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Abstract

All children deserve a differentiated and appropriately challenging education. Gifted 

education is a designated field within education which aims to meet the needs of students who 

are identified as high ability. While there are many efforts being made with gifted education 

today, its history has not always been equitable. Much research regarding gifted education 

provides evidence that the assessments used to identify students have been historically (and even 

presently) underrepresenting students of color and students with multiple exceptionalities (such 

as ADHD). This essay explores the various identification processes, programming options, and 

instructional methods designed with the needs of gifted students in mind, while applying these 

topics to a hypothetical elementary school located in an urban setting in Indiana. 
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Process Analysis Statement

While writing my thesis, I was also involved in an internship through Ball State 

University called the Urban Immersion Internship. This internship allowed me to go to a 2nd 

grade classroom in an elementary school in Indianapolis for three full days a week. During this 

time, I had the opportunity to teach lessons and units, as well as build strong relationships with 

the 22 students in the classroom. Prior to my experience in this internship, I only had one chance 

to teach small groups throughout my time at Ball State. Once Covid-19 began, Ball State 

students could no longer go to Burris Elementary and teach their lessons. For these reasons, I 

knew I wanted my thesis to be about education and, more specifically, gifted education. 

There are many avenues I could have taken within gifted education, but I ultimately 

decided I wanted to discuss gifted education in an urban school setting. Classes throughout my 

time at Ball State taught me that students of color and students with multiple exceptionalities 

have been underrepresented within high ability classrooms across the country. Why? I learned 

about a few reasons for this in my classes: inequitable identification methods (such as teacher 

referrals), lack of understanding about characteristics of gifted children, inadequate instruction 

methods, etc. We learned about the many ways educators and researchers are actively advocating 

for change. But one thing stood out to me: many universities (including Ball State University) 

have yet to require a class about gifted education for future teachers. For this reason, I decided 

the audience for my thesis should go beyond educators: it should include leaders within 

universities, parents, college students, researchers, etc. People from all backgrounds and 

experiences should be able to read my thesis and engage with the idea that gifted education is a 

growing field, and gifted students deserve teachers who utilize acceleration and enrichment 

strategies, not busy work and extra worksheets. 



With this passion in my mind and heart, I created an outline for my thesis. The main 

ideas I knew I wanted to write about were the characteristics of gifted students, identification 

methods, programming options and instructional strategies. While looking at my outline, I felt as 

though something was lacking. I had learned everything I wanted to write about in my classes at 

Ball State, so the only question left in my mind was “So what?”. I wanted my thesis to be more 

than me discussing what I had learned in my classes. I wanted to actually apply what I had 

learned. This is where the idea of designing a hypothetical gifted program in an urban school 

came about. 

Reading articles, journals, and websites, combined with everything I learned in my gifted 

and talented classes, I truly began to feel immersed by applying all of the information into 

designing a gifted program for a hypothetical school district. Every ‘decision’ I made was a 

decision backed with research and evidence. While I learned so much about the process of 

designing and implementing a gifted program, I also learned so much about myself as an 

educator and as a student. I learned that by applying what I was learning, I began to feel more 

satisfied in my work. My thesis meant more to me than just an essay; it began to feel more like a 

product. This fulfillment is exactly the type of feeling I want my future students to have. I want 

them to feel a sense of ownership in their education, and I want them to feel as immersed as I 

have felt throughout this experience. What started as an Honors thesis essay ended as a product 

that I am proud of, and I hope those who read this thesis can feel the passion I have placed into 

it. 



Introduction

Giftedness. What does it mean? How is one identified as “gifted”? What makes a quality 

gifted program, according to the state of Indiana? As I earn my concentration in Gifted and 

Talented Studies through Ball State University, these are just a sample of the questions that have 

been addressed and discussed in my classes. Reflecting on all that I have learned about gifted 

education, I began to wonder: could I create my own gifted program for a hypothetical 

elementary school in Indiana? Creating a hypothetical gifted program seems like a daunting task; 

however, considering all that I know about both general education and gifted

education, I believe it is an important task to tackle due to its cruciality to myself and to the 

students who desperately need a program to accelerate their learning needs. Gifted education is 

an ever-expanding field that relies on advocates and awareness to enhance its effectiveness and 

influence on education as a whole. 

