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Removing the Mask: Giftedness in Poverty was first published in 2000 to 
address the inequities in identification and program services provided for 
gifted children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. The book 
changed the perspective of teachers and prompted academics to discuss both 
the definition of giftedness itself and the impact poverty has on curriculum 
models and pedagogy. 

This book, like Ruby Payne’s seminal work, A Framework for Understanding 
Poverty, was written to change teachers’ perspectives and to help them 
consider the potential of all children in their classrooms. Since Removing 
the Mask was first released, a large body of research has been published that 
supports the finding that poverty is a contributing factor to students’ behavioral 
characteristics and learning outcomes. Burney and Bielke state:

Focusing on overcoming the limitations of poverty may be more 
productive in influencing the lives of individual students. That is not 
to say that race, ethnicity, language, setting, beliefs, and behaviors 
do not impact or are not important factors when understanding high 
achievement in individual students but rather that poverty may have the 
greatest impact on achievement.1 

In 2014 the U.S. Bureau of the Census indicated that poverty crossed all 
demographic groups and was prevalent in both rural and urban settings.2 The 
impact of poverty on education is undeniable. This revised edition of Removing 
the Mask includes new academic research that builds on the original work, 
making it even more relevant for today’s educators. 

Preface
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Rita Pierson captured the essence of the message when she said “every child 
deserves a champion—an adult who never gives up on them, who understands 
the power of connection and insists that they become the best that they can 
possibly be.”3 The places where children are raised, their race, their culture, 
their religion, and their social class may define them demographically, but 
those factors should not limit them. 

Unfortunately, Paul Slocumb has passed, but Ruby and I are proud to carry 
the legacy of his message forward. We believe that teachers must identify and 
nurture the abilities of all children, including those in poverty, and help them 
each reach their true potential.

Ellen Williams, Ed.D. 
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Dear Reader,

When I first read Ruby Payne’s book, A Framework for Understanding Poverty, 
I knew I had found some labels and explanations for things that I had personally 
and professionally experienced in my life. Having worked in the field of gifted 
education for many years, I also knew that many school districts have struggled 
to identify gifted and potentially gifted students from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Over the years I have read the literature and listened to a variety of 
consultants on meeting the needs of gifted students from diverse backgrounds. For 
every proposed answer, there seemed to be “Yes, but …,” followed by five more 
questions.

As Dr. Payne has conducted workshops across the United States on the subject of 
poverty, she has been questioned repeatedly about gifted students from poverty. 
She shared this information with me and suggested that we pursue it. Having 
worked in a school district with a diverse population, I knew the difficulties in 
identifying gifted students from diverse backgrounds. I too had struggled with the 
identification process, as well as keeping the students in the program once they 
were identified.

Having the opportunity to be a curriculum auditor, doing evaluations of gifted 
programs in a variety of school districts, and having done a dissertation on 
achieving and non-achieving kindergarten students by doing home visits, I also 
knew that equity was a key issue. School districts, under the guise of fairness, were 
omitting their students from poverty in the gifted program while increasing their 
numbers of students from poverty in other special programs. 

Opportunities in the home environment were not there, and yet students were 
being assessed as though they were all from middle-class America. In working 
with Dr. Payne, I found the pieces of the puzzle coming together. This work is 
a first step in looking at students’ gifts and talents in a context of opportunities 
afforded within the home environment. Their giftedness is shaped differently and, 
therefore, must be examined differently. The gifted from poverty do not come to 
school with middle-class experiences and values; programs thus must be adjusted 

Introduction to the 2011 Edition

Dr. Paul Slocumb passed in late 2010, just as the 2011 edition of Removing the Mask was 
going to press. 
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to accommodate the experiences and values that are fostered in the culture of 
poverty. This work addresses two major questions:

1. How do I identify gifted students from low socioeconomic 
environments?

2. Once the district has identified them, how do school officials 
design and implement programs that will meet these students’ 
needs and keep them in the program?

Now, 10 years later, a revised edition is being offered. I have heard from many 
educators who have used the book as a springboard to develop their own 
identification processes based on local and state guidelines. What has occurred 
is a paradigm shift in many people’s thinking. Equity and equal are not the same. 
This book also resulted in me having the opportunity to chair a task force for the 
Texas Education Agency to look at the lack of equity statewide and to develop 
guidelines for districts to address this issue. Over a three-year period I worked 
with a group of 21 educators from across Texas to put together such a plan. All 
of this began when the demographics of school districts throughout the state were 
disaggregated by race and socioeconomics; the lack of equity had become very 
apparent. Though inequities still exist in Texas, great progress has been made 
statewide as professionals have become more deeply committed—and better 
equipped—to achieving equity within programs for the gifted.

