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Executive Summary 
America’s reckoning with racial injustice and the pursuit of equity have led some public school 
systems to reduce or terminate (or at least question) special programs for high achievers, such 
as “gifted” education, honors courses, and selective high schools. Historically, such programs 
have served disproportionately few Black, Hispanic, Native American, and low-income students. 
Their critics have used this fact to call for their overhaul or elimination—a position they often 
justify with claims that the programs don’t improve participants’ academic outcomes, especially 
those of marginalized students, and that more heterogeneous classrooms work just as well. 

This policy brief considers four frequent arguments that opponents of advanced education 
programs use to advocate for their elimination. 

Claim 1: Programs for advanced students don’t work, especially for marginalized students. 

False. Interventions including acceleration and readiness grouping benefit high-achieving students 
from all backgrounds and don’t harm their lower- and middle-achieving peers. 

Claim 2: What’s commonly termed “differentiated instruction,” i.e., grouping all readiness 
levels into single classrooms, works just as well as advanced programs that group some of 
them separately.  

False. No high-quality research shows that heterogeneous differentiation can work at scale for the 
full range of student readiness levels that are typically present in American classrooms. And 
several large-scale meta-analyses say it doesn’t work. 

Claim 3: School systems under-identify marginalized students due to biased practices. 

Perhaps. We can’t deny that bias can take place, but the problem is deeper—and it is up to us to 
intervene early. 

Claim 4: Many school systems have a gatekeeping mentality, which serves to worsen 
segregation and inequity. 

True. And we must address it. 

The Bottom Line 

Education strategies designed for high-achieving students can improve their academic outcomes 
without harming their lower- and middle-achieving peers. Historically, marginalized students 
have been under-identified for participation in these programs. But eliminating such programs 
will not solve these inequities. Instead, implementing more effective methods of identification 
and developing and nurturing their capabilities over the course of their education, will allow 
more high-achieving marginalized students to access programs that benefit their achievement in 
ways that heterogeneous differentiation often cannot. In short, mend it, don’t end it, and extend 
it to many more students. This will create opportunities for them that they would not otherwise 
have, and will thereby also strengthen society’s prosperity, security, and cultural vibrancy. 
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Recommendations 

1. Expand and augment school programs for higher achievers.

These services should include in-class differentiation, readiness grouping in separate classrooms, 
and acceleration. Instruction should make use of pre-differentiated, prescriptive curricula—
wherein teachers follow units that have already been developed for them, meaning they don’t 
have to develop all of their daily lessons and there is less variance between teachers. For all of 
these strategies to boost identified students’ academic outcomes, school systems must also 
ensure they have sufficient capacity to serve all students who would benefit from these 
advanced education services. Implementing these steps will also better prepare more students 
to be eligible for these programs and ready to benefit from them when they participate. 

2. Screen all students for advanced program eligibility using local norms.

Screening can be conducted with a universally administered assessment, as well as other 
measures like classroom grades. Compare students to peers who attend their school, as 
opposed to everyone in their district or state.1 

3. States should mandate that districts offer fully developed advanced programs and regularly 
audit districts for compliance.

Mandates have the potential to improve the academic outcomes of high-achieving students, as 
well as diversify the population qualifying for these services. Those served would be more likely 
to receive many more years of increased academic rigor and enrichment, better preparing them 
to gain acceptance to, and excel in, selective high schools and colleges, where they’d earn 
degrees that make them competitive for respected and lucrative careers. In other words, these 
policies achieve the ends of diversifying opportunities for Black, Hispanic, low-income, and 
otherwise underserved children, but do so by building up their achievement instead of tearing 
down the unique and valuable services provided by high-quality advanced education programs. 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn1
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Background

Every student needs and deserves educational experiences that help them reach their full 
potential. That means that some children require more than can be provided in a classroom 
geared toward the average student. Schools should therefore offer distinctive programs and 
services for advanced students who would benefit from them. These students come from every 
racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic background, so for American education to fail in this regard is 
to fail some of the country’s most marginalized children, as well as their communities and the 
country at large. 

