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Introduction

AMERIC AN EDUC AT ION has focused in recent decades on ensur-
ing that all children, especially those from poor and minority back-
grounds, attain a minimum level of academic achievement. That is an 
absolutely worthy goal—and the country has made modest progress 
toward reaching it, particularly in the early grades.

But what about students already above that minimum? Those for 
whom reaching “proficiency” is no challenge? How well has the U.S. 
education system been serving them? How are they doing academi-
cally compared with their age-mates in other countries?

A number of studies, books, and commentaries have raised the 
disquieting possibility that our focus on boosting the performance 
of students “below the bar” has neglected girls and boys who have 
already cleared it; in an era committed to leaving no child behind, 
these kids are at considerable risk of languishing in classes geared 
toward universal but modest proficiency and taught by instructors 
admonished to raise the floor but under no pressure to lift the ceiling.

These are the same children who, in the words of the American 
Enterprise Institute’s Frederick M. Hess, “may be those most likely to 
one day develop miraculous cures, produce inspiring works, invent 
technological marvels and improve the lives of all Americans.”1

They are, in other words, an important element of the nation’s 
human capital—and they, too, deserve an education that meets their 
needs, develops their potential, and maximizes their attainments. 
Yet far too few of these children, especially the poor and minority 
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youngsters among them, are getting that kind of education today. 
Our goal in this book is to persuade U.S. educators and policy mak-
ers to attend more purposefully and systematically to their schooling.

This is a steep hill to climb. Many Americans don’t think these 
kids need special attention and are loath to divert resources in their 
direction. But it’s a hill that others have struggled up long before we 
reached its foot. A full century before No Child Left Behind, some local 
public school systems—concerned lest the education of exceptionally 
able children be consigned to private schools accessible mainly to the 
wealthy—undertook in various ways to address the specific learning 
needs of such pupils. Worcester (Massachusetts) opened the first spe-
cial school for gifted pupils in 1901. A decade later, the Dayton (Ohio) 
public schools created “The Make-Time School” in which high-ability 
youngsters (and those who had for some reason missed a year of for-
mal education) could speed through the curricula of both eighth and 
ninth grades in a single year.2 By 1920, many cities had made similar 
arrangements, though these tended to fade amid the Great Depres-
sion and the weighty, costly distractions of World War II.

The education of high-ability and high-achieving students 
emerged as a national concern during the 1950s in the aftermath of 
Sputnik—part of America’s worry that its long-assumed scientific and 
technological prowess was being eclipsed by its chief Cold War enemy.

The National Association for Gifted Children was founded in 
1954, the same year as the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion decision. And as the country began to desegregate its schools and 
concern itself with educational equity, a seminal 1961 book by Carn-
egie Corporation president (and future Health, Education, and Wel-
fare secretary) John W. Gardner posed the provocative question, “Can 
we be equal and excellent too?”3 U.S. Education Commissioner Sidney 
P. Marland reported to Congress in 1972 that “Gifted and Talented 
children are, in fact, deprived and can suffer psychological damage 
and permanent impairment of their abilities to function well which is 
equal to or greater than the similar deprivation suffered by any other 
population with special needs.”4

Then 1983 brought A Nation at Risk, the celebrated commission 
report that—echoing Sputnik-era concerns—declared that weaknesses in 
American primary and secondary education augured serious threats 
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on the international front, and indeed that “[o]ur once unchallenged 
preeminence in commerce, industry, science, and technological inno-
vation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world.”5 
Five years later, Congress enacted the first (and only) federal pro-
gram focused on gifted students, named in honor of the late senator 
Jacob K. Javits (R-NY), one of the rare lawmakers to pay attention to 
this issue.

The topic has resurfaced in recent years, owing partly to deepen-
ing concern about America’s economic competitiveness and (again) its 
scientific/technological leadership, partly to alarming international 
test score results, partly to concern that new academic standards and 
tests will have a homogenizing effect on school curricula and instruc-
tion, and partly to highly visible revelations that few successful stu-
dents from disadvantaged backgrounds are proceeding from high 
school into the challenging colleges that would maximize their edu-
cational attainments and their prospects for upward mobility.

