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Building a Wider, More Diverse Pipeline of Advanced Learners

Preamble

The National Working Group on Advanced Education was formed in spring 2022, prompted in part by
long-standing shortcomings in America’s handling of “gifted and talented” schooling and in part by a
rash of high-profile controversies about how best to develop the potential of the nation’s most
academically talented students while simultaneously furthering equity and increasing opportunities.

The horrific murder of George Floyd and its aftermath led school districts nationwide to strengthen their
equity initiatives, which—in many places—included turning a skeptical eye on “gifted” education,
honors courses, and selective high schools. Because those programs tend to serve a disproportionately
low number of Black, Hispanic, and Native American students when compared with district-wide
demographics, some advocates—and some elected officials—called for their elimination or complete
overhaul.

That in turn led to a strong backlash in many quarters, including communities such as San Francisco,
New York, and the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area. In the City by the Bay, controversy over a policy
to remove Algebra | from the district’s middle schools recently escalated into a lawsuit. In the Big
Apple, Eric Adams won election as mayor on a plank that included a promise to rebuild the city’s
advanced education programs. And just outside our nation’s capital, the decision to replace admissions
tests with a merit lottery at the very selective Thomas Jefferson High School led a federal judge to rule
that the new policies violated the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution’s guarantee of equal
protection under the law.?

Meanwhile, at the national level, the Harvard and University of North Carolina affirmative action cases
were winding their way to the Supreme Court, which held oral arguments in the fall of 2022. The legal
guestion is whether universities’ use of race-conscious admissions policies to diversify their student
bodies violates the Fourteenth Amendment, as well as Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The
substantive question is how our diverse nation can ensure that its most prestigious postsecondary
institutions are also diverse.

The Working Group, which is primarily focused on K—=12 education, is itself purposely diverse—racially
and ethnically, yes, but also ideologically. We’re not always of one mind on how best to further equity
while sustaining and enhancing excellence.

But where we all agree, and where we suspect most Americans also agree, is that the United States
would be in a much better place if it had a robust and diverse pipeline of students prepared to do high-
level academic work in high school and college. In other words, we must make sure that every child with
the potential for high academic achievement is able to fulfill that potential, regardless of race or
socioeconomic status.

Alas, that is not what we have today. The U.S. has been wasting a huge amount of human capital and
squandering enormous amounts of human potential at the very moment we need more of it—and much
of that wastage is among groups that have for far too long seen their opportunities limited and their
potential squandered. We're talking about bright students, advanced learners, striving pupils, and those
with high but untapped potential—especially those who are Black, Hispanic, Native American, low
income, or from otherwise marginalized backgrounds—whose educational needs aren’t being
satisfactorily met by our schools. The result is not just needless barriers to what racially
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underrepresented students and underserved young people from low-income backgrounds can learn and
become but also a pipeline of high-achieving students that is narrower and less diverse than we need it
to be if America is to be competitive, prosperous, secure, equitable, and democratic in these challenging
times.

The purpose of this Working Group was to identify a set of recommendations for school districts, charter
networks, and state leaders to use in better developing the talents of these high-ability students, with
special attention devoted to students from racially underrepresented groups and low-income
backgrounds. In this final report, we offer our recommendations to education leaders and policy makers,
at all levels.

We know full well that closing America’s excellence gaps—the gaps between various racial and
socioeconomic groups at the highest level of achievement—will not be easy. Like the more-often-
discussed achievement gaps, the excellence gap is apparent the minute students enter Kindergarten,
arising from sharp disparities in children’s experiences from birth to age five. Yet it continues to widen
as students progress through school.?

We also know from experience and from research that schools could do many things to narrow
excellence gaps, things that they’re not doing or not doing nearly enough of. We are leaving many
effective tools in the toolbox. Here’s the good news: The Working Group’s experts believe that if
districts and charter networks embrace the recommendations in this report and then implement them
intentionally, rigorously, and consistently, we can expect to see a noticeable increase in the size and
diversity of the pipeline of students ready for and succeeding with advanced content. This in turn should
lead to the kind of advanced learning that results in greater economic security and personal fulfillment
for the student, as well as economic prosperity and growth for the nation.

The foremost audience for this report is education leaders at the district and charter network levels,
though there’s much in it that is relevant to state policymakers, philanthropists, education thinkers, and
more. We hope that they—meaning you—find our suggestions clear and compelling but also practical
and implementable. We all stand ready to help as you put your shoulder to the wheel and work to make
good on America’s promise that this be a land of opportunity where every child has a full chance to fulfill
their potential.
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Summary of recommendations of the National Working Group on Advanced Education

We believe that all children deserve an education that facilitates their growth toward their full potential
and that fostering learning of students at advanced levels of achievement benefits both individual
students and our society at large. We acknowledge that students’ likelihood of excelling academically is
a function not only of their promise and ability but also of their background, past experiences, and
opportunities and that, as a result, today we observe many excellence gaps and disparities in the
proportions of students from various racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds who participate and
excel in advanced levels of academic learning.

Our schools have both an opportunity and a responsibility to create learning experiences that meet the
needs of all students, part of which is creating and supporting advanced learning. Equity, done right,
means opening up advanced education to all students who could benefit from it. And excellence, done
right, means doing the hard work to help all students achieve at high levels—not just the students who
come to school with great advantages.

To achieve these goals, we recommend that all school districts and charter networks build a continuum
of advanced learning opportunities, customized to individual students’ needs and abilities, that spans
the K—12 spectrum.

