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Since the 1987 mandate in Texas to identify and 
serve gifted students at all grade levels, school 
districts have implemented a variety of practices 

to address the identification standards outlined in the 
Texas State Plan for the Education of Gifted/Talented 
Students (TEA, 2009). In brief, the Texas State Plan 
identifies these 10 identification standards for districts 
to be in compliance (TEA, 2009, pp. 3–7):

 • Written Board-approved identification policies are 
disseminated to parents (1.1C);

 • Provisions in the Board-approved policies regard-
ing transfers, furloughs, reassessments, exiting, and 
appeals are included (1.2C); 

 • Annual identification of students showing poten-
tial in each area of giftedness is conducted (1.3.1C, 
1.3.2C); 

 • Students in grades K–12 should be identified (1.4C);
 • Data are collected from multiple sources for each 
area of giftedness (1.5.1C);

 • Assessments are in a language students understand 
or are nonverbal (1.5.2C);

 • At least three criteria are used to identify K–12 stu-
dents for services in each area of giftedness offered 
by the school district (1.5.3C, 1.5.4C, 1.5.5C); 

 • Qualitative and quantitative measures need to be 
included within the criteria (1.5.4C);

 • Access to assessment is available to all students in 
the school district (1.6C); and

 • A committee of at least three district or campus 
educators who have training in nature and needs 
of gifted and talented students review data (1.7C).
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Although most of us are very 
familiar with these identification 
standards, I believe it is important to 
review them from time to time and 
consider how they might be imple-
mented in your school and how they 
might relate to student outcomes. On 
the chart to the left, check yourself by 
identifying the following examples 
as mostly good or poor practices to 
see how your thinking aligns with 
researchers in the field of gifted edu-
cation regarding the best practices in 
the identification of gifted and tal-
ented students. 

ANSWERS TO MOSTLY A 
GOOD PRACTICE AND 

MOSTLY A POOR PRACTICE

1. Poor
 The assessments that are used in 
the identification process need to be 
aligned to the talent domain and to 
the goals of the program (Johnsen, 
2012). Within the context of school-
ing, creativity is best examined within 
the academic domain itself (Wai, 
Lubinski, & Benbow, 2005) because 
of the difficulty in establishing a 
relationship between creativity tests 
and their prediction of substantial 
accomplishments (Renzulli, 2005). 
For example, with domain-based cre-
ativity a teacher might collect products 
that show the many different ways a 
student solves a math problem or the 
variety of metaphors used in writing 
an essay. If schools are interested in 
examining creativity beyond the aca-
demic domains such as in the arts, 
then a consensual assessment approach 
appears to have the most research sup-
port (Amabile, 1982, 1996). In this 
approach, experts in a particular field 
such as art, music, or theater use their 
judgment and experience to evaluate 
creative products and performances. 
Even at the elementary level strong 
agreement exists among raters in judg-
ing students’ performances (Baum, 
Owen, & Oreck, 1996). 

MOSTLY A GOOD PRACTICE OR  
MOSTLY A BAD PRACTICE?

Mostly
PracticeGood 

Practice
Poor 

Practice
❏ Good ❏ Poor 1. The school district uses a standardized, norm-ref-

erenced creativity test to identify students for the 
gifted math program.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 2. Using curriculum-based and dynamic assessments, 
teachers nominate students for the gifted educa-
tion program. Students are then administered an 
achievement and an ability test.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 3. Because 90% of students in the school district come 
from poverty, all students are given a nonverbal 
intelligence test. Those who meet the criterion are 
tested further.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 4. Teachers, parents, and students nominate students 
for the gifted program annually.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 5. If students pass the STAAR test, they are eligible to be 
nominated for the gifted program.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 6. Students must perform in the top 2% or 130 on stan-
dardized, norm-referenced assessments to be served 
in the gifted education program.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 7. The school district uses a portfolio of products and 
other work, parent and teacher checklists, and an 
ability test to identify kindergarten students for ser-
vices in different subject areas.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 8. The school district uses different criteria for admission 
to the gifted education program depending on the 
campus demographics.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 9. The same set of assessments is administered to all 
students during the identification process.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 10. Parents appeal the decision of the campus com-
mittee regarding their child’s lack of placement in 
the gifted program to the School Board as outlined 
in the Board Policy Handbook.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 11. Scores from each of the five identification instruments 
are entered on a common form where each score is 
given a rating from 1 to 5. A five represents a score of 
124 or above or within the 95th percentile or above, a 
four represents a score of 121 to 123 or within the 91st to 
94th percentile range and so on. If a student scores a 
16, he or she is admitted to the program. 

