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C h a p t e r  1 9

IDENTIFICATION
S c o t t  P e t e r s ,  J e s s i c a  O t t w e i n ,  L i n d s a y  E l l i s  L e e , 

&  M i c h a e l  S .  M a t t h e w s

KEY TERMS USED IN THE RESEARCH 
ON IDENTIFICATION

A lignment describes continuity between how giftedness is defined, 
measured, and fostered through the provision of available services. 

Alternative assessment typically refers broadly to nontest assess-
ments, such as portfolios, but is sometimes also used to refer to any-

thing other than traditional achievement or aptitude tests, such as measures of 
nonverbal or spatial abilities.

Combination rules refer to the different ways in which multiple measures 
can be combined to come to an identification decision.

Use of national norms refers to using student scores in the process of identi-
fying students for services that are based on students’ performance in comparison 
to a national sample of same-age or same-grade peers of similar demographic 
composition. 

Use of local norms refers to using student scores in the process of identify-
ing students for services that are based on students’ performance as compared 
to a local peer group, such as the other same-grade students in a particular 
school building. Using local norms to define cut scores and articulate param-
eters for gifted identification narrows the comparison to include only those 
students who share designated characteristics with the student being assessed. 

Nomination is the most widely used referral process for formal assessment. 
It may be initiated by teachers, parents, and, in some settings, other students.

Use of multiple criteria refers to the use of multiple measures and specified 
combination rules in the determination of service placement or eligibility. 
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Representation index is a calculated ratio of students from a demographic 
subgroup who have been identified as gifted to the overall student population 
of that same demographic subgroup. 

Universal screening is an identification practice in which all eligible students 
(e.g., all second graders) are put through some process in order to determine 
which students should be formally considered for gifted program eligibility. 
The goal of universal screening typically is not to identify students directly, but 
rather to determine who should be given full consideration in the identifica-
tion process. 

Universal consideration is an identification practice where there is no screen-
ing or nomination phase. Instead, every student (e.g., all second-grade stu-
dents) are considered fully in the entire process of identification to determine 
eligibility for gifted services. For example, if students are identified based on 
teacher ratings and achievement data, then universal consideration would 
involve all students being rated by their teachers and taking achievement tests. 

MAJOR QUESTIONS ADDRESSED IN 
THE RESEARCH ON IDENTIFICATION

The major research questions related to gifted and talented student iden-
tification can be broadly categorized into two main themes: (1) questions 
focused on proportional representation, or the racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, 
disability, sex, or language proficiency demographics of the identified popula-
tion; and (2) questions focused on identification accuracy, or the “goodness” of 
particular identification procedures. Within this second line of inquiry, recent 
work has focused on efficiency and cost effectiveness, in addition to the valid-
ity or accuracy of identification methods. We mention this because efficiency 
itself does not increase accuracy—it only serves to make a given system faster, 
cheaper, or less onerous for the student or school system. In the following 
section we provide an overview of the research base in these two areas, with 
specific attention to ideas that lack empirical support, how this research base 
is being (and should be) applied, and what further questions in these areas 
remain unanswered. 

Proportional Representation
Identification Rates by Student Subgroup. Student identification is one 

of the most researched areas of gifted and talented education (Dai et al., 2011). 
Within this field of inquiry, the dominant question has been, to what degree 
are certain student subgroups under- or overrepresented in identified gifted 
populations compared to their representation in the larger K–12 student popu-
lation? For example, if students from African American backgrounds represent 
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20% of a school’s population, how prevalent are these students in gifted and 
talented programs? In 2009, Yoon and Gentry published an extensive analysis 
of United States Office of Civil Rights (OCR) data to document the state of 
disproportionality since 1978. What they found was a consistent, dispropor-
tionate overrepresentation by students from Asian American backgrounds (1.6 
to 2.4x), a slight overrepresentation of students from European American back-
grounds (~1.2x), and pervasive underrepresentation of students from African 
American, Latinx, and Native American families (.5x to .7x). These data were 
updated in 2019 by Peters, Gentry, et al., who included data for students with 
dual exceptionalities (those served both as gifted and under the Individuals 
With Disabilities Education Act [IDEA]) and those who were still learning 
English (limited English proficient [LEP]). As of 2016, the national represen-
tation rates for these groups were .27 and .21, respectively. As of this writing, 
any person with an Internet connection can look up the gifted and talented 
demographics of any school or district in the country on the OCR website 
(https://ocrdata.ed.gov/DistrictSchoolSearch). A handout on how to use this 
database can be found here: https://tinyurl.com/yxhfpfrm.

