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Let’s start at the beginning as we examine advo-
cacy: What is advocacy? What goals do advocates 
for gifted education have? Who can advocate? 
What are important points to remember in order 

to enhance the effectiveness of advocacy? What advocacy 
lessons can be instructive to those who plan to advocate in 
gifted education? What role do advocacy organizations play 
in advocating for gifted education? These questions will be 
examined and answers will be described in this article—a 
primer for effective advocacy.

ADVOCACY: WHAT IS IT?
Advocacy (n.d.) is “the act or process of supporting a 

cause or proposal.” The National Association for Gifted 
Children (2000) described advocacy as “the act of arguing 
in favor of something—an idea, cause, or policy” (p. v). The 
idea, cause, and policy that provide the focus for advocacy 
are selected to advance opportunities for gifted students 
to learn at levels that encourage making continuous prog-
ress and/or that provide the appropriate environment to 
enhance positive social and emotional well-being.

When advocating in gifted education, the goal is often 
legislation or policy for addressing the needs of children 
who are gifted and talented, needs often created by their 
strengths. Advocacy can also be for a practice that will 
facilitate one child or a group of children having the oppor-

tunity for making continuous progress in school, removing 
barriers that keep a child or children from learning above 
grade level when they are ready for higher levels of learning.
 Advocacy can focus at the school, school district, state, 
and national levels. Advocacy occurs at different levels with 
the greatest impact on children and young people when it 
is at the highest level. Often advocacy gathers momentum 
at one level, and then it moves to a higher level. Advocacy 
also may begin at a state or national level with the goal of 
changing policy and enacting legislation where the impact 
will be greatest. 

WHO CAN BE AN ADVOCATE?
All parents and educators can be advocates for an 

individual gifted child and for gifted children in general. 
In their capacity as caring adults, they may speak out to 
support appropriate educational opportunities for all chil-
dren with ongoing opportunities to extend learning for 
those who are ready to learn more complex concepts and 
at a pace beyond what works for most students. “Gifted 
children have the right to learn something new every day” 
(Siegle, 2007). A similar message is conveyed in the title 
of an article by Julian Stanley (2000), “Helping Students 
Learn What They Don’t Already Know.” Continuous prog-
ress is the learning goal for all children and young people, 
including those with gifts and talents.
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 Sometimes there are restrictions that limit in what 
situations an educator can advocate. If that is the case, 
the educator still can provide information and research 
to support parents and other citizens who speak out on 
behalf of children and young people with gifts and talents 
and opportunities for them to learn on an ongoing basis. 
There are many citizens who support appropriate educa-
tional opportunities for gifted children (Jones & Gallagher, 
2019).
 All educators and those who make decisions with regard 
to learning should keep advanced learners in mind when 
planning instruction. Ongoing advocacy should occur with 
educators and other decision-makers who influence edu-
cation. A good way to keep the 
focus in decision making on the 
academic and social-emotional 
needs of advanced learners is 
to ask two questions (Plucker, 
Burroughs, & Song, 2010):

 • How will this [decision] 
affect our brightest students?

 • How will this [decision] 
help other students begin 
to achieve at higher levels? 
(p. 30)

If these questions were consistently posed, there would be 
fewer barriers to high-level learning and there would be less 
need for professional learning to educate various role groups 
about the myths that are often believed by well-meaning 
educators and citizens.

GOALS FOR ADVOCACY IN 
GIFTED EDUCATION

Often advocates start with an educational need they 
see for their own children or a group of children. When 
that is the case, the advocacy begins with talking with the 
teacher and/or the principal, curriculum coordinator, gifted 
resource teacher, or gifted coordinator. In this situation, 
the goal is to pave the way for ongoing learning for a child 

who is facing a barrier to making continuous progress. Such 
barriers include keeping all children in a particular grade 
learning at the same level and policies that limit who can 
participate in advanced classes (e.g., advanced math classes 
are only for students in certain grades) or that do not allow 
any exceptions to the birthdate of a child entering school. 
 Goals for advocacy in gifted education may include 
a practice to advance a child or children, a policy, legisla-
tion, or a special school. The quickest result comes from 
advocating for a practice or advancement of a child or a 
group of children as that decision can but will not neces-
sarily be made right away; however, the most long-lasting 
change will come from policy and legislation that change 

practice, getting rid of the need 
to advocate on a child-by-child 
basis each year. 
 Sometimes, advocacy is all 
about educating classroom teach-
ers, teachers in specialty areas, 
counselors, or school adminis-
trators that gifted students have 
real needs and to help them see 
past stereotypes about those with 
gifts and talents. This type of 
advocacy must be ongoing.
 Roberts and Siegle (2012) 

stated that teachers and parents can advocate for a variety 
of goals:

 • Advocating with grade-level teachers to differentiate 
instruction to meet the wide range of student needs,

 • Advocating with all educators and parents for specific 
services and best practices for gifted students at the 
school level,

 • Advocating within the community for greater school 
district-wide services for gifted children,

 • Advocating for state support in legislation and policy 
with funding for gifted education, and 

 • Advocating for national attention on gifted education 
(both legislatively and with the general public). (p. 59)

The goals for advocacy can vary based on the level at 
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which advocacy is focused and on 
the situation at that particular time. 
“The overaraching reason to advocate 
is to ensure that gifted children are 
learning on a daily basis in classrooms 
and schools that respect difference” 
(Roberts, 2018, p. 453).

KEY POINTS IN 
WORKING TOWARD 

EFFECTIVE ADVOCACY
Working toward effective advo-

cacy can take various pathways; how-
ever, there are recommendations to 
guide effective advocacy (listed as the 
sections below). It works better to start 
at the beginning of these recommen-
dations by building relationships, but 
advocates may have situations that 
require a different order. For example, 
it may be too late to build relationships 
before they are needed. The following 
points are put together for individu-
als and groups who are planning to 
advocate and are based on experience 
advocating as individuals as well as in 
groups.

1. BUILD RELATIONSHIPS OVER 
TIME AND BEFORE NEEDED
 School board members as well as 
state and national legislators respond 
to those who elect them. They want 
to know what those who elect them 
think, so it is important for citizens 
to let them know what their interests 
are. It is important to schedule times 

to meet with them and to let them see 
advocacy for excellence in education is 
a major focus, including policies and 
legislation that support advanced stu-
dents learning on an ongoing basis. 
 When it is time for a vote or a deci-
sion to be made, do decision-makers 
know where you stand on a particular 
issue? It is so important to build rela-
tionships before they are needed, and 
relationships that matter are built over 
time. An example of such a relation-
ship is shown by a state commission-
er’s reply to an advocate saying, “Don’t 
forget gifted children when you set 
legislative priorities.” His response was 
“I won’t, but you wouldn’t let me if I 
did” (J. L. Roberts, personal commu-
nication, July 6, 2019). It is also key to 
know with whom key decision-makers 
are friends. Who went to school with 
him? Who is her next-door neighbor? 
In a pinch, that information about 
who knows whom can be invaluable 
in getting a personal conversation to 
boost the advocacy goal.

2. TAILOR THE  
ADVOCACY MESSAGE

The message of advocacy plans 
must be tailored to be readily com-
municated by various advocates and 
understood by those to whom the mes-
sage is shared. “Advocacy messages are 
designed to open the door to conversa-
tion about an issue: effective messages 
immediately capture sympathy for a 

cause” (Jones & Gallagher, 2019, pp. 
14–15).
 The message must be clearly 
stated. It must be one that will allow 
all advocates to communicate the same 
message in order to avoid any oppor-
tunity for miscommunicating. Each 
advocate must be willing and able 
to state the message in an “elevator 
speech,” one that can be communi-
cated in 2 minutes in a way that carries 
the impact of the need for making the 
change or implementing the practice 
or policy for gifted children and young 
people. Advocates must be ready to 
share the reason(s) that the advocacy 
goal matters.

3. COORDINATE 
COMMUNICATION REGARDING 
THE ADVOCACY MESSAGE
 Someone or a very few people 
need to coordinate the communi-
cation regarding responses from 
decision-makers and other key indi-
viduals related to the advocacy goal. 
Coordinating the communication 
allows for strengthening movement 
toward the goal. The coordinator(s) 
of communication can respond to 
various messages they hear and keep 
information correct and on point. 

