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Best practices in the identification of the twice-exceptional point to the use of multi-
dimensional assessment that outlines specific areas of strength and concern. Students 
who are twice-exceptional remain a misunderstood population in schools, thus mak-
ing identification that much more difficult. The purpose of this study was to review 
the extant literature in the field of twice-exceptional studies and to design a plan for 
identification to be used by school districts. This article reports on Project O2E, a state-
funded collaboration program that resulted in a toolkit for identifying students who 
are twice-exceptional. Also included in this article is a discussion of issues raised during 
the implementation of the toolkit. 

Introduction

Although the past 20 years of research and practice with regard 
to the twice-exceptional student has greatly improved our under-
standing of issues related to the identification of these individuals, 
the process can still be described as problematic (Baum & Owen, 
2003; Brody & Mills, 1997; Kokot, 2003; McCoach, Kehle, Bray, & 
Siegle, 2004). Specifically, underrepresentation of students with dis-
abilities in gifted programs continues to be the main issue (Cline & 
Schwartz, 1999; Johnson, Karnes & Carr, 1997; Webb et al., 2005). 
Recent studies of recommended policies found that most states had 
language regarding identification and encouraged educational provi-
sions for twice-exceptional students (Coleman & Gallagher, 1995; 
Karnes, 2003). Although the vast majority of states had written poli-
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cies that outlined identification and programming recommendations, 
there remained underrepresentation of students with disabilities in 
gifted programs. This discrepancy between policy and practice can  
be attributed to miscommunication of policy intent, concern over  
numbers of students, availability of adequate resources, and building 
bridges for special populations. 

Misunderstanding by professionals remains an issue for identi-
fication because, all too often, twice-exceptional students are mis-
diagnosed (Baldwin & Valle, 1999; Webb et al., 2005). If educators 
attribute giftedness with IQ scores or high achievement, it may seem 
incongruous that a gifted student could have difficulties with read-
ing or math. Bias on the part of educators remains an issue, but con-
cern about bias is slowly being eroded (Coleman & Gallagher, 1995; 
Davis & Rimm, 2004; Neihart, 2000). In fact, the literature is replete 
with evidence that an increasing number of gifted students may also 
struggle with learning and behavioral disabilities (Baum & Olenchak, 
2002; Kaufman, Kalbfleisch, & Castellanos, 2000; Neihart, 2000; 
Neu, 2003). 

The purpose of this study was to review the extant literature in 
the field of twice-exceptional studies and make recommendations for 
identification to be used by school districts. This article will report on 
Project O2E, a state-funded collaboration program that resulted in a 
toolkit for identifying students who are twice-exceptional.

Review of Literature

As previously mentioned, identification of twice-exceptional stu-
dents remains a great challenge (Baum & Owen, 2003; Brody & 
Mills, 1997; Kokot, 2003; McCoach et al., 2004). Often the twice-
exceptional student goes unnoticed because he or she does not exhibit 
the typical behaviors that precipitate a referral (i.e., behavior prob-
lems or failing grades). While the twice-exceptional population can 
be described as a heterogeneous group of students, Mills and Brody 
(1999) pointed to the following three characteristics as indicators of 
the twice-exceptional student: (a) evidence of an outstanding talent 
or ability, (b) evidence of a discrepancy between expected and actual 
achievement, and (c) evidence of a processing deficit. Appropriate 
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diagnosis, therefore, requires understanding of how these charac-
teristics are witnessed in student behavior and designing a plan that 
incorporates best practices. 

