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Abstract 

 

This project studies how parents, educators, and experts mobilized ideas about 

race and intelligence in the postwar era to separate students on the basis of 

“ability,” re-inscribing racial segregation in the wake of Brown v. Board of 

Education. Using previously unexplored archives, I argue that despite the breadth 

of the definition of giftedness—which emphasized exceptional ability in a variety 

of subjects including music, athletics, and leadership—giftedness ultimately came 

to be defined by differences in degrees of academic ability rather than kinds of 

ability. Experts chose to measure giftedness through an IQ exam. Giftedness 

appealed to a wide variety of actors because of the flexibility of the term; it could 

be used to promote the expansion of educational opportunities to disadvantaged 

groups including the working class, women, and minorities. But at the same time, 

giftedness could also be used to maintain the status quo by legitimizing the 

existing social order as natural and fair, based on the results of unbiased tests. 

The Cold War initially enabled the implementation of policies to group gifted 

students in separate classrooms and schools amidst concerns about whether 

“segregation” of ability was undemocratic. Instead, experts found that segregation 

was indeed fair and democratic because it promoted equality of opportunity as 

opposed to equality. Experts and educators argued this practice was more likely 

to promote academic achievement for gifted students over other alternatives. 

Thus, I make an interdisciplinary intervention in the literature on academic 

tracking in the social sciences and education policy by exploring how and why this 

practice became widespread. 
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Separate and Unequal: Giftedness in the 

United States 1900 – 2000 

 

Thanks to the generosity of the Rockefeller Archive Center, I have been able to 

conduct research that will enable me to revise my dissertation into a book 

manuscript. The project is tentatively titled, Separate and Unequal: Giftedness 

in the United States, 1900 – 2000. Three sets of research questions have guided 

my analysis. First, what was giftedness, why did it appeal to a wide variety of 

actors, and, ultimately, how did it impact education policy in the postwar era? 

Second, what was the relationship between achievement and giftedness, and how 

did a student’s race or gender impact his or her ability to access these programs? 

And finally, was providing special opportunities and resources to gifted students 

fair, and to what extent did various actors raise concerns about the fairness of 

gifted and talented programs? In other words, if and how did separating students 

on the basis of ability challenge the very principle of integration and likewise 

efforts to achieve educational equity in the postwar era?  

 

In the process of answering those questions, I show how at different moments 

throughout the postwar era, parents, educators, policymakers, experts, and 

students shaped and remade the meaning of giftedness in ways that would 

transform the landscape of public education in the United States, informing and 

reflecting ideas about democracy, equality, and opportunity. I trace these changes 

nationally. In 1958, Congress passed the National Defense Education Act (NDEA), 

in part because it would allow the federal government to provide resources to 

gifted students, thus expanding the scope of the federal government. For the first 

time, education was no longer solely an issue of local control. Giftedness altered 

the allocation of educational resources in public schools. Superior “ability” 

became a justification for both grouping students together in schools and 

classrooms and providing those students with better curricular offerings and 

instruction, shaping and remaking the very meaning of equal educational 

opportunity in the wake of Brown. In the words of one author, gifted students 

would “bring answers to the toughest problems of today,” including “[extending] 

how long we live, how peacefully we get along, how pleasant our jobs and homes 
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are, how healthfully our children are born and grow up.”1 Giftedness promised to 

solve these problems (and others) without fundamentally challenging—or even 

attending to—their structural underpinnings. During the 1960s, a special task 

force appointed by President Johnson identified eighteen different federal 

agencies involved in “talent development” and emphasized the importance of 

identifying and educating the nation’s heretofore overlooked gifted women and 

minorities.2 By the 1970s, these very groups demanded that gifted and talented 

programs actually reflect the diversity they claimed rhetorically to value and 

worked towards increasing access to those programs through integration and 

affirmative action.  

 

Thus, in the project, I argue that despite the breadth of the definition of 

giftedness—which emphasized exceptional ability in a variety of subjects 

including art, music, athletics, and leadership, to name but a few—giftedness 

ultimately came to be defined by differences in degrees of academic ability rather 

than kinds of ability. Experts chose to measure giftedness through an IQ exam, 

selecting this option over other, more subjective measures of merit such as teacher 

recommendations, identification by parents, or the use of previous school records. 

