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“What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child that must the community 

want for all of its children. Any other ideal for our schools is narrow and unlovely; acted 

upon, it destroys our democracy” (Dewey, 1907, p.19). These words by John Dewey 

underlie the belief system of the Young Scholars model – a belief that the challenging 

curriculum and instruction that is often limited to students who qualify for gifted 

programs using narrow definitions of intelligence, must be accessible to students from all 

cultures and backgrounds who have the capacity to think, reason, and problem solve at 

advanced levels.  In response to the issue of underrepresentation, two major questions 

have been examined through the years and they center on the concepts of equity versus 

excellence – (1) Do all students have equal access to gifted programs;  and (2) Can we be 

more inclusive without compromising high standards for those who qualify?  On the 

issue of equity, some would dismiss all programs for the gifted as being elitist and 

serving the needs of only a privileged few.  Others would advocate for excellence, 

believing that students with high intellectual ability need the opportunity to participate in 

special classes for the gifted in order to progress at a rate that is commensurate with their 

advanced capacity to think, reason, and learn.  The No Child Left Behind Act (USDOE, 

2001) clearly delineates the need for raising expectations for all students.  Although the 

legislation does not specifically target the gifted learner, the notion that no child is left 
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behind supports the need for programs that find and nurture advanced academic potential 

in all populations of learners.    

Fairfax County Public Schools (FCPS) is struggling with the same problem that is 

facing public schools nation-wide:  Although children with gifted potential can be found 

in every level of society, as well as in every culture and ethnic group, children from 

diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds are not being identified for participation in 

gifted programs in numbers that are proportionate to their representation in the school age 

population (Frasier, Garcia, Passow, 1995; U.S. Department of Education, 2001; National 

Research Council, 2002).  When traditional methods of identifying students for gifted 

programs are employed, children from diverse cultural, ethnic, and linguistic 

backgrounds are often overlooked and their potential is neither recognized nor developed.    

Over time the concern with the lack of diversity in gifted programs led the Gifted 

and Talented (GT) central office staff in the district to rethink current practice and design 

a model for gifted services that embraced research-based best practices for identifying 

and nurturing gifted potential in underrepresented populations.  The model is called 

Young Scholars (YS), and twelve Title I schools that serve a large number of students 

from diverse cultural, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds were initially invited to 

participate in the pilot. The YS model encapsulates key components that are 

interdependent and integral to finding and nurturing gifted potential in underrepresented 

populations.  A group of committed professionals to include principals, teachers, and 

education specialists work together to ensure that all students are carefully screened for 

gifted services using multiple sources of information.  The Young Scholars are students 

who are not likely to be considered for gifted programs using traditional methods of 
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identification, and who, without that opportunity, are less likely to pursue advanced 

levels of learning on their own.  Historically, these students lacked access to gifted 

services, advocates for their high potential, and affirmation of their advanced abilities. 

The primary goal of the model is to identify giftedness in children from diverse 

ethnic, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds as early as possible.  The identification 

process is ongoing and is accomplished through a review of multiple forms of 

assessment.  Since students from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds do not 

always score well on traditional group ability tests that require strong verbal and math 

skills, low test scores can be a major barrier that prevents their access to formal GT 

programs.  The incorporation of the (Naglieri Nonverbal Ability Test) NNAT, a 

nonverbal measure of general intellectual ability, into the screening and identification 

process helps eliminate barriers that are due to cultural and linguistic differences.  In 

addition, classroom teachers collaborate with education specialists, e.g., GT resource 

teachers, teachers of students who speak other languages, reading teachers, and other 

specialists to share areas of expertise.  The teachers and specialists review test scores, 

portfolios, discuss observations, and share anecdotal records as they engage in 

conversations and dialogue about how to find and nurture gifted potential in young 

learners.  

Once identified the Young Scholars participate in advanced learning opportunities 

in a supportive educational setting that is responsive to cultural, ethnic, and linguistic 

differences. Basic skills are strengthened while the students engage in learning 

experiences that challenge them to think, reason, and apply knowledge on a higher, more 

complex level.  Young Scholars who are identified in grades K-2 are clustered with 
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teachers who have been trained to differentiate curriculum and instruction in order to 

nurture their advanced academic potential.  Multi-age classrooms, looping, flexible 

grouping, and/or vertical teaming of K –3 teachers are all options that are used to support 

the students.  Summer school, after school sessions, and intersession classes provide 

additional opportunities to engage Young Scholars in challenging learning experiences 

with intellectual peers from similar backgrounds.  It is important to note that the Young 

Scholars are held to the same high standards that are set for all gifted students.  The main 

difference is in the amount of support that is provided to promote and nurture their 

advanced academic ability.   

