
IDENTIFICATION PRACTICES THAT INCREASE PROGRAM DIVERSITY: A TALENT DEVELOPMENT MODEL
Beth Winton, PhD, Coordinator of Secondary Gifted Programs

Columbia (MO) Public Schools

Brief History of Gifted Education in Missouri 
Gifted students were first defined by the Missouri General Assembly in 1973 and 7 public school 
districts began a gifted education program. In a state with no mandate for gifted services, the high 
water mark in our state was achieved in 2002: 333 districts offering gifted programs with more than 
$24 million in state support. However, that represented only 64% of Missouri's public school districts.

After a change in the state funding structure in 2005, over 100 school districts eliminated their gifted 
education program dropping to a low of only 208 (39%) districts providing gifted services. While this 
reduction disproportionally occurred in smaller and more rural districts, even in districts that didn’t 
eliminate their programs entirely, budgets were cut, services reduced, teaching positions eliminated, 
and class sizes increased.

More recently, in 2012, Senate Bill 599 was passed. Starting with the 2012-2013 school year, this 
legislation required districts to report “whether the school district currently has a state-approved gifted 
education program, and the percentage and number of students who are currently being served in the 
district's state-approved gifted education program” on their annual report card. This was a positive 
development, allowing the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) to 
assess the status of gifted programming across the state (Council Report to the State Board, 2015).

Further action was taken by the Missouri Legislature in 2022 - Senate Bill 681 passed in May 2022, 
requiring all Missouri public school districts and charters have a state-approved gifted program by 
August 2024. This law establishes a legal right to a free and appropriate education for Missouri gifted 
students.

Most recently, however, in February of 2024, the Missouri Attorney General Andrew Bailey sent a 
cease-and-desist letter to Lindbergh School District in the St. Louis area threatening legal action 
regarding the district’s targeted identification plan. Plans like these aim to reduce the 
disproportionality of demographic representation in the gifted program. In response, the State Board 
of Education has proposed language that removes the authority to approve targeted identification 
plans from the state Director of Gifted Programs and requires school districts to vet their identification 
criteria through district legal counsel. This would significantly impede any effort towards more 
equitable identification of gifted students in Missouri.

The Goal of Equity
“Underrepresentation of students from low-income families and/or certain ethnic groups has been a 
persistent worldwide problem in the field of gifted education (Lee et al, 2022).” “Access to gifted and 
talented education… and advanced classes has been challenging for two student groups of color—Black 
and Hispanic students. More than 10 years of data from the Office for Civil Rights… and numerous 
reports reveal that discrimination is in operation and gravely compromises access for these gifted 
students of color (Ford, Wright, & Scott, 2020).”

Alternative theories on giftedness and talent development permeate the field with the goal of reducing 
the discrepancies in the demographics of gifted education programs and promoting equitable 
opportunities for all high achieving and high ability students. “The general goal of this work and a 
related intervention model is designed to infuse into the overall process of schooling experiences that 
promote [opportunities] and ultimately give highly able young people a sense of their responsibility to 
society at large. It would be naïve to think that a redirection of educational goals can take place 
without a commitment at all levels to examine the purposes of education in a democracy (Renzulli, 
2016).”

In Missouri, DESE specifically allows any school district to design and implement identification criteria 
targeted at any group shown in demographic analysis to be underrepresented according to Dr. Donna 
Ford’s 20% rule. The Missouri Gifted Education Program Guidelines for state-approved gifted programs 
states: “All school systems are encouraged to evaluate their gifted program to determine if it is 
providing equitable service to all students… If a school system determines that the percentage rate of 
participation of any subgroup is below [Ford’s] equity threshold, it should review its selection process 
and criteria and develop a more equitable way to identify students in the underrepresented 
popul
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Implementation of a Talent Identification Plan in Columbia, Missouri
If a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix the environment… not the flower. – A. Den Heijer

Columbia (MO) Public Schools (CPS) is nestled in the center of the state of Missouri, practically 
equidistant from St. Louis and Kansas City, the state’s two largest metropolitan areas. With a total 
enrollment of just over 18,000 students, CPS is the 5th largest school district in the state, with a diverse 
population of students and a large English Learners program. A state-approved gifted program has 
been in existence since the early 1980s and gifted students in grades 1-12 are identified and served.

