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On December 16, 2008, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the gifted and talented programs admission policy in the New York City public school system.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Education (DOE), union representatives, academic experts, advocates, and parents. 
Background

In the past year, admissions standards and procedures for gifted and talented (G&T) programs in City public schools have undergone significant changes, leading to fewer than half as many students being accepted to entry-level G&T classes and far less diversity than the year before.
  These changes come on the heels of at least two previous changes to G&T admissions made by Chancellor Klein over the past several years.  Details of these various changes, and new ones proposed for next year, will be described later in this paper.  First, to understand all of these changes, it is important to look at the historical context.

G&T programs have long been a source of controversy in New York City public schools, amid allegations that G&T classes contain disproportionate numbers of white, middle class students, while black and Hispanic students are discriminated against.  According to the New York Times, “[s]urveys conducted between 1996 and 1998 found that white students occupied a majority of the more than 30,000 seats in gifted programs at elementary and middle schools citywide, though whites accounted for less than 30 percent of all students.”
  Further, “New York City's gifted programs have been under investigation by the federal Department of Education's civil rights office since the mid-1990's, after complaints were filed by community groups like Acorn and the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund.”
  At the same time, G&T programs are widely credited with helping to keep middle class families from fleeing the public school system.

In 2003, rumors were rampant that DOE planned to eliminate G&T programs, fueled in part by statements of officials in community school districts and of then Deputy Chancellor Diana Lam, who indicated that G&T admission requirements would change to enable more minority students to get into the programs.
  Chancellor Klein denied any intent to dismantle G&T programs, but rumors, and parent anxiety, persisted.
  
Perhaps to allay these fears in an election year,
 Mayor Bloomberg promised, in his January 2005 State of the City speech, to maintain all existing G&T programs and to create more in “historically under-served districts.”
  Two weeks later, the Mayor announced the creation of new G&T programs in seven schools on Staten Island.
  Staten Island’s District 31 was one of four community school districts - in addition to District 4 in East Harlem, and Districts 7 and 12 in the Bronx – which had no G&T programs.
  Shortly thereafter, came an announcement of plans for changes to the admissions process, which will be discussed in greater detail below.  To be followed by a discussion of federal and State laws regarding G&T education, methods of identifying gifted and talented students and issues and concerns.
Changes in G&T Admissions

In February 2005, school officials announced that they would develop a standardized admissions test for 4 and 5-year olds seeking admission to G&T programs beginning in spring 2006, to replace what school officials called a “hodgepodge” of district admissions procedures.
  The DOE said it would ask “a panel of national experts to help develop parameters for the test” to give to test publishers.
  At the same time, officials announced that they would focus on two models of gifted education: self-contained classes (already existing) that grouped gifted students together for all subjects; and a new schoolwide enrichment model which would offer small groups of students opportunities for accelerated instruction in one or more specific subject areas.
  By the opening of school in September 2005, the Mayor and Chancellor announced the creation of 69 new G&T programs throughout the City, including 15 self-contained and 54 school-wide enrichment programs.

In November 2005, Chancellor Klein announced that DOE was instituting a “single standardized application process” for G&T programs, replacing individual districts’ varying application procedures.
  Districts were instructed to use multiple criteria, such as I.Q. and creativity, until DOE’s uniform assessment would be ready sometime in 2006.
The new, citywide assessment for Pre-K through grade 2 for admission to self-contained G&T classes was announced in September 2006 for admissions in the 2007-08 school year.
  The assessment consisted of two parts, the Otis-Lennon School Ability Test (OLSAT), which uses verbal and non-verbal items to measure cognitive ability, and the Gifted Rating Scale (GRS), which asks a teacher to rate elements of the child’s behavior observed over time.
  Parents throughout the City had complaints about the new admissions process, particularly about administration of the new entrance exams.

