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Report Highlights  
The Status of Special Education for Gifted Students in the Commonwealth 

 

House Resolution 2013-139 calls on the LB&FC to study the status of special education for gifted students 
in Pennsylvania public school districts.  To be labeled “gifted” in Pennsylvania, a school age student must 
(1) demonstrate outstanding intellectual and creative ability and (2) require specially designed instruction 
not ordinarily provided through a district’s regular and special education program. 
 

We found: 
 In PA, about 4.3% of the student population 

in 2009-10 was identified as gifted. This is in 
line with expectations, as nationally between 
3% and 5% of the overall student population 
are identified as gifted or talented.   

 PA’s approach to gifted education mirrors 
that of the majority of states in that it: 
• has a state mandate to identify and provide 

services to gifted and talented students. 
• does not require specific coursework in 

gifted education to complete a college 
teacher training program.   

• does not annually require specific gifted and 
talented professional development for gifted 
teachers.  

 The PA Dept. of Ed plans to modify parts of 
its PA Inspired Leadership Program (PIL) 
to address gifted education.  PIL is required 
professional development for school leaders 
such as principals and assistant principals. 

 PA, like 21 other states, does not require a 
specific gifted instructional certificate for 
professionals working in gifted programs.  
This has led to concern by the PA Association 
for Gifted Education (PAGE) that districts are 
assigning educators with no training in gifted 
education to gifted students/classrooms. 

 PDE can approve a Program Endorsement 
Certificate (12 credit maximum) in gifted 
education.  No institution, however, has ap-
plied to offer such a program. 

 PA public school districts expend over $110 
million annually for gifted education ser-
vices.  This equates to about $1,600 per gifted 
student statewide.  It is not possible to tell how 
much of this funding is from the Basic Educa-
tion appropriation, the Special Education ap-
propriation, or from local sources. 

 PA’s approach to serving gifted students, 
unlike most states, has been in influenced by 
approaches used for special education ser-
vices for children with disabilities.  Some ad-
vocates for gifted children have been reluctant 

to modify regulations they view as possibly of-
fering leverage and legal protections similar to 
that provided in federal law for children with 
disabilities. 

 School districts incur significant costs to 
conduct evaluations that are unlikely to 
identify gifted students.  State Board of Ed. 
regulations require that schools evaluate stu-
dents for eligibility for gifted education if re-
quested by parents.  These evaluation can cost 
over $2,000, and they must be completed even 
if there is evidence (i.e., prior testing, other 
performance data) the child is likely not gifted. 

 Gifted elementary students in PA typically 
receive certain enrichment service, with 
middle and high school students more likely 
being in accelerated learning classes.  Based 
on parent surveys, 83% of gifted children in el-
ementary school receive services through part-
time (1-4 hours/week) pull-out classes.  Middle 
and high school gifted students are generally in 
ability-grouped and Advanced Placement clas-
ses. 

 About half (53%) of the parents responding 
to an LB&FC survey were satisfied with the 
gifted education services their children re-
ceive.  38% were not satisfied, with a common 
concern being too few hours of specialized in-
struction. 

Recommendations: 
 PDE consider encouraging the development 

of a Program Endorsement Certificate in 
gifted education.  
• PDE consider limiting educators working in 

gifted education to those who hold instruc-
tional certificates in core subject areas.   

• PDE explore options to facilitate online pro-
fessional development for gifted educators. 

• PDE consider granting waivers to school dis-
tricts whose curriculum offerings are suffi-
cient to meet the needs of gifted students.  

 The State Board revise regulations that 
place unnecessary burdens on school dis-
tricts, particularly with regard to required 
evaluations.

 


