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Educators are always anticipating which way the pendulum will swing next. As federal and 
state standards change and the newest trend becomes popular, educators experience shifts in 
what is required and expected: what content to teach, how to teach it, which data to analyze, 
and ways to plan curriculum with colleagues. These changes, which can be slight or drastic, are 
indications of how paradigms are informing educational policy and practice. In gifted education, 
the schools of thought that influence the field affect not only how students are assessed and 
identified for gifted services, but also how educators themselves view gifted education and 
the services they provide. Within this article, the authors provide an overview of the varying 
philosophies that guide the practice of gifted education; how those beliefs affect local, state, 
and national policies; and the importance of this knowledge at all levels of decision making.

What Is a Paradigm?

Dai and Chen (2014) explained that “the term paradigm implies standards and norms of a field 
according to which we conduct business” (p. 5). Ideas about what gifted means, who is identified 
as gifted, how they are identified, whether identification is even necessary, and what to do once 
educators have determined who is (or is not) identified as gifted form the basis of each of the 
paradigms—depending on the answers, these ideas provide the “why,” “who,” “what,” and “how” 
for gifted education (Dai & Chen, 2013, 2014). Within gifted education, scholars and educators are 
guided by specific paradigms that shape how they approach the questions “What is giftedness?” 
and “How should we serve gifted students?” There are no universally accepted answers to these 
questions because there are multiple paradigms in play. The way scholars and educators answer 
those two questions represents their paradigmatic stance, which largely impacts educational policy, 
methods of identification, program availability, and instructional practices for gifted students.

The National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC, 2019a) emphasized that “a deeper 
understanding of the complex nature of giftedness” and “a multi-faceted approach to 
services” are both critical to meeting the needs of high-ability students in school settings 
and beyond (p. 1). With varying definitions of giftedness across states, it is necessary 
for educators and administrators to reflect upon their paradigmatic views of gifted 
education. Within the state of Texas, “gifted and talented student” is defined as:
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a child or youth who performs at or shows the potential for performing at a remarkably high level of 
accomplishment when compared to others of the same age, experience, or environment and who:

(1) exhibits high performance capability in an intellectual, creative, or artistic area;

(2) possesses an unusual capacity for leadership; or

(3) excels in a specific academic field. (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2019, p. 22)

The state of Texas has taken a broad, inclusive approach to how giftedness is defined; however, the 
definition does not tell educators how to serve students. Texas educational policy dictates that school 
districts follow the Texas State Plan for the Education of Gifted/Talented Students (TEA, 2019). 
The state plan, which has recently undergone changes (House Bill 3, 1995/2019), contains language 
that indicates the paradigmatic perspectives that educational leaders in the state of Texas believe 
are beneficial for gifted programs. Although the Texas State Plan does not provide strict blueprints 
for how to design a program for gifted and talented students or who to identify for services, the 
standards outline general expectations for districts to follow in the areas of student assessment, service 
design, curriculum and instruction, professional learning, and family and community involvement. 
These expectations reflect elements of each of the major perspectives in gifted education.

Paradigms in Gifted Education

Scholars (Dai & Chen, 2013, 2014) contend that gifted education is operating under three distinct 
paradigms, namely the Gifted Child Paradigm (e.g., Betts & Neihart, 1988; Hollingworth, 1926; 
Morelock, 1992; Silverman, 1997; The Whole Gifted Child Task Force, 2018); the Differentiation 
Paradigm (e.g., Borland, 2003; Peters et al., 2014; Tomlinson, 2014); and the Talent Development 
Paradigm (e.g., Bloom, 1985; Cross & Coleman, 2005; Dai, 2017; Renzulli, 1978; Subotnik et al., 2011; 
Tannenbaum, 1983; Talent Development Task Force, 2015). Dai and Chen (2013, 2014) documented 
the presence of these three paradigms in gifted education and some of the implications of working 
within each. In this article, we have similar goals; we hope to describe the beliefs that comprise 
the invisible infrastructure of gifted education for educators. We provide an overview of each 
paradigm, examine the underlying educational philosophies of each, explore the paradigmatic 
views represented in the NAGC (2019b) Pre-K–Grade 12 Gifted Programming Standards and 
the Texas State Plan for the Education of Gifted/Talented Students (TEA, 2019), and discuss 
current research in gifted education. A series of in-depth articles will follow in the coming 
months that will examine current research on the identification of students for gifted services 
and talent development opportunities, program design for gifted and talented students, teaching 
practices and pedagogy, and learner experiences through the lens of each of the paradigms.