In October 2007, Chancellor Klein announced additional “improvements” to the G&T admissions procedures.  According to subheadings of the DOE press release, the changes would “boost access” and “bring greater equity, rigor to self-contained programs in grades K-3.”
  As a result, there was a change in the tests used, with the GRS being replaced by the Bracken School Readiness Assessment (BSRA), because it was easier to administer and considered to be more “objective.”
  Students would be given a combined, weighted score of the two tests, with the OLSAT comprising 75% of the overall score and the BSRA contributing the remaining 25%.
  To qualify for admissions to a G&T program, students would have to score at the 95th percentile nationally, or above.
  The cutoff score for the DOE’s three citywide G&T programs, the Anderson School, New Explorations into Science and Technology (NEST), and TAG Young Scholars, was set at the 97th percentile.
  According to the press release, all students who met the admission standard would be “guaranteed” a seat in a G&T program, since the DOE would adjust the number of G&T seats in each district to meet the eligibility levels and “[e]very district would offer at least one program with a minimum of 10 students.”
  Although students would have to submit an application to be tested for 2007-08 G&T seats, the DOE proposed to administer the BSRA to all kindergarten students in public schools starting in 2008-09.
  The DOE also announced that they would hold five town hall meetings, one in each borough, to obtain feedback on the proposed changes.
  In spite of much public criticism of the proposals, the DOE adopted them as proposed.
Unfortunately, the new admissions standard proved to be too high for all but a small number of students, despite a huge increase in the number of students that applied for G&T classes (more than 16,000 applicants, up more than 10,000 from the year before).
  As a result, the DOE was forced to lower the cutoff score to the 90th national percentile in April, to increase the number of students who would qualify for a G&T seat.
  The Chancellor also reduced the number of eligible students needed for a district G&T program from 10 to 8, and backed off the earlier promise that every district would offer a G&T program.
  Lastly, in order to be guaranteed a seat in a G&T class, families were required to rank their preferences for all G&T programs in their district.

As noted earlier, the results of the latest round of changes to G&T admissions for the current school year were extremely disappointing.  According to news reports, the total number of entry-level G&T students dropped by more than half in fall 2008, from 2,678 last year to 1,305 this year.
  This drop occurred despite DOE’s greater outreach efforts, which resulted in a huge increase in the number of students that applied for entry-level G&T classes (16,324 in 2008 up from 6,246 in 2007).
  Whereas last year only 2 districts had no entry-level G&T programs, this year 7 districts lack such programs.
  Further, rather than becoming more integrated, G&T classes have become far less diverse.  In a school system in which the kindergarten and first grade student population is 17% white, 41% Hispanic, 27% black and 15% Asian, this year’s entry level G&T classes are 48% white, 9% Hispanic, 13% black and 28% Asian.
  This represents a big step backward from ratios under the previous admissions policy which resulted in G&T classes that were 33% white, 15% Hispanic, 31% black and 20% Asian.
  In addition, there are now some G&T kindergarten classes with as few as 8-11 students in the same schools where other kindergarten classes struggle with 22-28 students.
  Also, rather than guaranteeing a G&T seat to all eligible children, some students who had achieved the required test score for entry were unable to take advantage of G&T placement because there was no G&T program nearby and DOE denied bus transportation to them.

On October 23, 2008 the DOE announced G&T admissions policies for the school year beginning in September 2009, in which the plan to test all kindergarten students was scuttled.
  Instead, interested parents were required to submit a “request for testing” form by November 19th to register for admissions tests, which remain the OLSAT and BSRA.
  The cutoff score for admissions remains at the 90th national percentile for district programs and the 97th national percentile for citywide G&T programs.
  In addition to the three citywide G&T programs in Manhattan, DOE plans to open sites for a citywide G&T program in Brooklyn and Queens in 2009, and for the Bronx and Staten Island in 2010.  Another change is that all entry-level G&T programs citywide will begin in kindergarten next year, whereas in past years, some districts chose to start G&T classes in first grade.
  In addition, handbooks and test request forms were available on DOE’s website this fall, and families will be able to complete program applications online this year.

Federal Law on Gifted and Talented Education 
In 1988, Congress recognized the importance of increasing access to educational opportunities for underserved youth when it enacted the Jacob Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Act (“the Javits Act”) as part of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
  The purpose of the Javits Act is to coordinate a program of scientific based research, demonstration projects and innovative strategies to enhance the ability of elementary and secondary schools to meet the needs of gifted and talented students.
  Federal law defines “gifted and talented” when used with respect to students, as those who “give evidence of high achievement capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic or leadership capacity or in specific academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities.”
  The Act does not fund local gifted education programs but provides resources for “identifying and serving students who are traditionally underrepresented in gifted and talented programs, particularly economically disadvantaged, limited English proficient and disabled students to help reduce gaps in achievement and encourage the establishment of equal educational opportunities for all students.”
  The Javits Act has three components (1) the National Research Center on the gifted and talented provides a forum for Researchers, practitioners and policymakers to work together to conduct research that informs educational policy and practice; (2) awards competitive demonstration grants to state and local education agencies to develop models serving students who are underrepresented in gifted and talented programs and (3) grants to state agencies and school districts to implement programs that would enhance gifted education offerings statewide.
  Grants were awarded to many states across the nation including Virginia, Maryland, South Carolina, Texas, New Mexico and Pennsylvania.

