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Abstract

The lack of cohesion and oversight in federal and state laws that outline identifying and
serving gifted/high ability students have been cited by researchers and practitioners as a
hindrance in the development of programming designed to serve these populations
(National Association for Gifted Children, 2014). Controversy over definitions of
giftedness and the role of schools in identifying and serving gifted students indicate that
policy and practice in gifted education are highly inconsistent. In partial response,
researchers in gifted education have begun to call for the extension of the response-to-
intervention (RTI) model to identify and serve gifted students, leading to questions
centered on the validity of curriculum-based measures (CBM) used for gifted screening
(Burns, Jacob, & Wagner, 2008). This study expands the literature of the field by
examining the validity of CBM for gifted screening, the accuracy of teacher perception,
and the adequacy of measures taken early in the school year for gifted screening when
necessitated by the absence of formal measures traditionally used. Two early measures in
reading and math, a qualitative, domain-specific teacher rank and a CBM universal
screener, were administered to 372 third graders in a rural school district and results were
compared to a quantitative, norm-referenced measure taken at the year’s end. The relation
between early and late measures is examined to assess the utility of early measures for
making educational placement decisions for gifted students. The CBM examined here
demonstrated appropriate psychometric properties (sufficient item gradient at the upper
end and scores greater than 2 standard deviations above the mean) for effective use in
gifted screening. Teacher ranking proved to be a strong predictor of future performance
on standardized testing, and when used in combination with the CBM as early measures,
yielded an 80% accuracy rate in group assignment when using the later measure as a
standard of determination, though reading measures performed more strongly than math
measures. Results generate increased confidence in the efficacy of early indicators of
student performance for making quotidian planning and placement classroom decisions
regarding gifted and high-ability students.
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Chapter 1
Rationale, Methodology, Assumptions, Limitations
Rationale
One theme that emerges quite early in a review of literature in the field of gifted
education is that though much is known about what might be considered as best practice,
the implementation of such is immediately conditioned by caution against its universal
application. As now required by No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001) the legislation
that currently dominates education policy in the United States, state education agencies
are compelled to utilize service delivery models, teaching practices, and program designs
that attain the standard of best practices, defined as those based upon “... research that
involves the application of rigorous, systematic, and objective procedures to obtain
reliable and valid knowledge relevant to education activities and programs ”* (NCLB,
Title IX General Provisions, Part A Sec. 9101). The mandate continues that suitable
practices derive from research that “employs systematic, empirical methods that draw on
observation or experiment” (NCLB, 2001).

Borrowing methods long used by other social sciences, critical reforms in
education now require increased attention to scientifically-based research that produces
reliable and valid outcomes, uses experimental or quasi-experimental designs, involves
rigorous data analyses, allows for replication, and that has been evaluated in a peer-
review process or approved by a panel of independent experts (NCLB, 2001). This
legislation applies to all programming and services offered in schools, including special

education which frequently subsumes gifted education, though noting that gifted



education, per se, is not addressed by NCLB. However, the methods typically utilized to
assess the success of educational interventions for discovery of best practice may, in
gifted education, be difficult to execute, appear to lack rigor, and be complicated by
several important considerations. Thus, when compared to investigations of other
educational practices, identification of best practice for gifted education may be
significantly more recondite.

Other issues exacerbate these concerns. Comprehensively, the literature on gifted
education suggests that decisions about policy and practice are best made at a local level
in response to individual needs and in consideration of the resources available at the local
education agency (LEA). Yet, coincidentally, a discernable trend in the literature decries
the need for stronger federal and state levels of policy decision-making. Virtually every
research article on gifted education practices includes commentary on the lack of a
federal definition and the ancillary vagaries of state directives. Information currently
found on the website for the National Association of Gifted Children (NAGC) states that
all program and service decisions for gifted learners are made at state and local levels
noting the wide variability between state policies, and in many cases, even wider
unevenness between districts in the same state (see 2012-2013 State of the States in
Gifted Education). This leads to policies that are unevenly applied; confusing; lack
funding, monitoring, and oversight; or that are in some cases contradictory. Though
federally commissioned reports empirically document the need for gifted services (U.S.

Department of Education, 1993), federal and state governments continue to fail to



provide sufficient support for gifted education through legislative policy and program
funding (Brown, Avery, Van Tassel-Baska, Worley, & Stambaugh, 2006).

Additional to federal, state, and district level concerns appertaining to gifted
education are those arising from classroom practices. The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act (2004) increases teacher accountability through increased
teacher accountability and annual monitoring of student progress, and supports the
implementation of the response to intervention model (RTI) within the general education
classroom. RTI focuses teacher attention more specifically toward performance levels
present in the classroom to design grouping structures and lesson differentiation that
remediate struggling learners in both short- and long-term tier placements through
increased intensity, duration, and frequency of instruction. The use of the RTI process
and the documentation of student attainment collected thereby have become a new path
for the screening, identification, and remediation of many special education disability
categories, and can even serve as a platform for disabilities service delivery. The use of
RTI, however, as part of a referral process to screen, identify, and/or serve gifted and
high-ability (G/HA) students has only recently become a topic of research.

Kavale and Spaulding (2008) note that the closer alignment of RTI with
NCLB, as opposed to IDEA, brings a stronger emphasis on scientifically valid practices
and increased rigor when identifying best practice (though they also note several
unintended negative consequences). Though ostensibly designed to develop specialized

classroom strategies for low-performing students, the need to develop an analogous RTI



plan for neglected gifted children is obvious (Kavale & Spaulding, 2008). However,
Volker, Lopata, and Cook-Cottone (2006) assert that the current conceptualization of RTI
makes it more suited for identifying children who have learning difficulties, adding that
“on its own, RTI is not particularly well suited for identifying gifted children at Tiers 1
and 2” (p 863). The Association for the Gifted, a division of Council for Exceptional
Children (CEC-TAG), has recognized the potential of adapting the RTI framework for
gifted learners, and the CEC recommends that the “RTI model be expanded in its
implementation to include the needs of gifted children” (Council for Exceptional
Children, the Association for Gifted, 2009, p. 1). The RTI framework can support the
advanced learning needs of gifted students by facilitating such accommodations as a
faster pace, and more complex content presentation in greater depth and/or breadth with
respect to the curriculum (Council for Exceptional Children, the Association for Gifted,
2009, p. 1).

More important, however, are the consequences that accrue to gifted children
while waiting for issues in gifted education to be resolved in any practicable manner, a
wait that can possibly delay appropriate interventions or differentiation in the meantime.
When screening and identifying students for many of the special education categories,
NCLB and state policy may require documentation completed by general education
teachers from all three tiers of RTI interventions (each between six and nine weeks long)
before the referral process to special education even begins (noting explicitly that for

identification of some disabilities this step is not required or may be abbreviated).



Additionally, information from end-of-year standardized, criterion- or norm- referenced
testing typically used to make many educational decisions may be absent or unavailable
sufficiently early in the academic year to be of use. In certain grades, due to the schedule
of grades tested and the nature of the tests administered, documentation of student
performance may lack any formalized or standardized measures. For specific cases, such
as for transfer students as an example, some states allow or mandate additional testing or
screening upon take-in providing more information for decision making. However, there
are many potential exigencies in which a reliance on measures taken early in the school
year becomes necessary when designing and implementing lessons and interventions, or
for screening and identification as part of the referral process. Though reliance upon
early-in-year measures may be unavoidable for many teacher decisions, moderate to high
rates of predictability of such measures for late-in-year measures may provide increased
credibility to gifted screening and identification practices and improve the likelihood of
increased levels of intervention for gifted and high ability learners to begin earlier in the
school year.
Purpose of the Study

It is logical to assume that teacher perception of student abilities influences
many quotidian decisions such as grouping, classroom seating, and assignment
differentiation in many informal ways that have not yet been researched. In such cases,
teachers may have their own anecdotal evidence, or that from previous years, to make

initial decisions about general student ability that affect many of these classroom



practices. This entails more sensitive awareness of the range of student ability present
within the classroom and escalates the need for instruments and processes to document
student attainment, as part of either the referral process for formal identification for
special education, or as justification for the implementation of other, less formal
strategies (such as homogeneous grouping or enrichment) within an RT1 model consistent
with meeting the needs of gifted learners.

In this study the efficacy of early-in-year measures is examined and their relation
to end-of-year measures to enhance confidence in their use for making educational
decisions for gifted and high-ability (G/HA) students. For optimum usage, these
instruments should be easy to administer in a variety of group settings, able to screen for
multiple levels of ability, able to be administered frequently without negative testing
effects, and able to track student progress in an RTI setting. The instructional decisions
based on progress monitoring using curriculum-based measures (CBM) taken quickly and
frequently to assess student acquisition of single-subject content have been shown to be
effective for remediating struggling students in both short- and long-term applications. It
should not be summarily assumed, however, that all instrumentation and protocols for
screening, identifying, and serving students for other special services are equally valid
when extended to above-grade-level applications within the context of giftedness. To
meet the guidelines presented by NCLB these strategies require explicit exploration.