As educators, it is necessary to understand each of the paradigms in order to interpret the 
assumptions underlying the policies, practices, and research, and to apply the mandates 
and suggestions proposed for the education of gifted and talented students. 
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In practice, these paradigms are the lenses educators use to guide their decision making. 
Administrators and gifted coordinators can benefit from regular reflection on their 
own paradigmatic views to examine how these beliefs influence decision making (e.g., 
identification procedures, service models, professional development) within their district. 

Educators should also reflect on their paradigmatic beliefs and how these beliefs shape 
their instructional strategies (e.g., grouping, lesson delivery, assessment) and interactions 
with individual learners (e.g., feedback, performance evaluation; Missett et al., 2014). 
Although there is overlap between the three paradigms, there are also fundamental 
differences that have caused philosophical disagreements in the field (see Table 1). 

Table 1

Distinctive Elements of Paradigmatic Lenses in Gifted Education

Paradigms

Guiding Questions 
for Practice

Gifted Child Differentiation Talent Development

What is giftedness? High ability across 
contexts; an inherent 
and permanent trait

Context-dependent 
academic ability; 
emergent need of 
individualized learning

High ability or the 
potential to develop 
high ability in a talent 
domain; malleable; result 
of gradual development

Who are gifted students? Selection based upon 
general intelligence (IQ) 
testing; demonstration of 
superior mental abilities 
that cause social and 
emotional vulnerability

Selection is diagnostic 
and specific to 
individual educational 
needs and contexts

Selection based upon 
aptitude or demonstrated 
potential in a discipline 
(e.g., STEM, music, 
leadership)

What is the purpose 
of gifted services?

Provide special 
educational opportunities 
with a goal of higher 
level thinking and 
leadership development

Assess and respond 
to discrete academic 
needs; provide 
individualized learning

Support excellence and 
promote eminence; 
provide authentic 
experiences to explore 
talent domains

How should gifted 
services be provided?

Programs and/or courses 
designed to provide 
academic and social/
emotional support to 
identified students

Appropriate pacing 
of academic learning; 
learning paths 
should be unique to 
student strengths

Enrichment and 
acceleration across 
disciplines; structured 
programs for domain-
specific knowledge 
and skills development 
through authentic 
learning and mentoring

Note. Adapted from Dai and Chen (2014).
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The Gifted Child Paradigm

The Gifted Child Paradigm is defined by the assumption that “there exists a group of children, 
who, by their biological makeup, have superior learning abilities and mental qualities, worthy of a 
distinct classification as gifted” (Dai & Chen, 2014, pp. 55–56). This perspective dates back to some 
of the earliest research on giftedness from Terman (1926) and Hollingworth (1926), which changed 
the way the world understood “gifted” children. Previously, gifted individuals were perceived as weak 
and sickly, but the work of Terman and Hollingworth established the idea that gifted children are 
qualitatively different from their average-ability peers and require specialized education to meet 
their unique needs (Dai, 2010, 2018; Dai & Chen, 2014; Jolly, 2014, 2018). Over the last 100 years, those 
who embrace the Gifted Child Paradigm have focused on identifying individuals as gifted based on 
their high general intelligence. Supporters of this philosophy also point out that gifted individuals 
have corresponding social and emotional vulnerabilities that limit their ability to reach their full 
potential without educational, social, and emotional interventions (Morelock, 1992; Silverman, 1997).