New York State Education Department Regulations

The New York state definition of “gifted’ varies slightly from the federal definition in that it includes youth with “special academic aptitude and outstanding ability in visual and performing arts” and pupils who as a result of their performance capability “require educational programs or services beyond those normally provided by the regular school program in order to realize their full potential.”
  This definition is broader because it specifically includes students who show extraordinary talent in the visual and performing arts and because it goes further by saying these students “require” additional services in order for them to realize their full potential.  New York state law also requires that each school district provide for the screening of every new entrant to school to determine which pupils are or may be “children with handicapping conditions or gifted.”
  The law provides that the screening shall include a physical examination and a language development assessment and that if “such screening indicates a that a child may be exceptional in one or more areas then the name of the child and the findings must be reported to the superintendent of the school district and to the parent or legal guardian of the child.

According to advocates, New York is one of 17 states that does not require every school district to provide gifted programming and one of 6 states that neither requires gifted education nor has a dedicated funding source for gifted education.
  As a result of the lack of funding, there is an inequity in the availability of “appropriate educational opportunities to meet the needs of every child in New York.”
  Advocacy for Gifted and Talented Education in New York State (AGATE) posits that the lack of strong gifted education programs in New York state schools impacts the state’s ability to attract well educated professionals because economic developers require a well educated population and the types of schools where professionals, business owners and their employees will want to send their children.

Identification of Gifted and Talented Students

The DOE exclusively uses two standardized tests to identify exceptionally performing students for gifted and talented programs; (1) the Bracken School Readiness Assessment (BSRA) and (2) the Otis Lennon School Abilities Test (OLSAT).  The BSRA is designed to assess a child’s concept knowledge and receptive language skills, specifically: 

(1) Measures a child’s knowledge and recognition of colors;

(2) Measures a child’s knowledge of uppercase and lowercase letters;

(3) Measures a child’s recognition of single and double digit numerals and samples the child’s ability to assign a number value to a setoff objects;

(4) Measures a child’s knowledge and recognition of terms such as tall, long, short, big, small, thick;

(5) Measures a child’s ability to match and/or differentiate objects based on one or more of their characteristics;

(6) Measures a child’s knowledge of one, two and three dimensional shapes.
 

The OLSAT is designed to measure verbal, quantitative and figural reasoning skills that are most closely related to scholastic achievement.
  The test involves tasks such as determining likenesses and differences, recalling words and numbers, defining words, following directions, solving arithmetic problems and establishing sequence.
  

According to the National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC), while standardized tests may provide valuable information about a student’s abilities, testing instruments “are not perfect or infallible predictors of intelligence, achievement or ability and should be selected and used carefully. While critically important in all assessment, this precaution must be given even greater consideration when assessing underserved gifted students.
  The NAGC contends that given the limitation of all tests no single measure should be used to make identification and placement decisions whether to include a child or exclude a child from gifted education services.
 The NAGC emphasizes the importance of making sure that a student feels relaxed and comfortable while taking the test and that the child be familiar with the person administering the examination.
  They suggest further that children be identified based on information from multiple sources including family members, caregivers, and teachers and that in school and out of school settings be taken into consideration.


Dr. Joseph Renzulli, Director of The National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented (NRCGT) contends that there are two types of giftedness; (1) academic giftedness which is the kind measured by IQ, achievement  or other cognitive ability tests and (2) creative-productive giftedness which emphasizes the development of original material and the use and application of information.
  Children who exhibit creative productive giftedness may not necessarily achieve the highest scores on intelligence tests, therefore, Dr. Renzulli contends that creative-productive giftedness should be assessed in identification procedures “even if such assessment causes us to look below the top 3-5% of the normal curve of IQ scores.”
  Moreover, he acknowledges that administrators are often afraid to change the identification procedures from what they fear will result in a watered down version of the program.  However, he argues that “one of the main goals of special services designed to develop giftedness and high levels of talent is a consideration of the characteristics that brought these youngsters to our attention in the first place. It is the individual abilities, interests, creativity, motivation, learning styles and preferred styles of expression that should be the driving forces in how we provide the most challenging learning environment for each identified student.”
  Dr. Renzulli underscores that there is no perfect identification system and maintains that because of the many conceptions of giftedness, the most important decision to be made by a school system is how it defines and conceptualizes giftedness.