4. KNOW WHO MAKES  
THE DECISION AND WHEN 
IT COULD BE DECIDED
 In order to reach an advocacy 
goal, it is necessary to know at what 
point the decision related to the goal 
will be made, when that decision can 
be made, and by whom. Such infor-
mation must shape a plan for reach-
ing an advocacy goal, reaching out to 
decision-makers with the advocacy 
message, and setting the timeline for 
doing so.

Certain decisions are made at spe-
cific times of the year. If the decision 
is one that the school board can make, 
is it a budget decision that is made at a 
board meeting in a particular month? 
If it is a legislative issue, what com-
mittee can introduce the bill? Budget 

COLLABORATION COUNTS
If you think that you alone cannot do much to improve your school, you’re prob-
ably right. But if you collaborate with other parents and organizations, you can 
make a difference.
There is power in numbers. This is how your school might react to you.

1 parent = a fruitcake
2 parents = a fruitcake and a friend
3 parents = troublemakers
5 parents = “Let’s have a meeting.”
10 parents = “We’d better listen.”
25 parents = “Our dear friends.”
50 parents = “A powerful organization.”

Note. From A. Henderson, B. Jacob, A. Kernan-Schloss, and B. Raimondo, (2004), The Case for Parent Leadership (p. 
40), retrieved from http://parentsatthetable.org/storage/app/media/resources/Education/The%20Case%20for%20
Parent%20Leadership.pdf. Reprinted with permission.



 Te X a s as so c I aT I o n f o r T h e GI f T e d & Ta l e n T e d 35

items must originate in the appro-
priations committee in the House of 
Representatives. What is the deadline 
for getting a bill introduced? Who are 
the leaders in the committee in which 
the bill needs to be introduced? All leg-
islators are important; however, a few 
legislators have the power to see that a 
bill is discussed in the committee with 
the opportunity to move to the full leg-
islative body for consideration. 

5. JOIN WITH OTHERS WHO 
SHARE SIMILAR GOALS
 The more the merrier—the more 
individuals who support an advo-
cacy goal, the more likely it is that 
reaching the goal is doable. It is key 
to consider which other groups and 
individuals share interest in the advo-
cacy goal. Numbers matter in gaining 
momentum to reach an advocacy goal. 

Gathering others who share inter-
ests increases the opportunity to be 
successful. In assessing the national 
picture, Jones and Gallagher (2019) 
stated that one major issue in 

changing the status quo would 
require a wide array of advocates 
beyond the field of gifted education 
. . . A majority of the American 
people must be willing to advocate 
for gifted students to create lasting 
impact within funding and district 
policies. (p. 9) 

PLANNING AN 
ADVOCACY INITIATIVE

 Table 1 shows the questions that 
guide planning an advocacy initiative. 
It is best to think through the plan 
before launching an initiative. 

POLICY MATTERS
Education in the United States 

has been delegated to states, and there 
is a great deal of variability among the 
states as to what local education agen-
cies are to do with regard to identify-
ing and providing services for children 
and young people who are gifted and 
talented. The U.S. government pro-
vides a definition of gifted children, 
but it does not offer a mandate with 
regard to giftedness. 

Policies make long-term differ-
ences for children and young people 
who are gifted and talented. “Policies 
approved by the school board are cru-
cial to the development of a reliable 
commitment to a long-standing pro-
gram and/or service delivery model” 
(McIntire, 2017, p. 214).
 Decision-makers are guided 
by policy, and policies often deter-
mine how resources will be spent. As 
Gallagher (1994) stated:

Social policy creates the rules 
and standards by which scarce 
resources are allocated to meet 
almost unlimited social needs. 
An effective social policy should 
answer the following questions:

1. Who shall receive the resources?
2. Who shall deliver the resources?
3. What are the resources to be 

delivered?
4. What are the conditions under 

which the resources are deliv-
ered? (p. 337)

Examples of policies that mat-
ter for gifted students are numerous. 
Those policies focus on a variety of 
topics but there is not an all-inclusive 
list. Following is a list of some policies 
that impact gifted education.

 • Definition of Giftedness and 
Provision of Services: Policy sets 
who is identified as gifted and 
what services are required for 
those students.