The field of education and the general public sometimes perceive the perspectives and goals of 
the Gifted Child Paradigm as elitist (Borland, 2003), but proponents of this view might argue that 
their only motivation is to help children who might otherwise struggle socially and fail to reach their 
potential (Dai & Chen, 2014). Specifically, the goal of this framework is to identify individuals who 
are gifted, as defined by their above-average intelligence, and to provide a specialized educational 
experience that meets students’ academic and social-emotional needs while promoting self-actualization 
(Dai & Chen, 2014). Self-actualization is something that all parents and educators want children 
to experience, so they can be “involved in a cause outside their own skin, in something outside of 
themselves” (p. 110); experience “fully, vividly, selflessly, with full concentration and total absorption” 
(p. 111); use their intelligence; and actualize their potential (Maslow, 1967). Academic and social-
emotional opportunities created specifically for children with varying levels of high intelligence 
support the well-being and optimal development of gifted children (Dai, 2010; Dai & Chen, 2013, 
2014). Similarly, the stated goal for gifted and talented services that guides state policy and the 
Texas State Plan calls for preparing students who participate in “self-directing learning, thinking, 
research, and communication . . . that reflect individuality and creativity” (TEA, 2019, p. 1).

As the Gifted Child Paradigm and the associated views shaped the beginning of what gifted 
education is today, many of its major principles are still evident in national, state, and local policies 
(see Table 2). The practice of determining one’s identification based on above-average intelligence 
is prevalent in national policies (e.g., Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015) and the majority of state 
definitions regarding gifted and talented students (McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012; Rinn et al., in press). 
The most common way of assessing above-average intelligence for gifted identification is to compare 
a student’s score on a traditional intelligence test to a cut-off score that represents a certain percentile 
of the population. Despite associations with inequity and underidentification of students from diverse 
backgrounds, this method remains popular due to its historical use, its ease, and its comparably 
low cost of administration (Dai & Chen, 2014). In order to meet accountability in the Texas State 
Plan (TEA, 2019), Texas school districts are not required to use intelligence tests, but they must 
offer gifted identification assessment opportunities each year to all students and collect qualitative 
and quantitative data “for each area of giftedness served by the district” (Standard 2.17, p. 5).
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Guiding Questions for Practice Elements of the Gifted Child Paradigm

What is giftedness? High ability across contexts; an 
inherent and permanent trait

Who are gifted students? Selection based upon general intelligence (IQ) 
testing; demonstration of superior mental abilities 
that cause social and emotional vulnerability

What is the purpose of gifted services? Provide special educational opportunities 
with a goal of higher level thinking 
and leadership development

How should gifted services be provided? Programs and/or courses designed to 
provide academic and social/emotional 
support to identified students

Table 2
Distinctive Elements of the Gifted Child Paradigm

Education focused on the whole child, rather than only on academics, is the foundation of the 
Gifted Child Paradigm (The Whole Gifted Child Task Force, 2018). In order to meet the academic, 
social, and emotional needs of a gifted child, programming and service designs often include curricular 
approaches uniquely suited to gifted students, such as acceleration, enrichment, personalized learning, 
and experiences with similar-ability peers (Dai & Chen, 2014; The Whole Gifted Child Task Force, 
2018). To better equip educators to recognize and respond to a gifted child’s unique characteristics and 
learning needs, Texas requires all teachers of gifted students to participate in a 30-hour initial training 
and a 6-hour annual training regarding the nature and needs of gifted individuals (TEA, 2019). The Texas 
State Plan emphasizes appropriate instructional pacing by including guidelines for offering flexible 
pacing and dual/concurrent college enrollment. Additionally, the Texas State Plan offers guidance 
for content or grade-based acceleration as a way to provide a challenging academic environment for 
gifted students (TEA, 2019). Some argue that acceleration can be problematic for students who are 
developing asynchronously, or unevenly, and that although some students may be ready and eager for 
a more challenging curriculum, they may not be prepared to adjust socially to an environment with 
older students (Silverman, 1997). However, acceleration with social and emotional support is a viable 
option for students who need additional academic challenges (Colangelo et al., 2010). In addition to 
suggestions for personalized and interest-based learning, the state plan recommends that students be 
provided with opportunities for “independent investigations” and special opportunities within and 
out of school (TEA, 2019, Standard 3.5, p. 7). The Texas Performance Standards Project (TPSP) is a 

Note. Adapted from Dai and Chen (2014).
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standards-based resource recommended for schools to use for rigorous, individualized enrichment 
projects that the typical curriculum would not otherwise cover. In alignment with the recommendation 
that gifted students have access to learning environments in which their social and emotional needs 
are supported, the state plan requires that “gifted/talented students are ensured opportunities to work 
together as a group, work with other students, and work independently during the school day” (TEA, 
2019, Standard 3.4, p. 7). The time provided for gifted students to work with their like-minded peers 
allows time for students to express themselves fully and practice their social and emotional skills.