When discussing gifted students whose abilities may mask 
their disability area, we need to remember that the disability may 
be obscured because the student is not falling below grade level in 
achievement. Proper identification in this case necessitates a true 
appreciation for potential because that is where the discrepancy will 
lie, between the individual student’s potential for success and his or 
her actual achievement in the classroom (Baum & Owen, 2003). In 
the assessment of giftedness, many times an individual- or group-
administered test is used to determine eligibility (Silverman, 2000). 
The easiest method for defining potential, therefore, is to use an IQ 
score or other measures of cognitive ability. However, when evalu-
ating students for special education, the use of test scores alone has 
come under question. Under the new regulations (Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act [IDEA], 2004), schools 
may not identify on test scores alone and should use a response-to-
intervention model to monitor student progress. This model poses 
unique problems for the twice-exceptional because it presupposes 
that the student is failing. All too often, the twice-exceptional student 
rarely gets to the point of failing and is able to mask discrepancies in 
achievement. More commonly, students show average accomplish-
ment or profiles that regress to the mean. Mills and Brody (1999) 
warned that simply relying on this discrepancy may not be enough 
to identify the twice-exceptional student; this discrepancy may be a 
result of other causes. They suggest that there needs to be evidence 
that a true processing deficit exists to rule out other potential causes 
of underachievement for the gifted child. Should the issue be a moti-
vational one, further evaluation should be conducted to determine if 
there is an emotional disability interfering with achievement. 

There is also a great deal of confusion related to the testing pro-
file of the twice-exceptional student. Researchers have reported high-
est scores in spatial measures concurrent with low sequential scores 
(Bireley, 1991; Dix & Schafer, 1996) or profiles with extremely 
uneven subtest scores (Reis, McGuire, & Neu, 2000; Winner, 2000). 
Identifying discrepancy scores that exceed one standard deviation 
is often easy to support, but, when the scores are not in the below-
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average range, as expected in a typical special education referral, the 
process becomes difficult. The mistake often occurs when achieve-
ment scores in the average range are ignored because it implies that 
the student has the innate ability to succeed. In the case of the gifted 
student whose aptitude scores are in the superior range, even aver-
age achievement scores indicate a problem in functioning. Average 
achievement may not constitute a problem for most students, but, 
for those who have the potential to score significantly higher, the 
problem should be clear. Although the use of intelligence tests can 
provide the practitioner with valuable information, its value needs to 
be viewed as limited for the twice-exceptional student. 

Identification, therefore, will always be problematic because dis-
abilities may mask abilities and vice versa. The impact of a learning 
disability may cause a regression to the mean effect that results in the 
student appearing “average” (Baum & Owen, 2003; Beckley, 1998; 
Cline & Schwartz, 1999). Conservative and rigid identification pro-
cedures can complicate identification because test scores may be sup-
pressed by an undiagnosed disability. Thus, we find the conundrum 
for students whose disability area is affecting their ability to demon-
strate their giftedness. One possible solution, if test scores are to be 
used, is to analyze individual subtest patterns rather than look at full-
scale scores. Conservative use of test scores often precludes twice-
exceptional students from participation in gifted programs because 
they may not meet cut-off score requirements. For example, students 
with emotional disabilities often have suppressed IQ scores as a result 
of emotional problems that are unrelated to their cognitive abilities 
(Hallahan & Kauffman, 2005). Such students would not be con-
sidered for further screening because there is nothing in their test-
ing profile to indicate potential. Brody and Mills (1997, 2004) have 
also recommended that cut-off scores be adjusted downward for the 
twice-exceptional student. They suggest the use of multiple measures 
of ability for the identification of both strengths and weaknesses in 
the student. McCoach et al. (2004) warned that use of test scores 
alone will cause many students to go unnoticed because abilities may 
be masked by disabilities, and there is the possibility of a regression 
to the mean effect on overall test scores commonly used to identify 
gifted students. 
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There are many who advocate against the use of test scores 
alone and insist that authentic assessment is the only way to prop-
erly identify the twice-exceptional student (Clark, 2002; Coleman 
& Gallagher, 1995; Coleman, Gallagher, & Foster, 1994; Karnes, 
2004). Using multiple criteria for identification will provide support 
when the case is being made to cross-list students into both gifted and 
special education programs. The more information that is assembled, 
the better able we are to provide appropriate services based on an 
accurate identification. Clark advocated for the inclusion of nomina-
tion forms, student product assessment, teacher reports, behavior/
interest inventories, and checklists, in addition to test scores. In many 
ways, this process of portfolio review is in keeping with a response- 
to-intervention model but perhaps we need to redefine the types of 
information collected and the manner in which we monitor prog-
ress. For the twice-exceptional student, the process must include an 
examination of strengths and weaknesses, drawing upon what the 
student knows to assist him or her with problems.

