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Summary

A recent report from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, titled Ohio’s Lost Einsteins: The
Inequitable Outcomes of Early High Achievers, examines the achievement growth of Ohio’s
“early high achievers,” some of whom are identified as gifted and talented (GT). After track-
ing their academic performance from fourth grade to enrollment in college, the report finds
that Black, Hispanic, and low-income, early high-achieving students tend to perform worse
than White, non-disadvantaged peers in various educational outcomes. In addition, Black,
Hispanic, and economically disadvantaged early high-achieving students are less likely to
be identified as GT than their White, Asian/Pacific Islander, and non-disadvantaged peers.
Finally, the report finds that GT identification improves the academic performance of early
high achievers, especially for Black students and students in high-minority but low-poverty
schools. Based on these findings, the report concludes that closing the “gifted identification
gap” can help to close the “excellence gap.” However, given the data limitations and key
assumptions in its research design, this study does not support the causal inference on the
effectiveness of GT identification. Thus, it seems premature to offer any clear policy sug-
gestions for “the use of universal screening for GT services” to help early higher achievers
“maintain their altitude” and close the “excellence gaps” for economically disadvantaged
students and students of color.
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I. Introduction

In September 2021, the Thomas B. Fordham Institute published Ohio’s Lost Einsteins: The
Inequitable Outcomes of Early High Achievers, authored by Scott Imberman, a professor
of economics and education policy at Michigan State University.! Although many different
analyses are conducted, the main purposes of the study are to examine whether identifi-
cation as gifted makes a difference in the performance of early high-achieving students on
state exams and long-term college-going outcomes, and whether closing the “gifted identifi-
cation gap” is an effective way to close the “excellence gap.”

Gifted/talented (GT) programs are provided in nearly all states, although they vary widely
from state to state and even district to district within a state in terms of identification, ac-
cess, funding, professional training, and services.? According to the Civil Rights Data Collec-
tion, in 2017-18, around 3.3 million, or 6.5% of public school students nationwide, enrolled
in GT programs.? Although enrichment and acceleration programs have long been advo-
cated to facilitate GT students’ development of their full potential and continuous progress
in school, existing studies examining the effects of GT programs on students’ educational
outcomes have showed mixed results. In addition, the effects vary considerably by programs
and among students from different backgrounds.

This report examines whether GT identification is an effective way to help early high-achiev-
ing students maintain their academic status, especially for Black, Hispanic, economically
disadvantaged, and other historically underrepresented students. Due to the lack of data on
who actually received GT services in Ohio, however, this report examines whether GT iden-
tification improves student performance on state exams, and whether the effects vary among
students from different backgrounds.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/einsteins




II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report

The report has two main parts. The first part identifies early high achievers, defined as stu-
dents who scored in the top quintile (20%) on their third-grade state exams, and compares
their achievement as they progress through elementary and middle school (until eighth
grade) with those who scored in the bottom quintile on the same exams. It also looks at how
early high achievers from different demographic groups compare to each other in long-term
outcomes (e.g., high school performance and college attendance). The second part of the
report turns to examine the impact of GT identification of early high achievers on various
outcomes. The analysis is further disaggregated by student demographic information, in-
cluding gender, race, and socioeconomic status.

The report yields the following main findings:

* Among all early high achievers, Black, Hispanic, and low-income students tend to per-
form worse than non-disadvantaged peers along multiple dimensions when simply
comparing group means, but the differences become less consistent in the regression
analyses where multiple variables are controlled.

Black, Hispanic, and economically disadvantaged early high achievers are less likely to
be identified for gifted services than their White, Asian/Pacific Islander, and non-dis-
advantaged peers.

On average, GT-identified students perform better on all the long-run outcomes than
non-GT students who are also early high achievers.

GT identification has a small but positive impact on math achievement, especially for
Black students and students in high-minority but low-poverty schools.

Based on these findings, the report asserts that obtaining GT status increases the chance
of early high achievers sustaining their status, and that closing the “GT identification gap”
could help close the “excellence gap” for economically disadvantaged students and students
of color.

II1. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions

The findings and conclusions are based on several ungrounded assumptions. First is the
assumption that GT identification is a good proxy for GT program participation. The report
uses findings from the evaluation of GT identification on student performance to infer the
effectiveness of GT programs. Second, the report assumes that biases against economically
disadvantaged students and students of color in the identification practices and the partic-
ipation in GT services can be corrected by the statistical approaches of this study. The third
assumption is that the student fixed-effects models are sufficient to control for the possibili-
ty of reverse causality (i.e., students are more likely to be identified as gifted if they perform
well on state exams). As we elaborate below, these strong assumptions, combined with the
narrow focus of the analysis and data limitations, weaken the conclusions of the report that
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closing the “GT identification gap” could be an effective way to close the “excellence gap.”

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature

There are two main issues with the use of research literature. First, the report states that the
empirical evidence of the impact of GT programs is mixed and lists several well-designed
studies: four studies with no effects and two studies with significantly positive effects. How-
ever, the report does not provide any explanation—whether different designs of GT pro-
grams or the complexity of implementation, for instance, might have contributed to the
mixed results—for the lack of consensus in the cited studies.

Second, and more importantly, the literature reviewed in the report does not serve its pur-
pose, which is not about evaluating the effectiveness of GT programs but about “identifying”
GT students as a way of promoting outcomes for high-achieving students. Accordingly, it
would have been more appropriate to cite literature concerned with GT identification, such
as the various issues related to the GT identification process in different states or the link
between different identification processes and student outcomes.# In particular, it is criti-
cal to explain what “giftedness” is, what measures are used in identifying GT students, and
which groups of students are more likely to be GT identified than others.> Whether GT-iden-
tified students among early high achievers tend to score higher on state exams than other
non-identified students even before identification, and what school and district character-
istics serve as the determinants for identification, are also important topics that the report
overlooks. With the current presentation, it is difficult to situate this study in literature.

