lifetime Advocacy Award presented by the Texas Association for the Gifted and 
Talented in 1998. 
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BOOK REVIEW 

Teaching Models in Education of the Gifted by C. June Maker and Aleene B. Nielson. PRO-ED, Inc., Austin, 
TX 1995 

Are you still wrestling with the Texas State Plan for the Education of GiftedITalented Students? Unsure of just 
how to comply with the plan and meet the needs of your gifted/talented students? Need a teaching model which will 
add some continuity to your program? C. June Maker and Aleene B. Nielson, authors of Teaching Models in the 
Education of the Gifted. may have answers you need. Originally published in 1982, this is the new and improved 
second edition. It is a thorough compilation of teaching-leaming models that can be used in the development and 
implementation of programs for the gifted. 

Maker and Nielson have done all the work for us. They have created a comprehensive review of everyone who 
is someone in gifted education: George Betts, Benjamin Bloom and David Krathwohl, Jerome Bruner, Sidney 
Parnes, Joseph S. Renzulli, Shlomo and Yael Sharan, Hilda Taba, Calvin Taylor, David J. Treffinger, J. P. Guilford, 
Lawrence Kohlberg, Frank E. Williams, and newcomers S. A. Gallagher, H. B. Adams, and B. Wallace. The very 
best of the very brightest is handed to you in twelve immaculately organized chapters to enhance the effectiveness of 
your gifted program. The authors recommend the process of adaptation/selection, i.e., "decide whether one approach 
can serve as the only model used or whether the models should be combined, used together, or used in different 
situations." 

My personal favorites are the tables which provide the reader with sarnple activities for each of the teaching 
models discussed in the book: autonomous learner model, taxonomy of cognitive objectives, Bruner's Basic Struc
ture of Discipline, Pames Creative Problem Solving Process, Renzulli Enrichment Triad Model, Group Investiga
tions Model, Taba Teaching Strategies Program, Taylor Multiple Talent Approach, and Treffinger Self-Directed 
Leaming Model. The book culminates in a 39 page table illustrating ways to integrate, supplement, or adapt content 
and product modifications across the various teaching models which will enable a program coordinator to develop an 
effective program which fits the unique needs of the gifted students on any campus. 

The authors do an excellent job of remaining objective in their discussion of each teaching model. Extremely 
helpful are the sections of each chapter which focus on the historical background of each method, as well as related 
research on its effectiveness and advantages and disadvantages. 

There is do doubt about the use of this book as a text in university courses in the gifted and talented education, but 
the book has also become an invaluable resource to me as coordinator of a gifted and talented program .. It has made 
possible the development of a functional curriculum which takes into consideration interests of the children, parental 
concerns, individual teachers styles, strengths and preferences, and the unique physical environment of our campus. 
Your book shelf is incomplete without this book. 

-Review by Cannan Gonzalez, Socorro Independent School District. 

(from MCLENDON, page 3) 

nature of some of the communications and in some instances the dissemination of inaccurate information are disturb
ing. When we hear that some legislators are receiving so many e-mails of such conflicting nature that they're not sure 
what to believe, an alarm sounds. 

Those of you who were active during the last legislative session know how important a communication link that 
e-mail was in letting our representatives and senators know the concerns and wishes of the gifted education commu
nity statewide. When we perceived our programs were threatened, we mounted a ground swell of support from 
parents and educators on behalf of gifted and talented students that could not be ignored. We had a rallying point; we 
were a unified voice. With mandates and funding for programs being eliminated in a growing number of states, we 
have held on in Texas. Are we where we want to be? Obviously not. Do we have tremendous work ahead of us? 
Without a doubt. 

Simply said, let us be mindful of how we use this powerful and pervasive communications tool so that we remain 
a strong, effective, and united voice for gifted education. A recent communication from one e-mailer to another 
articulates this idea and the concerns about the number and nature of messages that state policy makers are receiving 
from well-intentioned advocates: "We have a common goal on this list serve, to give glt kids in Texas the opportuni
ties they need and deserve." The response: "Hear, hear," with the plea, "to please be cognizant of the fact that your 
'conversations' are not just between two or three people but are seen by many." TAGTwouid add, "and by decision 
makers who need clear, consistent messages from the gifted education community to create the policies that will 
ensure quality education and services for Texas gifted and talented students." 
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A FINAL WORD: 

REASSESSING SOME TRADITIONS 

I 

ex all the wonderful Texas traditions, cow
boy life and lore hold a special place for many of us, My 
grandfather had a small farm near Abilene, a few head of 
cattle, and some chickens and pigs, but his horses were 
nearest to his heart. As a member of the Haskell County 
Sheriff's Posse, he would don his white Stetson and red 
satin shirt and proudly ride his palomino in parades and 
rodeos. When he was 70, he was still winning cutting 
horse c(mtests in the rodeo. I never knew anyone with a 
more courtly manner around the ladies or who laughed 
louder at his own jokes. At the time I didn't really appre
ciate him or the cow-
boy tradition he en-

Michael Cannon 

and administrators. Traditionally gifted programs and 
teachers have been the innovators and leaders in cur
riculum and program design. To differentiate learning 
in a meaningful way we have to Slay informed about the 
latest research and trends - get our drink before the rest 
of the herd gets there. 

If you're ridin' ahead of the herd, take a look back 
every IIOW and then to make sure it's still there. 
However, it is vitally important that we make sure 

we don't lose our students (or colleagues) by trying to 
move too far too 
fast, by expecting 
them to stretch be-joyed so much. But I 

recently came across a 
book of cowboy wis
dom (Don 'I Squat 
with Yer Spurs On) and 
I was reminded that 
not only is there a lot 
to learn from cow
boys, but that there are 
some direct applica
tions to teaching and 
advocating for gifted 
children. With this in 
mind, consider the fol-

Solvin' problems is like 
throwin' cattle. 

yond what is rea
sonable or realistic. 
We shouldn't be so 
taken with our lead
ership that we lose 
those we should be 
leading. Dig your heels in on the big 

ones and catch the little ones 
'round the neck. 

DOli 't get mad at 
somebody who 

kllows more'n you 
do. It aill 't their 

fault. 
lowing thoughts. 

It doeSIl 't take a 
genius to spot a goat ill a flock of sheep. 

It seems obvious to many in the field of gifted educa
tion that gifted learners have special needs, but it is a real 
revelation to some people. These kids don't tit in, and 
may seeem to be troublemakers because their own needs 
are not being met. We not only have to be able to separate 
the sheep from the goats, but we have to help others to see 
the difference as well. 

Always drillk upstream from the herd. 
Teaching able learners often seems like a race just to 

stay a bit ahead of them. We can't go from page to page in 
a text and expect them to reach their potential. We have to 
go riding on ahead and while they are drinking up knowl
edge, we have to refresh ourselves from the stream as well. 

And then there's that other herd - our fellow teachers 

While we re
joice and marvel at 
the extraordinary 

abilitie.s of our students, and ever encourage them to 
reach their full potential, sometimes their brilliance can 
be hard to bear. Patience in the face of excellence (espe
cially smart-alecky excellence) can be difficult. 

DOII't let so much reality illto your life that there's no 
room left for dreamin '. 

Do we ever get so caught up in identification, advo
cacy, program design, cuniculum modification - the 
"reality" of gifted education - that we forget the 
exhiliration of the dream that started this thing we call 
gifted education'? 

Bender, Texas Bix (1992). Don't Squat With fer Spurs On! 
A Cowboy's Guide to Life. Layton, UT: Gibb Smith 
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