The most successful mode of identification, however, is to include 
a variety of methods. Coleman (2003) suggested that identifying 
gifted populations should include a variety of data from multiple 
sources that are taken over multiple time periods. This should also 
be considered for the twice-exceptional and should include the use 
of traditional test scores and nontraditional methods of identifica-
tion that include questionnaires, self-concept scales, talent checklists, 
and interviews of adults directly associated with the student being 
assessed. Among the components needed in the referral and place-
ment process for the gifted student with disabilities are: individually 
administered intelligence tests; information from multiple sources 
including parents, family, and the student; observations of the stu-
dent (Coleman & Gallagher, 1995; Grimm, 1998; Silverman, 2000); 
case histories; and subjective evaluations (Silverman, 2000). 

In addition to accumulating data from a variety of sources and 
ensuring proper training for advocates, Nielsen (2002) recommended 
the use of a multidisciplinary task force at the district or school level 
that would be responsible for the evaluation and placement decisions. 
Similarly, Landrum (2001, 2003) advocated for a consultation model 
that brings together all relevant school personnel to make decisions 
about identification and programming. Using a team approach simi-
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lar to that used in making special education referrals will ensure due 
process and match current recommendations for both populations.

Guidelines for the identification of the twice-exceptional student 
should focus on a multidimensional approach that includes informa-
tion from a variety of sources, individualized plans, and interdisci-
plinary consultation (Fetzer, 2000; Landrum, 2001; Nielsen, 2002; 
Ward, Pelco, & Landrum, 1998). Mills and Brody (1999) stated that 
the identification process of students into gifted and special educa-
tion programs tends to be mutually exclusive, adding to the misdiag-
nosis of the twice-exceptional. Identification plans, therefore, should 
be closely examined to find individual overlap within schools and 
districts and a new process for the twice-exceptional be drawn up 
that mirrors the best practices of both systems. 

Little can be done to address the barriers to identification of the 
twice-exceptional without large-scale changes in the overall process 
for identifying gifted students. Because training and support will 
only go so far in finding the twice-exceptional, districts must be will-
ing to extend services to these students in the absence of full fund-
ing, because funding is currently tied to the number of appropriately 
identified students. The state must also find creative ways to support 
districts that are providing support to twice-exceptional students 
who may not fully qualify in either category. 

Preliminary Recommendations

Recognition of the subtle nuances of a dual diagnosis is key to the 
proper identification of the twice-exceptional. As we have discussed 
here, there is no single definition that describes all of these students, 
thus requiring a close examination of discrepancies between what is 
expected and what is witnessed in terms of achievement and ability. 
When using test scores, for example, it is recommended that index 
or full-scale scores should be avoided and specific functioning lev-
els as defined by subtests be used to highlight strengths and docu-
ment weaknesses. The same applies to alternative assessments, such 
as looking at discrepancies in potential and performance on curricu-
lum indicators. Many curriculum-based assessments include the use 
of skill worksheets, both timed and untimed, to document fluency. 
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Such assessments may not accurately evaluate true potential in gifted 
students who are not motivated to complete work that they perceive 
as redundant. 

Twice-exceptional students will show some form of discrepancy 
between potential and achievement. Finding the specific area is key 
to providing proper support. For example, students who are failing in 
their coursework but have shown previous high achievement should 
be considered. Conversely, lack of failure should not preclude con-
sideration. Twice-exceptional students should be afforded the same 
consideration as a gifted student, and their progress should be com-
pared to their potential. A low, yet passing, grade is not acceptable 
for a high-ability student and should not be used to deny services for 
the twice-exceptional.

Next, students in special education programs need to be given 
opportunities to display areas of talent and foster their interests. More 
importantly, when they show advanced ability either in test scores or 
products, the information should not be discounted or assumed to be 
an anomaly. Finally, students who are underachieving require specific 
attention. Programs should provide experiences that allow students 
to explore their abilities and opportunities to work within strength 
areas. Just as looking at discrepancies is a natural activity in identify-
ing students for support services, so too should allowing choice and 
challenge common to gifted programs be included in the plan for 
students with disabilities. 