 • Acceleration: Policy that focuses 
on acceleration may take many 

TABLE 1
Preparing for an Advocacy Initiative: Guiding Questions 
• For what are you advocating?

The advocacy goal is:

• What resonates with your goal?

The clarified message is:

• Who is the point person?

The person to coordinate messages in regard to this goal is:

• What decision-maker or what decision-making body could make this advocacy goal happen?

The person or body is:

• What is the timeline for this potential decision?

The decision could be made:

• Who are leaders in the decision-making group?

Leaders who will influence the decision are:

• What other groups would share interest in this advocacy goal?

Others to contact in regard to this advocacy goal are:

Note. Adapted from J. L. Roberts, “Planning for advocacy” (p. 204), 2017, In R. D. Eckert & J. H. Robins (Eds.), Designing 
services and programs for high-ability learners: A guidebook for gifted education (2nd ed., pp. 200–211), Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Corwin. Adapted with permission.
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forms. For example, policy may 
set birthdates for entering school 
(with or without exceptions), 
grade acceleration, setting limita-
tions on whom can take Advanced 
Placement classes, and/or early 
graduation options.

 • Twice-Exceptional (2e) Learners: 
Policy can provide the definition 
of 2e and recognition as a cate-
gory of special education and of 
giftedness.

 • Endorsement for Teachers of Gifted 
Students: Requiring an endorse-
ment in gifted education sets a 
standard for professional learning 
in some states.

 • Excellence Gap: In order to 
increase academic achievement at 
advanced levels, using local norms 
is recommended.

When policies are in place, they set 
expectations and they remove the need 
to make all decisions on a case-by-case 
basis.

ADVOCACY LESSONS 
LEARNED

STAY ALERT
 Staying alert is imperative in effec-
tive advocacy in gifted education. A 
statement, even a phrase, inserted into 
or deleted from a bill can eliminate 
a policy or a budget item that is key 
to gifted education in a local school 
board meeting or the state legislature. 
One cannot assume that an announce-
ment will make a change evident to 
advocates but rather advocates must 

have at least one person following care-
fully the proposed changes in current 
law and policy. 

PERSIST IN ADVOCACY 
IF IT IS IMPORTANT

If advocacy is an important goal, 
don’t give up when your advocacy 
goals are not reached. It is important 
to assess where progress was made, 
as well as what got in the way of the 
advocacy goal. Important goals are not 
necessarily easy to reach.

MAINTAIN CONTACTS 
TO STAY NIMBLE
 The Internet provides a ready 
way to communicate with fellow 
advocates in a quick way. Sometimes 
when advocating, it is essential to get 
messages communicated quickly to 
the decision-makers. Having a system 
to communicate with advocates who 
will respond is incredibly important, 
and this system can be put into play 
when needed.

FOLLOW UP WITH 
INFORMATION AND 
A THANK YOU

If a school board member or legis-
lator asks for information the advocate 
does not readily have, it is crucial to 
follow up with what was requested. A 
thank you note is always an appropri-
ate gesture after the opportunity to 
talk with a decision-maker. Follow-up 
visits and notes provide opportunities 
for building relationships that are so 
critical for long-term advocacy.

THE ROLE OF STATE 
ORGANIZATIONS 

IN ADVOCACY
 Joining with other parents, edu-
cators, and citizens in a state orga-
nization is important for numerous 
reasons. Roberts and Inman (2009) 
provided several reasons to do so:

 • You will be part of a state orga-
nization with name recognition 
among educational and civic 
groups that can support decisions 
that impact the education of chil-
dren who are gifted and talented. 

 • You will be a member of a state 
organization with the primary 
goal of advocating for appropri-
ate educational opportunities for 
gifted and talented children. 

 • In combining your voice with oth-
ers who advocate for children who 
are gifted and talented, you can 
make a difference.

No doubt, making a difference is 
important to advocates.

CONCLUSION
 Advocacy is something that is key 
to establishing classrooms and schools 
that promote continuous progress as 
we want all children to experience. 
Often educators and citizens see advo-
cacy as someone else’s responsibility, 
yet it must be the responsibility of all 
who know about and care about the 
academic and social-emotional needs 
of children and young people with 
gifts and talents. In fact, it is import-
ant to build advocates for a lifetime, 
not just for one advocacy initiative. 
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