GT Minority Selection


Moving Toward a More Equitable Representation of 

Minority and Disadvantaged Students

In Gifted and Talented Programs

Introduction

As the ethnic make-up of the United States becomes more and more diverse, the make-up of American schools naturally mirrors that trend.  However, there remains a disproportionate percentage of middle to upper-middle class, White, European-American students that are chosen to participate in the schools’ gifted and talented (GT) programs, while potentially gifted African-American, Hispanic, Native-American, English language- learners, and low-socioeconomic students often go unrecognized for participation in these elite programs  (Ford, 1993; Naglieri & Ford, 2003; Bernal, 2002; Neilson, 1993; Passow & Frasier, 1996; Morris, 2002).  Indeed, the GT programs in American schools are seen by many as a last bastion of segregation, and to some, blatant, unchallenged racism.  As Mary Frasier director, of the Torrence Center for Creative Studies, which is specifically geared towards the identification and development of creative potential, points out in an interview by Grantham in 2002, many people have a predetermined list of credentials for being gifted.  These are things such as hailing from a two parent household, where both parents are college-educated, living in the suburbs, being middle-class or above, and sadly, being White (Grantham, 2002).   The criteria that make-up the selection process for the GT  programs all too often cater to the traditional Anglo-American learning style and schema.  If one is to create a more equitable representation of gifted, disadvantaged, and minority students in these programs, other means of initial assessment that would more readily allow their entry into these programs need to be investigated and researched (Uresti, Goertz, & Bernal 2002; Masten, Morse, & Wengler 1995).  However, the integrity of the programs should also not be harmed by the school districts lowering their standards simply to include a larger percent of minority students.  This is a most important point if one is to offer the highest quality program to the brightest students (Grantham, 2002).

Not only is equal education for all protected by the US Constitution, but if we are to achieve a fair and equitable society, where peoples of all races and creeds have a fair chance at living up to their full potential, then access to education for gifted students must remain unbiased and unsegregated.  GT  programs allow a child to develop cognitive and creative skills that might otherwise go to waste as the child remains unchallenged in the regular education classrooms.  And more importantly, these programs are often the gateways to the development of skills and to scholarships that can lead to the attainment of a college degree (Goertz, Phemister, & Bernal, 1996).

 This paper explores those issues, and attempts to examine the research to find out if there was a greater enrollment of minority and disadvantaged students in the GT programs in American schools, whether it would  directly impact their decisions to enter into post-secondary education in either two- or four-year colleges.  If that is the case, then the criteria for entry into these programs must be broadened to allow for more equal opportunity for these children, whose socioeconomic and cultural groups have also been underrepresented in the make-up of college attendees (Kubilius and Laubscher, 1996).
Review of Literature


Much research has been done in the past decade covering the issues of minority selection for and participation in GT programs.  The first public acknowledgment of this injustice dates back to 1950, when the Educational Policies Commission spoke up against the waste of talent of highly gifted young “Negroes.”  In 1951, Bristow proclaimed to the educational community that giftedness does indeed reside in all races and cultures, and that there was a vast pool of giftedness and talent going untapped in our country (Passow & Frasier, 1994).

Indeed, an even greater population than just African-American children goes unserved, as we see in Neilson’s (1993) account of her grant expenditures on gifted education in the Appalachian Mountain regions of Tennessee,  where there existed no funding to serve economically disadvantaged, White, gifted, children prior to her initiative.  And Bernal (2002) speaks up against the disparity of Hispanic and English language-learning children along the Texas-Mexico border and their lack of inclusion in GT  programs.  Morris (2002) explores the phenomena of the African-American tradition of rejecting open displays of intelligence and the impact that kind of peer pressure has on young, gifted, black learners.  He also states that the methods used for inclusion into the GT programs have deep roots in racism.  

Ford (1993) also investigates the reasons that African-Americans are often underachievers, and blames this trend for their exclusion from GT programs.  She also notes that the lack of African-American related curriculum and lack of trained minority teachers leads to a deficit of motivation on the part of young Blacks.  Similarly, Fries-Britt (1998) looks at gifted, Black collegians who reflect back on their feelings as outcasts in programs geared towards gifted, White, majority, students, where they faced threats of discrimination by Blacks who saw them as disseminating from mainstream Black culture, and from Whites who saw them as a threat to their long held dominance in programs for the gifted and talented.  She describes the phenomenon of “Black Achiever Isolation,” where young African-Americans experience difficulties finding a place to fit in and struggle with their own identities.  They often feel that if they concede to a life of academia, they are actually turning their backs on their own culture, and giving up much of their social support.

Sociologist and researcher John Ogbu (1994) writes about the phenomenon of “voluntary minority,” or those minorities who come to this country not speaking the English language and are quite often an ethnic minority, versus “involuntary minority,” who have long held ties to this country, such as the descendants of slaves and migrant farmers. Involuntary minorities, by choice, rebel against the dominant culture in an attempt to strengthen their own cultural identities.  Unfortunately, this is also often at the expense of encouraging academic giftedness and success, as these two things are seen as characteristics reserved for the dominant, majority, White culture.

