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Peeling the Onion:

Equity in Highly Capable (HiCap )

Austina De Bonte
President, NW Gifted Child Association (nwgca.org)

President, Northshore HiCap Parents Council (hcparents.org)

Owner, Smart is not Easy, LLC (smartisnoteasy.com)
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Agenda

uCurrent equity situation

u Identification

uOutdated practices

uWhat would be better

uAccess to services

uOutdated practices

uWhat would be better

uFunding

uRoot cause
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The Equity Problem 
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The Equity Problem ðWA State

OSPI data:http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx

http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx
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The Equity Problem ðWA State

% of Statewide 
Enrollment

% of HiCap 
Enrollment

Free or Reduced Price 
Meals 45.0% 21.2%

Section 504 2.7% 3.7%

Special Education 13.4% 2.4%

OSPI data: http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/2014-15StudentReport.xlsx
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The Equity Problem - Seattle

OSPI data:http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx

http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/2014-15StudentReport.xlsx
http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx
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Across the lake: Bellevue

OSPI data:http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx
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A ray of hope: Federal Way

OSPI data:http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx

http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx
http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/HiCapPLUS/DemographicsPieChart.xlsx
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What is Federal Way Doing 

Differently?

uUniversal screening in 2 nd grade in ALL schools

uDistrict data -sweep (and call downs)

uSeveral years of investment in more rigorous 
curriculum - elementary through high school

uAnd learning from some false startsé
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Law Updates ð2017 & 2018
òprioritize equitable identification of low -income students ó

uòUsing multiple objective criteria to identify highly capable 
studentsó means that multiple pathways for qualification 
are available, and that no single criteria shall eliminate a 
student from identification .

u Highly capable selection decisions are based on 
consideration of criteria benchmarked on local norms , 
where local norms shall not be used as a more restrictive 
criteria than national norms at the same percentile;

u Subjective measures such as teacher recommendations or 
report card grades shall not be used to screen out a 
student from assessment. These data points may be used 
alongside other objective criteria during selection to 
support identification, but may never be used to disqualify 
a student from being identified;

u To the extent practicable, screening and assessments shall 
be given in the native language of the student , or non -
verbal assessments are used.
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òWe cannot close the achievement gap 

or address the over -representation in 

special education of our subgroups -

until we address their under -representation 

in highly capable programs.ó

Dr. Donna Ford

Vanderbilt University
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Equity: A complex problem with 

many layersé
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1st Layer: Outdated, biased 

identification practices
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Identification Practices

u Relying on parents, 

community members 

and/or teachers to refer 

students for testing

u Using the words 

òNominateó or 

òApplicationó

What Would Be Betteré

u Universal screening ALL 

students in a grade level

u District òdata sweepó

u Referrals are the backup 

plan

u Example: Federal Way, 

Northshore

u Use value -neutral 

language: òReferó 

òReferraló òPlacementó

Outdated Practices
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Testing only in English

What Would Be Betteré

u Administer screener & 

tests in studentõs native 

language

u Consider fast rate of 

language acquisition as a 

valid HiCap identifier for 

ELL students (ELPA)
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Conducting HiCap testing 

as a òspecial eventó -

outside of the studentõs 

home school, in large 

sessions on Saturdays, or 

after school hours

What Would Be Betteré

u Conduct HiCap screening 

and testing during the 

school day, in their 

classroom or in their home 

school. 
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Having hard cut -off scores, 

matrixes, or entrance 

criteria for HiCap programs

u Using high grades as HiCap 

entrance criteria

What Would Be Betteré

u Use a portfolio -based 

approach, 2-3 years of 

diverse types of data 

points

u Useprofessional judgment 

u òORó not òANDó criteria

u Multiple pathways for 

qualification

u Both age -normed and 

grade -normed scores

u Consider known biases in 

the tests being used 
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Waiting until 2 nd or 3rd

grade to òreallyó identify 

HiCap students

What Would Be Betteré

u Prioritize identifying in early 

elementary grades to 

minimize further widening 

of the opportunity gap.

u Favor ability testing over 

achievement testing in 

young students

u Use performance -based 

assessments as a data 

point
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Always administering 

assessments in a group 

format

What Would Be Betteré

u Administer one -on -one 

whenever there is reason 

to believe a student might 

need it 

(NOT just for IEPs/504s)
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Relying on appeals to 

catch mistakes in the 

identification process

What Would Be Betteré

u Proactively gather more 

data when a student is 

òon the line.ó Do not rely 

on parents to appeal.

u Gather enough data to 

be confident when you 

decide òYESó or òNOó
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Once -a -year testing 

process, with no leniency 

for missing deadlines.