Yet the simplicity of this argument belies the complex challenges associated with such efforts in 
the real world. These challenges have only mounted in recent years, as an overdue reckoning 
with racial injustice has led to countless changes and reconsiderations in American life. In the 
realm of education, those changes include a wave of district-led equity initiatives, many of 
which took a skeptical view of programs for high achievers, including “gifted” education, honors 
courses, and selective high schools. Such programs have historically tended to serve a 
disproportionately low number of Black, Hispanic, and Native American students when 
compared with district-wide demographics. In some places—from Boston and New York City to 
Chicago and San Francisco—advocates called for, and got, their elimination or complete 
overhaul.2 

The reasons are understandable. Specialized academic options for high achievers have 
historically been both excessively standardized—with little personalization for the students or 
communities they serve—and fundamentally exclusive—stemming largely from identification 
processes that have been biased toward White and affluent students. These academic programs 
have thus been vulnerable to charges that they are inequitable, such as Jeannie Oakes’s 
influential 1986 book, Keeping Track: How Schools Structure Inequality.3 

Proponents have also erred by viewing qualifications for these programs—“ability” or 
“giftedness,” for example—to be inherent, something a student either has or doesn’t. In 
addition, they’ve based that determination on flawed entry requirements such as scores on 
tests that families have to opt their children into taking, and for which there are set cut-off 
scores and quotas, often district- or statewide. Limiting participation in that manner—related to 
the inexcusable fact that the capacity of such programs has been far too small—shrinks or 
eliminates opportunities for far too many children who would benefit from them. Such a regime 
also has the unfortunate effect of labeling (directly or indirectly) the vast majority of students 
as not gifted or not smart enough. Scant attention has been paid to unequal and uneven 
opportunities that many such children have to access the kind of academic preparation that 
would equip them to compete successfully for entry into these too-limited program offerings. 

All of this has caused significant problems in the equity realm. Almost everywhere, such 
programs have been plagued by the under-enrollment and under-identification of students who 
are Black, Hispanic, low-income, and come from other underserved backgrounds. This has been 
documented for decades by other prominent figures in the field of education, such as Mary 
Frasier, Alexinia Baldwin, Donna Ford, and J. John Harris.4 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2024/05/29/magazine/where-did-massachusetts-gifted-student-programs-go/
https://www.the74million.org/article/amid-fierce-debate-about-integrating-new-york-city-schools-a-diverse-by-design-brooklyn-charter-offers-a-model/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/chicago/2024/05/24/illinois-bill-on-selective-enrollment-schools-stalled/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/chicago/2024/05/24/illinois-bill-on-selective-enrollment-schools-stalled/
https://www.educationnext.org/san-franciscos-detracking-experiment/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn2
https://www.amazon.com/Keeping-Track-Schools-Structure-Inequality/dp/0300108303
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn3
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn4
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It's important to note that there are a few opportunities for advanced students that even equity 
advocates aren’t calling to get rid of, such as Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, 
and dual enrollment. In fact, some equity-focused organizations, like The Education Trust, are 
pushing to expand access to those programs, which is notable.5 But if we want to do so 
successfully, we need to start preparing kids—especially marginalized kids—to succeed in those 
courses by giving them the appropriate challenge and acceleration in elementary and middle 
school. Hence programs for high achievers. 

None of these programs’ shortcomings is inevitable, and all can be corrected. When done well—
and when their capacity is sufficient—they are an important and necessary service for students 
from marginalized backgrounds. 

Claim 1: Programs for advanced students don’t work, especially for marginalized students. 

False. Interventions including acceleration and readiness grouping benefit high-achieving 
students from all backgrounds and don’t harm their lower- and middle-achieving peers. 

The benefit of programs for advanced students largely depends on design and implementation. 
Labeling a bunch of different programs advanced or gifted doesn’t mean their effects are the 
same. And indeed, they aren’t. Some work and some don’t. There is, namely, substantial 
evidence that program elements like acceleration, flexible readiness groupings, and pre-
differentiated, prescriptive curricula have significant positive effects, including for participating 
marginalized students.6 For less substantial programming, the evidence is lacking. 

