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Many people already have their own 
idea of the stereotypes regarding highly 
capable or gifted education and the students 
who attend highly capable program classes. 
Some people cringe at the words, envision-
ing what they may see as an “elitist” pro-
gram that puts some students above others 
according to performance on a certain test 
(or tests). Some people may hold their head 
up high and smile inside at the thought 
of such a program because they are proud 
of accomplishments the students in their 
programs have had or they know someone 
personally in a program and they appreciate 
this educational opportunity.

And yet both advocates and opponents 
of highly capable may be surprised to hear 
that school districts across Washington 
have not effectively served highly capable 
students or provided true highly capable 
program support in many cases. One 
reason for this is that most of the programs 
identified as “highly capable” are usually 
acceleration-based classes, taught by teachers 
who are untrained in highly capable 
education. Indeed, those involved in gifted 
education generally observe that the models 
used in Washington are operating in less-
than-optimal ways. These challenges are 
intensified with misnomers, misconceptions, 
and misunderstandings of what highly 
capable students are and are not. Some go 
further and suggest that we have created 
an unnecessarily divisive and inequitable 
system that needs an overhaul.

In order to discuss this topic effectively 
it is necessary to understand some defini-
tions. First, educators and lawmakers in 
Washington use the term “Highly Capable” 
to mean gifted students. In fact our state 
laws label these students using both terms, 
for example the endorsement (available 
but not required in Washington as it is in 
many states) for teachers of highly capable 
students is called the “Gifted and Talented 
Education endorsement.”

According to WAC 392-170-035, 
highly capable individuals are “students who 
perform or show potential for performing 
at significantly advanced academic levels 
when compared with others of their age, 
experiences, or environments.” Washington 
State’s recent inclusion of highly capable 
education under the Basic Education Act 
resulted in many new administrative code 
requirements, such as recognizing that there 
are two types of gifted individuals - those 
who are already performing at a high level, 
and those who are capable of performing 
at a high level. In other words, the terms 
“Highly Capable” and “High Performing” 
are not always mutually exclusive and they 
cannot be assumed to be the same thing.

Sometimes people say “but all kids 
are gifted.” This is inaccurate because not 
all students possess highly capable traits. 
“Highly capable” and “gifted” are technical 
terms that describe people with specific 
characteristics that impact the way they 
think and respond to stimuli. They are 

specific people with special needs and 
distinct challenges that deviate from the 
normal distribution of performance. They 
are also students who exhibit asynchronous 
development and who often have social 
and emotional gaps or over-excitabilities 
that need specific interventions in order to 
optimize learning and interactions (Rivero, 
2005).

According to the specific definitions 
and supports needed, gifted education is 
often categorized as a particular track of 
special education. One reason for this is 
that gifted education involves social and 
emotional factors, along with assessment 
of talents and skill areas in various content 
areas. Nevertheless, while these definitions 
suggest homogeneity, it is necessary to make 
a distinction between highly capable versus 
“high performing.” Some gifted individuals 
perform at high levels while other do not, 
and both groups are capable of excelling 
with effective and intensive interventions. 
Gifted students who are underperformers 
can catch up with their non-gifted or gifted-
high-performing counterparts but there 
are specific things these students require in 
order to achieve their full potential. As a 
result, it is necessary that parents, teachers, 
and administrators support high and low-
performing gifted students, otherwise some 
may slip through the cracks and dropout or 
find other ways to use their intellect.

The challenges surrounding gifted 
education are certainly not isolated to 
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Washington State. These challenges exist 
across the nation. In fact, cases against 
school districts across the United States 
are being litigated for inequitable access to 
gifted programs for students from diverse 
backgrounds. For example, in Chicago a 
school district was sued because Hispanic 
students did not have access to the district’s 
gifted program. The district was required to 
redesign their program to include diverse 
highly capable students and to review their 
practices (Krishnamurthy, 2014). 

