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We Need to Work Together to Make the Common Core Work for Gifted 

Students 
 

The implementation of the Common Core State Standards is having a profound impact on 

American education, and many advocates are worried about how the Core will impact gifted 

students.  

 

There is reason for optimism with the Common Core. In this post, I review some of the reasons 

why the Core could be very good for gifted learners, and offer some cautions about things we, 

as advocates, need to do to ensure that our best and brightest get these benefits. 

 

Let’s start with the positives. First and foremost, the creation of more rigorous, 

internationally-competitive standards is a big plus for gifted students, especially given the very 

weak, inconsistent standards across several states before the arrival of the Core. In the pre-

CCSS era, it was not uncommon for some state assessments to have over 50% of students 

scoring in the advanced range. These “low bar” standards and assessments made a mockery of 

promoting educational excellence, and replacing them with more realistic frameworks will 

provide a much more honest sense of how our advanced students perform academically.  

 

Second, having a well-articulated system of standards could be a boon to academic 

acceleration, given that the curricular and learning expectations would be carefully delineated 

regardless of where one lives. In a highly mobile society, this is not a minor concern as 



students and their families move from district-to-district and state-to-state. A well-integrated 

set of curriculum standards and assessments could minimize these issues. 

 

Third, having high quality assessments tied to the Core could be tremendous for gifted 

students, in that adaptive assessments could remove the ceiling effects that are found on most 

state tests, allowing educators to pinpoint a student’s level of achievement, leading the way to 

decisions about appropriate instructional adjustments.  

 

Fourth, the patchwork of state and local policies and practices in gifted education makes 

advocacy very difficult; having a curricular framework and high-quality assessment data that 

crosses most state lines should greatly assist advocacy for educational excellence – rather than 

adapt advocacy efforts to 50 different state contexts, gifted education proponents can adapt 

to one general set of standards.  

 

Opportunities and Challenges 

 

However, even in best-case scenarios, there is considerable work to be done. We need to see 

these standards as a starting point, and there are several areas in which gifted education 

professionals can work within their schools and districts to direct the needed improvements.  

 

Meeting the needs of gifted students within the CCSS framework requires that most teachers 

be able to differentiate instruction successfully for students of different ability and 

performance levels. We need to ensure that adequate resources and professional 

development are being provided to teachers to help them develop and refine their ability to 

differentiate successfully. Educators of the gifted have extensive expertise and experience with 

“differentiating up” to meet the intellectual needs of talented students, providing a great 

leadership opportunity as districts and schools across the country wrestle with improving 

differentiation. 

 

The existing standards may be underdeveloped. For example, the math standards currently 

end at Algebra 2 – hardly an advanced level for students who are mathematically talented. 

Educators of the gifted and advocates for gifted children are uniquely qualified to help build on 

the current standards and encourage state policymakers to devote the necessary resources to 

facilitate these efforts. 

 

Implementing adaptive testing is a good first-step, as is creating assessment systems that help 

us estimate annual student growth. But there is evidence that the two major CCSS-aligned 

assessments have limited adaptability and may suffer from ceiling effects. But these are fixable 

problems once the assessment framework is in place. In the meantime, we can help develop 

formative assessments that can be used to assess student mastery of – and progress beyond – 

the CCSS. 



 

Finally, we continue to hear that the Common Core makes gifted education programs, ability 

grouping, acceleration, and other interventions for advanced students unnecessary. As absurd 

as these assertions are to those of us who work with high-ability learners, a couple potential 

responses come to mind. 

 

First, ask these critics how they plan to serve students who can already meet the standards. 

Yes, the Core is “more rigorous,” but even the developers acknowledge that the CCSS are 

meant to serve as the starting point, not the end goal. For example, within the English-

language standards, the developers note, “The Standards do not define the nature of advanced 

work for students who meet the Standards prior to the end of high school. … The Standards set 

grade-specific standards but do not define the intervention methods or materials necessary to 

support students who are … well above grade-level expectations.” Similar comments can be 

found within the mathematics standards. 

 

Second, no matter how high the standards, some students will master and then exceed them. 

As noted above, the Common Core was designed to reflect grade-level standards. Suggesting 

that new, grade-level standards allows us to jettison grouping, acceleration, and enrichment 

for high-ability students is about as logical as eliminating driver’s education programs because 

we lowered the speed limit. The argument just doesn’t make any sense. 

 

The Common Core and the related assessments can be a good thing for gifted students, but we 

have to be clear on what the Core is and what it is not. It is a clearly articulated set of grade-

level standards in certain content areas that may provide some curricular consistency across 

district and state lines and can serve as a foundation for a comprehensive set of rigorous 

curricula. But it is not a clearly articulated set of differentiated content and instructional 

strategies designed to meet the needs of academically talented students. By encouraging our 

educational leaders and policymakers to address the Core’s limitations, we can realize the 

potential benefits for our high-ability children. 
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these thoughts were shared during a mini-keynote at the recent NAGC annual conference in 

Baltimore; you may read a longer version of this column on the NAGC website.  
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