Much of the research that was encountered dealt with suggestions for a more equitable selection process, where the assets and gifts of young minority and economically-disadvantaged children are appreciated, rather than overlooked, and the curricula of the programs is more culturally diverse as well.   Goertz, Phemiester, and Bernal (1996) review a program at the University of Texas-Pan American that caters to gifted Hispanic children, and offer suggestions to creating a more culturally sensitive environment that welcomes diversity into GT programs.  Uresti, Goertz, and Bernal (2002) also explore the different learning styles of Mexican-Americans, which tend to be cooperative rather than competitive.  They suggest using the Autonomous Learner Model, which emphasizes self-initiation, individual interests, and responsibility to reach out to potentially gifted Hispanic students.  Reyes, Fletcher, and Paez (1996) also list possible traits to identify giftedness in non-majority children, and more specifically, in Mexican-American border populations.


Masten, Morse, and Wengler (1995) and Naglieri and Ford (2003) write about the different objective and IQ tests that are used in assessment for nomination into the GT programs, and make suggestions based on their findings that would maximize the inclusion of these special populations.  Vialle (1999) explores the use of Howard Gardner’s theory on Multiple Intelligences in assessing giftedness in culturally diverse groups.  She points out that most of the programs geared towards these children are ones more concerned with solving any problems that they bring with them to school, rather than focusing on their strengths.

In a research article by Fleming and Morning (1998) investigating the correlates between SAT scores as predictors of academic success and gifted minority students, the only correlation that they were able to find was one linking teacher interactions with minority students and the student’s subsequent success in the classroom.  It was revealed that upon interviewing, many of the minority students, especially those in majority White schools, reported most of their experiences with their teachers as negative.  The biggest commonality in their complaints about the teachers was a feeling that they were not graded as fairly as their White counterparts.  The researchers point out that this lack of mentoring ultimately leads to academic difficulties among members of this special group.


Finally, in another related article, Olszweki-Kublis and Laubscher (1996) bring to light the needs of economically-disadvantaged, minority, gifted, youths for very intense career counseling programs in the schools that focus specifically on the special needs of this population, such as financial aid and overcoming loneliness and prejudice (Olszweki-Kubilius and Laubscher, 1996).
Discussion

Of the groups of students traditionally excluded from GT  programs, we see many African-Americans (Fries-Britt, 1997; Passow and Frasier, 1994; Morris, 2002), Hispanic-Americans, including many limited-English proficiency students (Goertz, Uresti, and Bernal, 2002; Phemiester and Bernal, 1996; Bernal, 2002; Masten, Morse, and Wengler, 1995), and low-SES groups (Olszewski-Kubilius,1996; Nielson, 1993.)  The group traditionally associated with the GT program is seen as White, middle-class and higher students whose parents are very involved with their schooling, and in whom the value of education is often strongly ingrained.  However, as America is changing ethnically and economically, this view of the gifted face of America should also change accordingly if we are to maintain a democratic society in which every child’s chances of achievement are equal (Grantham, 2002).   

There are several theories as to why there is such a discrepancy in the number of minority children versus the number of White children in GT programs.  One theory is that the standardized tests used in most schools to select gifted children are culturally skewed (Naglieri, and Ford, 2003; Vialle, 1999).   Another is that an unwritten code of cultural bias and belief about what constitutes giftedness is strongly ingrained in the minds of those responsible for selecting students for participation in the programs (Grantham, 2002; Ford et. al., 2002; Nielson, 1993).  There is the belief that the different cultures may be responsible for consciously or perhaps even subconsciously discouraging academic achievement in its members because of the fear of becoming more like the dominant, White culture, and therefore loosing some of their cultural identity.  Likewise, members of the minority group are often left with the choice to assimilate into the majority White academic world, thus leaving behind their cultural support group, or turning their backs on their giftedness and remaining within the sanctity of their cultural boundaries. (Ogbu, 1994; Morris, 2002; Ford, 1993; Fries-Britt, 1997).  And as Bernal and others recognize, in many mono-lingual classrooms, English-speaking teachers lack the understanding of limited-English proficiency students that is needed to identify their talents, due to simple cultural and linguistic differences (Bernal, 2002; Maten, Morse, and Wengler, 1995).

There were no articles addressing a direct correlation between an increase in minority participation in a GT program, and the subsequent increase in the percentage of minority students that went on to attend institutions of higher learning.  Much research, however, does point out that identification in such programs is important in the development of skills that later aides students to succeed in colleges and universities ((Fries-Britt, 1997; Passow and Frasier, 1996; Fleming and Morning, 1998; Olszewski-Kubilius and Laubscher, 1996). 

