
ANSWERING OUR CRITICS
Adapted from an article by Adele McClendon

Recently a colleague asked me a series of questions which reflected his obvious negative feelings toward 
the Gifted and Talented.  As I responded, I took a firm stand on what I know to be true about the education of the 
gifted. I took an equally firm stand against prejudices, misconceptions, and misinterpretations which have harmful 
effects on the gifted.  Five of the issues I can no longer stand for are:

 “But the ‘Experts’ Say…”

I will no longer stand for the misinterpretations and misuse of "research" as it supposedly applies to the 
gifted. For example, I can no longer stand by while "experts" espouse that any one grouping pattern is good for all 
students at all times - that we, indeed, want what is best for all students including the gifted. In other words, I will 
stay informed so that I can respond as a prepared professional.

Teachers’ Little Helpers

I will no longer stand for the abuse of gifted students' time to learn.  The overuse of gifted students as peer 
coaches, tutors, group leaders, and role models takes away from the time they need to learn what is new and 
appropriate for them. In fact, I believe one of the reasons gifted students may not choose teaching as a profession is 
that they have been used as "teachers" for 13 years and thus, use their university time to pursue other professions!

I concede that valuable socialization skills are learned as students work as peer coaches.  I affirm that 
valuable skills are learned in cooperative groups.  But when gifted students are always the group leaders and always 
the peer coaches and always the role models, there is a problem.  Gifted students need time to work with their age 
peers, with their intellectual peers, and alone.  I will stand up for their right to do all three.

Appropriate Education is Not a Four-Letter Word

I will no longer stand for emotion-packed terms like "elitism" being used to justify why gifted students 
should not work together on a regular basis.  In twenty or so years of working with gifted students, I have found that 
elitism rarely occurs in classrooms of students who are challenged and stimulated by students of similar academic 
abilities.  In fact, gifted students who are consistently "the best" in classrooms where they face no real challenges are 
much more likely to appear elitist.  

One Size Does Not Fit All

I will no longer stand for the misconception that what is taught in the classrooms for the gifted must 
necessarily be taught to everyone.  However, I will be the first to point to Dr. Jim Curry's letter published in 
Education Week which states that there are no gifted toys, games, or materials, and consequently, that special toys, 
games, and materials that are being saved for the gifted do not a program make!

I will affirm that all students should learn to think, to be creative, and to be productive.  I will concede that 
many of the strategies used with the gifted can and should be used with all students.  However, appropriate 
education for the gifted responds to the similarities as well as to the differences of gifted students and their age 
peers.  As gifted students are like their age peers, they should be taught like their age peers.  As they are different, 
they should be taught differently.  I will be knowledgeable, specific, and prepared in my understanding of what is 
appropriate for all students and what is, indeed, most appropriate for the gifted.

Teaching Gifted is Not Easy-Peasy

I will no longer stand for a lack of understanding of what it takes to be a quality teacher of the gifted. 
People who believe that teaching the gifted is easy are misinformed, naive, or both.  The appropriate teaching of the 
gifted is as challenging as the appropriate teaching of special education students.  Teachers of the gifted need special 
training to understand the students they are charged to teach.  They also need recognition for their dedication to 
teaching students who challenge and question everyone and everything.  Teaching the gifted is as tiring and draining 
as it is rewarding. It is time to stand up for the teachers who give endlessly in meeting the needs of our gifted 
students.



The Challenge:  To Be Better Advocates 

My challenge to you is to consider what you stand for in the education of the gifted.  Equally important, I 
challenge you to consider what you can no longer stand for.  In so doing, we will function as stronger advocates for 
our gifted and talented students.

Only the future will settle this great injustice, and it is parents who will create this new future for our gifted 
children.  All of us who are advocates can provide you with knowledge and support to help you formulate a plan of 
action.  We can lead you to the door of the school, but only you can step through that door and begin to make 
changes happen to secure an appropriate education for your child.

During this tumultuous time of uncertainty in education, try to remember that if you are not your child's 
champion, who will be?  It is time to stand up and be counted.  If each of us will individually take responsibility, we 
must believe that progress will be made for the good of the whole.
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