Research into the identification rates of students from low-income fam-
ilies has been less common, likely due to two factors. First, the OCR data 
referenced previously do not include information on family income or socio-
economic status. In fact, there are no population-level data that break down 
the identification rates of gifted students by family income. Second, as in other 
research in K–12 schools, data on family income are hard to come by, limiting 
most researchers to free or reduced-price lunch eligibility (FRL) as a proxy 
for overall socioeconomic status. A 2017 study by Hamilton et al. is a perfect 
example of this practice. This study published research by the National Center 
for Research on Gifted Education (NCRGE) utilizing data from three states. 
Across three states, identification rates for non-FRL-eligible students were 
34%, 14.5%, and 18%. In these same states, the identification rates for FRL-
eligible students were 9%, 6%, and 6.6%. Overall it is clear that students from 
African American, Latinx, Native American, and low-income (FRL) families, 
or those students who are served under IDEA or are still learning English 
(LEP), are identified as gifted at lower rates than they are represented in the 
overall school population. They also are identified at lower rates than their 
European American, Asian American, or higher income (non-FRL) peers. 

Importantly, the approach described so far to investigate disproportional 
representation is falling out of favor with gifted education researchers and 
among researchers in special education (e.g., Morgan et al., 2017). The chal-
lenge is that not all groups have the same access to education, to formal learn-
ing experiences, or to proper nutrition, nor do all groups experience systematic 
racism or discrimination. All of these variables, and many more, influence a 
child’s current achievement as well as probability of being identified. Because 
these experiences occur at different rates across groups, a better approach to 
understanding and quantifying disproportionality is to look at a student’s 
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probability of being identified given certain conditions. We refer to this as the 
conditional probability approach to underrepresentation.

Conditional Probability. An advance in the research focused on quantify-
ing disproportionality has come in the shift away from the relative enrollment 
numbers described previously and toward conditional probability of identifi-
cation. Instead of comparing the rate at which a student group is identified as 
gifted to that group’s representation in the overall population, the conditional 
probability approach seeks to understand how two students with similar back-
ground characteristics (e.g., achievement, FRL status) would differ in their 
probability of being identified. In the Hamilton et al. (2018) study, the authors 
went beyond the FRL/non-FRL identification rates and used multilevel 
regression to determine the probability of identification after controlling for 
a range of variables at the student, school, and district levels, which included 
FRL eligibility, reading achievement, math achievement, percentage of FRL 
eligible students at the school and district levels, and the percentage of gifted 
students at the school and district level. When these analyses were applied 
to State 2, the results showed that non-FRL-eligible students were still 1.35 
times more likely to be identified as gifted. This finding is important because 
it means that the observed achievement test score differences between racial/
ethnic groups do not explain the differences in identification rates. Something 
else is contributing to the identification gap.

Perhaps the most important example of the conditional probability approach 
was published in 2016 by Grissom and Redding. These authors utilized the 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K) dataset to determine whether 
or not a student’s race or ethnicity really was a factor in underrepresentation, 
or if the observed identification gaps could be explained by some other factors. 
Grissom and Redding first quantified disproportionality in identification rates: 
An average of 5.3% of European American students were identified as gifted 
compared to 2.2% of African American students, 3.5% of Latinx students, 
and 6.2% of Asian American students. However, the more important part of 
their analyses looked at what variables explained those rates—were they due to 
underlying achievement differences, or to some kind of bias? After controlling 
for student achievement test scores in reading and math, the gap in identifi-
cation rates between European American and Latinx students became sta-
tistically indistinguishable. The same occurred for the gap between European 
American and Asian American students—suggesting that the identification 
rate differences between these groups can be explained by achievement differ-
ences alone. Importantly, the same could not be said for the identification gap 
between African American and European American students—the former 
were about half as likely to be identified as gifted, even after controlling for 
achievement test scores. 

In a follow-up analysis, Grissom et al. (2019) investigated the effects of 
socioeconomic status (SES) and the intersection of SES and other student- 
and school-level factors on probability of identification. The effect of higher 



265IDENTIFICATION

SES was profound but also unequal in its benefits. In the lowest two SES 
quintiles, African American and European American students showed sim-
ilar probabilities of being identified as gifted. In other words, very poor kids, 
whether from African American or European American backgrounds, show 
the same probability of identification. However, that identification gap grew to 
10 percentage points in the top quintile—this all while controlling for student 
achievement. Not only did higher SES students get identified as gifted at far 
greater rates overall (2% of bottom SES quintile students receive services, com-
pared to 13% in the top quintile), but also the benefits of higher SES were far 
more significant for students from Asian American and European American 
backgrounds than they were for African American or, to a lesser degree, Latinx 
students. 