Schoolwide Enrichment Model


The NRCGT is a proponent of an identification system which focuses on services that accommodate all levels of giftedness.  The Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM) is based on an integrated continuum of services ranging from general enrichment to highly individualized curriculum for rapid learners.
  The model includes specific grouping arrangements based on commonalities in abilities, interests, and learning styles.
  The goal of the system is to increase challenge levels for all students not to replace existing services to students who are identified as gifted based on various state or local criteria.  It recognizes the importance of differentiated learning experiences for all students regardless of demographics.  The premise upon which SEM is based is that “equity can only be achieved when we acknowledge the individual differences in the students we serve” and that “Equity…is the product of a broad range of differentiated experiences that take into account each student’s unique strengths.”

Issues and Concerns


Probably the most pressing concern has to do with the diversity of G&T programs.  Critics have long contended that G&T programs were exclusionary and discriminated against low-income black and Hispanic students in particular.  As mentioned earlier, the Office of Civil Rights launched an investigation into the City’s G&T programs based on complaints from advocacy organizations.  Unfortunately, the latest changes made by the DOE to the G&T admissions process have not only failed to remedy the situation, but have actually exacerbated the lack of diversity in G&T classes, as described above.  Although the DOE expanded outreach efforts and was successful in having more students apply for G&T programs, the racial, ethnic and socioeconomic makeup of the increased number of test-takers is unclear, and obviously greater outreach alone is not sufficient.  
A major concern is that using a national standard for urban children is problematic, especially for low-income, inner-city children of color.  The original cutoff score set by the DOE for admissions to G&T programs, the 95th percentile nationally, was touted in a DOE powerpoint as based on research showing that “children in the top 5% need significant curricular modification and adaptation in order to succeed academically.”
  However, the director of the Gifted Development Center in Colorado, the source cited by DOE, later refuted DOE’s claim in a newspaper interview, stating that research shows that only the top 2-3% are deemed to need special programs with specially trained teachers (which corresponds with only those admitted to citywide G&T programs in New York City).
  The arbitrariness of the cutoff score was revealed when it proved to be unrealistically high and admitted too few students, causing the Chancellor to lower the cutoff to those scoring at or above the 90th percentile nationally.  Critics urge the DOE to use local norms, instead.  Admitting the top scoring students within each district, for instance, would result in a G&T enrollment that is far more diverse and reflective of the City’s overall student population, as well as guaranteeing a program in every community school district, including the “historically under-served districts” that the Mayor referred to in his State of the City promise.

Using standardized tests as the sole basis for admissions to G&T programs is also problematic.  As mentioned earlier, experts recommend that decisions be based on information from multiple sources including family members, caregivers, teachers and out of school settings.  Many maintain that there is an inherent racial and class bias in such standardized exams.  Although the DOE G&T handbook for parents claims that the OLSAT is not biased, it only refers to bias by “gender and ethnic/racial categories” and does not refer to socio-economic status.  Children of wealthier parents certainly have access to far more books and other resources and are more likely to be exposed to the concepts measured by these tests.  More importantly, early childhood specialists point out that standardized tests are unreliable for use with young children, because of widely varying rates of development.
  Imagine a 4-year old being taken from his or her parents or caregiver into a room by a complete stranger and asked to answer a long series of questions and it’s not hard to understand why there may be issues with unreliable performance for very young children.  Since a test score is only a one-day snapshot of a student’s performance, there’s always the chance that a gifted child who is having a bad day or who has test anxiety will not do well on the exam.  In addition, rapid expansion in the number of tests given inevitably leads to exams being administered by many more inexperienced testers, which increases the chances of testing errors.  
There are also built-in disincentives for principals to increase the number of students tested – for many, it means they’ll lose their school’s brightest students to a G&T program in another school, which is likely to lower their school’s Progress Report grade and possibly place their job in jeopardy.

Another major issue is the overall number of G&T seats.  As discussed earlier, G&T programs are considered important to retaining middle class students in City public schools.  Even critics who contend that G&T programs are discriminatory seek more seats in G&T classes to accommodate many more children of color.  In recognition of these facts, Mayor Bloomberg, as mentioned previously, promised, in his January 2005 State of the City speech, to maintain all existing G&T programs and to create more in under-served districts.  This fall, however, saw the DOE dismantle many programs in community school districts, increase the number of districts without entry-level G&T programs from 2 to 7, and reduce the total number of students entering G&T programs by more than half.
Conclusion

Today’s hearing seeks to gather information concerning the current state of G&T programs in City schools, and to review plans for changes to the admissions procedures for G&T programs discussed above.  The Committee will also hear from experts, parents, advocates, unions and others regarding their ideas about gifted and talented education, and will explore recommendations for improvements in this area.  
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