The long-range goals are to build confidence, raise their personal expectations, 

and prepare these students for the more challenging and rigorous course work of 

advanced academic programs in middle school and high school.   Participation in GT 

programs in elementary school is an important link to these advanced learning 

opportunities that must become accessible to all students who have the potential to 

succeed. 

Gaining access is critical; however, follow-up studies are also needed to 

determine if the students who were identified also succeeded in the challenging classes 

offered by the Gifted and Talented Programs.   

The following analyses show the performance of Young Scholars students on 

mandated statewide achievement tests (Standards of Learning – SOL) compared to 

similar groups of students not enrolled in the Young Scholars program. These analyses 

are for Black and Hispanic students who were tested near the end of the third grade in the 

SOL areas of English, Math, History and Science. 
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Analysis of Black And Hispanic Young Scholars’ Performance on the Third Grade 

Standards of Learning (SOL) Achievement Tests – Spring 2005 

Black Students with 115 or Higher on the Naglieri (NNAT) or Cognitive Abilities 

(COGAT) Tests – 

Table 1 shows the results for 57 third grade Young Scholars who had 115 or 

higher on at least one of these tests and who had SOL test scores. A comparison group of 

Black third grade students (Table 2) was selected from the entire spring SOL test file. 

This group included 283 students with SOL, NNAT and COGAT test scores. 

 The results in Tables 1 and 2 indicate that the Young Scholars students performed 

at clearly higher levels on all four SOL tests by approximately 20 points or more.  Further 

analysis with t-tests showed highly statistical differences between the Young Scholars 

and non-Young Scholars groups at p=.03 or less.   

Statistical differences also occurred between the groups on the COGAT 

Quantitative and Nonverbal tests at p=.01. The Young Scholars obtained higher average 

scores on both of these tests (Tables 1 and 2). 

Table 1: Black Students - Third Grade Young Scholars Analysis - Standard Score of 
115 or Higher On COGAT Subtest or Naglieri Test  

Enrolled In YS Program = Yes  
Descriptive Statistics(a)  

 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

ENGLISH 56 377 600 482.73 53.91 

MATH 57 397 600 525.70 53.16 

HISTORY 57 383 600 531.07 51.76 

SCIENCE 57 397 593 492.96 44.06 

NAGLIERI 57 89 146 120.11 11.48 

COGAT - VERBSAS 57 83 127 102.46 10.39 

COGAT - QUANSAS 57 87 130 108.28 9.01 

COGAT - NVERSAS 57 98 147 117.61 9.44 
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Table 2: Black Students - Third Grade - Enrolled In YS Program = No  

Descriptive Statistics(a)  
 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

ENGLISH 280 310 600 454.21 66.39 

MATH 283 203 600 504.78 69.15 

HISTORY 280 295 600 510.19 70.25 

SCIENCE 281 303 600 474.20 59.86 

NAGLIERI 354 58 150 119.50 11.44 

COGAT-VERBSAS 354 58 135 99.63 11.81 

COGAT-QUANSAS 354 63 136 103.89 11.31 

COGAT-NVERSAS 354 86 150 114.05 9.45 

 
 
 
Hispanic Students with 115 or Higher on the Naglieri (NNAT) or Cognitive Abilities 
(COGAT) Tests – 
 

The results for Hispanic students are more involved. Table 3 shows that 84 third 

grade Hispanic students (with 115 or higher on the Naglieri or COGAT Tests) were 

enrolled in the Young Scholars program.  The comparison group for the SOL analysis 

(Table 4) consisted of 442 third grade Hispanic students who were enrolled in the third 

grade but were not Young Scholars.   

The t-test comparisons for SOL tests revealed that average Math and History 

scores were significantly higher for the Young Scholars at p=.02 and p=.01. No 

significant differences occurred between these groups on the English and Science tests. 