The research on the first two of those—acceleration and readiness grouping—is the most 
robust. Acceleration is “an academic intervention that moves students through an educational 
program at a rate faster or at an age that is younger than typical,” according to the Acceleration 
Institute at the Belin-Blank Center at the University of Iowa.7 It comes in at least twenty forms, 
with the two most common being skipping entire grades and receiving higher-level instruction in 
a single subject, such as honors courses in middle or high school, Advanced Placement, 
International Baccalaureate, and dual enrollment.8 It is “one of the most-studied intervention 
strategies in all of education, with overwhelming evidence of positive effects on student 
achievement,” writes Jonathan Plucker, a professor of education at Johns Hopkins University 
who has studied advanced education for decades.9 One study that looked at approximately 100 
years of research on this intervention’s impact on K–12 academic achievement, for example, 
found three meta-analyses showing that “accelerated students significantly outperformed their 
nonaccelerated same-age peers,” and three others showing that “acceleration appeared to have 
a positive, moderate, and statistically significant impact on students’ academic achievement.”10 

As for readiness-based grouping—arranging students by academic achievement in the same or 
separate classrooms—numerous high-quality studies have found that it’s a net positive for 
advanced students and isn’t detrimental to their peers. The aforementioned review of a century 
of research, for example, looked at thirteen meta-analyses of readiness grouping, and three 
models boosted outcomes: grouping students by readiness in heterogeneous classrooms; 
grouping students by readiness in separate grade-based classrooms; and grouping students by 
readiness in specific subjects, regardless of grade.11 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn5
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402914527244
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402914527244
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20150484
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20150484
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn6
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn7
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn8
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/do-programs-advanced-learners-work
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn9
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn10
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn11
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Research on curriculum models also shows positive impacts. There are generally two 
approaches to designing these for advanced education programs— “descriptive” and 
“prescriptive” curricula. The descriptive variety offers teachers a guide around which they 
individually plan their daily lessons. With prescriptive curricula, on the other hand, teachers 
follow units that have already been developed for them, reducing the individual work required 
in the descriptive model, as well as the variance between teachers. According to a 2014 research 
review, “Overall, the empirical support for prescriptive unit success…far outweighs the support 
for the implementation of a descriptive framework, suggesting that programs based on 
prescriptive models of curriculum and instruction are more likely to produce improvements in 
student growth.”12 In other words, as one of the authors states elsewhere, the research 
“suggest[s] that pre-differentiated, prescriptive curricula lead to significant growth in advanced 
learning.”13 

On the other side of the effectiveness ledger, some research does suggest traditional “gifted” 
programs can fail to boost outcomes for marginalized students. For example, a 2021 
study found that “Black and low-income students do not see the academic gains that their peers 
experience when receiving gifted services.”14 But this finding is based on a very broad definition 
of advanced programming: any amount of instruction in a “gifted program” in English language 
arts or math, as reported by a surveyed teacher. This, as the authors note, is closer to the 
“enrichment model” of advanced education than to other models, like acceleration, that have 
more “extensive of a research base supporting their use.” 

As for who benefits, there’s strong evidence that marginalized students can be the biggest 
beneficiaries of achievement grouping. David Card and Laura Giuliano analyzed “a large urban 
district where schools with at least one gifted fourth grader create a separate ‘gifted/high 
achiever’ classroom,” in which “most seats are filled by non-gifted ‘high achievers,’ ranked by 
previous-year test scores.” They found “significant effects that are concentrated among Black 
and Hispanic participants. Minorities gain 0.5 standard deviation units in fourth-grade reading 
and math scores, with persistent gains through sixth grade.”15 

Moreover, the research on the impact of readiness grouping on low- and middle-achieving 
students more often than not shows that such programs do no harm to non-participants, and 
sometimes benefit them.16 That same Card and Giuliano analysis found, for instance, “no 
evidence of negative or positive spillovers on nonparticipants.”17 And in the aforementioned 
review of 100 years of research, one study, for example, found that such grouping benefitted 
lower-achieving students more than middle-achieving peers. Another found that the effect sizes 
were similar across low-, middle-, and high-achieving students. Another found that all three 
groups benefitted, but that high achievers benefitted most, followed by middle achievers and 
then low achievers. 

As Scott Peters and Jonathan Plucker wrote in a 2022 Fordham Institute article discussing the 
100-year review and its variance, “The findings are somewhat complicated because of rigorous
multiple estimation methods and because effects were examined for students achieving at or
below the 25th percentile, as well as students at or above the 75th percentile.” Nevertheless,
they summarize the findings in this way: “When lower-achieving kids are taught in classrooms
with a narrower range of the achievement distribution than is present in the entire schools, it

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402914527244
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402914527244
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn12
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/do-programs-advanced-learners-work
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn13
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/01623737211008919
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/01623737211008919
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn14
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20150484
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn15
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0034654316675417
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn16
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn17
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/should-schools-group-students-ability
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does them no harm. They do as well as if they taught in classrooms that didn’t involve any form 
of readiness grouping. But when higher-achieving kids are grouped, they do better.”18 

Claim 2. What’s commonly termed “differentiated instruction,” i.e., grouping all readiness 
levels into single classrooms, works just as well as advanced programs that group some of 
them separately. 

