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Question: 
What strategies should be implemented in the gifted evaluation process in Albuquerque Public 
Schools at the school and district level to ensure equitable identification of gifted learners and 
provision of appropriate services?  
 
Rational: 
Over the course of the last six years, policy changes in Albuquerque Public Schools regarding 
the identification of gifted learners and about the provision of services have had a severe and 
detrimental impact district-wide. The model for identification, which once used one-on-one, 
student-specific testing protocols and procedures chosen by a qualified educational 
diagnostician, changed to a single-option, group screening process facilitated first by district 
resource teachers and then by individual classroom teachers at the school level. The numbers of 
students in gifted programs across the district decreased significantly following the 
implementation of the screener and has, in turn, caused gifted teaching positions to be cut and 
gifted classrooms and programing options to disappear. Programs that once served very 
specialized groups of gifted learners such as the highly gifted and twice exceptional learners 
were discontinued and transportation to these programs was cut, leaving gifted students with 
more targeted needs underserved without access to similar-ability peers and specialized teachers. 
Many schools were left without a gifted teacher on their staff, and thus no in-house professional 
to support identifying gifted learners. The problem was compounded as fewer students led to less 
funding, less funding led to fewer teachers and classrooms, and fewer classrooms led to fewer 
opportunities for gifted students to be identified and have their needs met as a whole. Something 
must be done to ensure equitable access to identification and services for students in 
Albuquerque Public Schools. 
 
Literature Review: 
Underrepresentation of minority groups in gifted education is a widespread issue in the United 
States that has its basis in many facets of American history. From segregation to underfunded 
schools, lack of access to gifted services disproportionately impacts students of color (Wright et 
al., 2017). The limiting bias of intelligence tests, the cultural bias of what is viewed as a talent, as 
well as what talents are “worth” developing has also lead to fewer minority students being 
included in gifted and talented classrooms (Wright et all, 2016). This preliminary gatekeeping 
and lack of access to gifted and talented programing leads to later exclusion from higher-level 
courses in high school (Ford et al., 2016). 
 
While the law in New Mexico requires an alternative method for identifying students with 
factors such as divergent cultural background, linguistic background, socioeconomic status or 
disability conditions that may impact accuracy of assessment results, the use of best practices in 
consideration of these factors and implementation of alternative methods is inconsistent across 
the state (New Mexico Register, 2009; New Mexico Public Education Department, 2020). 
Current best practices in gifted education recommend the use of local and school-based norms in 



identifying students who require services for the gifted and talent development. Further, Gentry 
and Gray (2019) also recommend a shift in the lens through which gifts and talents are viewed, 
especially with indigenous populations, to include cultural strengths that are often overlooked by 
standardized assessments and evaluators from majority cultures. This cannot happen when a 
single screening tool is used as a qualifier for further services and support, nor when such a 
narrow understanding of talent and talent development is available. 
 
Study Design: 
Qualitative data was gathered from interviews, meetings, and anecdotes shared by concerned 
teachers across grade levels in Albuquerque Public Schools. These teachers also provided data 
about how the number of students, teachers, and classes available for gifted students has changed 
during their tenure with the district, with specific focus on the change after new evaluation 
policies were implemented. Input was gathered from local professionals attending the National 
Association of Gifted Children 66th Annual Convention held in Albuquerque, NM, from 
stakeholders involved in the New Mexico Association for the Gifted and Albuquerque 
Association for Gifted and Talented Students, from meetings held by the New Mexico Public 
Education Department, from APS teachers attending gifted professional development provided 
by the district, and from union constituent meetings for teachers of the gifted hosted by the 
Albuquerque Teachers Federation. 
 