Although the Gifted Child Paradigm has been met with controversy, particularly over 
the ideas that giftedness is a stable trait and is identified using traditional intelligence 
testing, the perspectives in this framework were the catalysts for the emergence of gifted 
education as it exists today and are still evident in many current policies and practices.

The Differentiation Paradigm

The Differentiation Paradigm can best be defined as “providing a dynamically responsive education 
match for students who otherwise experience a mismatch with the curriculum normally provided” 
(Matthews & Foster, 2005, p. 65). Identifying giftedness as a qualitatively different, stable trait is an 
unnecessary distinction within this perspective, due to its focus on meeting academic needs (Borland, 
2003). This paradigm is fundamentally different from the Gifted Child Paradigm, as it is less focused 
on a categorical assumption of giftedness (i.e., “being” gifted) and more concerned with specific, 
observable needs within curriculum and instruction. Thus, the Differentiation Paradigm suggests that 
the needs of each student should be met within the classroom setting as those educational needs arise, 
specifically through “continual assessment of student readiness, understanding, interest, and learning 
profile as means of escalating student growth” (Tomlinson, 1997, p. 161). This situational framework 
relies on an individualized, strength-based approach that hinges on appropriate needs-based placement 
within school (e.g., Response to Intervention; Coleman, 2012; Peters et al., 2014). VanTassel-Baska (2012) 
described differentiation as a process of “deliberate adaptation and modification of the curriculum, 
instructional processes, and assessments to respond to the needs of gifted learners” (p. 98). Similarly, 
the NAGC (2019b) Gifted Programming Standards acknowledge that educators need to utilize multiple 
data points (i.e., quantitative and qualitative assessments) to “develop a profile of interests, strengths 
and needs of each student with gifts and talents to plan appropriate interventions” (Standard 2.4.4). 
Moreover, learning progress should be measured using “differentiated formative assessments” and 
“ongoing product-based and performance based assessments” to adequately develop appropriate 
learning experiences based on student need (Standard 2.4.1, 2.4.2). Comparatively, the Texas State Plan 
describes providing opportunities for students to accelerate in their areas of strength (TEA, 2019, 
Standard 4.5), pursue areas of interest within selected disciplines (Standard 4.2), and provide flexible 
pacing “to learn at the pace and level appropriate for their abilities and skills” (Standard 4.6, p. 16).

The basic principles of differentiated practice guide educators in providing appropriate 
and flexible educational environments (Dai & Chen, 2014). This perspective aligns theoretically 
with Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, as learning environments are influenced by social-
cultural contexts, and this requires educators to assess the knowledge levels of students in order to 
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shape academic environments to help students attain mastery (i.e., scaffolding, zone of proximal 
development). However, consistent implementation of differentiated instruction, including ongoing 
assessments to scaffold student learning, can be difficult. In the context of today’s schools, state 
content standards (i.e., TEKS), prescribed curriculum (i.e., district scope and sequence), standardized 
testing (i.e., STAAR), and administrative oversight can pressure teachers into adopting one-size-
fits-all instructional approaches. Despite the challenges of implementation, scholars urge that 
“educationally inclusive diversity demands differentiation” (Borland, 2004, p. 121). Some administrators 
have redesigned their programs to support differentiated, culturally responsive initiatives in 
order to meet the individual needs of students (e.g., Ford et al., 2018; Mun et al., 2020). Despite 
best intentions, a lack of adequate support (e.g., time, resources, ongoing administrative help) can 
reduce the effectiveness of these programs and fuel negative perceptions of differentiation.

