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Determined to address the needs of gifted
and talented/learning disabled (GT/LD) stu-
dents, educators in Maryland’s Montgomery
County Public Schools (MCPS) have spent 15
years creating a dynamic, comprehensive
program for their GT/LD student population.
MCPS identifies students with varying
degrees of learning disabilities and has devel-
oped special self-contained classes for gifted
students with severe learning disabilities while
those with moderate and mild disabilities
receive gifted instruction and services in their
general education classrooms. The compre-
hensive nature of the MCPS program makes
it one of the most unique in the country. Suc-
cessful, practical programming based on
research and theory guarantees GT/LD stu-
dents access to accelerated and enriched
instruction that maintains the rigor and high
standards expected of all gifted students.
Regardless of the setting, GT/LD students in
grades 2 through 12 receive appropriate
instruction, adaptations, and accommodations
related to their disability. Drawing from the lit-
erature and from their own experiences, edu-
cators in MCPS combine the most successful
components into a strength-based, integrated,
and collaborative program.

Richard Weinfeld is Montgomery County
(Maryland) Public Schools' first full ime
Instructional Specialist for Gifted and Talent-
ed/Learning Disabled programs for which he
coordinates the elementary, middle, and
senior high school Center Programs for GT/LD
students. He also conducts the training of
school staff and consultation with both parents
and staff regarding appropriate interventions
and program placement for individual GT/LD
students. Sue Jeweler, a retired teacher, is
currently an educational consultant to the
Montgomery County Maryland Public Schools.
Much of her 30-year career with MCPS has
been spent teaching elementary school; train-
ing student teachers from area universities;
training teachers in conflict-resolution strate-
gies, gifted and talented instruction, differentia-
tion and accommodation strategies; and also
in writing curriculum for conflict resolution and
social studies. Linda Barnes-Robinson, a
nationally recognized trainer and consultant in
conflict management and mediation, is a medi-
ator in private practice. She specializes in
issues involving children; including parent/child
mediation, special education mediation and
custody/visitation in family mediation. Betty
Shevitz developed and coordinates the GT/LD
Mentor Program for the Division of Accelerat-
ed and Enriched Instruction in Montgomery
County Public Schools (MCPS). Prior to work-
ing with the mentor program, Ms. Shevitz was
involved in a special program designed for
identifying and nurturing gifted students in
underserved populations.
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When Jonathan graduated from
Carnegie-Mellon University, he landed a
Job as a computer engineer with
Microsoft. It was hard to believe that this
was the same young man whose parents
were told by school staff that they needed
to accept that he was an average first
and second grade student. Jonathan's
parents, however, had seen evidence of
his giftedness as he worked on his
“inventions” at home. They continued to
advocate for his gifts and his areas of
need to be recognized by the school sys-
tem. He was eventually identified as gift-
ed and talented|/learning disabled
(GTILD) and placed in Montgomery
County’s GT/LD Center Program. After
3 years in the program, his writing and
organizational skills had improved. His
gifts in the sciences and the arts were so
evident that he went on to participate in
GT instruction in middle school and
Honors and Advanced Placement cours-
es in high school with support from the
special education resource teachers.

he premise of the Individuals

with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA, 1997) is that a free and appropri-
ate public education will be provided for
all children with special needs. IDEA 97
emphasizes the participation of students
with disabilities in the general curricu-
lum and requires that Individualized
Education Program (IEP) teams make
many decisions that support and encour-
age student performance in the general
curriculum and general education class-
room (National Information Center for
Children and Youth with Disabilities,
1997). The premise of gifted education
in the United States, first articulated in
the Marland Report (Marland, 1972), is
that, “Gifted and talented
children...require differentiated pro-
grams and services beyond those nor-
mally provided by the regular school
program in order to realize their contri-
bution to self and society” (p. 2). Learn-
ing disabled students who are also gifted
and talented or “twice exceptional”
require opportunities to promote their
own individual strengths and talents to
achieve the accelerated academic profi-
ciency expected of nondisabled gifted
students. They simultaneously require
gifted instruction and the special instruc-
tion, adaptations, and accommodations
provided to other students with special
needs (Neilson, Hammond, & Higgins,
1993).