 In conclusion, we recommended the following points be con-
sidered when designing a plan for identification of the twice-excep-
tional:

1.	 in-service training for general, special, and gifted education 
teachers on the characteristics and needs of twice-excep-
tional students;

2.	 inclusion of gifted education teachers on Individual 
Assistance Teams (IAT) and Multifactor Evaluation (MFE) 
teams and special education teachers involved in the gifted 
identification process;

3.	 formation of a multidisciplinary team responsible for refer-
rals and further evaluation of twice-exceptional popula-
tions;

4.	 flexibility in use of test data to include subtest scores to 
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denote discrepancies between ability and achievement; 
and

5.	 use of traditional and nontraditional data that further 
demonstrates student strength areas including tests from 
approved list for gifted identification, teacher, parent, and 
student nominations, student product assessment, behavior 
checklists, record review, portfolio assessment, and progress 
monitoring.

These points were used to discuss options and design the toolkit 
that resulted from this investigation. 

Project O2E

The goal of this project was to identify best practices in the identifica-
tion of the twice-exceptional and design an appropriate set of strate-
gies to insure equitable access to services. 

Data Collection 

Three school districts in a Midwest state were recruited to assist in 
the project. At each district, a research team was assembled who was 
charged with identifying the key points needed to create an identi-
fication plan for the twice-exceptional. In addition to the university 
researchers, each research team included district-level personnel who 
served as key informants for the project. Each team was required to 
include the gifted coordinator, teachers of the gifted, the special edu-
cation director, the special education teacher, and at least one admin-
istrator. Two of the teams also included regular education teachers 
and the school psychologist. Members of the teams were selected by 
the districts because of their knowledge of current practices within 
the schools and general knowledge about working with twice-excep-
tional students. 

Central district was a large, urban district located in the center of 
the state. It was comprised of 142 schools that serve more than 62,000 
students. More specifically, there were 87 K–5 elementary schools, 3 
K–8 elementary schools, 26 middle schools, 18 high schools, 4 career 
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centers, 4 special schools, and 2 English-as-a-Second-Language 
(ESL) welcome centers housed in existing school buildings. The 
demographic breakdown by gender was approximately 49.2% female 
and 50.8% male. With regards to ethnicity, the students were 62.5% 
African American, 31.5% Caucasian, 2.3% Asian American, 3.5% 
Hispanic, and .2% Native American. A total of 4.3% of the students 
in the district received ESL services, 13.1% were eligible for special 
education, and 19.9% were identified gifted. 

Eastern district was a fast-growing, suburban district with a total 
enrollment of 2,054 students in 5 buildings. The district included 3 
elementary buildings, 1 middle school, and 1 high school that was 
91% Caucasian, 5% African American, 2% Asian American, 1% 
Hispanic, and 1 % Native American. Although students are identi-
fied as gifted in grades 1, 2, 5, and 7, Eastern district only provided 
gifted intervention in grades 2–6 and Advanced Placement at the 
high school. Approximately 20% of the district was eligible for spe-
cial education services and 6% were identified as gifted, according to 
state rules.

Western district was a rural district covering approximately 179 
square miles. There were two elementary (Pre-K–6) and one junior/
senior high school (grades 7–12) in the district with approximately 
1,107 students who were 97 % Caucasian, 1% African American, 1% 
Hispanic, and 1% Native American. Approximately 11% of the stu-
dents are identified gifted and 30% receive special education services. 

Qualitative data from record reviews, observations, and inter-
views were also collected to add rich description to case studies of 
the districts used by the university personnel. A review of records at 
the district level was conducted to ascertain the policies and proce-
dures in place for the identification of the twice-exceptional. Where 
available, school-level plans for identification were used to promote 
discussion of best practices. 

Interview and focus-group discussions comprised the primary data 
collected for this project. The protocol of questions was general and 
asked informants to describe practices. First, the university personnel 
met individually with each informant to determine practices related 
to identification and programming for twice-exceptional populations 
in each district. Subsequently, the teams met with the university per-
sonnel, in focus groups by district, to discuss issues and identify the 
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key ingredients for a proposed identification plan. Current practices 
in each district were described and evaluated by the teams. The district 
teams were also provided a review of the literature on best practices 
and a list of recommendations from the university personnel to evalu-
ate. The teams then compared best practices from the literature, rec-
ommendations by the university researchers, and current practices in 
the district to determine a final plan for the district. 