Those who believe gifted students should be served through differentiated approaches think that 
learning should be meaningful and relevant to the immediate learning needs of students (Inman 
& Roberts, 2018). The situational needs of all learners are in flux, which requires greater flexibility 
within the classroom in order for educators to actively implement differentiated practices (e.g., flexible 
grouping, tiered instruction, enrichment opportunities, acceleration, mastery focus). Educators and 
administrators must know how to use a prescriptive-based program, including how to use student 
assessment data to tailor instruction to the learning needs of each student (see Table 3). 
 
Table 3
Distinctive Elements of the Differentiation Paradigm

Guiding Questions for Practice Elements of the Differentiation Paradigm

What is giftedness? Context-dependent academic ability; an 
emergent need of individualized learning

Who are gifted students? Selection is diagnostic and specific to 
individual educational needs and contexts

What is the purpose of gifted services? Assess and respond to discrete academic 
needs; provide individualized learning

How should gifted services be provided? Appropriate pacing of academic learning; learning 
paths should be unique to student strengths

 
Note. Adapted from Dai and Chen (2014).

This paradigmatic perspective is reflected within the Texas State Plan, as districts are required 
to provide differentiated learning within advanced courses with appropriate materials and to 
train personnel to support different learning needs of gifted students (House Bill 3, 1995/2019; 
TEA, 2019). Although these are noble goals, implementation can present practical challenges, as 
administering ongoing assessments and adequately training personnel to support those needs 
can be both time-consuming and costly (Crutchfield & Inman, 2020). These impracticalities are 
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not insurmountable, but they are obstacles nonetheless, particularly in environments that lack 
consistency in the teaching practices of education professionals (Jolly, 2016; Kaplan, 2007). In order 
to implement differentiation effectively and reflect adherence to the state standards, administrators 
need to adequately (and actively) invest in their educators (e.g., give them time and resources).

The Talent Development Paradigm

The Talent Development Paradigm defines giftedness as a “malleable set of developing capabilities and 
potentialities” (Dai & Chen, 2013, p. 156) and has a long history in the field of gifted education (Talent 
Development Task Force, 2015). Renzulli (1978) outlined his Three-Ring Conception of Giftedness, which 
identified three interacting clusters of traits (above-average ability, task commitment, and creativity) that 
also interact with personality and the environment to result in gifted behaviors. Soon after, Tannenbaum 
(1983) developed a talent development model consisting of five components (general ability, special or 
domain-specific ability, psychosocial abilities, external support, and chance), all of which must be in 
place in order for giftedness to develop into performance or production during adulthood. Other models 
of talent development followed (e.g., Bloom, 1985; Cross & Coleman, 2005; Dai, 2017). In 2011, Subotnik 
et al. suggested a shift in the field of gifted education that called for domain-specific talent development 
as a vehicle for identifying and serving high-ability learners. The talent development framework laid 
out in Subotnik et al.’s megamodel has five key points: (a) ability in a talent domain matters and can be 
developed; (b) talent development trajectories vary by domain; (c) talent development opportunities 
should be provided, but also need to be accepted; (d) psychosocial skills need to be developed along 
with talents; and (e) the goal of talent development should be to prepare students for the possibility of 
eminence (p. 7). This model challenged the deeply held beliefs of some researchers and educators in gifted 
education. Recognizing the benefits of talent development, but not ready to discard the best practices 
of the Gifted Child and Differentiation Paradigms, Baum et al. (2014) presented a middle ground that 
made a distinction between talent development and talent focus. Talent development is defined as 
“encouragement and support of identified talents and abilities that are nurtured in their own right” 
(p. 312). Talent-focused describes approaches that involve “ongoing identification and recognition of a 
student’s advanced abilities as well as budding interests, along with explicit options for exploring and 
expressing those abilities and interests within and outside the curriculum” (p. 312). In this conception, 
talent development is one element of a talent-focused approach. This distinction is subtle but important.