As a result of the longstanding underrepresentation of certain demographic categories in the gifted 
education program, a targeted identification plan was submitted to DESE and approved for 
implementation in the Columbia (MO) Public Schools gifted program in spring of 2019, and 2 high-
poverty, high-minority middle schools were selected for the first implementation, with implementation 
in all grades 6-8 starting in 2020. Missouri’s rules for state-approved gifted programs require multiple 
criteria for identification and placement into a Missouri gifted program; students have to meet the 
minimum criteria in three of four categories of information collected at the state minimum of at least 
95th percentile. CPS has criteria above the state minimum because historically more than 5% of the 
district has been identified for the gifted program. These are the CPS state-approved criteria for any 
category which demonstrates adequate or over-representation:

• 97%ile WISC-V GAI, (or 97%ile on either VCI or FRI w 20+ pt diff)
• 97%ile STAR/IReady/AimsWeb Reading and Math
• 97%ile (130+ NAI) NNAT-3
• 97%ile Gifted Rating Scale (any 3 of 6 areas, grades 2-12)
• Advanced MAP (ELA, Math, or SCI) one score in two content areas

As part of a talent development model, the state-approved targeted identification plan requires that 
students meet the criteria in two of four categories; that allows to students participate in the district 
gifted program with the same support and opportunities. Currently, the CPS gifted program 
demonstrates underrepresentation for all races except White/Asian, FRL, English Learners, and Special 
Education. The criteria for students in any underrepresented category are: 

• 83%ile (115+ NAI) WISC-V GAI, FRI or VCI
• 90%ile (121+ NAI) NNAT-3
• 80%ile STAR/Iready/AimsWeb (Reading or Math)
• Advanced MAP score (any in ELA, Math, or SCI)

A Success Story: Janaija Kimbrough wins Missouri National History Day 

Quoted directly from an article in the Columbia Missourian newspaper – Janaija Kimbrough is only 15, but 
she is already reminding the world that history holds unknown heroes. One of them was Daniel Hale 
Williams, a doctor who opened the first integrated hospital in the country in 1891. Jim Crow laws 
restricted Black doctors from practicing in existing private hospitals, so Williams built Provident Hospital in 
Chicago, now known as Provident Hospital of Cook County. Williams is also credited with performing the 
first open heart surgery in 1893.

Janaija’s project about the pioneering surgeon, Dr. Daniel Hale Williams: Pushing the Frontiers of Racial 
Equality in Medical History, won first place in the exhibit category of the Missouri National History Day 
competition last year. “The win, it makes me feel seen,” said Janaija, a freshman at Battle High School. “It 
makes me feel that my hard work is paying off and that I can continue to make contributions to my 
future.” She hopes to apply her knowledge and skills to better serve underrepresented communities. “At 
the end of the day, I’m not exactly sure what my contributions will be, but I do know I want to better the 
world in some way,” she said. “I want to leave [the world] better than I found it. 
(Columbia Missourian, 03/21/2024).”

Janaija stands in front of her exhibit on Dr. Williams Rep David Smith (MO-51) presenting Janaija with a 
proclamation on her achievement.

Demographic Changes as a Result of the Talent Identification
Students in underrepresented categories need not be referred for evaluation from a parent or teacher. 
All students in all underrepresented categories in grades 6-8 are screened automatically every year. 
Instead of identification criteria that must be overcome like a series of hurdles, this talent identification 
plan seeks evidence of high achievement from multiple sources, as part of a talent development 
search, and allows identified students to participate in the district’s gifted education program. District 
demographics for 2022-2023 (https://www.cpsk12.org/cms/lib/MO01909752/Centricity/Domain/140/22-23_Racial_Composite.pdf)

Since the 2019 implementation of the talent identification criteria and enrollment in the gifted 
education program, the percentage of White students decreased from a high of 85.2% to 73.7%, the 
percentage of students who are not White or Asian increased from 8.3% to 15.2%, and the percentage 
of students who qualify for free/reduced price meals increased from 11.1% to 16.9%. 

These are positive changes that increase opportunity for students to develop their talents and that 
create a gifted program more closely resembling the demographics of the district as a whole. 
Nevertheless, there is still a lot of work to be done to create and maintain truly equitable opportunities 
for all CPS students.
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