Studies in gifted education present unique challenges to researchers and may

necessitate embracing methodologies and methods not found in traditional empirical



studies. These include: the degradation of random group assignment required by
experimental and quasi-experimental research designs; problems associated with small
sample sizes by virtue of examining only the top 2-5% of any given student population
making it difficult to show statistical significance or strong effect sizes; atypical variance
in samples, as giftedness manifests in such individual ways that group membership may
not reflect any similarity of student profile other than gifted/high ability (G/HA)
identification; restriction of range produced both by the inability of instrumentation to
adequately assess the upper limits of student ability (known as ceiling effects) and the
tendency of metrics (such as achievement scores) used to measure gifted students to
cluster at the highest levels of performance resulting in a lack of heterogeneity which
reduces variability and “...leads to attenuated reliability coefficients” (Kieffer, Reese, &
Vacha-Haase; 2010), and a lack of consistent construct definitions and operationalization
of giftedness between studies (see Subotnik & Thompson, 2010).

In Tennessee, the state department of education provides for gifted services within
the purview of special education. However, implementation decisions are left to
individual districts, including the fundamental decision to identify and serve gifted
students. The state provides a separate manual with additional guidelines for gifted
identification that defines specific protocols, as these differ from other special education
categories. A matrix entitled Tennessee K-12 Intellectually Gifted Assessment Scoring
Grid

(https://www.tn.gov/assets/entities/education/attachments/se eligibility gifted res pkt.p
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df.; 2010) provides the documentation of required elements for identification. The gold-
standard for identification on the identification matrix is the state designed, end-of-year,
high-stakes test the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP; latest
iteration, 2013) given annually in grades 3 through 12. Many districts provide gifted
services for only elementary grades 3 through 5. Identification of gifted third graders then
becomes problematic as the most frequently used identification metric, the TCAP, is not
administered to second graders. Thus, third grade teachers must rely on other measures or
procedures when identifying third graders for gifted services. The question, then, centers
on the efficacy of early-in-year CBM and measures of teacher perception in predicting
gifted status in reading and math as defined by the parameters set forth by the state.
Research Questions

The literature review generated the following question: What is the efficacy of
early-in-year CBM and measures of teacher perception in screening for gifted status in
reading and math? Specifically:
1. Do CBM of reading and math (as measured by the Monitoring Instructional
Responsiveness: Reading (MIR:R) and Monitoring Instructional Responsiveness: Math
(MIR:M)) provide sufficient ceiling to serve as screeners for gifted and high ability
students (G/HA) in a general education classroom sample?
2. To what degree or extent are the domain-specific (reading and math) scores for the

measuring instruments related to each other for the entire sample?
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a) To what degree or extent are the early domain-specific (reading and math) MIR scores
related to each other for the entire sample?

b) To what degree or extent are early Teacher Rankings (TR) as measures of teacher
perception of student performance in domain-specific (teacher rank reading TR:R, and
teacher rank math TR:M) scores related to each other for the entire sample?

c) To what degree or extent are the late-in-year domain-specific (reading and math)
Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP, TCAP:R, TCAP:M) scale
scores related to each other for the entire sample?

d) To what degree or extent is the magnitude of the MIR inter-correlation comparable to
that of the TCAP inter-correlations for the entire sample?

3. To what degree or extent are the MIR:R and MIR:M related to TR in reading and math
as a measure of teacher perception (TR:R, TR:M) for the entire sample?

4. To what degree or extent can early-in-year measures predict end-of-year measures?

a) To what degree or extent can early-in-year CBM (as measured by MIR: R and MIR:M)
predict the TCAP scores as an example of end-of-year measure?

b) To what degree or extent can TRs of reading and math as examples of early-in-year
measures predict the TCAP scores as an example of end-of-year measure?

c) To what degree or extent can the MIR and TR collectively predict TCAP scores?

5a) Is there a significant difference in the rate MIR, TR, and TCAP identify G/HA

students based on dichotomous gifted group assignment? Group assignment is defined as
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attainment at or above the 85™ percentile for MIR and TCAP and as the top two ranks for
the TR.

5b) Do the MIR, TR, and TCAP identify the same cases of G/HA students based on
dichotomous gifted group assignment (assignment is defined as at or above the 85"
percentile for MIR and TCAP, and as the top two ranks for the TR)?

Significance

The search for universally applicable best methods in gifted education is
significantly hampered by important characteristics inherent within the target population
and not yet validated applications and extensions of other practices and metrics. Lack of
legislation and legal mandates requiring states to identify and serve gifted children are
frequently cited as fundamental issues that degrade the development of the field (Brown
& Van Tassel-Baska, 2006). Brown and Van Tassel-Baska lament the “paucity of
research” of state policies regarding their relative strengths, limitations, and effects on
practice in gifted education. Moreover, Brown and Van Tassel-Baska assert that effective
state and federal policies can legitimize the perception of the need for gifted services and
dispel misconceptions associated with giftedness such as elitism.

Researchers in gifted education seem to be embattled with policy makers who
seek restrictions in the operationalization of the term gifted, ready instrumentation, and
clearly explicated practice. The language of NCLB (2001) suggests that interventions
need to be evaluated using quantitative metrics and analyses that produce reliability and

validity coefficients, as is much the case for the evaluation of interventions designed for
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general education and other special education classrooms. In compliance with federal
legislation which seems to favor empirically attained findings, and state and district
policies that encourage and perpetuate an abiding interest in quantitatively measurable
outcomes, policymakers increasingly insist on quantitative metrics to evaluate gifted
children and the interventions used to meet their learning needs within public school
systems. However, many researchers perceive that qualitative research is still best suited
to address the generally misunderstood (and perhaps more important) affective concerns
of gifted and high ability children as a way to better meet their needs through an
increased understanding of their psychosocial-emotional dispositions. Adherents of this
position argue that gifted children are by definition qualitatively different from their
peers, and that these significant differences may only be discerned and catalogued
through qualitative methods. The confluence of two such diametrically opposed positions
(i.e., those of researchers and policymakers) cannot help but militate against much
needed progress in serving gifted children. There remains a clear need for the validation
of metrics or processes designed to screen and identify gifted students. This is predicated
by a consensus definition of giftedness, increased investment of stakeholders, and clarity
and unanimity in federal, state, and district policy.
Assumptions

It is assumed that identifying, serving and promoting gifted students is a
worthwhile endeavor. Brown and Garland (2015) contend that society loses human

capital when gifted children are not nurtured, an easily defensible position, with James
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Gallagher going so far as to claim that failure to act on behalf of gifted students is a threat
to national security (Gallagher, 2005). In Book 111 of The Republic, Plato (~380 BCE)
comes forward as the first advocate of gifted children (though in a restricted manner that
would be untenable in society today), recognizing that some children possess advanced
abilities, whom he labeled as “children of gold,” gifted children whose talents should be
developed in service to the city-state. Two millennia later, Maslow (1964) proposed via
elaborations of his Hierarchy of Needs that the goal of human development is to answer
the question “... of what the human being should grow toward” (p. 7), a position that
marks the beginnings of his theories of self-actualization eventually articulated as the
“farther reaches of human nature” (Maslow, 1971). Though it may be possible to
question the purpose of identifying and serving gifted and high ability children, whether
it may be for societal or individual benefit, the questions of whether or not giftedness
exists and if gifted children should be identified and served has never been at issue.
Implied by these assertions is the fact that giftedness exists and benefits accrue to the
individual, community, and society at large when the talents and abilities of gifted
individuals are developed and exercised to the improvement of society as a whole. It is
assumed, then, that constructs such as giftedness can be assessed reliably and validly, and
that measurement science is adequate for this purpose.
Methodology

In his seminal essay, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn

(1966) explicates the qualities of any given domain of scientific endeavor, as well as the
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characteristics of change leading to the development of new paradigms within a field.
Established scientific fields are characterized by a consensus of the scientific or
professional community concerning the fundamental tenets, knowledge base, governing
rules, qualifications for experts, etc. Practitioners or experts in the field contribute to the
development of theoretical underpinnings and epistemology, a common and functional
vocabulary, and worldview. Kuhn theorizes that a field attains the level of normal science
when practitioners, researchers, and society at large no longer feel compelled to explain
the principles or conditions of the field, but assume that these are fully understood by all
who operate within the field.

Philosophical assumptions become important in preparing and completing a
study, because they guide the use of research methodologies and methods. It is vital to
understand the difference between a researcher’s methodology and the method used for
discovery, as the terms are not interchangeable, despite frequent usage that lacks clarity
on this point. The term methodology refers to ‘‘the general logic and theoretical
perspective’’ (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 35) and reflects a set of epistemological and
ontological assumptions. Three research methodologies receive general approbation:
quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011;
Creswell, 2014).

Quantitative researchers answer their research questions through the use of
measurement, experiment, and statistical analysis; though observations, interviews, and

content analysis are preferred by qualitative researchers. Mixed-methods attempts a
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middle ground between the two, combining elements from each (Long, 2014). Method
refers to the specific strategies and procedures for analyzing and interpreting data utilized
during an investigation (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam,
2002). Mixed-method approaches often demonstrate a systematic progression beginning
with case studies and correlational research, then concluding with full interventions and
laboratory-based experimental trials (Mullan, Todd, Chatzisarantis, & Hagger, 2014).