 School-based programs for advanced learners provide interest and career-related learning 
opportunities, but students need to willingly accept them (Subotnik et al., 2011) and should have the 
freedom to determine their level of involvement in them (Baum et al., 2014; Renzulli, 2012). Talent-
focused approaches (e.g., the Schoolwide Enrichment Model; Renzulli, 2012) allow students to explore 
their interests and eventually make commitments to develop their talents (Luyckx et al., 2006), but there 
is no expectation that students choose one specific path to the exclusion of others. In talent development, 
individuals assess their abilities and preferences, choose from opportunities, and invest their time in 
pursuits they find personally meaningful. This often requires a trade-off between specialization in a 
talent domain and letting go of other areas of interest, temporarily or permanently (Worrell, 2018).
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 Dai (2017) contended that one major factor in talent development is characteristic adaptation, 
or “the spontaneous self-organization of inner resources in response to environmental opportunities 
and challenges” (p. 175). The choices individuals make, and the adaptation that occurs as a result, shape 
talent development trajectories. The Evolving Complexity Theory of Talent Development (Dai, 2017) 
also identifies “environmental press” and “socio-cultural mediation” (p. 176) as external influences 
that can help or hinder the talent development process. In other words, the learning environment 
is a critical factor in whether or not individuals advance in their talent development. In the NAGC 
(2019b) Gifted Programming Standards for Curriculum Planning and Instruction (Standard 3), talent 
development is explicitly listed as a student outcome. This standard focuses on the social, emotional, 
and psychosocial skills “necessary for achievement” in “domain(s) of talent and/or areas of interest” 
(Standard 3.2, p. 10). Educators are encouraged to include instructional strategies (e.g., self-evaluation, 
peer evaluation, teacher conferencing) that build psychosocial skills, such as “goal setting, resiliency, 
self-management” (Standard 3.2.1, p. 10), and to “design learning experiences for each stage of talent 
development” that “support high achievement and talent development” (Standard 3.2.2, p. 10). In Texas, 
the goal for students who participate in gifted and talented services is to develop “innovative products 
and performances that reflect individuality and creativity and are advanced in relation to students 
of similar age, experience, or environment” (TEA, 2019, p. 6) as a result of “a continuum of learning 
experiences” (Standard 4.3, p. 16). The Texas State Plan also emphasizes the importance of gearing the 
curriculum in gifted and talented courses toward the creation of products and performances that 
are considered “sophisticated” by “external evaluators who are knowledgeable in the field” (Standard 
4.3.1, p. 16). Taken together, these standards prioritize the identification of potential or aptitude in 
earlier grades, the development of competence in the middle grades, and real-world engagement 
in professional talent domains to begin developing expertise in later grades (Krisel, 2018).
 
 National and state standards highlight the importance of talent development opportunities, 
but limited access to learning opportunities and a lack of exposure to domains of possible 
interest may also prevent some students from culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse 
backgrounds from displaying the potential or advanced performance required for entry into 
school-based talent development programs (Horn, 2018). Although supplemental programming 
is recommended for accelerated talent development (NAGC, 2019b, Standard 1.4, p. 6; TEA, 
2019, Standard 3.6, p. 14), students from households with limited resources may face additional 
barriers to out-of-school talent development opportunities (Plucker & Peters, 2016). The Talent 
Development Paradigm is embraced by researchers and policymakers, but practical and socially 
responsible application requires thoughtful implementation and consistent reflection on possible 
unintended consequences by gifted education professionals (Dai & Chen, 2014; see Table 4).
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Guiding Questions for Practice Elements of the Talent 
Development Paradigm

What is giftedness? High ability or the potential to develop 
high ability in a talent domain; malleable; 
result of gradual development

Who are gifted students? Selection based upon aptitude or 
demonstrated potential in a discipline 
(e.g., STEM, music, leadership)

What is the purpose of gifted services? Support excellence and promote 
eminence; provide authentic experiences 
to explore talent domains

How should gifted services be provided? Enrichment and acceleration across disciplines; 
structured programs for domain-specific 
knowledge and skills development through 
authentic learning and mentoring

Note. Adapted from Dai and Chen (2014).

Table 4
Distinctive Elements of the Talent Development Paradigm

Why Do Paradigms Shift?