The university personnel aggregated all the data collected from 
each team and presented it at the next round of district-level meet-
ings. In addition to the fact-to-face group meetings and individual 
interviews, the research teams conducted discussions via phone and 
e-mail. These aided the group in forming a consensus for the contents 
of the overall toolkit. 

Data Analysis

Data in this project were analyzed using qualitative methods. A 
naturalistic inquiry technique was applied to the data using grounded 
theory techniques, resulting in general themes describing the situa-
tion and experiences of the key informants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This technique of analysis required a con-
stant review of data, allowing for themes to emerge naturally during 
the data collection process, which in turn were confirmed by the key 
informants. Informants were asked to verify information collected at 
each site and at each level of data collection. For example, data from 
individual interviews were compared to data from like meetings at 
the previous sites. Novel points were extracted from each interview 
and verified with informants both from the originating site and also 
from other sites. This technique was applied to all data gathered 
during the project. All data, therefore, were triangulated among the 
research teams to ensure the veracity of the analysis and ensuring that 
an accurate interpretation of the situation was obtained. 

Results

The data resulted in several themes related to practices in identifica-
tion and programming for twice-exceptional students. For the pur-
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poses of this study, only those themes related to identification were 
used to create the toolkit described later. Additional themes emerged 
related to providing services and support systems for both academic 
and social/emotional functioning. Primary among the concerns 
expressed by the informants was the fact that there was little in the 
way of training for school personnel, which in turn resulted in few 
services being offered to students. The themes related to identifica-
tion were organized according to four general categories: screening, 
intervention, evaluation, and planning. In addition to identifying 
issues related to these categories, informants were also asked to pro-
vide suggestions for addressing each area. The results of the analyses 
are called a toolkit, designed to provide districts with a wide variety 
of options from which to choose when defining an identification plan 
for the twice-exceptional. It is strongly recommended that each of 
the following categories be included in the identification plan; how-
ever, the actual contents of the toolkit should be modified to meet 
the policy and procedures specific to individual districts and needs 
of the student populations therein. 

Each toolkit shall include description and items in the following 
categories:
	 I.	 Prereferral and Screening, 
	 II.	 Preliminary Intervention, 
	 III.	 Evaluation Procedures, and 
	 IV.	 Educational Planning.

Prereferral and Screening

For the purposes of this study child-find efforts are defined accord-
ing to the three categories of students to which the twice-exceptional 
belong (Baum & Owen, 2003):

1.	 students first identified as gifted who later show indicators 
of a specific disability area;

2.	 students identified as having a specific learning disability and 
who also show outstanding talent in one or more areas; or

3.	 students who may appear average or underachieving because 
the disability area masks any manifestation of giftedness.
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To this end, child-find efforts for Categories 1 and 2 above were 
conducted by examining the records of students in gifted programs 
who show problems in specific academic areas and in special edu-
cation who show indicators of talent in specific areas, academic or 
otherwise.

Finding students in Category 3 can be the most difficult. In order 
to facilitate the identification in this category, a review of records for 
students whose scores did not  reach minimum standards for identi-
fication for either gifted or special education was conducted. In addi-
tion, any student who showed indicators  of talent regardless of his or 
her achievement level was also considered for  this category. 

The purpose of the prereferral process is to address the issue that 
the majority of students who are twice-exceptional may be identified 
first as gifted. To this end, the screening process for twice-exceptional 
identification may be accomplished during the regular gifted screen-
ing procedures used by the district. Initial screening will be based on 
test scores that indicate potential for outstanding performance in a 
specific area of academic endeavor. Strict reliance on traditional cut-
off scores needed for gifted screening should be modified to meet 
the requirements of finding twice-exceptional students through this 
method. It is recommended that percentile scores used for screening 
be lowered and scores for students who fall in the lower percentile 
category be assessed to determine if evidence of subtest scatter exists 
to substantiate further evaluation. 