We’ve known for more than two decades that few students—espe-
cially poor and minority pupils—reach the “Advanced” level on the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), and that most 
of those trend lines are close to flat. But gifted and talented educa-
tion is often viewed as an elitist enterprise that benefits mainly the 
daughters and sons of ambitious middle-class families, and is hence 
irrelevant to disadvantaged youngsters. In many places, these kids 
have been left to make it through school as best they can. And some—
though not enough—of them have excelled there, only to encounter 
yet another form of neglect, this one more surprising. In fact, it made 
the front page of the Sunday New York Times in March 2013 when 
Stanford economist Caroline Hoxby and a colleague revealed that 
“Only 34 percent of high-achieving high school seniors in the bottom 
fourth of (sic) income distribution attended any one of the country’s 
238 most selective colleges.”6

These are young people, mind you, who succeeded in American 
K–12 education despite their families’ poverty, yet the system still 
failed to do right by them. A few other analysts and commentators, 
along with us, have begun to ask, How many more boys and girls with 
strong potential yet limited means never make it to the ranks of high 
achievers because they languish in the earlier grades of school?7
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At least as concerning as the domestic data is evidence from inter-
national assessments that a number of other countries are doing bet-
ter than the United States at propelling their young people, including 
more of those from disadvantaged circumstances, to impressive aca-
demic achievement. In 2012, twenty-seven of thirty-four countries 
in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) had larger percentages of their test takers score in PISA’s top 
two tiers in mathematics than did the United States. While just 9 per-
cent of American fifteen-year-olds reached these levels, 31 percent of 
Korean students and 16 percent of Canadians did so.

When we probe deeper into those data for evidence of high 
achievement by disadvantaged youngsters, the U.S. performance 
turns out to be even worse. In science, for example, PISA (Program for 
International Student Assessment) results indicate that just 1 percent 
of American fifteen-year-olds with poorly educated parents reach the 
high-scoring ranks, versus 5 percent in Australia, 6 percent in Ger-
many, and 7 percent in Japan.

How do those countries do it? Is there some secret sauce for edu-
cating high-ability youngsters that other nations are sprinkling on 
their schools but that the United States has failed to discover or 
refuses to use? Are others neglecting their low achievers in favor of 
gifted students? Or have they figured out how to support both at 
once? Are they doing it for reasons of equity or economic competi-
tiveness? Are they not plagued by worries about elitism and the diver-
sion of resources from the “truly needy” to populations that “will do 
fine anyway”?

Such questions begged for answers and we resolved to seek some. 
Encouraged by the organizations and colleagues (and funders) iden-
tified in the acknowledgments, we embarked on visits to a dozen sites 
in eleven countries during 2012 and 2013, gathering insights and 
opinions from knowledgeable individuals in those locales, and exam-
ined other studies and data from international and domestic sources. 
In the pages that follow, we describe what we learned—and what we 
think should be done to change our own country’s trajectory.

Part I reviews the twin rationales that we find most compelling for 
renewing America’s focus on the education of high-ability youngsters; 
documents our present weak performance in this realm; underscores 
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our domestic “excellence gap” whereby advantaged children are far 
likelier to become high achievers than are their poor and minority 
classmates; and examines the principal obstacles and arguments that 
deter us from strengthening our performance as well as some authen-
tic dilemmas regarding how such strengthening is best done.

In part II, we explore how schools around the world educate their 
high-ability students and distill the main lessons that we draw from 
our study of them. Then in part III, we apply those lessons to the U.S. 
education system.

Because the topic of “gifted” education is fraught with defini-
tional challenges—who warrants such a designation and according to 
what criteria—we should make our own focus clear.

We recognize that extraordinary ability and performance come 
in many forms, including (for example) sports and the arts. In these 
pages, however, we concentrate on academic or intellectual prowess, 
the forms of achievement measured by PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS, and 
NAEP. With apologies to those who contend that other forms of tal-
ent and accomplishment are just as important to the nation’s future, 
we accept the economic and political reality that American prosperity 
and security over the next half century hinge more directly on intel-
lectual ability and academic achievement.