Giftedness appealed to a wide variety of actors because of the flexibility of the 

term; it could either be a broad and expansive category accessible to almost any 

student, or it could be very narrowly tailored and therefore a designation limited 

to a select few. Similarly, giftedness could be used to promote the expansion of 

educational opportunities to disadvantaged groups including the working class, 

women, and minorities. But at the same time, giftedness could also be used to 

maintain the status quo by legitimizing the existing social order as natural and 

fair, based on the results of unbiased tests. The Cold War initially enabled the 

implementation of policies to group gifted students in separate classrooms and 

schools amidst concerns about whether “segregation” of ability was 

undemocratic. Instead, experts found that segregation was indeed fair and 

democratic because it promoted equality of opportunity as opposed to equality. 

Experts and educators argued this practice was more likely to promote superior 

academic achievement for gifted students over other alternatives such as 

accelerating gifted students or enriching their curriculum in a regular classroom. 

Segregation, they found, was the best way to ensure gifted students reached their  
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full potential and produced the best outcomes in terms of achievement.  

 

Thus, the project makes an interdisciplinary intervention in the literature on 

academic tracking in the social sciences and education policy by exploring how 

and why this practice became widespread. Many excellent studies have 

quantitatively and qualitatively shown that racial minorities are more likely to be 

placed in remedial and low-ability groups while white students meritocratically 

“earn” acceptance into gifted and talented programs.3 And while some gesture 

towards a larger historical context, they fail to provide a full account of why gifted 

and talented programs emerged and proliferated. My dissertation historicizes 

academic achievement and shows why this became such a driving force in the 

choices parents made about how to educate their children and where to send them 

to school. My archival sources allow for an in-depth analysis of how and why 

policies for educating gifted students developed on the national and local level 

and why parents came to accept, and even desire, a gifted child. Investigating the 

intricacies of this process opens up new possibilities for understanding the impact 

of gifted and talented programs on various forms of inequality (race, class, gender, 

and ability).4  

 

Methodologically, this project is a social and political history that insists on the 

interrelationship of expert and non-expert voices. My research has included 

looking at interviews, newspapers, school committee meeting minutes, policy 

papers, Congressional hearings, special task force reports, and letters written by 

ordinary Americans to experts. Taken together, these documents allow me to read 

against the grain for evidence of experts’ and non-experts’ ideas about giftedness 

alongside examples of the mechanics of system-design: the putatively neutral, 

technocratic documents that enabled educational innovation in the form of gifted 

and talented programs. These samples provide a lens through which to 

reconstruct commonsense notions of merit, opportunity, equity, and equality. 

Federal archives—including Task Force Reports and legal briefs—serve as a foil to 

evidence of white parents’ attitudes.  

 

While my dissertation consisted of five chapters tracing the history of giftedness 

over the course of three decades, the book manuscript will expand on my previous  
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work to tell a national story about the rise of gifted and talented programs. 

Currently, I am focusing my attention in two areas of revision. First, I study how 

the federal government created programs specifically for gifted and talented 

youth from minority and other disadvantaged backgrounds. Office of Economic 

Opportunity programs including the TRIO, Upward Bound, and Project Talent 

programs targeted gifted minority students as a way to address both educational 

and racial inequality. My analysis examines the various state actors who helped 

to realize these programs, and explores how students and families in these 

programs experienced them. Privileging the voices of non-expert, minority actors 

provides a fuller analysis that accounts for the diverse student populations these 

programs aimed to serve and would provide insight into why—despite the 

government’s efforts—these programs did not have a lasting impact on reducing 

inequality in access to gifted and talented programs. Thus, this political history 

would insist on the inclusion of minority voices to provide a more exhaustive 

account of the impact of these programs.  