Current research within the literature base of gifted education indicates that the
field is potentially experiencing a crisis within its paradigm, Kuhn’s term for divagations
from normal science that signal at a paradigmatic shift. Though the word crisis might
indicate the eristic transition that generally typifies scientific revolution, such does not
appear to be the case in the field of gifted education. Many of the established leaders of
the field are working cooperatively to refine existing concepts, adapt current research
methodologies from other social sciences to the new demands of the field, clarify and
expand the working vocabulary associated with the field, and to develop new strategies to
answer better current questions in gifted education.

In Kuhn'’s terms, gifted education does not operate as normal science; or, more
accurately perhaps, the field has yet to attain the level of normal science, which cannot
help but create a lack of unqualified affiliation with either a wholly quantitative or
qualitative paradigm. Yet to reconcile this tension by putting forth that the field is
tolerant of mixed methods, may be to deny the fact that there has been for some time a

state of flux in the field while it validates methods that are currently imported from
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special education and other social sciences. Contemporary researchers in gifted education
must evince higher tolerance for new perspectives in the theoretical underpinnings of
their research, as well as the forbearance necessary to resolve the accompanying
epistemological tensions. Still, while the nature of “knowing” may yet be as elusive as
ever, it is both convenient and necessary for researchers currently operating amid this
theoretical quagmire to assume that some phenomena associated with the field are able to
be both defined and measured.

Borland (1990) asserts that post-positivism is an appropriate research paradigm
for studies of gifted children and the programming serving them in an article thoroughly
comparing and contrasting post-positivism to positivism, the paradigm most dominant in
empirical research. The post-positivistic position does not entirely jettison positivism,
rather critiques, partially refutes, and/or elaborates positivism and its associated
empiricism, the idea that observation and measurement are at the core of scientific
endeavors (Trochim, 2006). Post-positivism incorporates many of the basic assumptions
of positivism including an ontology that beliefs are approximations of reality and new
observations deepen the understanding that reality; however, knowledge is attained often
through the use of what positivists might describe as “experimental” methodologies
(Christ, 2014). Following is a brief, general summary from Borland (1990) of post-
positivism noting, again, that this is given explicitly within the context of an application
to studies in gifted education research. Other contributors’ relevancies are noted with

citations.
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Post-positivists believe that the phenomena of interest should be examined only in
their natural settings (alternative to “laboratory” settings), which provide a more holistic
context for consideration; this has the additional advantage of eliminating artificial
control imposed by the isolation of single variables and facilitates an understanding of the
variables as they may interact with each other. The researcher himself or herself becomes
the data-gathering instrument, as opposed to paper-and-pencil measures and instruments.
Because all measurement might be viewed as fallible, the post-positivist emphasizes the
importance of multiple, converging measures and observations (known as triangulation),
realizing that each measure may possess different types of error, but which collectively
aggregate to inform a construct (Trochim, 2006).

The post-positivist also believes that all researchers and subjects are inherently
biased by their culture, experiences, world views, mores, etc. (Trochim, 2006). Moreover,
the paradigm legitimizes the researcher’s use of intuition (also known as tacit knowledge)
and the interactions occurring between the inquirer and the setting.

Qualitative methods (defined by Miles and Huberman in 1984 as data in the form
of words, not numbers) are also identified as an acceptable way to generate data. Data
from target populations may be gathered through purposive sampling which endeavors to
attain maximum variation when sampling, intentionally seeking sites, subjects, or
observations that differ to the greatest degree possible one from another. Contrasting
sharply with positivism is an approach known as grounded theory by which the post-

positivist might not begin the inquiry with a theory in place, but may allow one to
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develop from the data. This prevents the imposition of a priori decisions that may obscure
important, relevant, or unforeseen factors that may be of interest (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Similarly, even the research design itself may not be preplanned, but may be
allowed to emerge from interactions of interest between inquirer and setting.

Postpostivism is enhanced by the use of a case study design adjudging elements
such as the research context, the environmental interaction between the site, researchers,
and subjects, the values and biases of the researcher, subjects, and those of the
community to be associated with a specific investigation. This restricts the interpretation
of the findings to the particulars of the case study setting, known as an idiographic
interpretation, which necessarily limits any generalization of findings, though case study
findings will add to the general body of knowledge by considering outcomes and
determinations aggregated with other relevant research conclusions, known as
transferability.

Traditional positivist research uses internal validity, external validity, reliability,
and objectivity as the criteria for trustworthiness. The post-positivist paradigm is
dismissive of these as they spring from a belief in a single reality and linear causality.
Lincoln and Guba (1985, as cited by Borland, 1990) proposed analogous criteria for
trustworthiness; internal validity is replaced by credibility, defined as an adequate
description of the multiple constructed realities in a manner that is credible to the
constructors of those realities. External validity, as suggested by the generalization of

finding to other settings, is analogous to transferability as described above. Reliability,
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usually reported as error variance by the positivist, is replaced by dependability.
Confirmability replaces objectivity and is defined as the degree to which the data can be
validated as “true” within the given context.

This study is a correlational study conducted within the post-positivistic paradigm
of the relation between two domain-specific, early-in-year measures, and the relation
between those two measures and one late-in-year measure in the context of determining
gifted eligibility. In correlational research, the researcher does not try to influence the
variables in any way, but attempts only to measure them and look for relations
(correlations) between them. (Experimental research may also calculate "correlations”
between variables, but usually these are between the manipulated variables and those
affected by the manipulation.) Another feature present in experimental methods, the
division of the target population into experimental groups, is also absent from
correlational research. The expected relation between the examined variables may be
theory driven; tests are performed to determine whether the variables expected to be
related are, in fact, related, and reporting shows or describes these associations.

Correlational studies must be interpreted cautiously as spurious correlations often
occur reflecting a relation that may be attributable to some unmeasured, yet shared factor.
Correlational studies usually show much weaker effect sizes than experimental studies,
also attributable to unmeasured or uncontrolled factors, or confounding interactions
between factors. Additionally, it must be explicitly stated that correlations, even very

high correlations, cannot be interpreted as causation; i.e. the most a researcher can claim



19

about two variables is that they relate to one another to some degree or extent. A causal
direction to the relationship between variables cannot be expressed; a correlational study
does not manipulate one variable to precede the other. However, correlational research
can help form the starting point for research, leaving causal mechanisms to be explored at
a future date under different experimental conditions (Mullan, 2014). Additionally, it is a
useful method for predicting the levels of one variable based on knowledge of another
variable.
Limitations

This study, its interpretation, and use of the results are limited by several
important considerations. At the time of measure, no demographic information was
collected on the teachers; thus, the unknown characteristics of the teachers (such as years
in service, previous experience with gifted populations, levels of comfort with
researchers in their classrooms, etc.) that may have had an effect on outcomes were not
captured. The population for the study represents a sample of convenience and may
feature variables unmeasured or undocumented that affect outcomes. Data cleaning may
have had some unintended effects on the distribution of scores from the sample,
specifically that lower-performing students may be overly represented in excluded cases.
As per recommendation from the test authors those students with a MIR:R reading
comprehension percentage of <20, (see below) were dropped from the data, as were
incomplete cases with missing data, which may reflect a high degree of absenteeism,

suspensions, etc. that affects distribution. It is also important to note that the data were



20

collected while screening for at-risk students, thus their use within a gifted context was
not a consideration at the time of collection. No information about the reality of gifted
services used by the district or the identification status of the students involved was
collected.

There are other limitations related to the instrumentation. Results and
interpretations must be limited to the utilized instrumentation; it should not be assumed
that the same patterns and findings would hold when utilizing other forms of teacher
ranking scales, other forms of CBM, or other state tests. Additionally, the study extends
the intended scope and purpose of the instrumentation to validate the application of the
metrics and processes for G/HA students, an extension planned by test authors but
investigated here for the first time.

Delimitations

The definition of giftedness is intentionally restricted to academic and
achievement measures in reading and math and does not address other aspects of the
construct such as leadership, motivation, talent, or creativity; a practice much criticized
by researchers in the field, but one justified by current practice as detailed below. Unlike
the student data used for analyses, which reflects through data cleaning for this study
some level of selection, data collected from teachers via the teacher ranking instrument
used the entire third grade teacher population (no teachers were excluded for any reason).
Similarly, the data were collected from every public elementary school in the district

serving grade three (no schools were excluded for any reason). The study was conducted
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on one school district in a south eastern state and grade specific for grade 3, though the
instruments have measurement capabilities that extend to other grades. The results may
not be interpreted as generalizable to other states, to other districts within the state, or
even other grades within the same school.
Summary

Despite general consensus about the importance of implementing appropriate
educational programming for students who are intellectually gifted and federal
expectations (e.g., NCLB, 2001) that teachers use evidence-based practices, there is a
lack of consensus about the quiddity of giftedness and how to identify it. As RTI
increasingly becomes standardized practice around the country, researchers in gifted
education are calling for protocols delimiting the use of RTI to screen for giftedness in a
manner similar to the current use for screening at-risk students at the low end of the
academic performance continuum. Many questions are as yet unaddressed or not
addressed satisfactorily. For example, can traditional in-grade level CBMs typically used
in RTI adequately screen for giftedness? Do they possess adequate ceiling and do they
predict high stakes group achievement performance? What value do teacher perceptions,

commonly used in gifted identification, add to the early identification of giftedness?
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature

Gifted Definition

The NAGC estimates that 3,000,000 academically gifted students may be found
in U.S. classrooms (NAGC, 2012). The variance in their cognitive and academic profiles
is exceeded only by that of the educational programming designed to serve them. Itis
self-evident that many societal and personal benefits might accrue to effective
development of the advanced abilities exhibited by gifted children. Researchers have
provided evidence that supports the contention that gifted students are at an increased risk
for dropping out of high school or underachieving by a school’s failing to meet their
needs (Russo , Harris, & Ford, 1996; Stambaugh, 2001). “There is no absolute or
universal definition of giftedness or system of identification” (Assouline & Whiteman,
2011). Giftedness is a “highly value laden term” (Volker, Lopata, & Cook-Cottone,
2006). Within the United States, most definitions derive from a federal law that defines
gifted and talented children as those who are highly capable in general intellectual ability,
specific academic domains, creative and productive thinking, artistic pursuits, or
leadership (originally promulgated by Marland in1972). The identification as gifted
indicates a high level of performance in an ability or domain of competence that is valued
in a particular cultural or subcultural context.