False. No high-quality research shows that heterogeneous differentiation can work at scale for 
the full range of student readiness levels that are typically present in American classrooms. And 
several large-scale meta-analyses say it doesn’t work. 

The alternative to advanced education programs is grouping all same-age students in the same 
classrooms and asking teachers to differentiate their instruction. In the hands of extraordinary 
teachers facing classes with relatively narrow differences in readiness, this may work. But 
there’s scant evidence that it can work at scale for the wide range of student readiness levels 
that exist in every grade in America’s schools (more on that below). 

Such heterogeneous grouping pops up all the time as a silver-bullet solution to inequities. 
Indeed, this belief that they alone are sufficient for effectively educating everyone seems to 
explain leaders’ decisions to scrap (or consider scrapping) advanced programs in states 
like Virginia and California and cities like San Francisco, Seattle, and New York.19 We see the 
belief in the power of heterogeneous grouping in major education outlets in headlines like “The 
Advantages of Heterogeneous Student Groups in Math” and in instructional frameworks like 
those of Stanford Professor Jo Boaler, whose views informed recent shifts in math policy in The 
Golden State.20 

To be sure, differentiation within heterogeneous classrooms is a normal part of effective 
schooling. As Holly Hertberg-Davis of the University of Virginia writes in a 2009 article: 
“Differentiation has been shown, even in small doses, to have an impact on student 
achievement and attitudes toward learning,” according to a 2005 study. 21 And she adds that 
research suggests “Differentiation of instruction both within the regular classroom and within 
homogeneous settings is critical to addressing the needs of all high-ability learners, including 
twice-exceptional students, underachievers, students from underserved populations, and highly 
gifted students.”22 

Yet there’s a difference between using differentiated instruction in heterogeneous classrooms 
as part of a continuum of services designed to maximize the education of all students and using 
it as the main or only approach to educating all students, including high achievers. There are a 
few evidence-based reasons that underscore this distinction. 

The first is the magnitude of achievement-level variance in the typical American classroom. A 
2022 study, for example, “found that the typical American classroom includes students that 
span three to seven grade levels of achievement mastery. This translates to a fifth-grade 
classroom that includes students who have yet to master second-grade math content, as well as 
those who have already mastered eighth-grade math content.”23 A year earlier, another study 
used international test data from TIMSS and found that “the typical American fourth-grade 
classroom includes students achieving at all four international benchmarks in math…meaning 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn18
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/fairfax-county-schools-math-classes-tracking/2021/04/29/197aa29c-a7a2-11eb-8d25-7b30e74923ea_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/04/us/california-math-curriculum-guidelines.html
https://www.educationnext.org/san-franciscos-detracking-experiment/
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/education/schools-reconsider-gifted-and-talented-programs-as-critics-call-them-racist-and-elitist/
https://www.the74million.org/article/amid-fierce-debate-about-integrating-new-york-city-schools-a-diverse-by-design-brooklyn-charter-offers-a-model/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn19
https://www.edutopia.org/article/advantages-heterogeneous-student-groups-math/
https://www.edutopia.org/article/advantages-heterogeneous-student-groups-math/
https://www.educationnext.org/californias-new-math-framework-doesnt-add-up/
https://www.educationnext.org/californias-new-math-framework-doesnt-add-up/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn20
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=048c7922c356f4cfc5908387fbad21512c0cf4ff
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?hl=en&publication_year=2005&author=C.+Brighton&author=H.+Hertberg&author=C.+Callahan&author=C.+Tomlinson&author=T.+Moon&title=The+feasibility+of+high+end+learning+in+academically+diverse+middle+schools
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn21
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn22
https://osf.io/89fvn/
https://osf.io/89fvn/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn23
https://osf.io/3r6a5
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that the entire possible range of student performance is present in the typical fourth-grade 
classroom.”24 Further research suggests that the pandemic only made this variance larger.25 

Providing effective instruction in a single classroom to students at so many different readiness 
levels is a very tall order for the great majority of teachers, regardless of training, experience, or 
resources. 