This paper will explore some of the main topics within gifted education: the definition of 

giftedness, the characteristics of gifted students, the mission statement of a gifted program, 

identification of giftedness, programming options, and the instruction within gifted programs. 

The paper will examine these topics and then provide a rationale for my hypothetical gifted 

program. 

Hypothetical Elementary School

The school for which my decisions will be made is completely hypothetical. My 

hypothetical elementary school serves grades K-6 and is a part of a school district that has ten 

elementary schools total. The district hopes to establish a gifted program in my elementary 

school that provides high-quality, effective gifted education to students who are equitably 



identified for the program. The school is located in an urban environment, with a population that 

is culturally, linguistically, and racially diverse. I decided to create a program for a heavily 

diverse school for several reasons: I am passionate about equity in gifted education, and I want to 

illuminate some of the contemporary biases and issues of the gifted education field that persist to 

this day. Importantly, the gifted field is still struggling to find answers to address the lack of 

equity and representation of minority students in gifted programs. Hopefully, this essay will 

highlight these shortcomings and possible solutions in an effort to promote a positive shift. 

Definition of Giftedness

Can giftedness be defined? This is a difficult question to answer. In terms of the 

characteristics of gifted students, I would say there is not a consensus on the definition of 

giftedness. All gifted students may exhibit their giftedness in unique ways. For the purposes of 

this essay, though, we will be using Indiana’s definition of giftedness as it is posted on the 

Indiana Department of Education website. This definition states that “A ‘high ability student’ is 

one who: performs at, or shows the potential for performing at, an outstanding level of 

accomplishment in at least one domain when compared to other students of the same age, 

experience, or environment; and is characterized by exceptional gifts, talents, motivation or 

interests” (“Indiana Department of Education,” 2021). Please note that the terms “high ability” 

and “giftedness” will be used interchangeably throughout this essay. 

The key to Indiana’s definition of giftedness is that it includes the notion of “[showing] 

the potential for performing” at a certain level of accomplishment. This aspect will be a focal 

point once we delve into the identification options for gifted programs. Another focal point when 

designing the identification system is the component that a student’s performance is outstanding 

in comparison to other students of “the same age, experience, or environment.”



Characteristics of Gifted Students

Next, I would like to discuss some of the characteristics of gifted students and more 

specifically, the characteristics of students in an urban school environment. I will explain these 

characteristics using two categories: affective and cognitive. Affective characteristics include the 

emotional aspects of the characteristics, and cognitive describe the mental/intellectual aspect of 

the characteristics. 

Below is a chart listing some of the affective and cognitive characteristics of gifted 

learners. These are quoted from the NAGC website (“Traits of Giftedness,” 2008). Please 

consider that each student is unique and that some students may display all, some, or none of 

these characteristics. 

Affective Characteristics Cognitive Characteristics

“Unusual emotional depth and intensity” “Interest in problem-solving and applying 
concepts”

“Heightened self-awareness, accompanied by 
feelings of being different”

“Persistent, goal-directed behavior”

“Advanced levels of moral judgment” “Large vocabulary”

“High expectations of self and others, often 
leading to feelings of frustration”

“Voracious and early reader”

“Need for consistency between abstract values 
and personal actions”

“Power of critical thinking, skepticism, self-
criticism”

Why is it important to consider the possible characteristics of gifted students? One reason 

may be for the purposes of referral to a gifted program. When a teacher is aware of some of the 

possible characteristics a gifted student may display, they are more likely to refer these students 

to a gifted program. Another reason to consider these characteristics is to differentiate the 

content for these learners. In the context of an urban school environment, a student who is gifted 



and displays the affective characteristic of “Heightened self-awareness, accompanied by feelings 

of being different” may exhibit some knowledge about how their socioeconomic status, race, 

and/or native language impacts him/her in both the classroom and society as a whole. As 

educators, instead of dismissing these “feelings of being different” from students, we could turn 

them into an opportunity for critical thinking or a chance to encourage project-based learning. 

The idea of differentiation will be discussed later in this essay; however, it justifies why it is 

important to recognize the characteristics of gifted students.