Recommended district and charter network policies and practices

Accessible front-loading (grades pre-K-5)

1. Provide accessible front-loading programming—either to all students or to those from historically
underrepresented groups—starting in pre-K or Kindergarten

2. Offer accessible after-school, weekend, and/or summer enrichment opportunities

Identification (grades K—-11)

3. Adopt universal screening to identify students with potential for high achievement

4. Use data from universally available assessments

5. Use assessment data to identify additional students for advanced education services in every grade
6. Use local (i.e., school-based) norms

Acceleration (grades K—-12)

7. Allow early entry to Kindergarten

8. Allow children who are ready for advanced material in all subjects to skip entire grade levels

9. Allow children to skip grade levels in particular subjects

10. Offer “grade-compressed” pathways for students

11. Embrace “concurrent enroliment”

12. Offer advanced courses in as many subjects as possible in grades 6-12

13. Automatically enroll students participating in elementary school advanced education programs in
subsequent advanced learning opportunities in middle and/or high school

14. Intentionally recruit underrepresented and underserved students for external advanced learning
opportunities, such as college for dual enrollment and/or online courses

Equitable achievement grouping (grades K-5)

15. Frequently and equitably evaluate all students

16. Ensure that teachers alter the complexity and pace of the curriculum
17. Err on the side of inclusion
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Selective enrollment schools (grades 6—12)

18. Expand the supply of seats in such schools

19. Base admission on multiple indicators, including but not limited to exam score

20. Marry culturally responsive advanced instruction and prior preparation of students who are
admitted

Social and emotional learning (SEL) and mental health supports for advanced learners (grades K—12)

21. Make programs culturally relevant to all students

22. Foster a positive school culture

23. Implement a plan for supporting advanced students’ mental health comprising triage, trauma-
informed practices, targeted intervention, and faculty support

Well-prepared educators

24. Provide high-quality professional-learning opportunities about evidence-based advanced-learning
strategies

25. Inform feeder teacher-preparation programs

26. Empower teachers with actionable data on students’ abilities

High-quality instructional materials
27. Supplement high-quality instructional materials

Recommended state policies and practices

28. In school and district accountability systems, place significant weight on student-level progress over
time

29. Eliminate any policies that bar early entrance to Kindergarten, middle school, or high school

30. Mandate the identification of students with advanced-learning needs, providing services for said
students, and the use of local, school-based norms for identifying students for advanced programs,
particularly at the elementary level

31. Implement specific requirements about the services provided to advanced learners

32. Mandate that districts and charter networks allow for acceleration (including grade skipping) for
students who could benefit from it

33. Publicly report on the students participating in advanced education, including their achievement and
growth over time, as well as their demographic characteristics

34. Ensure that preparation and in-service professional-development programs offer evidence-based
instruction in advanced education, both for district-level coordinators and for teachers

35. Enforce the federal requirement that states explain how teacher-preparation programs are
addressing education of special populations, including advanced learners

36. Expand funding and other incentives to encourage schools to frequently and equitably evaluate all
students and provide a continuum of services to every student who could benefit
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About the National Working Group on Advanced
Education

The Thomas B. Fordham Institute launched the National Working Group on Advanced Education in April
2022. The Working Group’s mission was to promote research, policies, and practices that will develop
the full capacities of students with high academic potential, especially Black and Hispanic students and
those coming from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

Members of the twenty-person Working Group include researchers, practitioners, and advocates and
represent diversity in terms of ideology, race, gender, and geography. They met four times with two
goals in mind:

1. Develop a policy and practice agenda. This was the Working Group’s most important task: To
come up with workable policies and practices to simultaneously advance the causes of equity
and excellence, especially for students who are high achieving—or have the potential to be high
achieving—and who come from low-income or underrepresented racial groups. This report
offers such an agenda, one that addresses issues such as the expansion of advanced education
programming, screening for participation in such programs, admission into advanced courses
and selective high schools, proper support for teachers, and more.

2. Develop a robust research agenda. The Working Group studied the extant research on policies
and practices that advance high-potential students, especially those from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds and Black and Brown communities. It also identified gaps in our
knowledge, especially when it comes to ways to promote an excellence agenda while also
fostering equity. Recommendations for future research to close these gaps are set forth in this
report’s Appendix A.
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Members of the National Working Group on Advanced Education

The members of the Working Group are listed alphabetically below. Their full bios can be found in
Appendix B.
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18.

19.
20.

Dina Brulles, gifted program coordinator at Arizona State University and former director of
gifted education at Paradise Valley USD in Arizona

Homero Chavez, director of the Early College Program at the Gadsden Elementary School
District 32 in the border city of San Luis, Arizona

Nicholas Colangelo, director emeritus of the Belin-Blank Center and dean emeritus of the
College of Education at the University of lowa

Jonathan Davis, director of research at The Equity Research Cooperative

Chester E. Finn, Jr., distinguished senior fellow and president emeritus of the Thomas B.
Fordham Institute and a senior fellow at Stanford’s Hoover Institution

Laura Giuliano, professor of economics at the University of California—Santa Cruz and research
associate at the National Bureau of Economic Research

Jennifer Glynn, independent consultant to educational leaders, practitioners, and researchers
Tarek C. Grantham, professor of educational psychology at the University of Georgia

Jason A. Grissom, Patricia and Rodes Hart professor of public policy and education and (by
courtesy) of political science at Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College

Hilde Kahn, parent of three graduates of Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and
Technology

Paula M Olszewski-Kubilius, director of the Center for Talent Development at Northwestern
University and a professor in the School of Education and Social Policy

Scott Peters, senior research scientist at NWEA

Mike Petrilli, president of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute

Jonathan Plucker, the Julian C. Stanley endowed professor of talent development at Johns
Hopkins University

Sneha Shah-Coltrane, director of advanced learning and gifted education at the North Carolina
Department of Public Instruction

Adam Tyner, national research director at the Thomas B. Fordham Institute

Jonathan Wai, assistant professor and the endowed chair in education policy in the Department
of Education Reform at the University of Arkansas

April Wells, educational consultant, conference presenter, author, and the gifted coordinator in
Illinois School District U-46

Brandon Wright, editorial director of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute

Josh Wyner, founder and executive director of the College Excellence Program at the Aspen
Institute

Final Report of the National Working Group on Advanced Education



Building a Wider, More Diverse Pipeline of Advanced Learners

The case for advanced education

Advanced education has three primary benefits for individuals as well as the broader society:

1. Every child deserves to be challenged. An enormous hurdle in American education is the wide
range of academic achievement represented in any given classroom. Even before the pandemic,
student achievement in the typical elementary classroom spanned at least five grade levels, and
large percentages of students started the year already performing well above grade level .