Another problem with using differentiation in heterogeneous classrooms as the primary method 
of educating all students is that teachers just don’t seem to do it. Hertberg-Davis and Carol 
Tomlinson of the University of Virginia, for example, conducted a large study on the practice 
wherein teachers were aided by substantial professional development and coaching. Yet when 
they tried to measure the effect on student learning three years later, they “couldn’t answer the 
question,” Hertberg-Davis said, “because no one was actually differentiating.”26 

The reason for this oversight is likely that differentiation is difficult to do well at scale. National 
surveys in 2008 and 2010 both found that eight in ten teachers find the practice “very” or 
“somewhat” difficult.27 And in a 2010 Education Week article, education consultant Mike 
Schmoker wrote about his experience observing educators trying to differentiate instruction in 
their classrooms: “In every case, differentiated instruction seemed to complicate teachers’ 
work, requiring them to procure and assemble multiple sets of materials…and it dumbed down 
instruction.”28 Plucker, when working with educators, regularly remarks that differentiation is 
the most advanced teaching skill and that most preparation programs don't train teachers to do 
it well. It also takes years of practice and requires substantial support.29 

As for the effects on advanced students in particular, in Hertberg-Davis’s aforementioned 2009 
article, she concludes that “research indicates that teachers in heterogeneous classrooms tend 
not to include gifted students in the group of students they believe most need differentiation.”30 
“When teachers do differentiate,” she adds, “they tend to focus their efforts on the more 
struggling learners in the classroom, believing that gifted students do not ‘need’ 
differentiation.”31 In other words, high achievers tend not to be a priority—which isn’t too 
surprising considering the push (and policy pressure) to boost low-achievers’ outcomes. 

Worse, most states require very little in the way of training educators for the needs of high-
achieving students. 

The upshot is that heterogeneous classroom groupings and differentiation of instruction within 
them have a place in any continuum of services for students, including high achievers—but by 
itself, it does not and probably cannot meet the educational needs of advanced learners. It 
certainly does not have the proven academic benefits of interventions like acceleration and 
readiness groupings in separate classrooms. And research suggests it cannot be scaled well 
across our country’s large number of diverse educators, classrooms, and schools. 

https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn24
https://www.nwea.org/research/publication/technical-appendix-for-student-achievement-in-2021-22-cause-for-hope-and-continued-urgency/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn25
https://www.educationnext.org/all-together-now/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn26
https://www.educationnext.org/all-together-now/
https://www.educationnext.org/all-together-now/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn27
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/opinion-when-pedagogic-fads-trump-priorities/2010/09
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn28
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn29
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=048c7922c356f4cfc5908387fbad21512c0cf4ff
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Claim 3: School systems under-identify marginalized students due to biased practices. 

Perhaps. We can’t deny that bias can take place, but the problem is deeper—and it is up to us to 
intervene early. 

There is no denying that advanced education has a diversity problem. For example, a 2018 
Fordham Institute study found that White students constitute 47.9 percent of the student 
population but 55.2 percent of those enrolled in these programs, while the comparable figures 
for Black students are 15.0 and 10.0 percent, and for Hispanic students, 27.6 and 20.8 percent.32 
A 2013 Education Trust report found that the latter student groups were also 49 and 23 percent 
less likely, respectively, to participate in Advanced Placement during high school than their 
peers; and that when Black and Hispanic students attend a school that offers International 
Baccalaureate courses, they are 62 percent and 51 percent less likely, respectively, to take 
part.33 

As has been clear for a very long time, American public education has done a poor job of 
maximizing the potential of students in low-income neighborhoods that are predominantly 
Black and Hispanic—regardless of their capacity or their achievement. In addition to poverty, 
these students have less access to healthcare, healthy food, safe streets, early childhood 
education, and much more.[34] And then when they do attend school, it’s too often in crumbling 
buildings that lack adequate supplies, where they sit in crowded and unruly classrooms with less 
experienced teachers who are more likely to transfer or quit.35 The list of disadvantages goes on. 
But the takeaway is simple: These disadvantages lead to big differences in baseline achievement 
and preparation for advanced instruction such that even seemingly-fair programs may not 
include all student groups at equal rates. 

Moreover, the programming and policies in schools too often have similar problems and effects. 
For example, advanced education offerings are often concentrated in neighborhoods full of 
upper-middle class parents with the social capital to fight for services for their advanced 
children. Admissions are also routinely based on standardized test scores, for which 
administrators set single, arbitrary district- or state-wide cutoffs—or even use national norms—
ironically, in the name of equity. Worse, those tests are rarely universal, meaning families must 
ask to take them or must rely on teachers to nominate their children as candidates. All of this 
ends up further favoring affluent and advantaged children—adding to the other systemic 
advantages mentioned in the previous paragraph—who in turn tend to score higher on 
standardized tests because of those advantages, not because they’re more able or have more 
potential. 