Gifted, high ability (G/HA), and talented children are those who possess, or are

capable of developing, a set of traits (above-average general or specific abilities, high
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levels of motivation, or high levels of creativity) and of applying them to any potentially
valuable area of human performance. The term refers to children and youths who,
regardless of gender, or cultural or ethnic diversity, give evidence of higher levels of
performance (or the capacity for higher levels of performance) in such areas as
intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific academic fields. They
demonstrate atypical development in which advanced intellectual abilities and heightened
intensity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively
different from same aged peers, an exceptional ability to reason and learn, or competence
(in top 10% or rarer) in one or more domains. Domains include any structured area of
activity with its own symbol system (e.g., mathematics, music, or language) or set of
sensorimotor skills (e.g., painting, dance, or sports). Outstanding talents are present in
children and youth, regardless of gender, from all cultural groups and socio-economic
levels, and in all areas of human endeavor (United States Department of Education
(DOE), 1993). Gifted learners are a heterogeneous group who manifest their abilities in
particular areas or pursuits; that is, gifted students are typically gifted in something
(Tomlinson, 2005).

Within education at the federal, state, and district levels, giftedness is often
defined in terms of intelligence and/or academic achievement, intelligence as
demonstrated performance on any standardized test or other psychometric instrument
providing an intelligence quotient (1Q) of at least two standard deviations above the mean

(e.g. Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales (SB5), Fifth Edition, published by Houghton
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Mifflin Harcourt, 2003), advanced student achievement measured by grade point average
(GPA) or eligibility for and participation in advanced coursework (e.g., honors and
advanced placement classes), or by student performance on state-mandated testing. This
definition, however, is not without detractors.

Adelson, McCoach, and Gavin (2012) found that on average, gifted programming
provided no effects on achievement or attitudes in either mathematics or reading,
regardless of the level (school or student) or the population of interest (gifted students or
non-gifted students). Adelson also examined the opposite proposition and found that on
average, gifted programming did not have negative effects on the achievement or
academic attitudes of non-gifted students; that is, gifted programming does not appear to
have detrimental effects on non-gifted students. “Thus, gifted programming, as the
United States currently provides it, does not appear to affect gifted students’
achievement...” (Adelson, McCoach, & Gavin, 2012, p. 33). However, Adelson notes the
operative phrase is on average; suggesting that though some gifted education programs
are increasing student achievement in reading and mathematics, the effects are
neutralized by programs having either negative effects or no effects. Adelson states that
this is all the more unfortunate, as research indicates the positive effects of many gifted

education practices in specific contexts.
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Federal Definitions of Giftedness

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA); No Child

Left Behind Act (NCLB).

Neither of the legislative acts that most dominate education policy and practice in
the United States today, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of
2004 (IDEIA, IDEA 2004; revised and updated IDEA 2013; IDEA should be read as
referring to this act in its latest iteration unless otherwise noted) and the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA,; Public Law 107-110), commonly known as No Child
Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001) have specific mandates to identify and serve gifted
students. Though little of actionable practice in gifted education emanates from these
acts, they, in combination with other federal policies in funding and educational testing,
do contribute some important ideas, if only to recognize that giftedness exists, can
ostensibly be quantified and measured, and may be manifested to such a degree as to
make the unaccommodated, general education classroom a restrictive environment.
NCLB provides a definition of giftedness and requires progress monitoring of all
students; IDEA fails to include giftedness, but provides frameworks of screening,
identification, and programming used for other disabilities that may be adapted for gifted
populations: the J. K. Javits Act (1988) funded gifted programming for states for many
years and, after being unfunded for several years, now supports research on gifted
education through grants; the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests

establish reading and math as essential domains when evaluating educational progress,
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allow for inter-state comparisons between domains and grades tested, and delimit
parameters of advanced attainment.

IDEA is a federal law detailing 13 disabilities designated as special education
categories. IDEA mandates that children with these disabilities must be identified and
served through specific programming designed to meet their needs in the least restrictive
environment and provides that federal and state funding be allocated to do so. The
programs, the academic progress and affective disposition of the recipients, and the
dispersion and use of the allocated funds are all closely monitored by federal, state, and
local agencies. IDEA does not mention giftedness in any way. NCLB legislation created
a new, achievement-based definition of giftedness, however it does not mandate that
states use its definition:

The term “gifted and talented”, when used with respect to students,

children, or youth, means students, children, or youth who give evidence

of high achievement capability in areas such as intellectual, creative,

artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who

need services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to

fully develop those capabilities. (Title IX, Part A, Section 9101(22), p.

544).

The act neither includes nor specifically excludes mandates for gifted learners
(NAGC), 2003). Consequently, many states compromise services for the gifted, focusing

resources on the attainment of the more specifically detailed metrics for mandates in the
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legislation such as those for lower-achieving students (Brown et al., 2006). However,
research evidence supports the contention that gifted students are at an increased risk for
dropping out of high school or underachieving by a school’s failing to meet their needs
(Russo, Harris, & Ford, 1996; Stambaugh, 2001).

Gifted education once received discretionary and other limited federal funding
through the Jacob K. Javits Act (1988). However, recent funding for the Act has been
sporadic. The Act received no funding for the years 2011 through 2013, $5 million in
2014 for research and discretionary grants, and $10 million in 2015 for research and new
awards (U.S. Department of Education, 2015) causing the NAGC to state, “With the lack
of a federal policy, mandate, or funding as a backdrop, the current condition of gifted
education in the states is mixed” (2007). It is worthwhile to note that the Act has not
provided any funding for state programs to provide services for gifted students, but
instead offered funding for, on average, six research grants per year.

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

Beginning in 1969, the Department of Education has produced a report entitled
the Nation’s Report Card using data from a series of specially designed NAEP tests. The
report is intended to inform the public about the academic achievement of elementary and
secondary students in the United States. Since 2003, NAEP national and state
assessments have been conducted in reading and mathematics at least once every two
years at grades 4 and 8; some NAEP assessments are conducted at the national level for

grade 12, as well. Assessment domains include reading, mathematics, science, writing,
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U.S. history, civics, geography, and other subjects. NAEP collects and reports academic
achievement results at the national level, and for certain assessments, at state and district
levels.

Federal law initially specified that participation in NAEP testing was voluntary
for every student, school, school district, and state. However, federal law now requires
participation of any state or school district receiving Title | funds. Currently, as per
NCLB (2010) testing is required in two domains; all states must administer NAEP
reading and mathematics assessments for grades 4 and 8 every other year. NAEP
assessments are also used to monitor results from state testing programs through
comparison between state tests and NAEP results in the corresponding grades and content
areas. In addition, NAEP tests must be administered in reading and math on a nationally
representative basis at grade 12 at least every four years. Mandatory participation in
NAEP testing has been in place since the 2003 testing cycle.