Mission Statement

Now that we have a general understanding of the definition of giftedness and some 

characteristics that high-ability students may display, we are going to delve into the beginning 

stages of designing a gifted program: creating a mission statement.

Why is creating a mission statement for a gifted program important? A mission statement 

summarizes the main goals and values of the program, and it outlines the “why” behind 

implementing the program. An effective mission statement includes concrete language and 

makes the vision of the program meaningful. For my hypothetical elementary school, I have 

created a mission statement that addresses the diverse needs of the students who would be 

members of the school. Specifically, the mission statement is as follows: 

This school recognizes that each gifted learner is unique in their experiences relating to 

race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, and emphasizes the necessity to provide a rigorous and 

differentiated academic curriculum to maximize their potential and to support them as they 

become lifelong learners.

Identification



Establishing the Process. When identifying students for gifted services, the first step is 

to decide whether a screening process is feasible and appropriate for the school district’s context 

and needs. Screening refers to identifying a range of students who will then continue with the 

identification process, and while beneficial for some districts, some choose not to use a screening 

process. According to the Indiana Handbook for Gifted Coordinators (2019), there are two main 

reasons why schools may choose not to give a screener:

1. For smaller schools, paying for a screener for every student may not be cost-effective due 

to the combined cost of the test per student and the cost to have the tests scored. 

2. Screening the population does not provide enough data to determine local norms in the 

full identification process, as not all students would be participating. Thus, schools that 

need local norms may not engage in a screening process (usually schools that are 

lower/typical performing). 

While some schools may choose not to complete a screener, research has found that using 

universal screeners leads to an increase in the identification of students from traditionally 

underrepresented populations. 

A research article by Card and Giuliano (2016) states “...the introduction of the screening 

program led to a large increase in the fraction of students classified as gifted.” Furthermore, 

“...the newly identified gifted students were disproportionately poor, Black, and Hispanic, and 

less likely to have parents whose primary language was English.” This example illustrates that 

once districts established universal screening for giftedness, the amount of underrepresented and 

minority students identified increased. This increase could be based on the idea that teacher 

referrals were previously heavily relied on in order for students to be tested for giftedness. 

Teacher referrals include a level of bias that disproportionately affects minority students, English 



language learners, and students of color. A universal screening process eliminates this bias since 

it initially considers every single student to begin with. Overall, when considering how to 

identify students for gifted programs, it is imperative to critically examine the implications of the 

process selected. 

Determining and Using Assessments. Once a school district decides whether they will be 

using a universal screener, the next step is to decide on the assessments which will be used to 

identify giftedness. One thing to consider when selecting an assessment is whether to use a 

norm-referenced or criterion-referenced assessment. Over the last several years, the field of 

gifted education has examined how the process of identifying students for gifted programs may 

ultimately consist of inequities based on the type of assessment used. While there has been much 

research considering criterion-referenced and norm-referenced assessment options, this essay 

will only delve into norm-referenced assessments. Unlike criterion-referenced assessments, 

norm-referenced assessments compare scores to other test takers within a similar population, 

background, and/or geographical location. This is crucial for students who live in, for example, 

an urban setting, where access and opportunity may not be as plentiful as in other areas of the 

state or country. Using norm-referenced assessments can increase the identification of 

underrepresented students, while criterion-referenced assessments may include a degree of bias 

due to their predetermined set of standards that do not consider student 

background/population/location. 

Establishing norms. Within norm-referenced assessments, districts must decide to use 

either national or local norms. A national norm process of identification consists of an 

assessment that compares a student’s performance using national performance metrics. School 

districts may be partial to using national norms since “...they create a uniform standard that 



appears to promote fairness” (Makel et al., 2018). For example, they may compare a student’s 

performance to students of the same grade level. However, when examining what this may look 

like in an urban school environment with a very diverse student population, there are significant 

limitations and implications. One substantial consideration is the fact that in a school district that 

uses national norms, one school may identify half of their population, while another school could 

identify zero students (Card and Giuliano, 2016). This is an interesting concept, especially when 

bearing in mind that the Indiana definition of giftedness includes the notion of a gifted student 

being one who “performs at, or shows the potential for performing at, an outstanding level of 

accomplishment in at least one domain when compared to other students of the same age, 

experience, or environment” (“Indiana Department of Education,” 2021). Even within a school 

district, the socioeconomic status of student families and the vast difference in opportunity varies 

significantly from school to school. Using national norms may arguably exclude these students 

and families due to the assessments’ limited ability to compare students of similar age, 

experience, and environment. 