❏ Good ❏ Poor 12. Students need to meet a minimum intelligence 
test score to be admitted to the gifted education 
program.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 13. Because the elementary school’s program focuses 
on general intellectual ability, students are reeval-
uated before they transition to the middle school 
program because it is more focused on core subject 
areas.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 14. A school-based committee comprised of the princi-
pal, the counselor, the gifted education coordinator, 
and gifted, general, and special education teachers 
reviews all of the information for each student and 
makes decisions for identification and/or for exiting 
services.

❏ Good ❏ Poor 15. The school district has developed gifted education 
services in the four core subject areas and has identi-
fied different instruments to identify students for each 
service.
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2. Poor
 In this example, the teacher is 
used as the sole source of referral for 
additional testing and acts as a gate-
keeper for the identification process. 
Research studies indicate that teach-
ers’ perceptions may be influenced by 
preconceived notions of giftedness 
such as gender stereotypes (Siegle 
& Powell, 2004), academic achieve-
ment (Hunsaker, Finley, & Frank, 
1997), socioeconomic background 
(Hunsaker et al., 1997), verbal ability 
and social skills (Speirs Neumeister, 
Adams, Pierce, Cassady, & Dixon, 
2007). Although dynamic (e.g., test-
ing, teaching, and retesting) and 
curriculum-based assessments (e.g., 
observations of problem solving or 
curricular tasks) can help with iden-
tifying students from traditionally 
underrepresented groups (Borland, 
2014), teachers will still need profes-
sional development to understand all 
aspects of giftedness (Briggs, Reis, & 
Sullivan, 2008).

3. Poor
 In this example, similar to the 
teacher nomination above, a sin-
gle source is used. In this case, the 
gatekeeper is a quantitative measure 
instead of a qualitative assessment. 
Nonverbal tests have been viewed 
as reducing linguistic, cultural, or 
economic obstacles that keep under-
represented groups from accessing 
gifted and talented services (Naglieri 
& Ford, 2003). On the other hand, 
some researchers have challenged this 
assumption by suggesting that nonver-
bal tests do not predict performance in 
academic domains (Lohman, 2005b). 
Although data are mixed regarding the 
predictive validity of various nonver-
bal assessments, the Test of Nonverbal 
Intelligence (TONI), for example, was 
able to predict Hispanic children’s cog-
nitive development (Gonzalez, 1994) 
and was also able to predict scores on 
achievement tests (Mackinson, Leigh, 
Blennerhassett, & Anthony, 1997). 

While both camps would support the 
use of nonverbal tests with English 
language learners, any test needs to 
be supplemented with other data and 
matched to student characteristics 
(Worrell & Erwin, 2011). In this way, 
students are able to demonstrate their 
talents in areas that are not assessed 
by one measure. Moreover, when the 
majority of students are in populations 
that are traditionally underrepresented 
in gifted programs, the school district 
may need to consider the develop-
ment of local norms. National norms 
are built on the assumption that all 
students are afforded a similar educa-
tional opportunity (Lohman & Lakin, 
2008). Since this is not the case, local 
norms are able to account for differ-
ences in socioeconomic status, race/
ethnicity, and parental education 
(Worrell & Erwin, 2011).