Yet the reform energy of the past several decades focused largely on boosting learning
outcomes for our lowest-achieving students. Policymakers set goals to “leave no child behind”
and ensure that all students reached basic levels of literacy and numeracy.® Schools used data to
identify those who were particularly low performing and understand their gaps in knowledge
and skills. Educators worked to individualize instruction for these children by adopting
instructional strategies and materials tailored to their needs and creating programs to offer
them extra help. And, in important ways, this strategy worked: Our country made real progress,
with the proportion of students reading and doing math at the “below-basic” level dropping
dramatically in the 1990s and 2000s.8

But America’s equity challenges go beyond low-achieving students; we have long faced an
“excellence gap” at the highest levels of achievement, a gap that widened further during the
pandemic and related school closures. On the Nation’s Report Card, for example, the proportion
of Black and Hispanic eighth graders scoring at the test’s highest level has for several decades
been much lower than their White and Asian peers.

Moreover, the Great Recession and the Covid-19 pandemic meant that students didn’t make
nearly as much progress over the course of the school year as their counterparts in the 1990s
and 2000s. Between 2019 and 2022, for example, the percentage of Black and Hispanic students
at the advanced level decreased by 50 percent, while White and Asian proportions fell by 31 and
15 percent, respectively.

Now, however, with the help of billions of dollars in federal funds, many schools are now
rebooting their efforts to help our lowest-achieving students, who were the group most harmed
by the pandemic, via tutoring, extended learning time, and myriad other strategies. We applaud
such efforts. Renewed attention to equity and personalized learning may be silver linings to the
Covid-19 pandemic, but low-achieving students are not the only ones in need of attention or
assistance, nor are they the only ones that experienced learning loss during the pandemic. The
2022 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported that eighth-grade math
scores at the ninetieth percentile, after seeing steady gains for almost two decades, plummeted
to levels not seen since 2005, and the percentage of eighth graders at or above NAEP’s
“Advanced” benchmark in math fell to its 2007 level (see Figure 1).
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2. The country needs advanced learners, particularly students from racially underrepresented or
low-income backgrounds, to be highly educated to ensure its own long-term competitiveness,
security, and innovation. They’re the young people most apt to become tomorrow’s leaders,
scientists, and inventors and to solve current and future critical challenges. The same point was
framed in different words in the 1993 federal report titled National Excellence: A Case for
Developing America’s Talent: “In order to make economic strides,” the authors wrote, “America
must rely upon many of its top-performing students to provide leadership—in mathematics,
science, writing, politics, dance, art, business, history, health, and other human pursuits.” Martin
Luther King Jr. left high school early to attend college, for example. John Legend skipped two
grades. Kyrsten Sinema graduated high school at sixteen and college at eighteen. How many
students would achieve great things if they were all given the opportunity?

3. Accessible advanced education strengthens our society and democracy. Diversity among our
leaders is necessary not just as a matter of doing right for individuals from marginalized groups
but also for keeping America’s promise to be a land of opportunity with liberty and justice for
all. Narrowing excellence gaps is an essential part of a larger strategy to reboot upward mobility
in America.

Yet America’s high-achieving low-income students may be the group most overlooked by
policymakers and practitioners. Many such students attend schools awash in low achievement,
places where the incentives and pressures on teachers and administrators focus on equipping
struggling students with basic skills in reading, writing, and arithmetic. These schools
understandably invest resources in boosting lower achievers. They’re also most likely to judge
teachers by their success in doing that and least likely to have many resources to spare—energy,
time, incentive, or money—for students already above the proficiency bar. They too often buy
into the myth that high achievers and students with high potential or high ability will be fine
regardless of the attention their teachers and schools give them. This, of course, is not true.
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The equity and excellence question

It’s self-evident that all students should be challenged. What should be equally obvious is that the
United States needs more students from a wider-range of backgrounds performing at advanced levels
and that schools should take proactive steps to make that happen. Yet our society and our K-12
education system are currently failing on all these fronts.”

Today, one-third of U.S. schools don’t dedicate any time or effort—during school, after school, on the
weekend or during summer—to their advanced students. Among those that do, the “programs” and
“services” offered to those students may be nothing more than meager supplements, like once-a-week
pull-out programs, that are unlikely to make much of a difference to achievement. And even when
schools avoid all those pitfalls, many fail to identify, and therefore under-serve, the low-income, Black,
Hispanic, and Native American children who would benefit from the opportunities. That’s true in
advanced education programs in elementary schools, and it continues through advanced courses and
selective enrollment programs at the middle and high school levels.

K-12 gifted programs and exam-based high schools were already struggling with equity prior to the
pandemic. A 2019 study found that students in the top quintile of socioeconomic status were identified
as gifted at a rate of about 12 percent, compared to just over 2 percent for their peers in the lowest
quintile.® And recent research suggests that when schools identify students for these opportunities post-
Covid, disproportional representation is likely to worsen due to the massive and unprecedented
interruption in learning that was also experienced unequally by students from traditionally marginalized
groups. Combined with the common practice of reliance on fixed and often inflexible cut scores for
program admission, schools arrive at a perfect storm of inequity.’

According to a 2023 study, for example, English learners or students with special needs have been and
continue to be disproportionately underrepresented in identified gifted populations.l® And a 2019 study
found the same to be true for African American, Hispanic, and Native American students (see Figure 2).1*

The authors constructed a “representation index” that shows how well a certain population of students
is represented in the population of those identified for advanced education in a district compared to the
district’s overall demographics. For example, if the population of those participating in a district’s
advanced education programs is 14 percent Black students but the district is made up of 28 percent
Black students, then the index would be 0.50, meaning that Black students are represented at about half
the rate in the identified population as they are in the general population.
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No matter the state, the year or the racial or ethnic group, the index almost never goes above 1.0.
Rarely, in other words, are the students in these subgroups fully (or over-) represented in their district’s
advanced education programs. Moreover, these differences in representation do not merely reflect
differences in readiness for advanced work across subpopulations. Multiple studies have shown, for
example, income and racial gaps in gifted identification remain even when comparing students with
similar math and reading scores.?