In this revised edition we have added a new Chapter Nine, “Integrated Thematic 
Units of Instruction.” This work has evolved over a 15-year period, and the Heuristic 
Curriculum Model now included in this book was implemented as I worked with a 
group of grades 3–5 educators in West Virginia from 2007 to 2010. Working with 
two schools (one in Cabell County and one in Lincoln County) through a grant from 
the Benedum Foundation—and in partnership with the Harless Center at Marshall 
University—we identified students from poverty, then served them in the regular 
classroom using the curriculum model set forth in Chapter Nine. The identification 
model presented in Removing the Mask also was modified and implemented based 
on the schools’ and state’s guidelines. The potentially gifted students were tracked 
for three years using pre and post measures. Though the sample was too small to 
be statistically valid, both students and teachers experienced growth as evidenced 
by standardized and qualitative measures. More importantly, all students were 
presented with a high-quality curriculum, allowing them the opportunity to 
manifest their giftedness.

Removing the Mask is for the practicing professional who is committed to finding 
and serving the best and the brightest from the culture of poverty.

Paul D. Slocumb, Ed.D.
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Rick

Age: 10

Rick lives with his grandmother and his twin brother Mick in a suburb of a 
major city. The two boys have been living with their grandmother since they 
were 11 months old. Their father is her son. According to Grandma, “He sees 
the boys when he feels like it—usually once or twice a month.” The father 
gives no financial support. Rick’s mother lives in the city. She sees Rick and his 
brother once or twice a year. The boys usually spend a night or two with her 
when she comes to get them.

Rick’s grandmother works at a local hospital in the housekeeping department. 
She completed the ninth grade in school. She makes approximately $18,500 
a year. She has worked at the hospital for 11 years. She receives food stamps 
and Medicaid. Both of these benefits are to end this year. She says there are too 
many forms to be completed to keep the food stamps and Medicaid and that 
she couldn’t fill them out. Rick and his brother participate in the free lunch 
program at school.

Rick has been in the same school for more than two years. He attends an 
extended-day class to help him improve his grades and performance on the 
state competency test. The program is funded with Title I money. He started 
kindergarten when he was 5. He was retained in third grade.

No adult men live in the household. Rick’s grandmother is the only adult female 
in the household. Rick has regular chores at home. He does the dishes each 
night. His bedtime is 9 p.m. on school nights. On weekends he is allowed to 
stay up until 2 or 3 a.m. watching television. It is his “payback” for the 9 p.m. 
bedtime during the school week. Rick has never spent the night more than 50 
miles away from home.

The small house in which the three live is decorated in neutral tones. Rick 
and his brother have some books, but they are books for younger children. No 
newspapers or magazines are received in the home. His grandmother speaks in 
formal register. Rick is a member of the dominant ethnic and economic groups 
on his school campus.
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Chapter One

“There’s nothing so unequal as the equal treatment of unequals.”
                                  –Felix Frankfurter, U.S. Supreme Court Justice 

When an identification process imposes criteria on students as though they 
all come to school having had the same opportunities, they are being treated 
equally. They are not, however, being treated equitably.

In most public school settings, students must meet an arbitrarily set minimum 
birth-date range to start school, and readiness to learn is not a consideration. 
Public school students rarely come to school equally equipped to learn, yet 
school systems put all similarly aged children into the same grade and begin 
teaching them all the same curriculum. Kindergarteners who do not know the 
alphabet sit side by side with those who are already reading. 

Research studies have repeatedly attempted to identify factors that contribute to 
individual student differences in academic achievement. Abbott and Joireman 
concluded from their meta-analysis that, “across a variety of grades and tests, 
our results support the conclusion that low income explains a much larger 
percentage of the variance in academic achievement than ethnicity.”4  

If poverty plays such a significant role in achievement, then identifying 
giftedness through the lens of poverty requires a uniquely inclusive perspective. 
Treating all students equally in the identification of gifted students all too often 
results in the extreme under-identification of an entire segment of the student 
population who come to school with experiences that vary greatly from those 
of children from more affluent homes. VanTassel-Baska noted that poverty “is 
the overarching variable that leads to underrepresentation in gifted programs, 
not race or ethnicity, nor gender.”5 

The Paradigm
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Removing the Mask

These students from diverse economic backgrounds—“unequals,” as Justice 
Frankfurter might have called them—enter a system governed by an unwritten 
code calling for all students to be alike. At first, this practice appears to be 
not only fair but ideal. Treating all students equally, however, results in 
singular identification processes. Gifted/talented identification processes are 
examples that, to varying degrees, disregard the backgrounds of the students. 
Once identified, the students enter a singular program design that ignores the 
multiplicity of factors that have contributed to the differences in the students 
themselves. This disregard of differences creates inequity that should be 
recognized and addressed.

Equity in programs designed to identify and serve potentially gifted/talented 
students is two-pronged. The first prong is the identification process. The 
second prong is in the program design, or how the identified gifted students 
receive services. Both the identification process and the services received 
are often as standardized in form and delivery as other kinds of testing and 
curriculum in a regular classroom. Differentiation in identification methods 
and the services provided is necessary to serve children from poverty so that 
they are academically successful and nurtured.

Program 
services

Varied backgrounds

Student population

G/T
identification

process 

One kind of 
program

One kind of 
process
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