Even within those limits, debates rage over who, exactly, quali-
fies as “gifted” and how to determine this. Some claim that “everyone  
is gifted in his or her own way and it’s wrong to make distinctions.” 
Others assert that only the kind of intellectual aptitude purport-
edly measured by IQ tests qualifies, and that the gifted population is 
therefore best defined by setting “cut scores” on such tests. Still others 
insist that effort and attitude always trump aptitude or ability and 
that it’s therefore pointless, even harmful, to make any distinctions 
between individuals’ potential to achieve great things.

There’s no clear path through this thicket, which we reenter in 
chapters 3 and 18. But after much thought and considerable research, 
we reject all three of those perspectives, and find ourselves in broad 
agreement with such thinkers as the University of Connecticut’s 
Joseph Renzulli, the University of Quebec’s Françoys Gagné, and the 
American Psychological Association’s Rena Subotnik, all of whom 
have developed “models” of giftedness that are taken seriously in other 
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countries (and by many gifted education specialists in the United 
States). Though their models differ somewhat, each considers several 
factors in determining which students deserve this consideration. 
Renzulli’s “three-ring” version focuses on the intersection within an 
individual of “above average ability,” “task commitment,” and “creativ-
ity.” Gagné’s “differentiated model” combines “giftedness” (based on 
natural aptitudes) with “talent” (depicted as “outstanding mastery 
of systematically developed abilities, called competencies [knowledge 
and skills], in at least one field of human activity.”) And Subotnik 
(often working with colleagues Paula Olszewski-Kubilius and Frank 
Worrell) has usefully added the element of “eminence,” or outstand-
ing achievement, in specific domains that “ought to be the chief goal 
of gifted education” and should influence the identification process.

Because these models are complex, relatively expensive, and 
involve subjective judgments about individuals, they’re hard to 
apply to large numbers of children. That’s why many educators end 
up relying instead on straightforward test scores—or throwing up 
their hands and either denying the existence of exceptional ability or 
insisting that it doesn’t matter. We understand the challenges here, 
yet remain convinced that such multifactor models are the best way 
to think about the blend of potential and accomplishment that war-
rant the strongest claim on our attention. And, to repeat, we also 
concentrate in these pages on policies, practices, and programs that 
bear primarily on the education of young people whose potential and 
accomplishment are manifest in traditional “academic” realms.
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eff ort a state is exerting on behalf of its schools and the extent to which a 
state progressively funds high-need districts, and that Congress should at-
tach strict conditions to those funds, mandating funding and resource eq-
uity both within and between districts for high-need schools. He maintains 
that these measures could drastically increase the ability of schools to meet 
students’ needs, though targeting funds at high-poverty districts could cre-
ate perverse incentives to further segregate some schools and districts. Th us, 
he contends that the ESEA must also monitor changes in student enrollment 
and incentivize integrative changes while penalizing segregative changes.

In chapter 12, “Remedying Separate and Unequal: Is It Possible to Create 
Equal Educational Opportunity?,” Erwin Chemerinsky recognizes that just 
after the sixtieth anniversary of Brown American public schools are increas-
ingly separate and unequal. He notes how American education is character-
ized by suburban schools that are predominately white and spend far more 
on education than city schools, which are almost entirely students of color 
(with private schools, overwhelmingly white). He highlights how Supreme 
Court decisions over the last several decades have contributed enormously 
to this problem. Chemerinsky contends that the key to a solution is to make 
sure that all children in each metropolitan area are attending the same school 
system so that there is truly a unitary and equal system of education. He then 
considers whether this would be possible or constitutional.

Th e Enduring Legacy of Rodriguez off ers a collection of insights regarding 
one of the most important and enduring challenges confronting our nation: 
the educational opportunity gap. Although our nation proclaims itself the 
land of opportunity, in truth each year the educational opportunity of mil-
lions of schoolchildren is hindered by their socioeconomic status, race, im-
migration status, and zip code. Th e long-standing disparities in educational 
opportunity betray our national identity, shackle our economic future, and 
mock the nation’s professed commitment to justice and fairness. 

Th is volume also advances the ongoing reform eff orts aimed at ensuring 
equal educational opportunity. It proposes an array of pioneering ways to 
move the United States toward a more excellent and equitable education sys-
tem and, in so doing, off ers not only powerful tools for reformers but also 
hope and encouragement that the elusive goal of equal educational opportu-
nity remains within the nation’s grasp. 