Additionally, because this study focuses on “GT identification,” explaining potential chan-
nels through which GT identification, with or without the services, influences student out-
comes is essential. The literature suggests a number of such channels, such as the right
match between student ability and the level of instruction, teacher quality, and the com-
position of classroom peers in terms of gender and ethnicity,® but the report does not offer
any discussion of these potential mechanisms. Thus, this study’s contribution is minimal in
advancing the existing knowledge on GT identification and services.

V. Review of the Report’s Methods

The report utilizes several statistical techniques, including descriptive statistics by group,
regression analysis, and student fixed-effects models. The descriptive analysis often com-
pares the simple means between subgroups of students and offers a quick interpretation
indicating that one group performs better than the other(s). However, without statistical
testing of these differences, the interpretations could be misleading.”

With the linear regression analysis, the report overclaims that the method is able to find
“virtually identical” non-GT identified students for GT-identified students by controlling
some factors, including a set of cohort-by-school fixed effects based on students’ third-grade
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schools. However, there are many important factors that the regressions fail to control, in-
cluding parents’ attributes, teacher quality, classroom features, and school characteristics,
many of which change from year to year. These regression analyses, therefore, by no means
provide “apples-to-apples” comparisons.

The report argues that the results based on the fixed effects models in examining the ef-
fect of GT identification on student test scores are causal, “if one is willing to assume that
the unobserved aspects of students that affect both GT identification and achievement are
only made up of these ‘time-invariant’ characteristics.”® However, this assumption is too
strong to hold, because as described in the report, “assessment for gifted identification may
occur either through a referral process that is largely subjective, as it is typically initiated
by teachers and/or parents or via whole-grade screenings that occur at least once during
grades K-2 and once during grades 3-6.”° This implies that the assessment for GT identifi-
cation can occur at different times through various ways and is based on student, parent,
teacher, classroom, and school characteristics that change over time. Notably, the same set
of variables may also affect student achievement on exams and who actually participates
in GT programs. These multiple selection biases cannot be solved with the student fixed
effects model, resulting in unreliable estimates. In addition, due to data limitations, the
student fixed effects models are insufficient to correct the potential reverse causality: When
students become high achievers, they are more likely to be identified as gifted, not the other
way around. For these reasons, the causal inference of the effects of GT identification is not
fully justified.

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions

The dataset used in this study is appropriate to track early high achievers,' but not to tack-
le the issue of GT identification and GT programs, mainly due to the absence of individual
students’ data on the assessment results informing the GT identification, the actual partic-
ipation in GT programs, and the longitudinal factors that vary across different classrooms
within the same school. Moreover, GT identification faces critical measurement issues. GT
assessment varies and is often subjective, compromising the reliability of this identification.
The data also do not control for differences among districts that are more likely to conduct
a referral vs. screening. Nor is information provided on what whole-grade screenings are
based on. Based on the report’s description of the Ohio GT programs (i.e., GT identification
is often based on teacher referrals and the standards for enrollment in GT programs are
restrictive), one would expect that the identification practices and the participation in GT
services in Ohio may be biased against economically disadvantaged students and students of
color. These biases, however, cannot be fully corrected by statistical models due to the data
limitations described above.

Only 20-30% of identified GT students received services during the study. This makes it
impossible to know if the performance gain of the GT students is the result of the learning
experience under the GT programs or of high-ability students who are labeled as GT simply
doing better without such programs. The finding that GT-identified students performed bet-

http://nepc.colorado.edu/thinktank/einsteins 7 of 10




ter than non-GT students even though most of them did not receive any GT services may be
indicating that GT programs are not effective. Or it may merely reflect the fact that the met-
rics used in GT identification are highly correlated with performance indices in state exams.

The report uses a combined race category Asian/Pacific Islander (API), but the US census
has used a separate category for Asian American and for Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific
Islander since 2000." The academic performance of the two groups substantially differs, so
it is vital to separate these two categories.?

In addition, the findings do not fully support the conclusion that “if early-high-achieving,
low-income students and students of color were identified for GT programs at the same rate
as their White and Asian high-achieving peers, this could reduce achievement gaps down the
road” because the report also finds that students in more heavily minority and lower-pov-
erty schools benefit more from GT identification. However, heavily minority schools tend to
be high-poverty schools, so these findings seem contradictive. One suggestion is to consider
the interaction between the racial and SES subgroups (for example, Black and economically
disadvantaged vs. Black and non-disadvantaged, etc.) to better understand students from
diverse backgrounds.

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance of
Policy and Practice

The report provides interesting findings in its comparison of the paths of early high achiev-
ers by different subgroups. However, with the current datasets and study design, no causal
inferences on the effectiveness of GT identification can be drawn. Also, the empirical find-
ings of this study only show small magnitudes of the gains in test scores of the identified
GT students, of which few actually received GT services. The results of this study, there-
fore, offer no solid base for clear policy suggestion as to whether more investment should
be made for GT identification for early high achievers. Even if we take the findings at face
value, this study fails to provide clear evidence for policy intervention for students of color
and students of economically disadvantaged backgrounds, as it shows seemingly conflicting
results for students from different subgroups. Based on the findings of this study, therefore,
it seems premature to promote the increased “use of universal screening for GT services” as
an effective way of helping early high achievers maintain their academic success and closing
the achievement gaps.'
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