On the contrary, assessments that use local norms compare students’ performance at a 

local level. At a building level, each school would identify a designated range of students for its 

gifted program. For example, a school may decide that the students who score in the top 5% 

(when compared to students within the same school) would be identified for the gifted program. 

Many school districts favor local norms as opposed to national norms since “the purpose of 

gifted education is often framed as providing identified students with opportunities to be 

appropriately challenged in their zone of proximal development” (Card and Giuliano, 2016). The 

zone of proximal development highlights the fact that individual schools should support each 

student’s needs in the context of the student’s environment, experience, and academic 



performance/potential. The Indiana Gifted Coordinator Handbook specifically advocates for the 

use of local, norm-referenced assessments for identifying giftedness. 

Selecting both an ability and achievement assessment. In addition to using local and 

national norms, the concept of ability and achievement tests is also crucial to understand for the 

identification of gifted programs. Ability tests measure a student’s potential to perform at a 

gifted level, while achievement tests measure the level at which a student currently performs. 

The Indiana Gifted Coordinator Handbook states the three required domains for gifted 

identification: High Ability - Language Arts, High Ability - Math, and High Ability - General 

Intellectual. Within each of these domains, there are three ways in which a student may be 

identified for gifted services. These are listed in the table below. 

Domain Identification Pathway

Language Arts ● Performed at or above the 96th 
percentile (using local norms) on a 
norm-referenced test of verbal 
reasoning ability
OR

● Performed at or above the 96th 
percentile (using local norms) on both 
the Reading and Language Arts 
subtests of an individual or group 
standardized
norm-referenced achievement test.
OR

● Performed within the standard error of 
measure of 96th percentile (using
local norms) on either the norm-
referenced measure of verbal 
reasoning ability or the norm-
referenced measure of achievement in 
language arts AND
demonstrated outstanding potential or 
performance in language arts
according to district criteria on a 



qualitative measure of assessment 
specific to language arts such as: 
product or portfolio assessment, rating 
or observation scales, interviews, or 
performance assessment.

Math ● Performed at or above the 96th 
percentile (using local norms) on a 
norm-referenced test of quantitative 
reasoning ability or a composite of 
BOTH quantitative and non-verbal 
reasoning
OR

● Performed at or above the 96th 
percentile (using local norms) on the 
math portion of an individual or group 
standardized norm-referenced
achievement test.
OR

● Performed within the standard error of 
measure of 96th percentile (using
local norms) on the norm-referenced 
measure of math ability OR the
composite of both quantitative and 
non-verbal reasoning OR the norm-
referenced measure of achievement in 
math AND demonstrated outstanding
potential or performance in math 
according to district criteria on a 
qualitative measure of assessment 
specific to math, such as: product or
portfolio assessment, rating or 
observation scales, interviews, or 
performance assessment.

General Intellectual ● In all districts, a student should have 
the “High Ability – General 
Intellectual” designation on the 
Student Test Number (STN) if the 
child has met the criteria to be 
identified for both language arts and 
math.



As evidenced in this table, students need to demonstrate giftedness in EITHER 

achievement (the student’s current performance) OR ability (the student’s potential to perform) 

in order to be identified as high-ability in Language Arts and/or Math. The third bullets of the 

Language Art and Math domains highlight the pathway which accounts for the standard error of 

measure. The standard error of measure accounts for the error within the test itself that affects a 

student’s score. For example, a student may score in the 97th percentile one day, and on the next 

day, score in the 95th percentile on the same test. This fluctuation in score can be a direct result 

of the flaws within the test itself. When administering a high-stakes test, accounting for the 

standard error of measure can make a difference in which students are identified as gifted. 