NAEP results are important and germane to gifted research for several reasons,
least of which is that by requiring testing in reading and math these two domains are
established as essential when measuring academic progress. This is to the exclusion of
other domains such as science and social studies. NAEP tests also establish performance
criteria that operationalize levels of ability, including advanced-level performance
metrics. Thus the NAEP testing comes closer than any other metric to a nation-wide
assessment of identical content while establishing criteria for advanced levels of

performance. Moreover, the domain specific operationalizing of advanced performance
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provides metrics that may be used for comparison when seeking to validate new
instruments as the NAEP measures are an example of norm-referenced, domain-specific
testing. This study uses performance metrics in the two domains, reading and math, that
seem indicated as most important as evidenced by practices dictated at the federal level.
State Definitions of Giftedness

State definitions display a wide range of attributes when defining giftedness. A
survey by the National Association for Gifted Children for its report State of the States in
Gifted Education (2014) received self-reported responses from states regarding the
characteristics included in the state definition of giftedness and identification practices.
Of the 43 states responding to the question, only three states reported that the state has no
definition of giftedness. Thirty-nine states responded to questions about individual
identifiers of giftedness included within the state definition from a selection including
intellectual achievement, academic achievement, creativity, leadership, advanced
abilities in the performing and fine arts, other indicators such as advanced abilities in
technology, and an explicit acknowledgement that giftedness might be found in diverse
populations such as low socio-economic status, linguistically and culturally diverse
populations, or concomitant with other disabilities such as specific learning disabilities.
Of these seven characteristics, no single attribute was present in all the definitions of
reporting states, though most reporting states included intellectual giftedness as a primary
marker. Happily, 30 of 39 reporting states have a definition that includes some attention

to diversity in the profile of gifted characteristics. Only two states, California and
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Colorado, include all seven indicators in their definition. The mean number of
identification characteristics present in most state definitions was three; meaning most
reporting states (9) include three or more attributes of giftedness in their state definition
of giftedness. However, there is no consensus upon which three attributes are included.
Of the states reporting, six states have a definition that includes only one (four states) or
two (two states) of the characteristics listed. Leadership abilities and advanced levels of
performance in the performing and fine arts are the least frequently included. Sixteen
states with mandates to serve gifted students report that the mandate extends to grades K-
12. An additional four states include Pre-K. Two states serve grades 3-12; one state

serves grades 1-8. Other states either have no policy or no explicitly stated policy.

Table 1. Gifted Attributes Included in State Definitions of Giftedness

Attribute Included Notincluded Percent Included
Intellectually Gifted 38 1 74.5%
Academically Gifted 27 12 69.2%
Creativity 24 15 47.1%
Leadership 15 24 29.4%
Performing/Fine Arts 18 21 41.2%
Diversity 30 9 76.9%
Other Indicators 24 15 47.1%

Note: 39 states responding
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To answer the research questions presented in this research, the definition of
giftedness will be restricted to one most generally used by states in their legal mandates,
that is one of an intellectual or academic nature. While acknowledging that to many this
definition is unacceptably limited, it is consistent with what is mandated in most states
and falls within the purview of the legislated responsibilities of state and local education
agencies.

Identification Practices

As with everything related to gifted education, it is difficult to determine who
the gifted are and how to best identify them. Though an aggregation of federal policy
may support gifted education in theory, the dearth of applicable legislation certainly stalls
gifted education in practice. Identification protocols vary widely across the United States.
As it is typical to develop programming and services around the needs of the service
recipients, it becomes prudent to ask questions concerning the nature and characteristics
of gifted students who will be the ultimate benefactors of such programming.
Operationalizing giftedness has been a process fraught with contention; researchers
complain that definitions are too restrictive, failing to include the many permutations of
giftedness; local and state education agencies (LEA, SEA) seek more limited definitions
that include parameters that fall within the scope of the legal mandate of the services
schools are charged to provide. Zirkel (2005) states that all decisions concerning gifted
programming are local decisions. The veracity of this statement is evidenced by an

examination of state legislation for gifted identification and services.
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Two of the primary goals for providing gifted education are 1) to increase
learning and achievement to a level matching students’ potential, and 2) to enhance the
self-concept of gifted students by allowing them to interact and learn with like-ability
peers with similar interests (see Delcourt, Cornell, & Goldberg, 2007; Rogers, 2007). A
goal of this study is to provide an increased understanding of gifted screening and
identification practices at the state level through a test case examining the correlation
between early- and end-of-year measures, a comparison of formal and informal measures,
qualitative and quantitative measures, as well as experimental probes and norm-
referenced tests.

Principles of Identification

As the definition of giftedness continues to expand and enfold other aspects of
the construct, such as creativity or leadership, for example, it is now commonly accepted
that the identification process will involve multiple measures. The use of a multiple
criteria method includes the consideration of a wider variety of cognitive abilities, as well
as other facets of the construct such as creativity, achievement, motivation, leadership,
etc. (Volker et al., 2006). Best practice in gifted identification now also includes the use
of multiple sources of data, such as academic progress (grades); nominations from
teachers, parents, or peers; test data; or school products and portfolios (Gallagher, 1994;
Sternberg , 1998). The interpretation of test results should involve sensitivity to important

factors in the examinee’s profile such as cultural background; possible motor, sensory, or
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learning disabilities; known errors in instrumentation (Kaufman & Harrison, 1986), and
inconsistencies in the development of intelligence.

Researchers from the NAGC (2010) provide a summary of the major principles of
identification for underserved gifted students, which is based on available research:

e Select a broad definition of giftedness with which to assess, going beyond
cognitive abilities.

e Use a multiple criteria approach (performance assessment, portfolios, dynamic
assessment, nominations).

e Use unique and appropriate identification strategies to identify different aspects of
giftedness, making use of reliable instruments and strategies, while considering
the reliability and validity data for the populations assessed, norms, and cultural
bias in instrumentation.

e View each child as an individual and recognize limitations of a single score on
any measure.

e Recognize the serious limitations of matrices in the identification process.

e Identify and place students based on student need rather than by a pre-determined
program limit.

e Create a larger talent pool to allow more students to further develop their talents

and abilities.
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Design an identification process that is varied, wide-reaching, and ongoing to
ensure that students whose abilities are masked by environmental circumstances

are part of the process.

District-wide considerations from the NACG (2010) include:

A district-wide operational definition of giftedness used for screening and
identification purposes.

Selection of suitable screening and identification protocols that include multiple
metrics that align with the district’s working definition of giftedness and identify
reliable and valid screening and identification instruments.

Hiring of personnel who have been specifically trained in the affective and
educational needs of gifted and high ability children and in teaching or counseling
methods proven to be the most efficacious.

“Buy-in” from invested stakeholders at all levels; that is, educators who are
invested in meeting the needs of G/HA students.

Flexibility to accommodate needs-based acceleration; be it in a single domain, or
through grade skipping, radical acceleration, early entrance to Kindergarten or

Pre-kindergarten levels, or dual enrollment with a college or university.

State Methods of Identification

As reported through the survey by the NACG for its report State of the States

in Gifted Education (2014), 29 states have a legal mandate for the identification of gifted

students. However, as might be expected, there is much variation in the methods
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specified by states for use in the identification process. For example, only 14 states
require LEAs to use the same identification method, and state policy leaves most
identification protocols to be decided at the local level. As has been noted, best practice
in identification indicates that the identification process should utilize multiple methods,
which is to say that reliance upon any single score or metric is discouraged. Generally,
this is known as the multiple criteria method (MCM) and is a prevalent legal stipulation
in the identification practices of many other special education categories as well. Thirteen
of 42 responding states provide specific language at the state level regarding the methods
used for gifted identification. Despite this, most states leave these decisions to the LEA
through three mechanisms; 1) by a failure to include any specific language in state policy,
2) through the use of language that explicitly grants this power to the district level, or 3)
the inclusion of language that provides districts the ability to override state policy, even
when state policy explicitly disallows a given policy.

In an exploration into the nature of talent identification programs such as
Carnegie Mellon University Institute for Talented Elementary and Secondary Students
(C-MITES), the Center for Talent Development (CTD) at Northwestern University, the
Center for Talented Youth (CTY) at the Johns Hopkins University, the Connie Belin &
Jacqueline N. Blank International Center for Gifted Education and Talent Development
at the University of lowa, the Rocky Mountain Talent Search at the University of Denver,
and the Talent Identification Program (TIP) at Duke University, Lee, Matthews, and

Olszewski-Kubilius (2008) found identification protocols align with the type of
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programming offered. Early administration of norm-referenced tests such as SAT® (The
College Board, www.collegeboard.org), ACT®, ACT Explore®, ACT Plan® (ACT,

http://www.act.org/research/) form the principle component of identification for these

programs. The authors also observe that the identification criteria are “generally
conservative, centering on indicators of academic achievement” (Lee, Matthews, &
Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008, p. 65). They report frequent use of
e scores on in-grade achievement tests for enrichment-oriented weekend programs
e student portfolios for summer and leadership programs
e scores on off-level tests for accelerated classes
e teacher and school recommendations for summer, Saturday and weekend, and
leadership programs
e in-grade standardized achievement tests in distance education and summer
programs
e parent nomination for entrance to Saturday and weekend programs
The NAGC State of the States Report (2014) also includes survey results from
questions concerning the criteria used by states in the identification of gifted and high
ability students. Thirty-nine states responded to questions about acceptable methods of
identification mandated by state legislation from a selection including the use of 1Q
scores, academic achievement, multiple criteria method, allowing the LEA to select from
a state provided list of appropriate tests, and nomination. It should be noted that the

processes described by these categories may overlap. Nearly half of the responding states
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specifically allow the use of the multiple criteria method (MCM) as indicated by best
practice. Though no method of identification is explicitly included in the language of the
National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented (NRC/GT) summary of the major
principles of identification, the use of nomination as an identification method logically
proceeds from the recommendations included such as the use of multiple measures. Three
states (Indiana, Oklahoma, and Oregon) allow all five methods to be used. Only seven
states specifically allow teacher nomination, though most state laws contain language that

allows LEAs to make this determination as well.