Students who are being evaluated for special education services 
may be referred for twice-exceptional screening at any point in their 
evaluation process. Initial referrals may be based on specific subtest 
scores that indicated advanced performance. 

Finally, it is vital that all parties have access to the system. Referrals 
may come from any school personnel with first-hand knowledge of 
the student. Information used to make the referral may come from 
grades, tests, classroom performance, or other anecdotal evidence. 
Next, parents may wish to nominate their child for consideration 
based on performance at home or in the community. Finally, stu-
dents may provide valuable information regarding performance of 
their peers or self and may be considered valid referral sources. 
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Preliminary Intervention

It is recommended that, similar to the student support procedures 
used by the district, a team of school personnel be established for the 
purpose of providing analysis of student progress. The team may be 
involved in the prereferral assessment as described above. The main 
charges of the team, however, are to evaluate the students who show 
potential for twice-exceptional identification and to determine the 
effectiveness of an intervention plan and whether a recommendation 
for further evaluation is necessary. 

The team should be provided with information to assist in deter-
mining action for the student being assessed. To this end, the team 
will be provided with available test score data, grades, anecdotal 
information regarding areas of strengths and weaknesses, and behav-
ioral checklists designed specifically for this purpose. The team shall 
meet and discuss the student to determine appropriate interventions 
to be implemented in the school and at home. Such intervention 
shall include, but not be limited to, academic support via remedia-
tion and enrichment, study skills training, interpersonal/social skills 
training, and behavioral support plans. The team shall meet follow-
ing the intervention to evaluate the extent to which it was effective 
for the student. There are three general outcomes for the student at 
this point. First, the intervention was not successful because it did 
not adequately address the need and a further intervention plan is 
required. Next, it may be found that the preliminary intervention 
is found to be sufficient to meet the needs of the student, and no 
further steps are necessary. The main issue to consider in this case is 
whether it can be reasonably sustained within the established plan 
for the specific student. It is often the case that the intervention is a 
reasonable accommodation made by the regular classroom teacher. 
However, when it involves accessing special services, either special or 
gifted, it may require official paperwork and formal identification. 
This leads to the third scenario for intervention evaluation, the rec-
ommendation for further evaluation because the intervention was 
properly implemented but was not sufficient to meet the needs of the 
student. When necessary, students shall be referred for a full MFE 
designed specifically for twice-exceptional identification as described 
in the next section below.
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Evaluation Procedures

A MFE shall be conducted for students who show potential for gifted 
behaviors and concomitant learning disabilities and whose needs 
cannot be accommodated in the regular classroom. Data collection 
for the MFE will include both traditional methods (e.g., grades, tests, 
and observations) and authentic assessment techniques. 

Students who are referred for twice-exceptional evaluation shall 
be evaluated in a manner similar to those referred for gifted and spe-
cial education assessment. To this end, data from cumulative files will 
be consulted, classroom teachers will be interviewed, and classroom 
observations will be conducted. In addition, data from individual 
and group-administered standardized test data will be compiled and 
supplemented appropriately depending on the referral question. It 
is recommended that a full individual psychoeducational evaluation 
be conducted for each student using measures as outlined in IDEA 
(2004). The data collected during the twice-exceptional evaluation 
process should be examined carefully by personnel who are well 
versed in the needs and characteristics of the twice-exceptional. The 
research in this area recommends a nontraditional view of identifica-
tion that does not rely solely on standardized test data. When test 
data are used, however, it is recommended that the data be examined 
closely to uncover specific areas of strengths and weaknesses. To this 
end, it is suggested that when considering standardized test data, full-
scale or overall scores should not be used in isolation. Rather, incon-
sistent performance and subtest scatter should be used to describe 
student strengths and weaknesses. Unusual patterns of high and 
low performance on statewide proficiency measures or other group 
achievement measures may also be used during deliberation because 
this may also point to an area of concern for this process. 