 

Second, I examine the partnerships forged between federal and philanthropic 

institutions for promoting gifted and talented programs. During Lyndon Baines 

Johnson’s administration, the federal government created a special task force to 

study the promise of gifted and talented education. The involvement of both the 

Lyndon Baines Johnson and Gerald Ford administrations illustrates how the 

flexibility of giftedness enabled it to be a successful educational reform movement 

for diverse actors with differing political commitments—Democrats and 

Republicans, civil rights advocates and eugenicists, all promoted giftedness at 

different moments throughout the twentieth century.  

 

Various archival collections at the Rockefeller Archive Center have been 

instrumental in this regard. I relied heavily on the Fund for the Advancement of 

Education within the Ford Foundation records. Various grants supported 

programs for gifted children across the United States. These included: The Gifted 

Child In Portland: A Report of Five Years of Experience in Developing a Program 

for Children of Exceptional Endowment; seminars for gifted high school students 

in the Briarcliff Public Schools; programs for gifted children in the San 

Bernardino  Public  Schools;  the  Connecticut  Committee  for  the  Gifted;  Texas  
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Education Agency; the Catholic School Board of the Archdiocese of Louisville; and 

the Lawrenceville School. In addition to programs for gifted students in specific 

geographic locations, the Ford Foundation also piloted the National Merit 

Scholarship Corporation—a program aimed at providing gifted students with the 

funding to continue their educations beyond primary and secondary school. 

Furthermore, the extensive collections on the Advanced Placement Program and 

Early Admission Program also show how the widespread acceptance of these 

programs today can be traced back to Cold War efforts to find and educate the 

nation’s most gifted students.  

 

The Fund for the Advancement of Education was not the only institution funding 

programs for gifted students. The William T. Grant Foundation provided funding 

to the National Association for Gifted Children, the National Institute on the 

Gifted and Talented, and the American Association for Gifted Children. They also 

provided the funding for a thirty-minute video which includes interviews with 

parents, educators, and experts on giftedness. This fascinating source will enable 

me to incorporate the sources and methods of the cultural historian in my analysis 

by analyzing not only the policies, but also the ways in which television helped to 

market and expand the reach of giftedness. Finally, JDR 3rd Fund records 

provided funding for programs aimed at gifted students such as the College 

Entrance Examination and the Advanced Placement Program.  

 

While today, gifted and talented programs are challenged for the way they 

reproduce racial and gender inequality, the various holdings in the Rockefeller 

Archive Center related to giftedness reveal an investment in giftedness as a way 

of solving problems of racial inequality in the United States. Many actors 

acknowledged problems stemming from racial inequality in American schools, 

and expressed the belief that through their grants and gifted and talented 

programs, they could end educational inequality. While exactly the opposite 

happened, they provide a cautionary tale about not only interrogating the 

intentions of various historical actors, but also the impacts of their programs and 

policies. Moreover, the archival collections at the Rockefeller Archive Center 

illustrate the broad reach that giftedness had on primary and secondary education 

in the United States. Indeed, they show how philanthropic institutions partnered  
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with local, state, and federal governments to help promote gifted and talented 

programs. As the collections in the Rockefeller Archive Center demonstrate, gifted 

and talented programs transformed the landscape of public education in the 

United States.  

 

Over the past years, when I’ve told people about my research, I’m often asked 

about the implications of my research on current education policy. This project 

does not make policy recommendations, nor does it offer parents advice on what 

kinds of schools they should send their children to. But having thought deeply and 

carefully about the origins and persistence of educational inequality, I have come 

to believe that while underperforming schools very obviously reflect educational 

inequality, the singular focus on improving so-called failing urban schools is 

somewhat misguided. As Nikole Hannah-Jones has shown, these schools are 

often labeled failures by white parents and the media at the expense of 

hardworking families and educators who, despite inadequate resources, have 

created loving, stimulating learning environments for students of color.5 Instead, 

I hope this project illuminates the way schools and programs for gifted students 

perpetuate educational inequality, and inspires a more robust analysis of the 

interplay between “elite” and “failing” schools. I am under no illusions about the 

political viability of educational reforms that attempt to challenge merit-based 

admissions programs. 6  But modifications that only look to improve 

underperforming schools without challenging the role that seemingly excellent 

schools play in contributing to urban educational inequality will continue to fail.  
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