School systems can do little to combat bigger, systemic problems like poverty, access to 
healthcare, and safe streets. But they can change their education policies to remove their own 
biases and better prepare and serve marginalized students. These changes must start early, 
including better access to high-quality early childhood education. And when they get to 
kindergarten, they should begin “front-loading” instruction, which means raising academic rigor 
in early grades so that marginalized students are ready for advanced education offerings later. A 
2022 report, for example, cited two examples in and around Chicago where this sort of 
programming has produced positive results, especially for students from underserved 
communities.36 
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Supplemental efforts should also continue beyond the earlier grades. A promising example of 
this was Project Excite, which was developed in 2000 to provide enrichment and acceleration for 
high potential Black, Hispanic, and low-income students in grades three through eight. Funding 
has since been cut off, but a 2017 study examined its effects over a fourteen-year period and 
found that “participants consistently outperformed their Black, Latino, and low-income peers, 
and they came close to the performance levels of White, Asian, and non-low-income students.” 
They were also “more likely to be placed in above-grade-level math courses than their minority 
peers in ninth grade.”37 

Many school systems should also redesign their advanced education policies and programs to 
reduce bias and mitigate inequities. The discussion around Claim 4 explains how. 

Claim 4: Many school systems have a gatekeeping mentality, which serves to worsen 
segregation and inequity. 

True. And we must address it. 

Programs tailored to help already high-achieving students are bound to exacerbate inequities 
according to some definitions of “equity,” such as a narrow focus on achievement gaps. That’s 
why focusing on advanced education, even when implemented well, has regularly come under 
fire from some advocates. But if equity means closing achievement gaps, efforts can easily 
become misguided, as progress could also be served through, for example, actively harming 
higher-achieving students by removing advanced education programs that maximize their 
achievement. 

So, we must consider other aspects of equity, as well. Neglecting high achievers in public school 
programming, for example, means that fewer students from disadvantaged backgrounds will 
develop their full potential. Consequently, gaps in the proportion of students who achieve at 
advanced levels, so-called “excellence gaps,” will widen. Most fundamentally, equity must be 
about offering each child what he or she needs; it cannot be divorced from basic fairness. 

To strike the right balance and do right by all students, we should give high-achieving 
marginalized students the education they need and deserve, and seek to mitigate segregation 
and other forms of inequity. To accomplish these goals, we must expand opportunity, capacity, 
preparation, and access, while ensuring that these programs challenge all participating students 
and maximize their potential. We must, as the previous sections explain, more effectively 
prepare all students, starting in the early grades. But we must also ensure that these advanced 
education offerings have the capacity to serve everyone who is ready for them—and we must 
change identification practices so that they more equitably identify marginalized students. 

There are at least three research-based methods that will help achieve these capacity and 
identification goals: universal screening, local norms, and state mandates. 

Universal screening involves assessing every child to determine whether they would benefit 
from advanced education programs. This can be done with a universally administered 
assessment—either by itself or as part of multiple measures that includes, for example, 
classroom grades. Laura Giuliano and David Card conducted a study in “one of the largest and 
most diverse school districts in the country” and found that universal screening works especially 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0016986216673449
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/think-again-are-education-programs-high-achievers-inherently-inequitable#_edn37
https://davidcard.berkeley.edu/papers/universal-screening-NBER21519.pdf


THINK AGAIN | Are Education Programs for High-achievers Inherently Inequitable? 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute | THINK AGAIN 11 

well for minority students. Previously, the district only screened students who received referrals 
from parents or teachers, who would then be administered an IQ test. Large racial and income-
based disparities led district leaders to supplement this practice with a process by which every 
second-grader would be tested to see whether they ought to be administered the IQ test. 
Giuliano and Card found that: 

Without any changes in the standards for gifted eligibility, the screening program led to 
large increases in the fractions of economically disadvantaged and minority students 
placed in gifted programs. Comparisons of the newly identified gifted students with 
those who would have been placed in the absence of screening show that Blacks and 
Hispanics, free/reduced price lunch participants, English language learners, and girls 
were all systematically “underreferred” in the traditional parent/teacher referral system. 
Our findings suggest that parents and teachers often fail to recognize the potential of 
poor and minority students and those with limited English proficiency.38 

Another research-based method for more equitably identifying students for advanced programs 
is the use of “local norms,” wherein students are compared to others who attend their school or 
district, as opposed to everyone in their state or the nation. This increases diversity because it 
doesn’t force students in lower-income schools to compete for scarce spots with more 
advantaged peers who attend other schools in the district. 

