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How Many Students Are 
Performing 
Above Grade-Level?

From research by Matt Makel, Michael Matthews, 
Scott Peters, Karen Rambo-Hernandez, and 
Jonathan Plucker

Published as a policy brief by the Johns Hopkins 
Institute for Education Policy and with slightly 
different data in Gifted Child Quarterly, 61, 229-
238.
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ELA Math

Grade WI CA TX WI CA TX

3 34% 23% 20% 26% 19% 16%

4 39% 29% 25% 26% 18% 29%

5 44% 34% 30% 31% 22% 34%

6 49% 34% 24% 36% 27% 32%

7 47% 38% 30% 37% 28% 33%

Percent of Students Scoring Above Grade Level



MAP Test Results
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“…students performing above grade-
level are not rare and likely exist in 
every classroom in every school”

16% of the variance falls between 
schools – almost all of the diversity 
comes from the classroom level!

Meaning: Every classroom probably 
has these students. Every. Single. 
One.



Two Takeaways:

• Classrooms where large percentages of students 
already are above grade-level, but nearly all of the 
teacher’s focus is on learners working at or below 
grade-level, are not going to facilitate growth or 
further development for advanced learners

• There is little support for the current age-based 
classroom structure as the optimal organizational 
structure for fostering student development





http://cepa.uconn.edu/mindthegap
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• Disadvantaged students move a lot, but do that many move into upper-class 
neighborhoods?

• Then frontload to ensure they’re ready. Will come back to this later.

• If it works*, why would they struggle when put into an environment where national 
norms are used?

• *Research suggests it works.



























Frontloading Matters!



If we focus on ID vs. frontloading …

• We will never truly close excellence gaps.

• Feel-good equity only makes adults feel good!

• Sameness vs. Equity



To Recap:

• Create a talent development plan for your district

• Universally screen, preferably using local norms

• Align ID system with your programming

• School-based/site-based programming to extent possible

• Ability group (flexibly) whenever possible

• Ensure all staff have basic understanding of giftedness and talent

• Frontload, frontload, frontload