dentified as gifted because of high

achievement or high IQ scores,
these students exhibit remarkable
strengths in some areas and disabling
weaknesses in others. As they grow
older, discrepancies widen between
expected and actual academic perfor-
mance. Instructional programs for gifted
and talented/learning disabled (GT/LD)
students must focus on developing their
strengths, interests, and superior intel-
lectual abilities while accommodating
for their learning weaknesses (NAGC,
1998). However, the majority of school
districts in the United States do not have
procedures in place for screening, identi-
fying, and serving GT/LD students.
Research and information about the gift-
ed learning disabled population has not
been adequately transferred and applied
to classrooms (Dix & Schafer, 1996).
According to federal laws PL 94-142,
and subsequently IDEA 97, these stu-
dents are legally entitled to an appropri-
ate education in the least restrictive
environment that includes services for
the gifts as well as the disabilities
(Blancher-Dixon & Turnbull, 1978).
This article presents the program model
found in Maryland’s Montgomery
County Public Schools (MCPS) that
addresses the needs of this often under-
served population.

Review of the Literature

Over the years, the body of litera-
ture regarding GT/LD students has been
a source of inspiration, guidance, and
validation for the design and implemen-
tation of the academic programming for
GT/LD students in MCPS. MCPS’s
identification of GT/LD students uti-
lizes Brody and Mills’ (1997) defini-
tion, while incorporating VanTassel
Baska’s (1991) concept of high func-
tioning. The MCPS definition is:
GT/LD students are those who possess
an outstanding gift or talent and are
capable of high performance, but who
also have a learning disability that
makes some aspect of academic
achievement difficult.

As recommended in the literature,
the MCPS referral process emphasizes
early identification and appropriate inter-




vention (Barton & Starnes, 1989; Whit-
more, 1980). The identification criteria
used are multidimensional and reflect the
unique cognitive processing qualities of
the GT/LD students. (Barton & Starnes,
1989; Baum, 1991; Ellston, 1993).

he need for studies on effective

treatment and programming for
GT/LD students was cited in a 1987
report to Congress (Interagency Com-
mitteé on Learning Disabilities, 1987).
GT/LD students with disabilities require
a unified effort of special education and
gifted specialists who emphasize an
appropriate pace of instruction, extend
and compact curriculum, and use a vari-
ety of programming strategies (Whit-
more & Maker, 1986). Unfortunately,
little program development and evalua-
tion for this population has been forth-
coming (Vaughn, 1989). Students who
qualify for special education services
because of the severity of their learning
disability and qualify for gifted services
because of the type or level of their tal-
ent (Baum, Owens, & Dixon, 1991)
rarely qualify for multiple services. The
framework for the MCPS program
incorporates the major recommenda-
tions for programming found in the liter-
ature (Brody & Mills, 1997).

The literature describes program
efforts that modify traditional enrich-
ment programs (Baldwin & Gargiulo,
1983; Baum & Owens, 1988; Baum,
Owens, & Dixon, 1991; Bees, 1998;
Betts, 1985; Fall & Nolan, 1993; Ren-
zulli, & Reis, 1985; Udall & Maker,
1983; Nielsen, Higgins, Wilkinson, &
Webb, 1994; Whitmore, 1980). Pro-
grams have also been designed for
GT/LD students with specific disabili-
ties (Clements, Lundell, & Hishinuma,
1994; Coleman & Gallagher, 1995;
Gentry & Neu, 1998; Hackney, 1986,
LeVine & Evans, 1983; Maker, 1981;
Yewchuk & Bibby, 1988). Regardless
of the program model used, the curricu-
lum must be geared to the strengths,
rather than the weaknesses of the
GT/LD student. Utilizing a variety of
adaptations, strategies, and accommoda-
tions for GT/LD students is widely
advocated throughout the literature (e.g.,
Baum et al., 1991; Daniels, 1983; Fox,
Tobin, & Schiffman, 1983; Hishinuma,
1991; Howard, 1994; Silverman, 1989,
Suter & Wolf, 1987; Torgesen, 1986;
Van Tassel-Baska, 1991; Waldron,
1991; Weill, 1987; Whitmore, 1988).
When a student’s gifts are identified and
nurtured, there is an increased willing-
ness on the part of the student to put
forth greater effort to complete tasks