Achievement and ability tests that are used as screeners and identifiers are called 

quantitative measures. When a school district accounts for the standard error of measure within 

the tests, they must also select a qualitative measure. This qualitative measure will be referred to 

when a student scores within the Standard Error of Measure for Language Arts, Math, or General 

Intellectual. Indiana traditionally uses SIGS (Scales for Identifying Gifted Students) for its 

qualitative measure in order to make an informed decision when a student is ‘on the bubble’. The 

SIGS is a teacher rating scale used for both Math and Language Arts. Students in Indiana must 

have a score greater than 130 on the SIGS in order to be identified as High Ability in either 

Math, Language Arts, or both for General Intellectual. 

Appeal process. Once the assessment data has been analyzed and student placement has 

been determined, parents of the students may choose to appeal the decision. Districts should have 

an appeals process established to reconsider the student’s assessment and placement results. 

Once a parent fills out the form to appeal the decision (including a justification as to why the 

assessment data and/or decision may be invalid), the district will refer to other valid and reliable 



sources of qualitative data, such as teacher/parent referrals, report cards, checklists, student 

interviews, observations, and student portfolios. Further, if the district finds it appropriate, an 

alternative norm-referenced achievement and/or ability test will be administered at no expense to 

the family. A committee consisting of trained personnel will review the additional data and make 

an informed decision about the student’s identification and placement. 

Underrepresentation of Minority Students Throughout the Identification Process

Extensive research has identified the significant underrepresentation of specific 

populations of students in gifted programs. Specifically, according to Peters (2019), “students 

from African American, Latinx, and Native American families are underrepresented in gifted 

education by 43%, 30%, and 13% respectively”. Furthermore, “Students with disabilities and 

who are still learning English are also underrepresented by roughly 75%”. These 

underrepresentation rates are important because they indicate that current methods of 

identification may be biased, or may generally lack what is necessary to identify 

underrepresented populations. The NAGC recommends school districts consider the following 

recommendations and best practices. 

1. “...critically examine policies and practices related to identification to determine where 

and how diverse students are excluded from gifted programs.”

2. “Qualitative and quantitative information gathered from families, teachers, and students 

should be part of the evaluative process.”

3. “All instruments used for screening and identification (e.g., checklists, referral forms, 

assessments) should be valid, reliable, and culturally and linguistically sensitive” 

(“Ensuring Gifted Children,” 2018).



For my hypothetical gifted program, I will be heavily considering this notion of 

underrepresentation and under-identification of minority students to make an educated decision 

about the identification process I have created. 

Identification Process for my Hypothetical School

For my hypothetical school district, I would utilize a two-step process for identification. I 

would recommend screenings in Kindergarten, 2nd grade, and 5th grade. I would give both the 

CoGAT (measuring ability) and the NWEA (measuring achievement). Furthermore, in the off 

years where students are not tested (1st, 3rd, 4th, etc.), teacher, parent, and student nominations 

will be accepted. This is one way to ensure that students who move into the school district are 

also accounted for in the identification process if they arrive in the off-years. 

A two-step process for schools in an urban environment is important because it ensures 

that all students are given an equal chance. If schools rely on teacher referrals, for example, there 

is a degree of bias that may inhibit a student’s chance of getting identified. Furthermore, giving 

both an achievement and an ability test is important because the two test scores may not 

correspond. According to Riverside School District’s article “Understanding Achievement and 

Ability Tests,” some reasons for this may include “Child is underachieving in school but 

demonstrates high ability” or “Child is allowed as much time as needed on state and district 

achievement tests, but ability tests are timed”. By using both an achievement and ability test, 

students are identified by either their current academic performance or their ability to perform. 

Based on the Indiana definition of giftedness, both constitute an identification of giftedness. 

Programming Options

When districts develop a gifted program, they must also consider the delivery system 

options. Delivery systems are selected with the needs of the students in the district’s population 



in mind, and there are a few ways to group delivery systems. One category of grouping is age, 

where students who are identified as gifted are grouped together by their grade level. Another 

category is interest, where students are grouped based on a subject area. Achievement and ability 

are also ways students could be grouped, where students of different ages and abilities are 

grouped together. Below is a chart with a list of delivery system options, and a general overview 

of what they are. 