Narrowing these opportunity and excellence gaps—and raising the participation of more marginalized
students who would benefit from these programs—is now a major focus of the advanced learning field
and a top priority for this Working Group. Many of the recommendations that follow focus on making
access to advanced learning opportunities significantly more equitable.

We strongly believe that when it comes to advanced education, we need to mend it, not end it. Better
yet, we need to expand it so that it becomes an essential element of every school in the nation.

A note on terminology

Terminology matters because it defines objectives and reflects assumptions. The Working Group
believes strongly that America should replace “gifted education” with “advanced education” or
“advanced learning opportunities.” Likewise, substitute terms should be found for “tracking” and
“ability grouping” because of their relationship with the sordid history of tracking programs and because
they imply differences in innate ability that suggest that a student who isn’t in advanced education
programs at a given time will never and should never be in them. This is deeply flawed thinking that
leads to bad policy. The field should shift to alternatives such as “equitable achievement grouping” or
“equitable performance grouping.” Also, because it’s important to include students with high academic
potential but not yet high achievement, we should describe advanced learning opportunities as being
for students with “advanced potential,” too.
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Recommended district and charter network policies and
practices

Addressing these challenges is going to take work at every level, but most of the action is local. Below,
we list actions that school districts and charter school networks should take to effectively serve all their
students who have the potential for advanced learning. We urge readers to keep three overriding
principles in mind:

e Build a continuum of culturally responsive advanced learning services, customized to
individual students, rather than a binary “you’re in or you’re out” mindset. Just as students
with disabilities need customized plans that are reevaluated periodically, so do students who
can benefit from advanced learning opportunities. Skipping two grade levels might be right for
one student; achievement grouping might be a better choice for another. As a student’s talents
are developed, their need for more advanced programming may grow. The goal is to find the
right fit for the needs of each child, continually evaluate what’s working and what’s not, and
modify services according to students’ demonstrated need on an ongoing basis.

e Embrace inclusion, remove barriers, and reject the scarcity mindset. If our goal is to build a
wider, more diverse pipeline of high achievers, we need to be more welcoming to students on
the bubble. While advanced learning opportunities imply some level of selectivity, look for
reasons to include students in such learning opportunities, rather than excuses to keep them
out. And do so at every grade level; never stop looking for students who could benefit from
advanced learning. That, in turn, will require creating more seats—in “gifted and talented”
programs, honors and advanced courses, selective high schools, and beyond. Instead of arguing
over how to ration a scarce resource among the many who seek and could benefit from it, our
goal is to make it more widely and equitably available.

e Cultivate school-wide support for advanced learning opportunities for all students. Advanced
education should not be thought of as a siloed, one-off activity administered to a select few; it
should be woven throughout a school’s culture, professional development, curricular choices,
and data analysis.

Let’s dig in.
Accessible front-loading (grades pre-K-5)

It’s hard to reliably identify students who could benefit from advanced learning opportunities in the
earliest grades. Yet these years are crucial for students’ academic, social, and cognitive development.
Moreover, Black, Hispanic, Native American, and economically vulnerable students often struggle
initially to achieve at advanced levels because they lack access to high-quality, rigorous learning
experiences at the outset of their education. This lack of access is compounded by the fact that from the
moment they enter Kindergarten, they tend to be substantially behind their more advantaged peers,
especially in language development, connected as it is to students’ background knowledge.®

One promising strategy to address these challenges is to “front-load” rigorous learning, providing
enriched academic experiences to a broad swath of students, especially in the early grades. The purpose
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of this is to lift up students at the outset so that more of them have an opportunity to be identified for
advanced programs later. It’s especially important to focus these efforts on underrepresented students.
This can raise their achievement significantly, enabling many more to be ready for more advanced
offerings in the years ahead.

We are starting to see examples of front-loading efforts that are working, such as two school districts in
[llinois—U-426 in Elgin, about an hour outside of Chicago, and West Chicago D33—that have provided
enrichment experiences in the early grades with demonstrated results, especially for children from
underresourced communities.* Such programs are provided to entire classes, not selected individuals.
During weekly “push-in” lessons, using multicultural literature and materials, specialists provide
enriched instruction in the grade-level classrooms, supporting vocabulary, questioning, and critical-
thinking strategies. The idea is that by front-loading these experiences early on in school, come
identification time for advanced learning opportunities, most of these students will be ready.

Emerging research on front-loading is encouraging, with evidence that such programs can narrow
excellence gaps and prepare more students for advanced learning. Consider, for example, Project Excite,
which was designed to provide intensive supplemental enrichment and accelerated programming for
high-potential, underrepresented Black, Hispanic, and low-income students from third through eighth
grades to better prepare them for advanced math and science courses in high school. A 2017 study
looking at its effects over a fourteen-year period found that participants consistently outperformed their
Black, Hispanic, and low-income peers on standardized tests and came closer to the performance levels
of White, Asian, and non-low-income students.™ They were also more likely to be placed in above-
grade-level math courses than similar peers in ninth grade.

Specifically, districts and charter networks should do the following:

1. Provide accessible front-loading programming—either to all students or to those from
historically underrepresented groups—starting in pre-K or Kindergarten. This should continue
at least until students are first identified for advanced learning opportunities, though there are
likely benefits to making accessible front-loading opportunities for all students through the end
of elementary school or even middle school.

2. Offer accessible after-school, weekend, and/or summer enrichment opportunities as part of
the front-loading strategy. Consider basing these on students’ interests to connect in meaningful
and relevant ways.

|dentification (grades K—11)

We shouldn’t think of identifying advanced learners as a “yes or no,” one-time event. The goal is to keep
seeking—and finding—all students who could benefit from advanced learning, whatever the subject and
whatever their grade level, all the way up to dual-enrollment in a university. Schools should therefore
adopt a bias toward inclusion, especially for younger children. Too often, advanced programs are driven
by a sense of scarcity, serving only a tiny percentage of students. Sometimes this is because state
policies specify the (very high) percentile that students must perform at to qualify for gifted services,
excluding everyone else. Sometimes it’s an indirect consequence of identification policies that de facto
favor high-income students who are often White and Asian. Instead, we should open the gates wider.
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Specifically, districts and charter networks should do the following:

3. Adopt universal screening to identify students with potential for high achievement. Such
screening involves reviewing assessment data and/or grades for all students to identify those
who might benefit from advanced learning opportunities. This has strong empirical support and
leads to positive results in districts that have used it.%® It helps identify more students overall,
and it’s especially beneficial for the students most often overlooked for advanced learning
opportunities.