However, in reviewing the statistics from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, 2003), several conclusions can be drawn.  As Gertz, Phemister, and Bernal (1996)  and Morris (2002) point out, minority students are not only more likely to be ignored in the selection process for GT programs, as well as more likely to be placed in special education classes, but are also at a higher risk for dropping out before completing their high school education.  According to the NCES (2003), while 88.7 percent of Whites aged twenty-five and over that are living in the United States have completed high school, only 79.5 or African-Americans hold high school diplomas. This seems high compared to Hispanic-Americans, whose high school graduation rate lingers at 56.5.   However, in 2001, according to the NCES, of those students who graduated from high school, 64.2 percent of Whites went on to attend college after graduation, as did 54.6 percent of Blacks and 51.7 percent of Hispanics.  This is an encouraging statistic.  If the research is correct, and the engagement of students in special programs such as that for the gifted and talented do actually lead to lower rates of attrition by minority students (Fries-Britt, 1997; Grandy, 1998, Flemming and Morning, 1998), and if 100% of students that are engaged in the GT programs in their school actually attend colleges and universities, as they did in Olszweski-Kubilius and Laubsher’s  (1996) research on the NU-Horizon’s program, then it is logical to draw the conclusion that if more low-SES students of all ethnicities, African-American, Hispanic-American, and limited-English proficiency students, were selected for participation in such programs, not only would the drop-out rate for these populations be decreased, but also the rate of college attendance would be increased. 

Some suggestions have been made as to ways in which a school district may increase its minority participation in their GT  programs.  First, as Frasier points out, the school superintendent and all other policy makers in the district must be committed to bringing about change.  Not a change simply in the number of minority students present in the program, but a change in the way that giftedness is recognized and appreciated.  That means recognizing potential talent as the ability to excel academically and creatively in many perhaps non-traditional domains.  A black child that can “rap” well is showing the ability to excel linguistically, though this would hardly ever be recognized by a classroom teacher if it is all the child did all day, non-stop.  This bright student might even be at risk for referral to a special education program.  But teachers need to be trained to recognize giftedness from cultures other than their own. (Grantham, 2002; Passow and Frasier, 1994.)

Vialle (1999) suggests using Gardner’s theory on Multiple Intelligences (MI), and claims that as teachers learn to use the MI framework, that they are able to improve their skills at observing a child’s particular strengths, weaknesses, and learning styles.  They can then work to further challenge students individually, working towards strengthening their unique talents.  This, she claims, will lead to an increased recognition of giftedness in culturally diverse children.

Another strong argument is for the encouragement of minority children, their parents, and their communities to realize the importance of encouraging academic and creative giftedness in children.  Minority community leaders need to realize that gifted individuals can come to be viewed as a cultural asset to their communities, and that their cultural identity can change for the better with the recognition and support of these individuals.  Minority children need more exposure to gifted and talented, positive role models if their perceptions are to change (Fries-Britt, 1997; Morris, 2002).
Conclusion



Though there is no hard research confirming that the increase in minority participation in GT  programs ultimately will lead to an increase in the number of minority students who go on to graduate from high school and then attend post secondary institutions,  the statistics from other research is convincing.  Schools need to work toward equal representation of minority students in these programs for the sake of all students and society as a whole.  It would be a shame for any child’s potential to go unrecognized because of lack of effort on the part of the school district to more closely examine alternate forms of gifted recognition (Grantham, 2002).  

When the criteria for selection of minority students in school districts that have an even distribution of minority students in their programs is compared to the criteria of school districts that seemingly favor White, majority students, it is possible to  come to a better understanding of what works and what does not in the equitable selection of GT students (Vialle, 1999; Goertz, Phemister, and Bernal, 2002).
Implications for Instructions


It is essential to the democratic integrity of the American school systems and to the future of the democratic society that teachers and administrators learn how to recognize giftedness among minority students, and that they develop a better appreciation for what is considered gifted in cultures other than the traditional, middle-class, majority White culture. (Reyes, Fletcher, & Paez, 1996)   If schools are able to include these children more evenly in GT programs, America will move closer to a more equitable society where minority children and children from low-socioeconomic homes have a chance to become anything they desire.  (Goertz, Phemister, & Bernal, 1996)  Educators  must have specific training in the areas of giftedness recognition, and have specific multicultural training that would enable them to appreciate the areas of giftedness that are specific to the different cultural groups, and to seek out potential in students that have been under-stimulated or that have lacked the formal training necessary to develop their gifts.  

Implications for Future Research


While schools have become slightly more equitable in recent years in their distribution of minority students, many districts are far from reaching that goal.  Large school districts with successful programs need to be closely followed, observed, and researched to come to a better understanding of what works, and why.  Multicultural curriculum needs to be further incorporated into schools, which would lead to an appreciation of diversity among all students. (Ford,1993)  This type of curriculum also needs to be studied and its impact on students’ perceptions and attitudes researched and presented as an example in schools that would like to incorporate these types of programs onto their campuses.


There also needs to be explicit research done that attempts to prove that a correlation exists between minority students that enter into GT programs and their subsequent attainment of higher degrees after completing their high school education.
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