Statistically significant differences were found on the COGAT Verbal and 

Quantitative subtests and the Naglieri test. The Young Scholars were significantly higher 

on these comparisons at p=.03 or less.  There was no statistically significant difference 

between these groups on the COGAT Nonverbal subtest. 
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Table 3: Hispanic Students - Third Grade Young Scholars Analysis - Standard 
Score Of 115 or Higher On COGAT Subtest or Naglieri Test 

Enrolled In YS Program = Yes  
Descriptive Statistics(a)  

 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

ENGLISH 77 349 600 461.38 51.73 

MATH 83 406 600 523.59 56.54 

HISTORY 79 411 600 521.08 60.48 

SCIENCE 80 382 593 478.71 48.18 

NAGLIERI 84 93 150 123.07 10.79 

COGAT-VERBSAS 84 72 123 97.45 9.90 

COGAT-QUANSAS 84 85 130 105.19 10.23 

COGAT-NVERSAS 84 94 149 117.06 9.61 

 
 

Table 4: Hispanic Students - Third Grade - Enrolled In YS Program = No  
Descriptive Statistics(a)  

 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

ENGLISH 371 274 600 450.36 62.66 

MATH 442 222 600 502.80 66.38 

HISTORY 397 295 600 501.25 72.06 

SCIENCE 397 310 600 471.92 61.17 

NAGLIERI 530 74 150 120.25 10.86 

COGAT-VERBSAS 530 63 134 93.84 11.58 

COGAT-QUANSAS 530 58 143 100.26 12.28 

COGAT-NVERSAS 530 84 149 115.22 9.64 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

The achievement test results for Young Scholars are very encouraging. The 

averages on the English, Math, History and Science subtests showed that Black students 

performed at higher levels on all four subtests and Hispanic students performed at higher 

levels on two of these subtests in comparison to similar students who did not participate 

- 7 - 
 



 

in the YS model. All students in both groups had either Naglieri or COGAT subtest 

scores of 115 or higher. 

The intensive teaching that occurred through the YS model appears to have 

produced noteworthy educational outcomes by preparing these students for high 

academic achievement.  In addition, the program continues to serve an expanding number 

of students in educational need. The number of Young Scholars increased from 703 in 

2002-03 to 2,742 in 2005-06 and it continues to expand across the district.  Of the 2,742 

students participating in Young Scholars in 2005-2006, 162 had qualified for the GT 

center that includes grades 3–6 and 2,323 were identified for the GT school-based 

program that also begins in grade three.   The number of Young Scholars in the GT center 

and honors program at the middle school level continues to increase as well.  Of the first 

group of Young Scholars that began in first grade, 116 are now in middle school.  Of this 

group, 94 are taking middle school Honors classes and 8 are in the GT center.  All Young 

Scholars receive a YS code in the school district’s data system and over time, 

longitudinal studies are being conducted to follow their long term progress.  

The findings of this study are promising and suggest that the Young Scholars 

model has the capacity to be an important vehicle for change.  Schools that implemented 

the model took a comprehensive approach to the issue of underrepresentation that 

changed the culture of the school and their perception of who is gifted and who should 

participate in advanced academic opportunities.  The use of a nonverbal measure 

provided concrete evidence that supported an expanded way of thinking about who is 

gifted in ways that teachers were familiar.  However, it was not enough.  The change in 

the identification criteria was just one step in a complex series of steps that had to be 
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taken in order for the young scholars to be found and nurtured.  Through professional 

development experiences, summer school opportunities, and collaboration with the 

Gifted and Talented Resource Teachers, the teachers in Young Scholars schools began to 

take a multi-dimensional look at evidence of gifted potential through a review of daily 

learning activities, performance assessments, and interactions with their students.  The 

teachers and principals of the Young Scholars schools began to share ownership in the 

screening and identification process and developed an invested interest in finding and 

nurturing gifted potential in students who had historically been overlooked.  They also 

involved parents in the process and enlisted parental support in nurturing the advanced 

academic potential of these young children.  The changes in school culture and the multi-

layered structures that supported change from within led to systemic change within these 

schools that is more likely to endure.  Because the problem of underrepresentation is 

complex, a multifaceted approach with multiple layers of support is needed to implement 

changes and practices that allow every student, regardless of cultural, ethnic, or linguistic 

background, to have access to gifted programs and learning opportunities that promote 

continuous academic growth.   
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