(Baum, Emerick, Herman, & Dixon,
1989). Differentiation of curriculum,
(Maryland Task Force on Gifted and
Talented Education, 1994; NAGC,
1998), acceleration and enrichment
(Renzulli & Reis, 1985; Southern &
Jones, 1991), and mentorships (Baum et
al., 1991) provide positive opportunities
for GT/LD students. “Education of these
children must focus on abstract ideas
and generalization. Teachers must pro-
vide organizational strategies to help
these students achieve and allow alter-
natives to writing as a means of commu-
nication.” (Baum et al., 1991, p. 19).

The System-Wide
Comprehensive GT/LD
Program in MCPS

Determined to address the needs of
the GT/LD students, educators in MCPS
have spent 15 years creating dynamic,
comprehensive programs for their
GT/LD student population. In 1986,
MCPS initiated a pilot program to
explore the incidence rate of students
with high cognitive ability who were
experiencing learning difficulties. The
findings were presented in a paper to
The Council on Exceptional Children
National Conference in Washington,
D.C. March 29, 1988 entitled “A Study
in the Identification, Differential Diag-
nosis, and Remediation of Underachiev-
ing Highly Able Students” (Starnes,
Ginevan, Stokes, & Barton, 1988). With
initial funding from the Jacob K. Javits
Gifted and Talented Education Grant,
promising developments have occurred
in MCPS. MCPS identifies gifted stu-
dents with varying degrees of learning
disabilities and has developed special
self-contained classes for gifted students
with severe learning disabilities while
those with moderate and mild disabili-
ties receive services in the general edu-
cation classes.

T/LD students in grades 2

through 12 receive appropriate
instruction, adaptations, and accommo-
dations related to their disability. Suc-
cessful, practical programming is based
on solid research and theory. GT/LD
students are guaranteed access to accel-
erated and enriched instruction that
maintains the rigor and high standards
expected of all gifted students. As with
other gifted students, the range of
instructional opportunities available to
GT/LD students is provided in gifted
classes in elementary and middle school,
in Honors and Advanced Placement

classes at the high school, in highly
selective gifted and magnet programs in
grades 4-12, and through differentiation
in general education classes at all levels.
In addition, GT/LD students with severe
learning disabilities receive appropriate
gifted instruction within GT/LD Center
Programs. Gifted underachieving stu-
dents also have the opportunity to par-
ticipate in a mentor program designed to
nurture talents and develop potential.
The comprehensiveness of the delivery
of GT/LD programming is what makes
this one of the most unique programs
serving this population.

Approximately 25-35 new students
are identified for the GT/LD Center
each year, primarily at the elementary
level. The three elementary programs
serve approximately 50 students or 16
students per Center on the average. Cur-
rently the majority of these students are
in grades 4 and 5, so grades 3 and 4 are
grouped in the primary program and
fifth graders are alone in the upper level
program. Each of the elementary class-
rooms is staffed with one teacher and
one special education assistant. These
groupings are dependent on the referrals
received and placements that are made
each year.

The MCPS model is unique
because it simultaneously
addresses the giftedness and the
academic needs of each student
regardless of the grade level or
the severity of the disability.

ach of the three middle school

Center Programs has approxi-
mately 10 students at each of the three
grade levels. Many of the GT/LD Center
students have progressed to the point
that they can return to their home high
schools after middle school. Two of the
GT/LD high school programs currently
provide services for three to five stu-
dents at each grade level, within their
larger programs for learning disabled
students, The third high school will
become a full-fledged GT/LD Center
Program during the 2003-2004 school
year as students begin to transition from
one of the middle school programs.
Each year, 60 to 70 students participate
in mentorship experiences.

The MCPS model is also unique

because it simultaneously addresses the
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