Table 2. Methods of Identification of Giftedness Allowed in State Definitions

Method Allowed % Allowed
IQ 17 33.3%
Academic Achievement 15 29.4%
Multiple Criteria Method 23 45.1%
Selection from List 14 27.5%
Nomination 7 13.7%

Note: 39 states responding

IQ measures are not typically available for teachers to use when making initial
educational programming decisions. The focus of this study is two measures that can be
used as part of a multiple criteria method. As important as which measures are used, is
the question of when these measures are available. This study uses an informal teacher
ranking form that could, theoretically be available at any point during the academic year,

but one which was taken in September, and subsequently defined as an early-in-year
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measure. A second measure of academic progress is included, universal screeners (US) in
reading and math, the Monitoring Instructional Responsiveness: Reading (MIR:R; Bell,
Hilton-Prillhart, McCallum, Hopkins, 2012) and the Monitoring Instructional
Responsiveness: Math (MIR:M; Bell, Hilton-Prillhart, McCallum, Hopkins, 2012),
measures collected concurrently, early in the school year with the teacher ranking. The
relation of these measures to the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP,
2013), a state-mandated, criterion-referenced high-stakes test given in the spring each
year in grades three through 12 was examined. TCAP data become a compelling factor in
gifted identification in the state as testing results are a primary consideration when
completing a gifted identification matrix as required by the state for identification. It is
not, however, available to third grade teachers due to testing grades and schedules. TCAP
information is available to teachers of the fourth grade and above as a guide for decision
making in placements and program eligibility.
Identification by Teacher Nomination

This study uses a teacher ranking instrument as described below. Teacher
nomination is here predicated by the inference that teachers are more likely to nominate
students whom they rank towards the top of the class. The effectiveness of teacher
nomination as a method of gifted student identification is another topic in gifted
education that lacks a definitive consensus. The literature base fails to make any
distinction between teacher nomination and the ancillary topic of teacher perception of

giftedness. The effectiveness of nomination seems highly contingent upon teacher
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perception, such that experienced teachers (Siegle, Moore, Mann, & Wilson, 2010) with
some training in the characteristics of gifted students (Speirs -Neumeister, Adams, Pierce,
Cassady, & Dixon, 2007) generally nominate more students to gifted programs.
Historically, nomination has been viewed as inaccurate and was initially viewed with
much disfavor (Pegnato & Birch, 1959; Hoge & Cudmore, 1986). However, Hoge and
Cudmore (1986), in an extensive literature review of research concerning teacher
perception measures, concluded that “the use of teacher judgments in the identification of
gifted children should be continued, and, in fact, expanded” (p. 192). Significantly, when
re-evaluating the original Pegnato and Birch data, Gagné (1994) revealed several
erroneous conclusions and found that teacher nomination was as effective as other
methods of identification of gifted students, a finding since corroborated by other
researchers (Rohrer, 1995; Hodge & Kemp, 2006). Peters and Gentry (2012) state that
teacher ratings of explicit behaviors, as opposed to general teacher opinions and
perceptions, more consistently identify gifted characteristics successfully. Lacking
concrete parameters, the resulting teacher nominations do not appear to be especially
accurate (Peters & Gentry, 2012).

Many different gifted observation and nomination scales have been developed
for use by teachers, parents, and others, which can provide valuable insights about a
student’s specific strengths (Elliott, Busse, & Gresham, 1993; Feldhusen & Heller, 1986).
These scales require teachers to observe and rate general gifted characteristics such as

learning, motivation, and creativity. Renzulli et al. (2009) note that research-based scales
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in specific content areas have limited previous research, and that most checklists for these
purposes, if available, provide only anecdotal information. The findings of several
researchers who have investigated the validity of teacher nomination confirm that when
given specific rating criteria, teachers were better able to identify talented students
(Borland, 1978; Gagné, 1994; Hoge & Cudmore, 1986; Hunsaker, Finley, & Frank, 1997;
Johnsen, 2004; Pegnato & Birch, 1959; Renzulli & Delcourt, 1986; Rohrer, 1995; Siegle
& Powell, 2004). However, Speirs -Neumeister et al. (2007) caution that teachers may
“rely exclusively on characteristics of gifted students that appear on published checklists
without realizing that all gifted kids do not demonstrate all of the characteristics” (p.
480). Schroth and Helfer (2008) examined the gifted identification beliefs of school
personnel and found that teacher nomination was believed to be the second most
effective identification method, ranking ahead of standardized tests. Performance
assessment by experts was reported as the most effective. This contradiction elaborates an
important theme prevalent in all gifted education research, to wit, any decision about
gifted children is best made on an individual basis by those who understand giftedness
generally and who have a specific familiarity with the child in question.

Teacher training in giftedness either during pre-service coursework, continuing
education, or professional development is clearly an additional factor in the accuracy of
teacher nomination. Teachers with training in giftedness are more likely to recognize
different expressions of giftedness (Siegle, Mann, & Wilson, 2010). Still, Speirs-

Neumeister et al. (2007) report that even experienced teachers often hold a “narrow
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conception of giftedness” and are not aware “how culture and environmental factors may
influence the expression of giftedness in minority and economically disadvantaged
students” (p. 479). It is worthwhile to note that much of the research of nomination and,
hence, teacher perception in identification protocols investigates under-representation of
minorities and those with cultural or linguistic differences as a function of teacher bias in
nomination.

Bianco (2010) states that persistent concerns about under-representation and
the lack of diversity in gifted identification and gifted programming, including students
with disabilities, perpetuate the conceptualization of gifted programming as elitist (see
Bernal, 2002; Bianco, 2005; Ford, Grantham, & Whiting, 2008; Sapon-Shevin, 1996).
Ford and Grantham (2003) and Valdés (2003) also report that a lack of teacher referrals
for students of color and those who are culturally and linguistically diverse as factors
contributing to under-representation in gifted programs. Additionally, teachers whose
focus is on what students cannot do (labeled as a deficit model) may have a “blurred”
perception of student ability, and, as a result, the gifted abilities of some students may go
unrecognized (Bianco, 2010). This is one reason to implement universal screenings
throughout the year. In fact, Volker et al., (2006) state that gifted identification should be
possible throughout the entire school experience of a child and should not be a based on a
single qualifying opportunity.

Only five states require all teachers to receive pre-service training in gifted and

talented education (Delcourt, Cornell, & Goldberg, 2007). In a national survey of



42

teachers conducted by the NAGC and available on their website, 73% of teachers agree
with the statement, “Too often, the brightest students are bored and under-challenged in
school; we’re not giving them a sufficient chance to thrive.” Still, 77% of teachers also
agree that “getting underachieving students to reach proficiency has become so important
that the needs of advanced students take a back seat” (Farkas & Duffett, 2008). The
existence of such a counter-intuitive dichotomy is indicative of the dilemma faced by
gifted children and their parents in the programming policies of and services provided by
public schools today.

Many school districts allow teacher ratings of students as part of the selection
criteria using teacher input as an additional tool to screen a pool of students to be further
tested for gifted programs. Teacher nomination may be one measure of identification
protocols that may also include standardized achievement tests, portfolio review,
performance assessment, intelligence tests, etc. Teacher nomination may be included as a
metric in a formal matrix of required components used to identify gifted students (Ash &
Huebner, 1998, Bain & Bell, 2004; Wu & Elliott, 2008) or as one measure of the multiple
criteria method (Frasier & Passow, 1994; Maker, 1996; Plucker, Callahan, & Tomchin,
1996).

An informal teacher rank form (TR) that requests teachers to rank students by
their performance, independently in reading (TR:R) and math (TR:M), with “1” as the
highest, was used in this study. To help in triangulating data sources, and in a manner

consistent with the use of multiple criteria, this qualitative measure was correlated with
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more quantitative data using results from the MIR:R and MIR:M, and was included as a
metric taken early in the academic year. These sources are related to end-of-year
measures.
Rates of Gifted Identification
Rates of Identification on the Federal Level: NAEP Data
For comparison to state gifted identification rates, rates to measure actual
performance were collected from NAEP for the year 2011, as available from the National

Center for Education Statistics website (NCES, https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/;

2015), were examined. It must be explicitly stated that this comparison serves merely as a
reference. The measures below from Davidson are neither subject nor grade specific,
while the following NAEP data are disaggregated by subject and are reported for the
fourth grade only. NAEP tests establish performance criteria that operationalize levels of
ability, including advanced level performance metrics. Thus the NAEP testing comes
closer than any other metric to a national assessment of the same content while
establishing criteria for advanced levels of performance.

Outcome measures utilized by this research include the use of achievement
levels, which are performance standards set by the National Assessment Governing
Board of NAEP. Mean state scores are used to compare average state performance.
Cutoff scores are used to delimit four levels of student performance into easily
understood yet general categories: Below Basic, Basic, Proficient, and Advanced.

Achievement-level percentages, the percentage of students within the given population
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who meet or exceed the performance indicators of each level, are included as a selection
parameter for data searches. These percentages reflect the weighted percentage of
students with NAEP composite scores that are equal to, or exceed, the achievement-level
cut scores specified by the National Assessment Governing Board. Of interest is the
percentage of the total state population that attains the advanced level, denoting superior
performance. The cut scores for determining advanced levels of achievement are specific
to the domain of the test and, unlike other outcome measures, do not typically vary from
year to year.