Educators in Tacoma are aware of the 
problems regarding inequitable access to 
highly capable programs and higher level 
achievement courses and are working hard 
to remedy the situation in coordination with 
the new state laws. We recognize that we 
need to make changes immediately in order 
to better serve our students and to provide 
access to appropriate program options to 
those who need support.

One of the most troubling elements 
associated with delivering gifted education 
in large urban areas is ensuring equal 
opportunity for ethnically diverse or 
lower income students (Ford, Grantham, 
& Whiting, 2008). Research shows that 
giftedness exists across all ethnicities and 
there is no more prevalence of gifted 
characteristics in any one particular group. 
Giftedness exists in all socio-economic 
levels and there are many gifted individuals 
who experience life circumstances that 
may prohibit reaching their full potential. 
Indeed, this reality is acknowledged in 
Washington Administrative Code, which 
states “[Gifted] students are present not 
only in the general populace, but are present 
within all protected classes…” (WAC 392-
170-035).

Although WAC makes gifted education 
seem clear, it is rather difficult to identify 
gifted students, especially if the traits of a 
highly capable student are misunderstood. 
Gifted students with high intellect some-
times mask their abilities for various reasons. 
For example, students may not want to 
standout from their peers, or high achieve-
ment may not be culturally popular. Gifted 
students may underperform by dropping 
high level classes, not handing in home-
work, not trying hard on tests, or exhibiting 
behavior problems.

Alternatively, some gifted students 
show another set of behaviors which may be 
misinterpreted. For example, some students 
ask a lot of questions, get bored if they are 
not constantly stimulated with new infor-
mation, think at a rapid pace, and are seen 

as having a hard time talking with those 
who cannot keep up with the random way 
they connect their thoughts. These types of 
traits can appear to be behavior problems 
to teachers or administrators who do not 
understand the nature and needs of highly 
capable kids. In some cases, a teacher may 
even reprimand a student who is highly 
capable as the result of misdiagnoses.

Educators in the Tacoma School Dis-
trict began examining these issues in-depth 
to find a better way to reach students in all 
demographic areas. Specifically, we analyzed 
statistics showing some patterns of misalign-
ment in serving highly capable students. In 
addition, leaders examined data from the 
Office of Civil Rights (OCR), which pro-
vides statistics regarding race and ethnicity 
classifications for students in highly capable 
programs. OCR has recommended that 
gifted programs replicate a district’s general 
population, within a 20% variance. What 
this meant in Tacoma was having a gifted 
program with approximately 20% African 
American students, and 10% Hispanic 
students, among other races. In addition, 
students enrolled in gifted programs should 
come from diverse regions and neighbor-
hoods in the city.

The imbalances between gifted services 
in Tacoma’s different neighborhoods were 
also easy to observe. Even just two years ago 
our district was providing ten (one day a 
week “pull-out” model) classes of “JAWS” 
gifted services to students in the north half 
of our city and only two JAWS classes for 
the south half. There were six full-time (five 
days a week) “SAIL” and “GATE” classes in 
the north end and only one SAIL class in 
the entire south half of our city. The major-
ity of our students in our highly capable 
elementary school programs were Caucasian 
and the areas of our city with the high-
est percentages of students attending our 
programs were our city’s higher income area 
neighborhoods.

I met with other educational leaders in 
Tacoma and we began investigating these 
trends and identified several reasons for 
why they had emerged. First we noticed 
that we were not receiving many referrals 
from parents or teachers located in the 
south half of the city for students testing 
into the gifted program. One reason for this 
was that many teachers and parents said 
they were unaware of the referral process. 
Alternatively, some parents said they did 
not think their child was a high achiever 
and therefore never accessed the screening 
process. We immediately improved the 

referral system, increased recommendations 
and required the addition of two gifted 
classes in the south end. This was only 
the beginning. We recognized there were 
additional steps to take to ensure additional 
access to gifted programs for all students, 
regardless of background or location.