4. Use data from universally available assessments. Multiple tests or data points are better than
one, because some students will shine on one assessment and not another. For example, tests
that measure general ability and do not require academic knowledge will help identify students
who have the potential to perform at advanced levels of achievement but don’t yet have strong
content knowledge. Nonverbal assessments can help identify students whose learning has not
caught up with their high potential due to language or cultural barriers.'’

If diagnostic or interim assessments are used universally in the early grades (K-2), districts and
networks should use them as initial screeners, but at the latest they should start with third-
grade statewide reading and math assessments (officials should be sure to age adjust the results
so as not to miss students with late birthdays).

5. Use assessment data to identify additional students for advanced education services in every
grade, instead of relying on a single age-based screening point that would overlook late
bloomers and/or exacerbate racial or socioeconomic disparities.

6. Use local (i.e., school-based) norms, especially when students are young. This means identifying
and serving high-potential students in every school (for example, students whose achievement
levels are in the top 10 percent in each school). As students move into high school, it may be
appropriate to reference state or national norms when admitting students to advanced
programs so that students are better prepared to compete in higher education and beyond.
Thankfully, research shows that providing access to advanced education in elementary school
can help to close equity gaps and broaden participation in advanced coursework in later
grades.!®

Programs and practices for advanced students

Districts should move toward a “continuum of advanced education services” that replaces binary
“gifted-or-not” thinking (see Figure 3). Note that this is not meant to suggest abandoning stand-alone
programs for advanced students. But such a continuum strives to give individual students from culturally
different backgrounds or at different ability/achievement levels what they need in each academic
subject. Some students will realize their potential best by skipping entire grades, for example, while
others will benefit from particular advanced courses. Still others will get enough from within-class
enrichment. In a perfect world, every student would benefit from such individualization, but here we
focus on the portions that pertain specifically to advanced learners.
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“Educational dosage” —meaning the density of advanced and enriching learning opportunities beyond
the norm that typical students participate in—can serve as an organizing principle here. A “continuum”
of services helps to ensure that needs are met with the appropriate amount and the right mix of
support. Some students differ in their preferences, and some school districts will offer certain
opportunities but not others to keep students appropriately challenged and motivated. Research has
shown, for example, that for mathematically talented and academically motivated young adolescents,
STEM accomplishments are facilitated by a “high” educational dose, meaning a rich mix of precollegiate
STEM educational opportunities that are designed to be intellectually challenging even for students at
precocious developmental levels.

It’s helpful for districts to distinguish between different groups of students when developing services—
for example, between those who are already achieving at advanced levels and who need support to stay
on that track, and in what areas and to what degrees, and those with the potential for higher
achievement who need to be identified, encouraged, and assisted so that they come to participate and
prosper in advanced programs. Across different subjects, a single student may fit into different groups.

Districts should approach the development, design, and implementation of advanced education
programs and services in culturally responsive ways—which means working to better recognize and
allow for the upholding of students’ cultural identities and offering culturally relevant content when
possible.

Similarly, we should be careful not to focus exclusively on the technical aspects of building effective

programs for advanced learners; rather, we must also pay attention to school culture writ large. We
need leaders with high expectations and schools that foster a growth mindset in their educators and
students.

Districts need to set clear goals, among which should be expanding the pipeline of students prepared for
advanced courses in middle school and high school—including Algebra by eighth grade (or even earlier),
as well as Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB), and dual-enrollment courses. It’s
also important to embed other subjects that can be taken at the middle school level while yielding high
school credit. Math is the most obvious subject, but budding social scientists and policy leaders can take
psychology or sociology in middle school, for example, or advanced language arts courses. All of this is
going to mean different programming in elementary school, leading in turn to the need for K-12
coordinators of advanced learning opportunities to manage articulation between levels of schooling.®®

Acceleration (grades K—12)

Acceleration is “an academic intervention that moves students through an education program at a rate
faster or at an age that is younger than typical,” reports the respected Belin-Blank Center at the
University of lowa.? It comes in at least twenty forms, including grade skipping, single-subject
acceleration, AP courses, and dual enrollment. It is “one of the most-studied intervention strategies in
all of education, with overwhelming evidence of positive effects on student achievement,” writes group
member Jonathan Plucker.?! One paper that looked at approximately a hundred years of research on
this intervention’s impact on K-12 academic achievement found three meta-analyses showing that
“accelerated students significantly outperformed their nonaccelerated same-age peers,” and three
others showing that “acceleration appeared to have a positive, moderate, and statistically significant
impact on students’ academic achievement.”?? The Belin-Blank Center also offers an excellent and
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thorough summary of the evidence related to acceleration—showing, for example, that accelerated
students significantly outperformed their nonaccelerated same-age peers by 0.7 standard deviations.?
Compare this to the impact of class-size reductions (0.21 standard deviations) and initial teacher-
training programs (0.12 standard deviations).?*

Yet many educators and some parents resist accelerating students because they fear students’ social
and emotional development will be impaired. These concerns are understandable, but decades of
research have demonstrated acceleration’s positive effects in these areas, especially when educators
and parents sufficiently plan and prepare for the type of acceleration to be used.?

When students are accelerated into a higher grade-level school—i.e., an elementary-aged student into
middle school or a middle-school-aged student into high school—districts and the destination schools
too often put up barriers, particularly with students from racially underrepresented or low-income
backgrounds. This may be due, in part, to their having no control over curriculum and instruction at the
schools that feed them the advanced students, as well as student-transportation difficulties. And high
schools especially tend to put up barriers that keep middle schoolers from receiving credit for high
school coursework completed during middle school.

