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Taking Off the Wrapper:
Identifying and Serving Gifted English Learners

CHAPTER EIGHT



Activity



① Perceptions and misperceptions about gifted students
② Perceptions and misperceptions about ELs
③ The underrepresentation of ELs in gifted programs
④ Identifying gifted ELs
⑤ Serving gifted ELs in the mainstream classroom

5 Critical Topics



• I.Q. is relevant.
• All children are not 

gifted.
• All children possess 

an area of strength; 
this is not the same 
as giftedness.

Perceptions & Misperceptions About Gifted Students



Perceptions & Misperceptions About English Learners

• ELs DO want to learn English!
• Teachers often focus on mistakes made by 

ELs rather than their strengths.
• Equal treatment is not necessarily fair

treatment.
• Culture matters. It includes life experiences 

and circumstances (e.g., SES).
• Multilingual students are advantaged over 

monolingual students.
• Many teachers have predisposed negative 

attitudes toward ELs.
• Many states now require ESOL training in pre- 

service teacher programs.



• Multiple causes for 
underrepresentation

• ELs might not take 
standardized achievement 
tests or I.Q. tests.

• Classroom teachers are the 
single most important 
factor in the identification 
process.

• Parents of ELs are often 
reluctant to advocate for 
their children to be 
screened for gifted.

Underrepresentation of ELs in Gifted Programs



• Teacher checklists
• Alternative assessments
• Nonverbal instruments

• Naglieri Nonverbal Ability Test 
(NNAT)

• Form 6 of the Cognitive Abilities 
Test (CogAT)

• Raven’s Standard Progressive
Matrices (Raven)

• ITBS/ITED (used mainly in Iowa)

Identifying Gifted ELs



Gifted Characteristics

• View gifted characteristics checklist for underrepresented populations.
• View Renzulli Scales for more characteristics.

https://www.azed.gov/sites/default/files/2015/03/projectbrighthorizon-giftedcharacteristicschecklist.pdf?id=550317311130c016dcbfbc85
https://gifted.education.uconn.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/612/2014/08/Scales-for-Rating-the-Behvioral-Characteristics-of-Superior-Students.pdf


Process of Gifted Identification

• Classroom teacher is (typically) 
first to notice gifted traits and 
nominate a child for screening.

• Great care should be taken in 
how this is explained to families 
and especially to students.

• Identification should be 
presented as a tool to determine 
appropriate level of challenge.
(Avoid label of “gifted” at this
stage.)



Serving Gifted ELs in the Mainstream Classroom

Gifted identification can take up to a year to become 
official. How will you meet their needs?
• Avoid common pitfalls of keeping gifted students

busy (e.g., “Help your neighbor.”).
• Differentiate.
• Match curriculum to the academic readiness of the 

child.
• Focus on mastery of content objectives (e.g., Avoid 

busy work. Do not expect gifted students to ‘show 
their work’ in math. For many, complex problems
are merely ‘mental math.’)

• Alternative assessments/options nurture 
imagination and creativity, characteristics of 
giftedness.

• YO-YO approach provides options and encourages 
personal accountability.

• Allow/encourage students to suggest their own 
options to demonstrate mastery of content 
objectives.



Passionate Pedagogy

As a teacher, consider your personal interests, passions, and areas of expertise. Can you
share with your students? Can you model a passion for learning? Can you inspire?

• Watch a short clip from The 
Hobart Shakespeareans.

• Discuss Rafe Esquith’s 
passions (e.g., Shakespeare, 
coming of age literature 
classics).

• Discuss how “average” 5th 

grade ELs have mastered 
these classics.

• Brainstorm how you can 
bring your passion to your 
students.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n1EGzKtR9DE


“I have traveled more 
than anyone else, and 

I have noticed that 
even the angels speak 

English with an 
accent.”

Mark Twain

Following the Equator,1897



Review these resources:
A Nation Deceived: How Schools Hold Back America’s Brightest Students

Myths About Gifted Students

http://www.accelerationinstitute.org/nation_deceived/
https://www.nagc.org/myths-about-gifted-students
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