Delivery System Overview

Whole-Class instruction Only gifted students in the class, everyone 
learns the material at the same time 

Pull-out programs Small groups of students pulled from their 
classroom for more individualized instruction

In-class differentiation The teacher prepares more challenging and 
accelerated material for gifted students

Resource room Students are pulled out into a different room 
at a certain time each week

Cluster grouping Gifted students are all placed into the same 
classroom together with other students in their 
grade

Regrouping for subjects Students are grouped together on a specific 
subject

Multi-graded grouping Students from different grades or ages group 
together based on academic learning ability 
instead of age

Non-graded grouping Students are grouped based on ability rather 
than age

Magnet schools A school that is specifically designed for a 
certain subject or on a specific group of 
students

School within a school Gifted students will spend most of their day 
taking advanced academic classes, then spend 



other parts of the day in nonacademic classes 
with general ability students

Self-contained classroom All students in the class are gifted students

Acceleration options Field trips, summer programs, all based on 
different delivery methods

Each delivery system comes with its own benefits and drawbacks. For example, when 

considering the use of a pull-out program, you must also consider the activities and learning 

opportunities a student may miss while being pulled into the small group. However, when 

considering the cost and the number of students who qualify for gifted programming, a pull-out 

program may make the most sense in terms of feasibility. Because there is not one program 

service option that will meet the needs of all gifted students in one district, the NAGC Standard 

5.2.2 states “Educators develop a Pre-K through grade 12 continuum of programming and

services in relevant student talent areas that are responsive to students’ different levels of

need for intervention” (“Programming Standard 5”, n.d.). A continuum of services combines a 

few of the programming delivery options together to be respectful of individual student 

differences and mindful of classroom and community resources. This way, delivering services is 

individualized and can fit the needs of more students. 

Programming for my Hypothetical School

Selecting a high-ability program is very dependent on how many students have been 

identified for the program. For my hypothetical elementary school, there are 100 students in each 

grade level. Each grade level has 4 classrooms, with 25 students in each class. In 2nd grade, all 

100 students completed the CoGAT screener, with 22 students moving on to the achievement 

and ability testing. After the CoGAT and NWEA tests were administered, 15 students were 

identified as high-ability. For their 3rd grade year, I would recommend placing the 15 students 



who were identified for giftedness into a cluster group. This would mean that the 15 students 

who were identified, along with about 10 other students, are all placed into the same class. 

Cluster grouping would allow the classroom teacher to differentiate within the class, whereas if 

the students were spread out among multiple classrooms, the likelihood that differentiation 

would occur for each of the 15 students would likely decrease. Furthermore, in order to ensure a 

continuum of services, I would recommend a magnet school for gifted students across the 

multiple schools within the district. A magnet school would provide self-contained classrooms 

focused on differentiation, acceleration, and enrichment specifically designed for high-ability 

students. 

Instruction

Once a school district establishes a gifted program, they must also consider the 

instruction students will receive once identified and placed. A quality gifted program 

encompasses an effective curriculum model, trained teachers and support staff, and instruction 

that is differentiated based on the needs and interests of the students. While the ideas and topics 

discussed in the following sections are necessary for high-ability students, ALL students benefit 

from these practices. Students who are identified as high-ability require the following practices 

due to their increased risk of burnout and underachievement if they are not appropriately 

challenged. 

Differentiation. Differentiation is a necessary quality of being an effective educator. 

Differentiation refers to the modification of the curriculum in order to meet the needs of each 

learner. A misconception about differentiation is that it is meant to divide students based on how 

well they perform; however, this is untrue. It is a strategy to meet students where they are 

academically in order to provide them with the tools they need to succeed. 



Teachers can differentiate content, process, and product. Some teacher behaviors that 

promote differentiation include using various teaching strategies effectively, selecting questions 

that stimulate higher-level thinking, and conducting group discussions well. While differentiation 

is beneficial for students all across the academic continuum, teachers may use it to provide 

accelerated and advanced content for gifted students. Differentiation is essential for an effective 

curriculum model, which will be discussed later within this section.

Critical Thinking. Critical thinking is the ability to think deeper into concepts in order to 

find solutions. Critical thinking is an important skill to develop since it engages the higher-order 

cognitive processes outlined in Bloom’s Taxonomy (Mcdaniel, 2021). When gifted students 

engage in these higher-order processes, they are able to build strong connections between 

disciplines and real-world issues, which they will carry with them into their personal and 

professional lives. 