These concerns can be addressed by districts implementing high-quality curricula in grades K-12, high
standards for teachers and instruction, clear guidelines for when students qualify for acceleration and
what version of it, multiple review periods when students are evaluated, tips for explaining to parents
why it’s OK if their child wants it and is ready, and automatic enrollment policies (more on this below).
Ohio and lllinois, for example, are leaders in this area.?® Ohio requires districts to have a process for
screening students for acceleration and a written plan for how each transition will take place and how
the student will be supported. Illinois mandates that districts, at minimum, develop policies and provide
opportunities that enable students to start Kindergarten and first grade early, be accelerated in a single
subject area, and move up whole grades.

Specifically, districts and charter networks should do the following:

7. Allow early entry to Kindergarten for children who are ready, both cognitively and in the social-
emotional realm. Educators will embrace cultural differences and the variety of ways that
students demonstrate advanced potential versus looking at cultural differences as deficits.

8. Allow children who are ready for advanced material in all subjects to skip entire grade levels,
sometimes even two or more grades. In these instances, schools should pay special attention to
the social-emotional needs of these children, such as feelings of isolation, feelings of not
belonging, bullying from other students, and lack of support from their peers and communities.

9. Allow children to skip grade levels in particular subjects (such as math) if they are ready for it.
Also known as content- or subject-based acceleration, this practice allows students to be placed
in classes with older peers for part of the day (or with materials from higher grades) in one or
more content areas. Subject-matter acceleration may be accomplished by the student either
physically moving to a higher-level class for instruction (e.g., a second-grade student going to a
fifth-grade reading group) or using more advanced curricular materials while remaining in the
original classroom. Subject-matter acceleration may also be accomplished outside of the general
instructional schedule (e.g., summer school, after school, or online) or by using higher-level
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instructional activities on a continuous progress basis without actually moving into different
classrooms. Honors classes in middle and early high school are an obvious example.

10. Offer “grade-compressed” pathways for students who are ready for acceleration. In this model,
students are provided culturally responsive instruction that entails less time than normal (e. g.,
completing a one-year course in one semester or three years of middle school in two years).

11. Embrace “concurrent enrollment,” wherein the student takes a course at one level and receives
concurrent credit for a parallel course at a higher level. This can take the form of an elementary
student taking a middle school course or a middle school student taking a high school course.

12. Offer advanced courses in as many subjects as possible in grades 6-12. Honors, advanced, AP,
IB, and dual-enrollment courses, most often found in high schools but sometimes in middle
schools, are all versions of both acceleration and “achievement grouping” that are generally
done with separate classrooms rather than within heterogeneous classrooms. Schools should
err on the side of inclusion, should use objective data to identify students who could benefit,
and make sure the courses are truly different, not just relabeled.

13. Automatically enroll students participating in elementary school advanced education
programs into advanced courses in middle and high school when the courses align with their
strengths and interests, as long as students are demonstrating sufficient levels of performance.

14. Intentionally recruit underrepresented and underserved students for external advanced
learning opportunities, such as college for dual enrollment and/or online courses. Such
arrangements can present logistical or policy challenges for individual schools, especially in the
absence of state dual-enrollment policies. But it can and does work in places, and can be a good
option for some districts. Dual enrollment should be free for students and should include help,
where needed, with transportation. Dual enrollment also expands the ability of high schools to
offer more and better career-technical education, which can be suitable and attractive options
for talented students who aren’t interested in the traditional college route. In addition, schools
should develop clear policies on credit and placement when students complete coursework
outside of school, such as through an online provider or university-based summer program.

Equitable achievement grouping (grades K-5)

Equitably grouping students by achievement either within the same age-based, mixed-ability classroom,
as with reading groups, or within separate ability-grouped classrooms or schools is a popular and
effective way to challenge talented children.

Indeed, numerous studies have found that flexible grouping—arranging students by academic
achievement in the same or separate classrooms—is a net positive for advanced students and not
detrimental to their peers. One study that looked at a century of evidence, spanning thirteen meta-
analyses of achievement grouping, found that three versions of it boosted outcomes: within-class
grouping, cross-grade subject grouping, and special grouping for the gifted.?”” Moreover, there seemed
to be little downside—and often upside—for average- and low-achieving students.
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When done poorly, such grouping is ineffective and can even be a new source of segregation. An
example is when schools identify students using a single measure and place them into inflexible tracks;
this is not what we are recommending.

Moreover, achievement grouping is only appropriate when the curricula or programmatic experiences
are in fact different. When students are regrouped into classes where the curricula or experiences are
the same as in “general education” classrooms, little or nothing is gained.

Specifically, districts and charter networks should do the following:

15. Frequently and equitably evaluate all students with the purpose of moving them into
appropriate achievement groups. This is not “one-and-done” tracking. Putting students in
buckets that never change is ineffective, inequitable, and counter to what we know about
development. Rather, schools should use data from multiple measures—such as test scores and
class performance—to continually assess and move students, regularly regrouping them with
multiple entry points (“on-ramps”). District and school leaders should be prepared to provide
teachers with support where necessary to achieve this.

16. Ensure that teachers alter the complexity and pace of the curriculum, as well as methods of
teaching, when using achievement groups. Grouping is only as equitable and effective as the
differentiated and culturally responsive instruction that is aligned to the needs of a given group.

17. Err on the side of inclusion, so that as many students can benefit as possible. The question
should be whether a student has a need or would benefit from a particular service. When this
isn’t clear, schools should err on the side of giving students access to a more advanced group
with intentional support. All of this avoids the problem of artificial and arbitrary scarcity.

Selective enrollment schools (grades 6-12)

Specialized or selective enrollment high schools and programs can act as one option among many in a
system of programming and services for advanced students and can be viewed as capstones of a
continuum of services in grades K—12. These can come in many forms, such as general high schools
designed to serve high-achieving students, like Lowell High School in San Francisco and the Julia R.
Masterman School in Philadelphia, as well as schools that specialize in specific subject areas, like the
Illinois Mathematics and Science Academy, the Indiana Academy of Science, the Thomas Jefferson High
School for Science and Technology in Fairfax County, Virginia, and The Bronx High School of Science in
New York City.

These institutions have long provided unique benefits to the students who attend them. When done
right, they drive excellence and upward mobility. This is due, in important part, to superior educational
elements such as course offerings, peer influence, exceptional instructors, and strong alumni networks.
They can be especially powerful for students from low-income and marginalized families who don’t have
other options.