The NAEP reading assessment measures a student’s reading and
comprehension skill, defined on the NCES website as ““... a dynamic cognitive process
that allows students to understand written text, develop and interpret meaning, and use
meaning as appropriate to the type of text, purpose, and situation.” The achievement-
level descriptions were updated in 2009 to reflect a new reading framework. The specific
descriptions of reading achievement in grades 4, 8, and 12 are presented on the website.
Average reading scale score results are based on the NAEP reading scale, which ranges
from 0 to 500. The cut score indicating the lower end of the score range for each level
Basic, Proficient, and Advanced reading achievement levels are presented below. The
fourth category, Below Basic, is comprised by those scores lower than the Basic cutoff.

e Grade 4: Basic (208), Proficient (238), Advanced (268)
e Grade 8: Basic (243), Proficient (281), Advanced (323)

e Grade 12: Basic (265), Proficient (302), Advanced (346)
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The NAEP mathematics assessment measures a student’s knowledge and skills
in mathematics and the ability to apply knowledge in problem-solving situations.
Questions are designed to measure one of the five mathematics content areas: number
properties and operations, measurement, geometry, data analysis, statistics and
probability, and algebra. Some aspects of mathematics, such as computation, occur in all
content areas. Specific definitions of the Basic, Proficient, and Advanced achievement
levels for grades 4, 8, and 12 are presented on the website; cut points are included below.
The achievement-level descriptions and cut points for grade 12 were updated in 2005;
consequently, the 2011 test cycle results for grades 4 and 8 are reported on a 0-500 scale,
while results for grade 12 are reported on a 0-300 scale.

e Grade 4: Basic (214), Proficient (249), Advanced (282)

e Grade 8: Basic (262), Proficient (299), Advanced (333)

e Grade 12: Basic (141), Proficient (176), Advanced (216)
Rates of Identification on a State Level

Data on the total enrollment and gifted enrollment by state were collected from
the individual state reports found on the website of the Davidson Institute for Talent
Development (2014). The institute was formed in 1999, with the stated mission to ...
recognize, nurture and support profoundly intelligent young people and to provide
opportunities for them to develop their talents to make a positive difference.” The
Davidson Institute is a 501(c) 3 private operating foundation funded by Bob and Jan

Davidson. The institute engages in several activities. The Davidson Academy of Nevada
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is a free public school for profoundly gifted middle and high school students, those who
score in the 99.9™ percentile on IQ or college entrance tests, such as the SAT or ACT.
The academy was created by the Nevada State Legislature in 2005 to provide direct
support to profoundly gifted young people 18 and under. Thirty-three states reported data
on the number of gifted children identified; this was divided by the reported total
enrollment to calculate the percentage of gifted students. These percentages should be
interpreted with caution and likely represent a very gross measure. The range of gifted
identification rates in the United States is wide. West Virginia and Tennessee identify
giftedness at the lowest rates, 1.92% and 2.02% respectively. In contrast, Kentucky and
Virginia identify students at a rate above 16%. The mean rate of gifted identification for

33 reporting states is 8.43%.

Table 3. Comparison of State and the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP, 2010) Identification Rates

N Range Min Max M SD
Average % gifted by State 33 1453 192 1646 843 4.68
Average NAEP:R Grade 4,% 51 1205 346 1552 7.38 249
advanced
Average NAEP:M Grade 4, 51 1135 212 1347 6.32 249
% advanced

Note: NAEP:R National Assessment of Educational Progress: Reading, NAEP:M National Assessment of
Educational Progress: Math, N = number of states with available data (includes Washington D. C.)
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NAEP testing indicates that rates of advanced performance on norm-referenced
testing show a comparable range, minimum, maximum, and mean when compared to the
less formal state measure from the Davidson website reported above. The mean
percentage of students who attain at the advanced level performance on NAEP is 7.38%
for reading and 6.32% for math for the 51 states (including the District of Columbia) in
2011. Identification rates range from 3.46% to 15.52% in reading and from 2.12% and
13.47% in math. The rates of advanced performance on NAEP reading and math tests are
significantly correlated (Pearson r = .837, p <.001). The state, Maine, with the highest
percentage rate of actual performance in reading and math (15.52% and 13.47%
advanced, respectively) reports a gifted identification rate of 3.60%. Eighteen of 33 states
report identifying giftedness at higher rates than seems indicated as appropriate by actual
performance. These comparisons of identification rates of giftedness indicate that, in this
case, policy, performance, and practice are too inconsistent to determine anything
practicably meaningful.

This lack of consistency necessitates a return to theoretical practices as established by
leaders in the field of gifted education. Renzulli (2010) recommends a screening cutoff of
the top 15% and the use of local norms. He is also a proponent for the inclusion of high
ability students who, when provided appropriate interventions, may attain at gifted levels.
Renzulli (2010), Subotnik (2010), and Adams (2010) all stress the importance of using
local norms when establishing cut points, a stance consistent with the idea that in order to

be effective, programming decisions are best made at a local level to meet the specific
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needs of the students served. Screening rates are generally less rigorous than
identification rates to include high ability. Identification rates are frequently reported with
an expected rate of 3%-5%, delimited in part by the statistical proportion of the
population who perform two standard deviations above the mean.

The Tennessee gifted identification matrix uses several paths for gifted
identification. Much weight is given to TCAP performance and cutoff scores either at the
90™ percentile in two academic domains, or the 95" percentile in a single domain for
identification; thus, screening at the recommended cutoff of 85% seems appropriate when
searching for students whose performance may warrant closer scrutiny. To answer the
research questions the screening rate closest to the 85" percentile was used for the MIR:R
and MIR:M. For the TCAP, the Advanced category in reading and math scale scores was
utilized for the analyses. The top two rankings on the Teacher Rank form were used, with
class sizes ranging from 9 to 16, thus the top two ranks represent a variable percentage of
the class ranging from 22% to 12.5% respectively.

Response to Intervention, Curriculum-Based Measures, and Universal Screening

The extension of processes and protocols designed to screen, identify, and serve
at-risk students to above-grade levels of performance are examined in this study. The
processes established for special education referral for at-risk students require specific

validation as appropriately applicable to gifted and high-ability students.



49

Response to Intervention (RTI)

IDEA embeds a process that has become known as Response to Intervention
(RTI, Rtl, or in Tennessee, Response to Instruction and Intervention- RTI2) introduced in
the 2004 amendments that went into effect on July 1, 2005. However, the language of
IDEA does not explicitly refer to “response to intervention.” The specific learning
disability (SLD) category had come to represent the highest percentage of students
receiving special education services, including over half of the total students served.
Congress was moved to act concerning the increasing numbers of students in the SLD
category under IDEA (identification increases of approximately 200%; Kavale &
Spaulding, 2008), and an ancillary concern that many students might have avoided the
need for special education services if appropriate instructional supports and interventions
had been provided to them earlier. To militate against such increases, more specific
identification protocols now known as response to intervention (RTI) were conceived as a
special education reform to the screening and identification process of potential SLD
identification with mandates for increased documentation by the general education
teacher before referral to special education.

It is @ misconception that IDEA mandates the use of RTI. IDEA merely permits the
use of RTI, rather than mandates its use; that is, according to IDEA, a state may not
prohibit the use of RTI (34 C.F.R. § 300.307[a]). It is another common misconception
that IDEA provides for the use of an RTI process that extends beyond the identification

of SLD (Daves & Walker, 2012). Zirkle (2011) observes that a ... careful review of the



50

IDEA legislation and regulations clearly reveals that the only reference to and recognition
of the use of... RTI... is limited to the identification of students with SLD” (see 20
U.S.C. 8 1414[b][6][B]; 34 C.F.R. §8 300.307, 300.309, and 300.311).

Multiple reciprocal references exist between the NCLB and IDEA creating a
commonality of ideas and language, such as an emphasis on scientifically rigorous
interventions, which blur the origins of RTI and may contribute to the surrounding
confusion. Though, like IDEA, NCLB does not specifically articulate the process, NCLB
includes language that has come to describe the RTI process: (a) the use of scientific,
research-based interventions in general education, (b) measurement of student response
to the intervention, and (c) the collection, then use of, response data to modify the type,
frequency, and intensity of interventions.

RTl is also linked by IDEA and NCLB through common funding sources,
especially Title I funds, used to support the lowest-achieving, at-risk students, those most
likely to benefit from the RTI process. NCLB authorizes Title | funds for staff, training,
and resources for students struggling in reading and math in low-income schools. LEAS
may use up to 15% of funds from Title I and Title 11l of NCLB and from Coordinated
Early Intervening Services (CEIS) to support RTI in public schools, assisting students
who are not currently identified as needing special education or related services, but who
may need additional academic or behavioral supports for improved success in the general

education environment.
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NCLB expands the application of the RTI model from special education to the
general education classroom; thus, what began as a special education reform of the
methods used to identify students with specific learning disabilities, evolved into a
primary feature of the manner in which general education programs identify and
remediate struggling students, increase teacher accountability, document student
progress, and provide funding sources for the resources needed to do so. RTI enfolds
many concepts relevant to this research. Interventions and grouping practices; progress
monitoring through CBM; frequent, informal assessment of student progress including
universal screening; and data-driven decision making are all integrated within the RTI
model. This legislation applies to all programming and services offered in schools,
including special education which frequently subsumes gifted education, though noting
again that gifted education, per se, is not included.