One of our first steps was to review 
our testing process to increase sensitivity for 
identifying ethnically diverse students. For 
example, we adopted the NNAT2 test rather 
than the CogAT test. One criticism of the 
CogAT is that that it focuses heavily on 
English language proficiency and vocabulary 
skills. We also deployed tests at the schools 
that students attended, during school hours. 
Additional measures were included in the 
assessment process, such as achievement 
scores, information from parents, teachers, 
and community members, and a portfo-
lio review approach through our appeals 
process.

Another step was to provide additional 
training for teachers and administrators in 
the area of gifted education and referral. 
Our educators now receive professional 
development about highly capable student 
characteristics and needs, along with best 
practices for reaching and teaching all gifted 
students in any classroom.

Alternative service models are being 
established, with the goal of keeping kids 
in their home schools, rather than bussing 
them to alternative locations for service. 
This will enable more students to remain 
in their home communities and keep their 
cultural ties every day of the week while 
receiving support services from trained 
teachers in their home school classes. We are 
creating more GATE model classes in vari-
ous schools, which are multi-age, blended 
classrooms with clusters of gifted students. 
At the same time, we are working with 
administrators and teachers in secondary 
schools to create classes for highly capable 
students that focus on different domains, 
such as leadership, civics and study skills. 
Additional efforts at the secondary level are 
leading to more course offerings which meet 
the organization skill-development needs of 
many gifted students of all kinds, such as 
the IB and AVID programs, and increased 
course offerings such as journalism, media, 
and technology that focus on social and 
emotional skill-building as well as academic 
content.

District wide we are focusing on dif-
ferentiating curriculum for all students, 
including highly capable students, and our 
new school district acceleration policy is 
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creating more opportunity for all. One out-
come has been removing the label of “highly 
capable course” from math and language 
arts classes so all students can access high 
level academics and reduce the misconcep-
tion that highly capable always equals high 
achievement.

Partnerships with nearby community 
groups have also increased in order to 
facilitate referrals of students to the program 
and to support gifted education beyond the 
classroom. We are reaching out to nearby 
universities involved in teacher preparation 
to train new educators working in gifted 
education, along with increasing access to 
organizations such as WAETAG, SENG, 
and NAGC.

Excellent progress has been made. The 
evidence for this is the two-fold increase 
in referrals for diverse students to receive 
gifted education services, which are now 
proportional to our district demographics. 
In addition, approximately half of all refer-
rals are from the south half of the city which 
includes historically lower income areas.

The increase in referrals has led to 
productive discussions in schools going on 
between administrators, teachers, and par-
ents about the characteristics and needs of 
gifted learners. Instructional coaches are also 
providing significant contributions to these 
discussions, as well as assisting with raising 
awareness about supporting gifted educa-
tion. For example, many administrators and 
teachers are part of steering committees, 
where the district’s policies are reviewed and 
improved. In addition, momentum generat-
ed by these discussions has prompted many 
elementary principles to express interest in 
hosting GATE classes at their schools next 
year rather than waiting for the district’s 

goal of the GATE classrooms expanding in 
the 2015-2016 school year.

There is still a lot of work to be done. 
After our testing period this winter we 
will use a multi-disciplinary team to create 
placement lists for our current JAWS, SAIL, 
and GATE classes as well as for our new 
middle and high school classes. We will add 
more GATE classes so that after next school 
year we serve all elementary students five 
days a week in their home schools instead of 
serving many students just one day a week 
through pull-out programs. We will have 
also increased our formal identification pro-
cess to include screening for K-2 and high 
school students who are new to the Tacoma 
School district.

It is a very exciting time for highly 
capable education in Washington State and 
specifically in the Tacoma Public Schools. 
By focusing on identifying students who are 
both performing at the top as well as those 
who are capable of performing at the top 
(but underperforming) we will continue 
to be more equitable and accurate in our 
identification and services and therefore 
change the entire face of highly capable 
programming in our state to keep more 
highly capable students from falling through 
the cracks.
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