Where they exist, however, there’s often a lack of transparency in admissions procedures, as well as
issues with rationing, due to there not being enough spots. Too many students who are eligible or could
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benefit don’t get into them. But evidence shows that opportunities can be expanded. Despite enrolling
fewer students, New South Wales, Australia, has more selective high schools than New York City. Plus,
they have an entire slate of “partially” selective high schools. How much talent is being underdeveloped
simply because American districts do not provide enough spaces?

To strengthen these schools, districts should seek to mitigate these problems. Specialized schools should
offer more than just a chance to join a select group of peers; they must offer culturally responsive
advanced programming that is not available at students’ home high schools. And districts should build a
large, diverse pipeline into these schools, via robust programming in grades K-8 that balances both
equity and excellence in the many ways this document explains.

Specifically, districts with selective enrollment schools should do the following:

18. Expand the supply of seats in such schools, by growing the enrollment of existing schools,
creating new ones, or creating “schools within schools” and honors-level alternatives, until
demand can be met and schools and programs collectively reflect the diversity within the school
district. Many of the problems and political challenges with selective schools could be mitigated
if the seats in them were not so limited and the criteria to be admitted were more culturally fair
to underrepresented minoritized groups and students from low-income backgrounds.

19. Base admission on multiple indicators, including but not limited to exam scores. Just as
selective colleges look at much more than the SAT or ACT, so should selective high schools or
programs examine students’ academic track records more holistically.

20. Marry culturally responsive advanced instruction and prior preparation of students who are
admitted. In other words, be ready to scaffold academic support for students who might be
relatively underprepared and to respond to the needs of culturally diverse students.

Social and emotional supports for advanced learners (grades K-12)

School is, of course, about more than just maximizing academic achievement. It’s also about facilitating
and nurturing the personal development of every student. This means, among other things, that just
because advanced learners may thrive academically doesn’t mean they necessarily can handle the
emotional and psychological demands of these opportunities without support.

Advanced education programs already have some inherent social-emotional benefits. Equitably
grouping students with peers who share a similar academic mindset, for example, can be positive. And
there’s evidence that simply being challenged can be a form of social and emotional support.

But even in the best-designed advanced learning programs, social, emotional, and mental-health
challenges will arise, and leaders should be prepared for this. Specifically, districts and charter networks
should do the following:

21. Make programs culturally relevant to all students, train staff to counter personal and systemic
biases, work to better retain students from underserved backgrounds, increase inclusivity, and
help foster the development of students’ agency and self-efficacy.
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22. Foster a positive school culture with leaders and teachers who understand the importance of
advanced education and are ready to grow and adapt their programs. Include a focus on
fostering noncognitive skills that support high achievement such as openness to challenge,
critique, and feedback; intellectual risk-taking; growth mindset; and hope and optimism.

23. Implement a plan for supporting advanced students’ mental health that comprises four major
types of actions?:

e Triage: Perform formal or informal triage to identify what students need to support
their learning and establish an equitable referral system to connect students with
school- and community-based mental-health resources that are culturally responsive.

e Trauma-informed practices: Establish supports that can benefit all students, specifically
trauma-informed relational practices and a robust framework for social and emotional
learning that promotes emotional well-being and social connectedness.

e Targeted intervention: Monitor for behaviors that indicate a need for targeted
intervention for students who have experienced significant trauma or who have been
diagnosed with serious mood, anxiety, or other behavioral disorders.

e Faculty support: Attend to the mental-health needs of faculty and staff by providing
appropriate resources, developing a culture of emotional openness and vulnerability,
building structures to support social engagement, and helping individuals develop their
self-care practice.

Key enabling factors

1. Well-prepared educators

Being an effective teacher of advanced students calls for a different skill set than being an effective
teacher in general (in the same way that being an effective teacher of students with learning differences
calls for specific skills). Even the most highly qualified teachers may not initially understand how best to
educate these students, much less those from underrepresented racial or ethnic groups and low-income
backgrounds. Districts must therefore ensure that the educators they select to instruct advanced classes
have adequate knowledge and support to be successful.

Districts should also move teachers away from the idea that all students are successful if they reach
grade-level proficiency. Educators should look at each student’s achievement in light of their starting
knowledge and potential and work to maximize student growth throughout the year.

Specifically, districts and charter networks should do the following:

24. Provide high-quality professional-learning opportunities about evidence-based advanced
learning strategies that teach educators how to make their instruction culturally responsive
when working with advanced students. Leaders should also consider nontraditional forms of
professional development, such as teachers observing more experienced teachers and peer-to-
peer planning sessions.
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25. Inform feeder teacher-preparation programs about the skills and experiences that need to be
provided to aspiring teachers and administrators to promote advanced learning.

26. Empower teachers with actionable data on students’ abilities. Make it easy for teachers to
assess, group, and support advanced learners.

2. High-quality instructional materials

Increasingly, districts and charter networks are adopting and implementing high-quality instructional
materials—those aligned to state standards and evidence-based practices. These materials might work
fine for advanced learners so long as schools embrace acceleration, as discussed above—for example, by
allowing advanced fourth graders to cover fourth- and fifth-grade math in a single year. But
supplemental material could also be helpful.

Teachers are also unlikely to adapt, create, or use materials specifically for their advanced learners
without motivation, resources, and accountability, so there must be a specific focus on teacher support
and implementation.

Specifically, districts and charter networks should do the following:

27. Supplement high-quality instructional materials—those selected for all students—with
specialized curriculum created specifically for advanced learners. Known as predifferentiated,
prescriptive curricula, they’re characterized by clearly stated learning outcomes, lesson plans,
and strategies for formative assessment accompanied by direction on how to use data
effectively in modifying curricular and instructional decisions. Examples include the William &
Mary Integrated Curriculum Model program, the CLEAR Curriculum Model, and the Mentoring
Mathematical Minds (M3) Curriculum.
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The essential state role

The Excellence Gap work of group members Jonathan Plucker and Scott Peters does a great job covering
the state role in improving advanced education, so the Working Group focused mostly on what local
officials need to do.? Yet states also have key roles to play, in part because state policies are often used
as an excuse to limit options for advanced students and states sometimes fail to provide the requisite
resources. Local leaders sometimes cite state policies as a reason they can't take certain actions that
would benefit advanced students, such as giving “graduation credit” for high school level courses taken
before entering high school. Students may get “placement credit” but not “Carnegie unit” credit, nor the
ability to count coursework towards satisfying state requirements for four years of high school math.