In order to address regression to the mean issues found in test 
data of twice-exceptional student performance, it is recommended 
that curriculum-based assessment be used to determine eligibility 
for services. The assessment team will assemble a portfolio of stu-
dent work that describes strengths and weaknesses. Such a portfolio 
will include commercially prepared curriculum assessments, stu-
dent products, and evidence of special projects or portfolio items 
that demonstrate areas of outstanding performance or necessity 
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for remediation. Forms will be designed by the district to provide 
product assessment and action information in the form of rubrics, 
check sheets, and anecdotal notes on student performance. Twice-
exceptional students may also show patterns of low or average aca-
demic achievement, yet demonstrate outstanding talent in areas 
outside school. All too often, the frustration of school becomes 
too much for the student, but, in situations outside of school, they 
are able to use their talents to succeed. Careful attention should 
be paid to student interests and hobbies. Commercially prepared 
instruments and locally designed forms to evaluate these areas will 
also be used during the evaluation process.

Educational Planning

According to the IDEA (2004), all students who are identified 
for special education must have an Individual Educational Plan (IEP) 
on file at the school. The school must meet all accommodations and 
modifications outlined on the IEP. Similarly, students identified as 
gifted often have some form of paperwork that identifies their area 
of talent and subsequent service needs. Likewise, students who are 
identified as twice-exceptional will have either one or both of these 
plans on file at the school. It is expected, however, that there will be 
a subset of the twice-exceptional population that may not meet the 
minimum criteria set forth for either gifted or special education ser-
vices and subsequently not have a formal plan on file. This will be 
the case because criteria for both categories are currently based on 
standardized test data, for which this project has established may 
not meet the child-find requirements for twice-exceptional identifi-
cation. Provisions, therefore, must be made by the district to ensure 
that students identified as twice-exceptional have in place a means 
to guarantee appropriate educational programming. In some cases, 
a 504 Plan may be implemented that outlines the specific accommo-
dations to be made. Districts may choose to design a new form that 
more closely mirrors the IEP and is adapted to include discussion of 
modifications to the curriculum for both enrichment and remedia-
tion services. 



Journal for the Education of the Gifted72

Conclusions

The discussions with district personnel raised several issues that 
proved useful in the design of the final product for this project. 
It was decided that the main hindrance to identification for the 
twice-exceptional continues to be lack of understanding of student 
characteristics. This appears to be a two-pronged problem; one 
side involves communication, the other professional development. 
Communication and collaboration between special and gifted per-
sonnel remains a stumbling block. There are few instances when 
planning involves both areas of exceptionality. A review of tacit and 
explicit policies on collaboration will reveal a great deal of informa-
tion on a district’s or school’s readiness to effect change for these stu-
dents. The acceptance of twice-exceptionalities is greatly increased 
when special and gifted personnel maintain a working relationship 
because there is an understanding of the characteristics. Another way 
that school personnel can become cognizant of the issues related to 
a dual diagnosis is through professional development. In addition to 
training sessions specifically targeted to the needs of the twice-excep-
tional, all in-service topics should include discussion of how it will 
affect twice-exceptional populations. 

General identification policy is another topic that should be well 
understood prior to adapting any plan for twice-exceptional stu-
dents. How a school or district identifies students for gifted and spe-
cial education will directly impact on child-find efforts for students 
with a dual diagnosis. For example, it has been shown that traditional 
use of standardized tests is not sensitive enough to measure nuances 
inherent in a proper identification. In some cases, a neuropsychologi-
cal examination may prove more sensitive for the dual diagnosis. In 
addition, curriculum-based measures and response to intervention 
techniques may provide a more valid estimation of ability. Each of 
these identification models, however, may be useful in different situa-
tions. Maintaining a wide range of options available for identification 
appears to be the soundest plan for accurately measuring strengths 
and weaknesses. One plan that may prove particularly problematic 
centers on early identification for gifted. It was found in this proj-
ect that identification in special areas like science and social studies 
before grade 4 was not stable. In fact, many students identified for 
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gifted services in this manner later proved to have difficulties in the 
areas for which they were identified. 

In conclusion, it should be stressed that the toolkit plan proposed 
herein is intended to provide a framework for schools and districts 
to consider the complex issue of identifying students who are twice-
exceptional. The goal was to present a general enough plan that could 
be adapted for use in a variety of settings. Final product design is left 
to the reader based on the needs of the students served.
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