4. Good
 This example uses multiple sources 
(e.g., teachers, parents, and students) 
to nominate students for the gifted 
program. Similar to the need for pro-
fessional development of teachers in 
understanding all aspects of gifted-
ness, parents also need to understand 
the characteristics of gifted and tal-
ented students and receive nomination 
forms that list observable behaviors 
(Worrell & Erwin, 2011). Parents do 
provide important information about 
behaviors that might not be observed 
at school such as interests and com-
pleting academic work at home (Lee 
& Olszewski-Kubilius, 2006). When 
trained, teachers are reliable sources of 
identification information and are best 
for providing information about psy-
chosocial aspects of high functioning 
such as student motivation, self-regula-
tion, and task commitment (Borland, 
2014). Although some researchers have 
supported the reliability of peer nom-
inations (Cunningham, Callahan, 
Plucker, Roberson, & Rapkin, 1998; 
Johnsen, 2011), others suggest that 
peers may be influenced by popular-
ity (Blei & Pfeiffer, 2007). Therefore, 

all sources of information should have 
training to increase their understand-
ing of gifts and talents and have check-
lists that assess observable behaviors 
in different domains to increase their 
reliability across observers. 

5. Poor
 In this example, similar to the 
teacher nomination and the nonver-
bal assessment above, a single source is 
used. Moreover, the STAAR test is not 
intended to identify students for gifted 
and talented programs and will most 
likely have a ceiling effect for advanced 
students. In other words, there are not 
enough items on a grade-level test to 
examine above-level performance 
(Swiatek, 2007). Another weakness 
is that students whose language and 
academic skills differ from those on 
the state’s high-stakes test may be 
regarded as academically deficient and 
not suited to high levels of academic 
challenge (Gallagher, 2004). While 
achievement tests are certainly good 
sources of information, they assess 
what a student has already acquired 
in or outside of school. Schools need 
to consider whether or not the goal of 
the program is to serve students who 
already are clearly more advanced 
than their peers or those who have 
the potential (Lohman, 2005a). 
Remember that the state’s definition 
clearly states, “gifted and talented 
students mean a child or youth who 
performs at or shows the potential for 
performing at a remarkable high level 
of accomplishment” (Texas Education 
Code, 29.121.Definition, TEA, 1997, 
p. 18). 

6. Poor
 Setting a cutoff within the top 
2% or a 130 standard score does not 
consider the standard error of mea-
surement (SEM). Since all tests have 
some error, a single test score should 
be viewed as an estimate of a stu-
dent’s actual performance. For exam-
ple, suppose that Kori scored 125 on 
an intelligence test with an SEM of 
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5 points—missing the school dis-
trict’s cutoff by 5 points. One would 
expect that 68%of the time her true 
score would be within the range of 
120–130 (adding and subtracting 
one SEM from 125); 95% of the time, 
within the range of 115–135 (adding 
and subtracting two SEMs from 125); 
and 99% of the time, within the range 
of 110–140 (adding and subtracting 
three SEMs from 125). In interpreting 
Kori’s score, if she were to take the 
test again, she might conceivably score 
within the above average (e.g., 110) to 
very superior (e.g., 140) range 99% 

of the time (Johnsen, 2011). Given 
the SEM and errors associated with 
any test’s ability to predict long-term 
performance, a school district’s goal 
should be to set cut offs that serve the 
largest number possible, not restrict 
students whose potential needs to be 
recognized and developed. 

7. Good
 This example uses multiple 
sources (student, parent teacher), and 
varies the formats (portfolio, check-
lists, tests), which can identify indi-
vidual student strengths within a 
specific domain. Portfolios are able 
to showcase skills and are predictive 
of future performance (Johnsen & 
Ryser, 1997; VanTassel-Baska, 2008). 
Educators should be cautious, how-
ever, that items within the portfolios 
represent not only classroom projects 

but also students’ interests and talents 
within and outside of the school set-
ting (Briggs et al., 2008) 