In a 2019 study that took into account previous research, Scott Peters and colleagues concluded 
that, pairing national norms with “local building norms for gifted identification would 
substantially reduce group differences in rates of gifted identification. Practically, such a shift 
would also help schools identify a more consistent number of students.”39 

Card and Giuliano also studied a program that implemented local norms. In a large urban 
district, students who earned top scores on a statewide achievement test, when compared to 
peers in their own schools, were placed into separate classrooms geared toward advanced 
students. They found that these separate classrooms produced “significant gains in reading and 
math, concentrated among lower-income and Black and Hispanic students.”40 

A third way to make identification and participation more equitable is through evidence-backed 
state policy. For example, Scott Peters and Angela Johnson found in a 2023 study that three 
common state policies—mandating that districts offer advanced education programs, requiring 
that they have formal plans for those programs, and regularly auditing districts for compliance—
were correlated with increased access to and enrollment in those programs for students with 
disabilities and English learners. (These are the two most underrepresented student groups in 
advanced education, with the former identified nationwide at one-sixth of their proportion of 
the overall student population, the latter at one-eighth.) The effects were significant: When 
states mandated that districts have programs, those districts were 27 percentage points more 
likely to offer services to students with disabilities and 24 percentage points more likely to offer 
services to English learners; when they required formal plans, 8 and 10 percentage points, 
respectively; and when they regularly audited for compliance, 28 and 23 percentage points, 
respectively.41 
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All of this together suggests that advanced programs aren’t the problem. The problem is 
implementation. That was one of the findings of a 2024 study by Adam Tyner that surveyed 
school districts and charter networks about their approaches to advanced education, including 
their methods of identifying students, what services they offered, and how they supported 
teachers. Tyner found that “the state of advanced education in America’s school districts is 
mediocre. Although a few best practices have been widely adopted, most districts neglect 
valuable policies that could expand access and improve student outcomes, resulting in a broken 
pipeline in advanced education.”42 
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Recommendations:

1. Expand and augment school programs for higher achievers.

These services should include in-class differentiation, readiness grouping in separate classrooms, 
and acceleration. Instruction should make use of pre-differentiated, prescriptive curricula—
wherein teachers follow units that have already been developed for them, meaning they don’t 
have to develop all of their daily lessons and there is less variance between teachers. For all of 
these strategies to boost identified students’ academic outcomes, school systems must also 
ensure they have sufficient capacity to serve all students who would benefit from these 
advanced education services. Implementing these steps will also better prepare more students 
to be eligible for these programs and ready to benefit from them when they participate. 

2. Screen all students for advanced program eligibility using local norms.

Screening can be conducted with a universally administered assessment, as well as other 
measures like classroom grades. Compare students to peers who attend their school, as opposed 
to everyone in their district or state.43 

3. States should mandate that districts offer fully developed advanced programs and regularly 
audit districts for compliance.

Mandates have the potential to improve the academic outcomes of high-achieving students, as 
well as diversify the population qualifying for these services. Those served would be more likely 
to receive many more years of increased academic rigor and enrichment, better preparing them 
to gain acceptance to, and excel in, selective high schools and colleges, where they’d earn 
degrees that make them competitive for respected and lucrative careers. In other words, these 
policies achieve the ends of diversifying opportunities for Black, Hispanic, low-income, and 
otherwise underserved children, but do so by building up their achievement, instead of tearing 
down the unique and valuable services provided by high-quality advanced education programs. 

— 

Historically, marginalized students have been under-identified for participation in advanced 
education programs. But eliminating these offerings will not solve the problem. Instead, 
implementing more effective methods of identification, and developing and nurturing their 
capabilities over the course of their education, will allow more high-achieving marginalized 
students to access programs that benefit their achievement in ways that heterogeneous 
differentiation often cannot. In short, mend it, don’t end it, and extend it to many more students. 
This will create opportunities for them that they would not otherwise have, and will thereby also 
strengthen society’s prosperity, security, and cultural vibrancy. 
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