What Would Be Betteré

u Allow students to be 

referred at any time of 

year, and have a process 

for rolling admissions. 

u Vital for:

uMigrant families

u Students experiencing 
homelessness
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Not providing practice tests 

to all students

What Would Be Betteré

u Have ALL students do a 

guided practice test 

before being screened or 

assessed. 

(CogAT provides an 

extensive script for this)
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u òPublic noticeó style of 

communication about the 

Highly Capable program 

u Minimal details, formal 

language

What Would Be Betteré

u Provide community -

specific communication to 

respect both language 

and cultural norms.

u Advertise the program(s) 

proactively. 

u Help families understand 

the benefits of HiCap 

program(s) so that they 

actually accept HiCap 

placement. 

© 2012-2018 Austina De Bonte

Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Multi -disciplinary selection 

committees that do not 

reflect the district 

population, and do not 

have HiCap subject matter 

expertise

u Screening out Twice 

Exceptional (2e) kids from 

HiCap consideration

What Would Be Betteré

u Members of the committee 

should represent the district 

population in gender, race, 

and ethnicity. 

u All members of the 

committee must have 

sufficient expertise about 

HiCap and Twice 

Exceptional (2e) students, 

and be up -to -date on the 

best practices for 

identification. 
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Identification Practices
Outdated Practices

u Qualifying HiCap students 

based on available space

What Would Be Betteré

u Create HiCap program 

space for every qualified 

student. 
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We shouldn't be that surprisedé

Our identification processes favor 

families who can navigate a 

complex system.

That is exactly who we see 

reflected in our HiCap programs.
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2nd Layer: Even if identification 

was perfect, equity of accessé
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Access to Services
Outdated Practices

u Not providing 

transportation to programs, 

or only providing limited 

transportation, such as with 

a shuttle and hubs.

What Would Be Betteré

u Provide full transportation 

to all students. 



10/13/2018

15

© 2012-2018 Austina De Bonte

Access to Services
Outdated Practices

u Being the only student of 

Color, or one of very few 

girls in a HiCap classroom. 

What Would Be Betteré

u Schedule a big campaign 

for outreach and 

identification in an 

ethnic/racial/gender group 

all at once. Place cluster 

groups together.

u Only by identifying and 

placing a group of HiCap 

students of Color together 

can we satisfy these 

studentsõ dual needs for 

community and 

acceptance.
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Access to Services
Outdated Practices

u Teachers assigned to work 

with HiCap students, with 

little or no training about 

the unique needs of HiCap 

students

u Including specialists (music, 
PE, art, library, computers, 
nurse, front office, etc.)

What Would Be Betteré

u Provide baseline HiCap 

professional development 

for all building staff. 

u Provide detailed HiCap 

professional development 

for all classroom HiCap 

teachers. 
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Access to Services
Outdated Practices

u HiCap teachers and 

curriculum do not reflect 

the demographics of the 

student population

What Would Be Betteré

u Recruiting & retaining 

HiCap teachers that 

reflect the demographics 

of the students. 

u Use curriculum that 

reflects the demographics 

of the students.

u All teachers, including 

HiCap teachers, must be 

trained in cultural 

competency.
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Access to Services
Outdated Practices

u Assuming that all students 

have access to technology 

after school for homework

u Assuming that all students 

have access to homework 

help & executive function 

support

What Would Be Betteré

u Provide technology to 

low -income students, or 

ensure that teachers do 

not expect access to 

technology for homework. 

u Teachers must be extra 

supportive of executive 

function for HiCap 

students, all the way 

through middle school. 