Mitigating Subgroup Identification Gaps. In addition to a well-established 
research base on the disparate representation of diverse student subgroups in 
gifted programming, a considerable body of research has been focused on how 
these subgroup identification gaps might be mitigated through the use of 
alternative identification methods. Alternative assessments, or nontraditional 
methods of using tests, are employed with the intent to improve access by 
capturing indicators of giftedness or gifted potential that are often missed by 
traditional measures of academic achievement or ability. 

Alternative Assessments. Many types of assessments have been utilized in 
multiple criteria systems aimed at decreasing disproportionate representation. 
These include the use of nonverbal measures, creativity tests, and observa-
tion-based assessments. 

Nonverbal Assessments. The two most frequently used nonverbal assess-
ments are the Naglieri Nonverbal Abilities Tests (NNAT; e.g., Naglieri & 
Ford, 2003) and the Raven’s Progressive Matrices (RAVEN; Raven, 2000). 
Nonverbal assessments purport to identify greater numbers of traditionally 
underrepresented students by assessing logical reasoning, observation, and 
problem-solving skills rather than vocabulary and related language-specific 
abilities. Naglieri and Ford (2003, 2005) argued that other traditional forms 
of cognitive assessment are polluted by culturally biased items that exacerbate 
inequitable access to gifted programs. However, recent research indicates that 
proportional representation is not guaranteed by utilizing nonverbal measures 
(Carman & Taylor, 2010: Giessman et al., 2013; Peters & Engerrand, 2016). 
Even if such efforts were successful, Lohman (2009) expressed concerns over 
whether such methods would actually identify the students who would be most 
successful in typical gifted education programming. 

Creativity. Creativity has been incorporated in the formal pathway to 
gifted identification in at least one state (Georgia) and is used elsewhere (e.g., 
some districts in Florida, Alabama, Washington) as an alternative pathway 
into gifted identification (Matthews, 2015). Creativity assessments have been 
suggested as an “equalizer” in reducing racial and ethnic bias in the college 
admissions process, in addition to their potential role in increasing diversity 
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within gifted programs (Kaufman, 2010). Luria et al. (2016) recommended 
the use of creativity assessments in the gifted identification process as a means 
to mitigate underrepresentation; however, they urged caution when consider-
ing whether a chosen creativity assessment adequately measures the construct. 
Hypothetically, utilizing measures that include identifying creative abilities 
to broaden the pool of those considered for gifted identification seems like 
a good idea. However, just as with nonverbal measures, the question of how 
to adapt the gifted curriculum—which typically is high in verbal content—
remains largely unaddressed in the literature. Although Kaufman (2010) found 
higher mean scores in domains of creativity for historically underrepresented 
demographics in college students, there is still question of how this translates 
to K–12 programming. Additionally, caution should be taken when interpret-
ing these suggestions for creativity to be seen as an “equalizer,” as measures of 
creativity still show demographic disparities, just like other measures used in 
identification (Kaufman, 2006, 2010). More research is needed to understand 
the relationship between creativity measures within gifted identification for 
K–12 and their relationship to demographic proportionality. 

Observations. Observation-based assessments provide a way for students 
to demonstrate high ability and/or potential through samples of student work, 
teacher observations, and other anecdotal records (Horn, 2015). The rationale 
for this approach is that these kinds of products are more closely aligned with 
what students would actually do in the classroom, and therefore, their use 
should provide a more accurate assessment than a less closely related task (e.g., 
a traditional test of ability) would. 

For example, the Fairfax County Public Schools Young Scholar model uses 
student portfolios and performance-based assessments to identify students for 
participation within the Young Scholar program (Horn, 2015, p. 24). The goal 
of Young Scholars is to identify academic potential in diverse populations and 
foster advanced academic outcomes. This approach requires the combined 
collaborative efforts of teachers, gifted specialists, and administrators in the 
screening and identification process. 