8. Poor
 Setting different criteria for dif-
ferent schools raises access concerns 
according to the Office for Civil 
Rights (Trice & Shannon, 2002). All 
aspects of the identification process 
should be applied in a nondiscrimina-
tory manner. In addition, researchers 
suggest that differences among eth-
nic/racial groups on intelligence tests 
are manifestations of an achievement 

gap, not bias (Frisby & Braden, 1999; 
Reynolds & Carson, 2005; Worrell, 
2005). To increase the inclusion of 
underrepresented populations, these 
practices are recommended:

 • Training teachers in multicultural 
awareness so that they recognize 
diverse talents (Briggs & Reis, 
2004; Ford, Moore, & Milner, 
2005),

 • Implementing talent development 
opportunities prior to identifica-
tion (e.g., front-loading; Briggs et 
al., 2008),

 • Assessing pre-skills—those that 
would lead to advanced skills 
within a domain (Worrell & 
Erwin, 2011),

 • Using performance and alterna-
tive assessments such as observa-
tions of students during enriched 

lessons and student work portfo-
lios (Briggs et al., 2008),

 • Emphasizing informal assess-
ments versus formal assessments 
(Briggs et al., 2008), and

 • Using multiple indicators of gifted 
behaviors (Frasier & Passow, 
1994). 

9. Poor
 The assessments need to be 
aligned to the program and to each 
student’s characteristics. For example, 
ability might be measured differently 
for students who are non-English 
speakers versus those who are fluent 
in English. Multidimensional assess-
ments need to address appropriately 
diversified services and the diversity of 
students (Robinson, Shore, & Enersen, 
2007). 

10. Good
 In this example, the Board has 
outlined its policies and the parents 
are following them (TEA, 2009). 

11. Poor
 This approach has a number of 
problems. First, combining scores 
doesn’t identify the strengths of indi-
vidual students. Examining each crite-
rion separately allows the committee to 
look for the student’s best performance 
and provides information for pro-
gramming (Johnsen, 2011). Second, 
as mentioned previously, rigid cutoff 
numbers do not consider measurement 
error, neither do ratings from 1 to 5. Is 
there really a true difference in point 
values when considering a student who 
scored at the 94th percentile versus the 
95th percentile? Third, the approach 
is statistically unsound. Standard or 
index scores can be manipulated (e.g., 
added together) but ratings cannot (see 
Johnsen, 2011). Case study approaches 
are much better in identifying stu-
dents’ strengths and needs.

12. Poor
 Intelligence tests are a good pre-
dictor of school performance but 

Foundations such as the 
school district’s definition 
of gifted and talented, its 

array of services in the core 
areas, student characteristics 
within the district, and board 

policies will influence both 
practices and outcomes.
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are just one source of information. 
Multiple sources and criteria should be 
used in making decisions regarding a 
student’s gifts and talents. Intelligence 
tests are also not sufficient in predict-
ing outstanding achievement or emi-
nence and should be used along with 
domain-specific assessments (Terman, 
1925; Worrell & Erwin, 2011). 

13. Poor
 This example is primarily a pro-
gram services problem. The program 
needs to provide a learning contin-
uum of service options (TEA, 2009). 
They need to be comprehensive and 
cohesive so that students’ talents can 
be developed beginning in kindergar-
ten through grade 12. If a continuum 
is present, then there is no need for 
reevaluating students as they transi-
tion from the elementary to the mid-
dle school.

14. Good
 Assuming that the commit-
tee members have received training 
in gifted education (TEA, 2009), 
this example is an excellent practice 
because it involves educators with dif-
ferent perspectives who review all of 
the assessment information. Including 
special educators also assists the com-
mittee in identifying twice-exceptional 
students—those with gifts and disabil-
ities. Twice-exceptional students may 
be overlooked because their deficits 
may hide their gifts and vice versa 
(Pereles, Baldwin, & Omdal, 2011). 

15. Good
 The school district in this example 
has aligned its assessments to services 
and to students. They understand that 
students have different strengths that 
need to be recognized and developed 
through appropriate services. 