One way to build the development of critical thinking into instruction would be to ask 

open-ended questions. An example of this might be asking students to read a passage and 

consider the point-of-view from a certain character, or asking students to make inferences based 

on a reading passage. Another way to develop critical thinking skills in students would be to 

allow them to become more independent when solving problems, and only ask probing questions 

when necessary. Overall, developing critical thinking skills is a crucial component when 

providing instruction to gifted learners. 

Creativity. For the purposes of this essay, creativity refers to an individual or group 

which produces a product that is both novel and useful. By training students to use creative 

thinking skills, we are allowing them to develop into people who create solutions to ambiguous 

problems. One way to develop creative thinking within students is to use a creative problem-



solving model. An example would be The Design Thinking Model, which includes five stages: 

Empathize, Define, Ideate, Protype, Test. The Design Thinking Model is often used with gifted 

students since it includes an empathizing stage. As discussed earlier in this essay, gifted students 

may have cognitive and affective characteristics (for example, emotional depth and intensity) 

which may be advantageous for students who engage in the Design Thinking Model. Overall, 

infusing creativity into gifted education allows students to have freedom in their education, while 

also benefiting from the rigorous content which can be addressed through models such as the 

Design Thinking Model.

Curriculum Models. S.G. Goffin states a curriculum model is “a conceptual framework 

and organizational structure for decision making about educational priorities, administrative 

policies, instructional methods, and evaluation criteria”. Each curriculum model has its own 

characteristics, so it is important to deliberately select one with the needs of gifted students in 

mind. While there are several curriculum models that are utilized within the field of gifted 

education, the following portion of this essay will be focused on four of them. 

One curriculum model that is utilized within gifted education is called the Integrated 

Curriculum Model. This curriculum model emphasizes “advanced content knowledge, relies on 

higher-order thinking skills, and focuses learning on major issues that cross several disciplines” 

(“Integrated Curriculum Model”, n.d.). Within the Integrated Curriculum Model, there are 

interdisciplinary themes that develop critical thinking through the use of accelerated and 

advanced content. The teachers would use appropriate scaffolding techniques and guide student 

learning as they explore an overarching theme (which spans multiple fields of study). An 

example of an overarching theme might be Patterns, where students are learning about patterns 

in each subject and build connections between the patterns learned in each discipline. 



Another curriculum model that is used within gifted education is called Mentoring 

Mathematical Minds. This curriculum model is designed specifically for grades 3-6, for students 

who are identified as high-ability in math. The appeal for this curriculum model lies within its 

budgeting for the five major content areas for mathematics, as well as its inclusion of real-world 

reasoning and simulations which reflect how mathematicians solve problems.

A third curriculum model used within gifted education is called the Purdue Three Stage 

Enrichment Model. According to “Purdue 3-Stage Model” (2009), this model includes three 

stages:

“Stage I:  The first stage centers on the basic thinking skills and content that are needed 

in the unit.  

Stage II:  The second stage centers on complex problem-solving activities, but often 

includes direct instruction of problem-solving strategies.

Stage III:  The third stage is meant to allow students to apply their learning from the first 

two stages to real-world problems.”

An important note for this model is that it is generally used in a pull-out program context, so it is 

specifically intended to be used with select gifted students. While there are aspects within this 

model that can be used with general-ability students, the model itself is created particularly for 

gifted students. 

The fourth curriculum model that will be discussed is called the Parallel Curriculum 

Model. This model includes four components: core, connections, practice, and identity. Core 

refers to the essential understandings within a particular subject or topic. Connections refer to 

finding the relationships between topics and connecting them to the overarching themes. Practice 

is the component where students use what they have learned in the context of real-world 



problem-solving. Identity is the portion where students have the time to reflect on their learning 

and apply it to their own interests; henceforth, “the identity component is essential because it 

gives the students “the opportunity to explore and participate in a field of study as it relates to 

their own interests” (Parallel Curriculum Model, n.d).

Overall, selecting a curriculum model to use within a gifted program is a very intentional 

process. The needs of the students must be the priority when deciding which curriculum model to 

utilize. A quality curriculum model is designed using a content differentiation template, it is 

implemented by a trained teacher of gifted students, and it is tested for effectiveness for gifted 

students. 