The Tennessee State Board of Education approved changes to Special Education
Guidelines and Standards such that as of July, 2014, all districts and schools are required
to replace the use of a discrepancy model to that of RTI to determine eligibility for
special education services in the SLD category. Additionally, the 2015 revision of
Tennessee State Common Core Standards (TNCore), Response to Instruction and
Intervention (RTI2) manual clearly states that RTI is a path for providing instructional
opportunity to “... any student struggling for success...” and should not be construed as a

path to special education eligibility (p. 7).
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RT]I has typically maintained a focus on those performing significantly below
their peers on CBM, but more recent applications of RTI have expanded the model for
above-grade students who may be gifted. The Association for the Gifted, a division of
Council for Exceptional Children (CEC-TAG), has recognized the potential of adapting
the RTI framework for gifted learners, and the CEC now recommends that the “RTI
model be expanded in its implementation to include the needs of gifted children (CEC,
the Association for Gifted, 2009, p. 1).” However, a clearer distinction should be made
between recommendations for the use of RTI as a process used to identify gifted learners
(such as requirements of universal screening tools for identifying gifted status) and the
use of RTI to serve gifted learners (such as suitable progress slopes toward accelerated
learning goals derived from CBM data), which are, in fact, two different considerations.
Many scholars recognize the need for developing RTI protocols designed to screen and
identify G/HA students in a manner similar to other current special education
identification procedures. A lack of consensus exists concerning validated procedures for
the role RTI might potentially have in screening and identifying gifted and high ability
students. Research is needed to demonstrate that features of RTI such as universal
screening, CBM and progress monitoring requiring multiple data sources can be used
effectively to adequately screen for and serve gifted students.

In the RTI? Implementation Guide, composed for implementation of RTI? for
academic year 2013 and revised in July, 2014 (still available on the Tennessee

Department of Education website at http://www.tn.gov/education/article/special-
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education-evaluation-eligibility ), the provisions for serving gifted students are muddled

but perhaps tenuously hopeful in terms of meeting the needs of the gifted population. A
Forward by the State Commissioner states that, “It is my fundamental belief that all
students are able to reach higher levels of academic achievement...” (p.6, emphasis
retained), but afterward refers only to the handbook’s elucidation of “...best practices in
closing gaps for students who struggle.” However, both the 2013 and revised 2014
manuals specifically mention the application of the model to gifted students, a
classification attained, it is assumed, by using the state’s legislated definition. In Section
2.7 Resources for High Achieving Students within an RTI2 Framework guidelines are
found to ensure that gifted students have access to “differentiated curriculum, flexible
pacing, cluster grouping, acceleration and other universal interventions available to all
students in the regular classroom” (p. 114). The section continues to outline many other
instructional strategies and interventions that are widely recognized in the literature as
best practice in gifted education including the use of formative assessments that
continually provide new data for monitoring progress such as those available from RTI
settings.

Significantly in yet another revision of the RTI1?> manual in January, 2015, as part
of the adoption of the Common Core State Standards (and currently available at

http://tncore.org/rti.aspx; though as per this link, the site is migrating early in 2016 to

http://www.edutoolbox.org/), gifted students and their place in the RTI? process are not

mentioned. Instead, references are made to advanced students, who are not specifically
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labeled as gifted but rather obliquely described as those who exceed expectations. Clarity
ensues, as the manual explicitly states that these students (as well as those who meet
expectations, it should be noted) are served utilizing strategies and enrichment provided
within the general education classroom, with tier placement limited to Tier 1; that is,
advanced students recursively retain their Tier 1 placement after enrichment. The
protocol provides for appropriate, even generous use of universal screening for
identification of struggling students; however, the protocol fails to mention any
application of universal screeners to gifted or advanced students.

Clearly, the current 2015 Tennessee RTI> model is not intended as a process for
identifying gifted students or as a requisite process for gifted identification before a
special education referral and its attendant diagnostic evaluation. The RTI? process for
advanced students is intended to limit services to in-class differentiation and enrichment
provided in Tier 1.

Gifted identification and acquisition of services as such, then, is only possible
through the paths outlined in the 2010 Tennessee State Plan for the Education of

Intellectually Gifted Students (available at http://www.tn.gov/education/article/special-

education-evaluation-eligibility and considered as current and viable at this time). These

paths are detailed in matrix discussed below, which allows for the use of data collected
during the universal screening process, through teacher/parent/student recommendation,
consideration of academic performance, and other indicators, but with state-mandated

end-of-year testing (TCAP) as the most heavily weighted component. Negative
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implications about the state’s commitment to identifying and serving gifted learners
necessarily accrue to the devolution of state protocols and policies evidenced as the
changes between 2013 and 2015.

Ideally, research proceeds from the known to the unknown, from the concrete to
the abstract, from hypothesis to theory. Through an examination of law, public policy,
peer-reviewed research, actual practice in the real world, and an understanding of human
development, the preceding analyses force the conclusion that in gifted education, such is
not the case. Experts, researchers and leading authorities seek a broad understanding of
giftedness encompassing a range of manifestations and concomitant affective
considerations. Legal statutes and court definitions, as well as state definitions of
giftedness constrict the operationalizing of giftedness to a circumspect set of
characteristics that not only fails to attain a uniform consensus throughout, but also fails
to receive widespread support among academics. Though some conclusions may be made
from an examination of actual practice in gifted education, there is little consistency and
few agreed upon practices. There is no consistent rate of identification as shown by
percentages of gifted students identified within state populations. When percentages of
actual gifted identification are compared to actual incidence of advanced performance on
testing metrics, the dissonance is resounding. Methods for identification of gifted
students necessarily spring from the definition, which having been established as
inconclusive, logically indicates that any given identification practice may be shown to

be applicable and appropriate in some, but not all, situations. This study, then, is
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conducted under parameters that reflect only the broadest understanding of, and within
areas of general agreement in, giftedness and gifted education, applying theory in
instances where practice fails. Concisely, as justified by this research and as explained
below, giftedness is defined as academic success at an advanced level, significantly
different from that of same-age peers, and limited to two subject domains, reading and
math, that are expected to develop in a commensurate manner. Identification methods are
accepted as requiring concurrence from multiple sources, specifically teacher opinion and
a universal screener shown by this study to have adequate psychometric properties.
Performance on state mandated, legally enfranchised testing serves as the standard of
determination. Finally, as outlined by theory rather than practice, the highest attaining
15% of the participant population is deemed as the target population of interest.

Curriculum-Based Measures (CBM)

As the name implies, curriculum-based measurements are developed within the
context of a school’s curriculum; that is, the measures derive from and provide formative
assessments of the students’ attainment of the learning goals of a specific curriculum in
use by a given school. In advancing the idea of CBM, Deno wanted “to create a simple,
reliable, and valid set of measurement procedures that teachers could use to frequently
and repeatedly measure the growth of their students in the basic skills of reading spelling
and written expression” (Deno, 1985). He sought to design a system of measurement that
would be both time and cost efficient, as the probes must be administered frequently and

repeatedly. Repeated administration also necessitates that multiple, equivalent forms of
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the probes must be developed to eliminate the potentially adverse effects of practice
associated with multiple administrations of an instrument. Additionally, the protocols for
utilizing and administrating the CBM must be easily learned by teachers and students,
and, as CBMs are administered within the context of ongoing instruction, the tasks must
be of short duration (Deno, 1985). Probes are written to reflect end-of-year achievement
goals, but are administered throughout the academic year.

Administration of each series begins with a universal screener (US) designed to
introduce testing protocols, establish baseline performance, and identify levels of student
competency. This outcome measure may be used to screen for at-risk students, who are
then monitored more frequently in an RTI setting. Subsequent probes in the series serve
as CBM that provide data intended for use in graphing student progress as detailed by
NCLB, a process known as progress monitoring. Individual student performance is
plotted as performance X time to visualize student progress. Steady student progress will
create a calculable slope and establish a rate of progress. Progress monitoring using CBM
is a quantifiable way to assess the efficacy of RTI interventions used to improve student
attainment.

Once data have been collected, a decision must be made about levels of
performance; that is, the determination of measurement points whereby acceptable
performance is separated from unacceptable performance or into multiple levels. Cutoff
points are at the termini of divisi in a range of scores which are comprised by a scale.

Scientifically valid instrumentation will possess a range of scores that are described as
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“normal” or “average,” and scores above or below that range may begin to be considered
atypical and warrant investigation. Screening and progress monitoring tools need
established cut points to guide tier placement decisions such as whether the student
demonstrates an adequate response, if changes are needed in instruction, or if a change of
tier placement is appropriate (NCRTI, 2007).

CBM can be used as a means of screening (Ardoin et al., 2004), identifying, or
monitoring (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1999; Fuchs, Fuchs, Hamlett, Walz, & Germann, 1993;
Hosp & Hosp, 2003; Stecker & Fuchs, 2000), and may be