Kuhn (1970) asserted that there are several phases researchers and practitioners experience 
while working within a scientific field. In the beginning, those in the field strive to define key terms 
and develop cohesive theories. Once the norms and theoretical frameworks of the discipline are 
established, the field embraces a unified paradigm and works within those accepted parameters. 
As research and practice advance, anomalies, or instances that do not fit the accepted theories, 
begin to accumulate that call into question the accepted definitions and theoretical frameworks 
of the field. As these anomalies become harder to ignore, communities of practice must undergo 
a paradigm shift in order to adopt new definitions and theoretical frameworks that better fit the 
reality of the field (see Figure 1). In gifted education, it was once the norm to identify students 
for services using a single cognitive achievement test. Rigid cut-off scores excluded many students 
who could have benefitted from school-based gifted and talented services. As the field amassed 
more evidence suggesting that these identification protocols were inequitable and insufficient 
(e.g., nomination practices; McBee et al., 2016), gifted education moved toward the use of multiple 
measures and more inclusive identification practices (Lakin, 2018; McBee et al., 2014). 
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Toward a Unified Theory

Over time, the field of gifted education has moved from static views to more dynamic, inclusive 
views of giftedness. The answers to the question “what is giftedness?” shape decisions about how 
educators choose to serve students. Supporters of the Gifted Child Paradigm assert that giftedness is 
an inherent and immutable trait, those who embrace the Talent Development Paradigm insist that 
giftedness is revealed through actions, and individuals who subscribe to the Differentiation Paradigm 
refocus the goals of gifted education on current academic needs. These contrasting viewpoints can 
lead to discrepant views on the purpose and procedures for gifted identification, to conflicting ideas 
about gifted programming options, and to differing conceptions about the goals of gifted education. 
The three paradigms are similar in that their supporters all agree that people with gifts and talents 
have different needs based on their individual strengths and interests, that ability must continually be 
developed through domain-specific skills and psychosocial skills, and that environments (e.g., classrooms, 
home) play a role in providing opportunities or obstacles to continued growth (Dai & Chen, 2014).

Dai and Chen (2014) proposed a unified theory of gifted education that supports the 
academic and socioemotional needs of gifted learners, as well as the development of potential 
in a talent domain. This unified theory prioritizes the individual student and allows learners 
to select developmental pathways that fit with their personal aspirations. The unification of 
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the talent development and differentiation paradigms hinges on addressing “equity concerns 
and the match between identification and educational provision/intervention” (Dai & Chen, 
2014, p. 223). In talent development and differentiated learning contexts, the social, emotional, 
and psychosocial skills espoused by supporters of the Gifted Child Paradigm are still critical 
elements in maintaining student engagement, self-concept, and motivation to learn.

Educators need a unified vision of giftedness that is centered on inclusive and socially responsible 
practice that is academically, socially, and emotionally appropriate for the developmental needs of 
students at each level. Educators need creative solutions (e.g., diagnostic assessments, independent 
study courses) to tailor flexible learning opportunities and curricular paths that account for individual 
student differences and interests (Dai & Chen, 2014; Tomlinson, 2014). Students can benefit from 
curricular choices that allow them to “internalize and transform knowledge and skills” to build 
expertise and enhance creative process skills within domains of interest (Dai & Chen, 2014, p. 227; 
see also Subotnik et al., 2011). However, the flexibility granted to local education agencies in Texas 
presents opportunities for school districts to design innovative solutions for equitable identification, 
the delivery of high-quality programming in multiple domains, practical and purposeful professional 
development, and the preparation of high-ability students for future education and career opportunities.

Conclusion

It is a mistake to reduce the complex issues associated with gifted education to broad, sweeping 
statements that cannot be universally applied. Renzulli (2012) referenced Leonardo da Vinci’s 
statement that “he who loves practice without theory is like a sailor who boards a ship without a 
rudder and compass, and never knows where he may land” (p. 150) in order to remind stakeholders 
in gifted education that balance is vital. As practitioners and researchers who serve students from 
diverse populations in varied educational settings, we owe it to ourselves and to the students we 
serve to understand all three paradigms operating in gifted education. It is critical to account 
for individual differences when determining the best course of action for working with high-
ability students. So, as gifted education professionals, we need more than one lens through which 
to view the needs of academically advanced learners and need to craft individual education plans 
for gifted students in today’s schools with today’s practical, social, and cultural pressures. 
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