State mandates should create floors on who can be served and what programs can be offered, not
ceilings. Specifically, states should do the following:

28. In their school and district accountability systems, place significant weight on student-level
progress over time, rather than grade-level proficiency, so as to encourage all schools to help all
students achieve their full potential, including high achievers. To work best, state assessments
should accurately measure achievement far above (as well as below) grade level by, for
example, moving away from fixed-form “grade-level” state accountability tests in favor of
computer adaptive tests or enabling schools to assess students with above-grade-level tests.
States should also require that schools report how, and how often, they identify students for
advanced education, who they identify, who participates, and what services are offered.

29. Eliminate any policies that bar early entrance to Kindergarten, middle school, or high school.

30. Mandate the use of local, school-based norms for identifying students for advanced programs,
in particular at the elementary level.

31. Implement specific requirements about the services provided to advanced learners. Too many
states require identification and nothing more.*

32. Mandate that districts and charter networks allow for acceleration (including grade skipping) for
students who could benefit from it—like, e.g., Ohio, Illinois, and North Carolina.?! Clarify that
middle school students who complete high school courses can earn high school credit.

33. Publicly report on the students participating in advanced education, including their achievement
and growth over time, as well as their demographic characteristics.

34. Ensure that preparation and in-service professional-development programs offer evidence-
based instruction in advanced education, both for district-level coordinators and for teachers.

35. Enforce the federal requirement that states explain how teacher-preparation programs are
addressing education of special populations, including advanced learners (this is a requirement

for Title Il reports, but there’s currently no monitoring or enforcement).

36. Expand funding and other incentives to encourage schools to frequently and equitably evaluate
all students and provide a continuum of services to every student who could benefit.
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Conclusion

We understand that our recommendations are voluminous—twenty-seven for local officials and another
nine for states! Those are long to-do lists. So let us finish with a few bits of overall advice.

First, try not to lose the forest for the trees. When in doubt, go back to the core principles we identified
earlier:

e Build a continuum of culturally responsive advanced learning services, customized to individual
students, rather than a binary “you’re in or you’re out” mindset.

e Embrace inclusion, remove barriers, and reject the scarcity mindset.

e (Cultivate school-wide support for advanced learning opportunities for all students.

Second, become a champion for excellence and equity. Ignoring the excellence gaps in our schools is not
a path to activating all the talent our nation needs, but neither is eliminating advanced learning
opportunities on grounds of equity. We must support students whose talents are easily recognizable
and create environments where we can seek out those students whose talents are not yet tapped.
Equity, done right, means opening up advanced education to all students who could benefit from it. And
excellence, done right, means doing the hard work to help all students achieve at high levels—not just
the students who come to school with great advantages.

You, dear reader, are part of an important movement, perhaps one of the greatest efforts in America

today: the work to make sure we have as large and diverse a group of academic high achievers as
possible in order to meet tomorrow’s challenges. Let’s not stop until it’s done.
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Appendix A: Research gaps

As we worked together, our group identified several topics where we wished we had more data and
evidence. We call on the research field to fill these gaps, particularly regarding outcomes associated
with advanced students from racially underrepresented groups and from low-income backgrounds, the
sooner the better. Especially important topics include the following:

e Assessments used for identification. There continues to be uncertainty in the field about
whether different types of assessments would identify different types of students who might
benefit from advanced education. For example, might nonverbal tests help to identify a greater
number of Black, Hispanic, or economically disadvantaged students? Might tests of spatial
reasoning be particularly effective for this purpose?

e The persistence of high achievers—or the lack thereof. Why do some early high flyers “lose
altitude” as they move through school, while others remain high achieving all the way through
graduation? Are there interventions that might keep more students on the path to high
achievement, especially those from underrepresented groups?

e Out-of-school activities, parent-pay tutoring, and their impacts on achievement. Many high-
achieving students, especially from affluent families, are likely benefiting from after-school,
weekend, and summertime opportunities. Yet we know almost nothing about this world, the
effects of such experiences, and how we might make such opportunities more widely available.

e The effectiveness of Tier 1 curriculum for advanced learners. Popular materials developed to
align to the Common Core standards or their state-specific equivalents, such as Eureka Math
and EL Education, likely have some benefits, as do technology-based supplemental/enrichment
services such as Khan Academy. But there is a lack of research or evidence that they truly make
a difference—especially for advanced students, much less those from underrepresented racial
groups or low-income backgrounds—and a lack of evidence that they are differentiated
appropriately for students who need greater challenge.

e Mental-health supports. Are there strategies, programs, or approaches that are particularly
effective for advanced students?

e Teacher effectiveness, particularly with advanced students from racially underrepresented
groups and from low-income backgrounds. Do the attributes of effective teachers for these
students differ from those of effective teachers writ large? For example, are teachers who
themselves were academically high achieving in high school or college more effective with
advanced students? Are there markers of effective teachers for advanced students, particularly
those from underrepresented and low-income groups, that districts might use during the
recruitment and selection process or in staff-placement decisions?

e The role of parent and teacher nominations. We know that parent and teacher nominations
can be biased. What are the best ways to incorporate teacher and parent feedback into
identification processes so as to expand opportunities without adding to inequity?

e Advanced course success in high school. Access is expanding, but performance does not always
follow (fewer students are passing the AP exam as we broaden access to include students with
more diverse demographics and levels of prior preparation). How can we maximize the success
of efforts to recruit students into advanced high school courses (increased enrollment in AP
courses) and grow those recruited into achieving high levels of excellence (increased numbers of
students taking and passing the AP exam with fours and fives)?

e Selective high school admissions processes. Schools are changing their admissions procedures.
What are the effects of those changes on student experiences and outcomes?
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