A second example is the systematic observation protocol from Using 
Science, Talents, and Abilities to Recognize Students—Promoting Learning 
for Under-Represented Students (USTARS-PLUS). The USTARS-PLUS 
program incorporates the Teacher’s Observation of Potential in Students 
(TOPS) in its identification process. The TOPS provides teachers with a list 
of indicators typically associated with giftedness and descriptions of how these 
indicators may manifest in both teacher-pleasing and non-teacher-pleasing 
behaviors. By including non-teacher-pleasing indicators of unmet academic 
potential, the TOPS encourages teachers to consider behaviors that previously 
may have gone ignored. In a study evaluating the efficacy of the USTAR-
PLUS program, the majority of teachers who provided feedback indicated that 
the TOPS had helped them to identify students who otherwise would have 
been missed (Harradine et al., 2014). 
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Although implementing the TOPS seemed to be effective for the USTARS-
PLUS program, it is important to consider the degree to which the alter-
native assessment has been aligned with the program that provides services. 
Generally, most teacher rating scales have been found to be psychometrically 
flawed (Peters & Pereira, 2017), and the teacher nomination process has been 
cited as a contributor to disproportionate identification rates (McBee et al., 
2016). 

Universal Screening and Consideration. Although not a type of assess-
ment, Card and Giuliano (2016) and McBee et al. (2016) have shown that 
universal screening results in fewer missed students than do other widely used 
approaches in which students must first be nominated before being considered. 
The advantages of such a system also apply to disproportionality. Not only are 
fewer students missed overall, but also the benefits greatly impact students 
from historically underrepresented groups. Although expensive, the use of uni-
versal consideration poses additional benefits by putting all students through 
the full identification process and allowing for a second method to be used to 
mitigate subgroup identification gaps: local norms. 

Local Norms. Recently, greater emphasis has been placed on how to use 
tests differently through using demographically comparable reference groups 
(i.e., national, local, building norms). Under national norms, students are iden-
tified if they score higher than a certain percentile (often the 95th percentile or 
higher) of their age- or grade-level peers across the country. Under local norms, 
specifically building norms, students are identified if they are the highest per-
formers within their local school building. Not only does this help combat 
disproportionality (a documented increase of as high as 170% to 300% in rep-
resentation rates for Latinx and African American students; Peters, Rambo-
Hernandez, et al., 2019), but also it makes more logical sense. Under such 
modes, students are identified because they are the most likely to be ill-served 
by their local school services—and not because they outscore students from 
across the country. If the goal is to better challenge kids who are currently 
underchallenged, a local normative comparison is more likely to yield that 
result. 

Identification Accuracy
As we noted at the opening of this chapter, a second theme in gifted iden-

tification research has focused on the accuracy or goodness of the identification 
process. This line of inquiry has received less attention than that focused on 
disproportionality, for one important reason: Few researchers agree on what 
makes for a “good” identification process, or even what the goal of identifi-
cation really is. Is the goal to identify the psychological trait in gifted people? 
Or is it to identify students for content-specific, advanced academic programs 
and services? Because of the complexity of these questions, less educational 
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research has addressed the question of accuracy or goodness of the identifica-
tion process.

Economists have not been inhibited by this distinction. In 2011, Bui et 
al. examined the effect of being placed in a gifted program for all of sixth 
grade and part of seventh grade on seventh-grade achievement test scores. In 
this sense they operationalized “goodness” of an identification process as being 
indicated by whether or not the students so identified actually benefited from 
the service. In this case, placement/identification was based on a complex, 
but strangely common, identification matrix made up of achievement data, 
nonverbal ability test data, and (additional consideration for) student family 
income. All fifth-grade students were universally screened, and a strict matrix 
cut score was applied. Students placed in the program showed no achievement 
differences in reading or language, and actually showed a negative effect for 
math. There is no way to know if this lack of an effect was because of an inef-
fective program or because the wrong placement criteria were used. For exam-
ple, the placement/identification criteria described above resulted in identified 
students whose national math achievement percentiles ranged from the 55th 
percentile to 98th. In reading the students ranged from the 45th percentile to 
the 97th. The outcome variable of interest was also academic achievement. But 
it is hard to imagine a math or reading “gifted” program for which students 
who achieve from the 47th–98th percentiles would all benefit. In this case, the 
identification criteria likely were failing to identify the students who would 
most benefit from the program. 

Card and Giuliano (2014) conducted a similar study to determine which 
students, identified through which pathway, benefited most from gifted ser-
vices in Broward County, FL. The gifted program in question was based on the 
same state curriculum as nongifted classes, with teachers describing greater use 
of ability grouping and enrichment for those students who finish their “regular” 
work faster. Students were placed in these classes based on one of three path-
ways: (a) IQ of 130+, (b) IQ of 116+, or (c) highest achieving within the school 
building (local norm). It is also worth noting that only English language learn-
ers or students from low-income backgrounds could access services through 
option b. The results showed that the only students to benefit—and benefit 
significantly and substantially (0.4 to 0.5 SD effect size)—were those students 
identified through pathway c. Again, this points to the relevance of empirical 
evidence for identification criteria. If the program is similar to the grade-level 
curriculum but with the addition of clustering and enrichment, then IQ tests 
make little sense as identification tools. Instead, such programs should be filled 
with the highest performing students in the individual building. 