Analysis: 
The identified policy changes to the gifted evaluation process in Albuquerque Public Schools 
have had a cascade effect on the availability of services for all gifted students, but has 
disproportionately affected schools with marginalized populations and gifted children with more 
targeted needs. Since the district is no longer using alternative evaluation measures on students 
with impacting factors, those students are no longer being identified in numbers congruent with 
their representation in the general district and school populations. The current assessment is 
culturally and regionally biased, and includes dated questions that are not familiar or applicable 
to students. The district also continues to use national norms instead of following best practices 
to utilize local and school-based norms as a true representation of the gifted student population. 
This causes gifted students to be underrepresented in classrooms and gifted teaching positions to 
be underfunded and eliminated. 
 
During meetings held by the New Mexico Public Education Department to address the needs of 
gifted learners across the state, different districts and regions were able to talk about their 
identification processes in small breakout groups. Santa Fe Public Schools currently implements 
a district-wide plan to ensure equity. Within this plan, goals for representation of each subgroup 
are established, and best-practice evaluation protocols are identified ahead of time for each 
academic year by analyzing data gathered from schools and the district. Each school must also 
create a comprehensive menu of services to show how they are providing opportunities to meet 
the needs of gifted students at every level. A private diagnostician from Las Cruses related that 
their district had equalized representation with the use of alterative assessment and specific 
targets for minority groups. However, once the district focus shifted away from equity in 
identification through multiple measures and consideration of impacting factors, the 
disproportionate identification of advantaged students in the majority population resumed and 
representation is no longer equitable. 
 



Albuquerque Public Schools has had a history of a robust array of gifted services in the past, 
including schools with multiple teachers of the gifted and the ability to provide gifted electives 
targeted to individual student needs and interests. However, as student numbers have dwindled 
due to the evaluation policy change, that comprehensive array of services has collapsed. Service 
options have been decimated, and the diverse needs of gifted students are being neglected and 
homogenized. Highly gifted students and students who are twice exceptional once had district 
classrooms to meet their needs. They now must attend their home school where they may be the 
only child needing those specialized services. Native speakers of Spanish who once had access to 
bilingual gifted services now may not even be identified. The service options that once met a 
wide array of student needs have ceased to exist due to lack of identification and subsequent 
funding. The need for change is evident. 
 
Albuquerque Public Schools has not been wholly unresponsive to teacher concerns since policy 
changes. Recent implementation of the School-wide Enrichment Model (SEM) has addressed 
some of the service needs, but because it is not a guaranteed service, student access to these 
programs varies greatly from school to school, and even from teacher to teacher. The students 
who participate in a SEM classroom are not guaranteed services under New Mexico state law as 
gifted students with IEPs are, and their ability to participate is often at the hands of classroom 
teachers and school administrators who are not necessarily qualified to recognize the need for 
continued gifted supports. A student’s access to enrichment and talent development is currently 
very hit-or-miss. 
 
While the provision of enrichment addresses some of the concerns of lack of service, it is only a 
stopgap, and it does not address the issues with the evaluation process itself. In order to ensure 
equity, APS must make the use of best practices and consideration of factors a priority. They 
must focus on the students of Albuquerque and their particular circumstances and needs. Without 
the qualified teachers in place at schools to identify students early, and without the trust in the 
professional judgment of educators, we will not adequately address the needs of marginalized 
students who need gifted services. We will prevent gifted students from the achievement they 
would otherwise have with equitable identification and a comprehensive array of services.  
 
Recommendations/Next Steps: 

1) Allow for teachers and diagnosticians to choose a testing protocol that is appropriate for 
each student instead of a single testing measure. 

2) Follow best practices and implement local and school-based norms as part of the 
evaluation process. 

3) Allow for professional judgment and practices to lead gifted referrals – the teachers know 
the child best. 

4) Allow for an appeal process and selection of alternative testing methods for students who 
do not pass the initial screening. 

5) Create a comprehensive plan to address equal representation in gifted programming 
including documentation of district demographic goals and school-based service options. 

6) Foster transparency district-wide by providing forums for teachers of the gifted to 
collaborate, help develop policy, and identify district areas of need with a student-focused 
approach.  
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