In reviewing all of the examples, 
these best practices emerged as those 
most often supported by researchers 
and the Texas State Plan (TEA, 2009): 

 • policies should provide a frame-

work for identification procedures 
and due process;

 • all involved in the identification 
process should receive profes-
sional development, which should 
include multicultural awareness;

 • identification procedures are con-
ducted consistently and reliably 
across the school district so that 
all students have equal access to 
services; 

 • assessments need to be specific to 
each student and matched to pro-
gram services; 

 • multiple sources are important in 
providing a comprehensive picture 
of the student’s gifted behaviors; 

 • along with standardized tests, 
multiple forms of assessments 
should be used (e.g., portfolios, 
dynamic, performance, curricu-
lum-based, checklists);

 • technically sound instruments 
should have sufficient ceiling to 
assess the advanced knowledge 
and skills of gifted students; 

 • the interpretation of assessments 
should be conducted by individ-
uals knowledgeable about gifted 
education and tests and measure-
ment (e.g., reliability and validity);

 • the selection committee needs to 
be comprised of educators across 

specialties to ensure the identifica-
tion of twice-exceptional students;

 • special attention needs to be paid 
to underrepresented populations; 
and

 • cutoff scores should consider the 
standard error of measurement 
and should not be rigidly applied 
because of various contextual fac-
tors—case studies are best.

LEARNER OUTCOMES
Implementing these best practices 

should lead to the desired student out-
come of identifying all students who 
need gifted education services. Desired 
student outcomes might include 
whether or not equal percentages of 
students are being nominated, identi-
fied, and selected across schools; how 
identified students’ succeed and are 
retained in the programs; and/or the 
how the program reflects the school 
district’s demographics (see NAGC, 
2010, and TEA, 2009). The school’s 
annual evaluation (see 5.3C in TEA, 
2009) might examine how the founda-
tions for identification influence prac-
tices and how both of these influence 
student outcomes (see Figure 1). 
 Foundations such as the school 
district’s definition of gifted and tal-

Foundations for Identification: 
Definition, Services, Student Characteristics, 

Professional Development, Policies

Student Outcomes 

Equal Access to 
Services

Quality 
Procedures and 

Evidence

Inclusive
Interpretation

Figure 1. Relationship of best practices to student outcomes
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ented, its array of services in the core 
areas, student characteristics within 
the district, and board policies will 
influence both practices and out-
comes. For example, an emphasis on 
“potential” as opposed to “achieve-
ment” within the definition may influ-
ence the types of assessments that are 
used to identify students. Teachers 
may use more talent development 
activities in their observations, assess 

pre-skills within a domain, and collect 
portfolios over a semester to determine 
each student’s potential for advanced 
programming. This focus on potential, 
in turn, might influence the student 
outcome of increasing the percentage 
of students from poverty identified. 
Similarly, practices related to a more 
inclusive interpretation of assessment 
information, such as considering 
the standard error of measurement 
when making decisions and using 
case studies as opposed to matrices, 
will influence the professional devel-
opment of educators who are on the 
selection committee and school dis-
trict policies—foundations for identi-
fication. In summary, foundations for 
identification and best practices work 
together in influencing each school’s 
desired student outcomes.

SUMMARY
The Texas State Plan for the 

Education of Gifted/Talented Students 
(TEA, 2009) has identified 10 identi-

fication standards for school districts 
to be in compliance. Although school 
districts may select the ways that they 
implement these standards, research-
ers have identified best practices for 
the identification of gifted and tal-
ented students. These practices relate 
to policies, professional development, 
equal access to services, alignment of 
assessments to each student and to 

program services, underrep-
resented populations, quality 
sources and types of assess-
ments, inclusive interpre-
tations of assessments, and 
professional development 
of educators involved in the 
identification process. School 
districts need to evaluate the 
foundations for their identi-
fication procedures and prac-
tices annually to ensure that 
desired student outcomes are 
achieved. When educators 
work together and embrace 
best practices, students who 

need services in gifted education will 
be identified.
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