Something that should be clear after reading this section is the importance 
of alignment—in other words, the skills or constructs measured by a particular 
identification process must align with the skills taught and constructs fostered 
in the resulting programming or services. Absent this alignment, the identifi-
cation process will identify a group of students with one set of needs and then 
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place them into a program designed for students with a different set of needs. 
As noted with regard to Young Scholars and TOPS, as well as in the research 
just presented, the field is starting to realize that “good” identification, just like 
quality talent development programs, must be domain-specific. The identifi-
cation criteria must measure the same skills and content to be fostered and 
developed in the resulting services. 

Assessment Validity. The degree to which gifted identification assess-
ments demonstrate criterion validity and predictive validity has been a concern 
within gifted identification and programming (e.g., Borland, 2008). Criterion 
validity relates to how the construct of giftedness should be measured, whereas 
predictive validity is concerned with how assessments for gifted identification 
connect to future student performance outcomes within the designated gifted 
services of a district. From a psychometric perspective, clarification of the 
major purposes of tests increases the likelihood of them being useful for these 
purposes (Crocker & Algina, 2006). In other words, the tests utilized in identi-
fication need to serve a specific purpose, which districts should clarify in order 
to clearly connect their use to programs offered to students. This is particularly 
evident in the use of creativity assessments in gifted programs, where creativity 
is assessed but rarely is emphasized within the designated gifted curriculum. 
The broad range of instrumentation used in the identification process may or 
may not be assessing what was intended, and as a result, it may not be closely 
linked to the desired student outcomes of the ensuing programs.

LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH
One of the major findings of this field of inquiry is also one of its greatest 

limitations: The overall implication that “good” identification depends on what 
is to be provided to those students once identified. The identification process 
for general math enrichment within the general education classroom will look 
very different than the identification and placement process for radical grade 
acceleration or placement in a specialized high school. Thus, the key takeaway 
deals with the importance of alignment, while at the same time, the limitation 
is that there is no one “best” way to identify students for gifted services. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Going forward, more research is needed on what supports are most suc-

cessful in mitigating opportunity gaps for certain student groups. If mitigating 
disproportionality within advanced educational opportunities is a goal (and 
it should be), then what kinds of “pre-GT” or early talent development are 
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needed, such that larger numbers of students from historically marginalized 
groups will be identified for and will be successful in them? More specific to 
predictive validity, future studies should examine specific assessments and how 
they align to gifted programming, curriculum, and student outcomes. There 
has been less emphasis on IQ-based conceptions of giftedness as they relate 
to identification. Over time more literature has focused on domain-specific 
talents or abilities (e.g., spatial ability) and on increasingly multidimensional 
views of giftedness, but there has been less study of domain-specific identifica-
tion and its connections to relevant services (e.g., curriculum, programming). 
Even less research has looked at how other alternative assessments (e.g., cre-
ativity, performance-based observations, leadership) have impacted propor-
tional representation within gifted programs. Future inquiry should examine 
how and if these alternative assessments are impacting proportional represen-
tation over time. Also, another potentially productive line of inquiry is how and 
when to use criterion-based assessments within the identification process, and 
how these connect with curriculum and programs.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
First and foremost, schools need to understand their specific student demo-

graphics in order to make decisions for the communities they are serving. 
Additionally, districts need to consider how their identification processes may 
be unintentionally restricting access to students who require or can benefit 
from further challenge. Reflecting upon nomination practices, cut-off scores, 
types of assessments, or how to use different combination rules in the iden-
tification process should be a regularly scheduled and essential component of 
district self-evaluations. In addition, any proposed policy change should draw 
upon recent research on how identification approaches can be improved to 
create a wider pool of consideration for gifted and advanced academic services. 
Districts should consider whether their policies and identification practices are 
acting as gatekeepers to entry and denying opportunity to learn. Policies can be 
modified to be more equitable and to improve the representation of historically 
underrepresented groups within this specific setting over time. If dispropor-
tionality persists following such change, then districts should consider what 
other factors are serving as barriers. 

No matter how districts chooses to identify their gifted, talented, and 
advanced learners, alignment between measurement methods and services is 
an essential component of effective program planning. Districts need to be 
purposeful in selecting assessments and in specifying the student outcomes 
expected within each curriculum or program. No matter the conception of 
giftedness, identification assessments can and should take into consideration 
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the predictive validity of identification measures in light of the specific desired 
student outcomes of gifted services. 
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