Implications of Lack of Appropriate Instruction. Requiring teachers who instruct high-

ability students to have a license in Gifted and Talented Education is an unrealistic expectation. 

Many aspiring teachers who attend university and major in Elementary or Secondary Education 

do not take any specific courses regarding high ability education. For example, at Ball State 

University, it is not a requirement to take a course about gifted students in order to earn a degree 

in teaching. As a current student at Ball State University majoring in Elementary Education, 

everything that I have personally learned about gifted students has been through my 

concentration in Gifted and Talented Studies. Because there is no required license to teach high-

ability students in Indiana, paired with the lack of specific education in college regarding gifted 

students, instruction including differentiation, creativity, developing critical thinking skills, and 

the implementation of a research-based curriculum model is severely lacking. The lack of 

appropriate instruction for gifted students may lead to burnout, which corresponds with anxiety, 

disengagement, cynicism, and withdrawal from friends and family (Wirthlin, 2021). 



How can we ensure that teachers are effectively meeting the needs of high-ability 

students, regardless of their background in education with giftedness? One way would be to 

design professional development which trains all teachers in high-ability education. According to 

the “Class Instruction” on the NAGC website, professional development should address the 

following:

“- Learning characteristics and behaviors of underrepresented gifted populations

- Awareness of cultural differences

- Children with multiple exceptionalities

- Developing positive peer culture in the classroom and school

- Equitable and nonbiased assessments.”

Another way to ensure gifted students are receiving appropriate education from their 

teachers would be to require education majors to take a course about gifted education while they 

are earning their degree. Currently, Ball State University requires education majors to take a 

course about Special Education, but does not even offer a course in Gifted Education aside from 

the concentration courses. Similar to Special Education students, Gifted Education students 

require education to fit their needs, otherwise they will experience aforementioned signs of 

burnout and risk dropping out of school or developing mental illnesses such as anxiety and 

depression. Awareness of these implications and advocacy for gifted students is just the 

beginning in the change that needs to happen in the gifted education field. 

Instruction: Hypothetical Elementary School

For my hypothetical elementary school, I would require all teachers to participate in an 

ongoing professional development regarding giftedness. For teachers who are teaching the 

cluster groups of gifted students, I would provide workshop experience with various curriculum 



models, differentiation techniques, and possibly even guest speakers (such as therapists) who 

work directly with gifted students who experience burnout, perfectionism, underachievement, 

etc. This professional development time would be designed to build awareness and confidence in 

all classroom teachers, while also allocated resources specifically for teachers who work mostly 

with gifted students. 

Aside from professional development, I would encourage the teachers in my school and 

district to advocate on behalf of gifted students. Universities should heavily consider requiring a 

gifted education course for all education majors, and obtaining a license in gifted education 

should also be encouraged. 

Final Overview of Hypothetical Elementary School and District

Topic Hypothetical School Design

Mission Statement “This school recognizes that each gifted 
learner is unique in their experiences relating 
to race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, 
and emphasizes the necessity to provide a 
rigorous and differentiated academic 
curriculum to maximize their potential and to 
support them as they become lifelong 
learners.”

Identification Two-step identification process with 
screenings occurring in Kindergarten, 2nd, 
and 5th grades. In the off years, teacher, 
parent, and student nominations will be 
accepted. Both the CoGAT and NWEA 
assessments will be administered as the 
achievement and ability tests. 

Program Design Cluster grouping will be used in all 
elementary schools in the district, including a 
magnet school for self-contained classrooms. 

Instructional Strategies Educators will complete ongoing professional 



development to learn in-depth about 
differentiation, creativity, authentic learning 
opportunities, etc. Teachers will also be 
encouraged to earn their license in Gifted 
Education. 

Conclusion

Students who are identified as high ability deserve an education that is appropriately 

challenging. Extra worksheets and busy work for gifted students are inadequate and should be 

unacceptable methods of instruction. In order to prevent underachievement and burnout within 

students, teachers need to be educated about the best instructional strategies and implications if 

those strategies are not being utilized. Designing a gifted program involves a lot of thought and 

dedication to research, and this essay is a product to display a small portion of what goes into 

designing a gifted program. 
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