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ABSTRACT 

Problem:  The English Language Learner (ELL) population is the fastest growing student 

population in the United States (Kanno & Cromley, 2013), but continues to be underrepresented 

in gifted education (Peters & Engerrand, 2016; Siegle et al., 2016).  The flawed policies and 

procedures that prevent ELLs from being identified for gifted programming have been widely 

documented (Card & Giuliano, 2015; Ford, Grantham, & Whiting, 2008; Harris, Rapp, Martínez, 

& Plucker, 2007).  However, there is a dearth of literature exploring the school experiences of 

rural high school gifted ELLs once they have received placements in gifted programs. 

 

Procedures: This multi-case study explored lived experiences of four rural high school gifted 

ELLs in one Midwest state.  A single overarching question guided this study: “What are the 

school experiences of rural high school English Language Learners who have been formally 

identified for gifted programs?”  This study used purposeful sampling to ensure participants met 

the criteria (Creswell, 2013), and opportunistic sampling (Judd, 2006) to collect data through 

one-on-one interviews, fieldnotes, and reflexive journaling.  The data analysis involved 

reviewing the information to find patterns, creating coding categories, and then developing 

general themes from those categories.  The verification of the data included triangulation, 

clarifying researcher positionality, member checking, and thick descriptions.   

  

Findings: The first theme that emerged was that students did not have regular interactions with 

the gifted teachers in their building and the primary method of programming was Advanced 

Placement, dual credit, honors, or on-line classes.  Second, students did not have opportunities to 

learn more about their own cultures, or share knowledge about their own cultures with their 

peers.  Third, students had gaps in both their first language and second language.  Students spoke 

their native languages at home, but did have the chance to maintain or advance their first 

language at school by listening, speaking, reading, or writing.  Also, all students reported gaps of 

varying degrees in their English grammar.  The final theme was that students felt appropriately 

challenged in their advanced classes and liked their style more than general education classes. 

  

Conclusions: Students enjoyed their advanced classes more than their general education classes 

because there were more opportunities to go in depth with coursework, engage in class 

discussions, and complete projects.  General education classes were more lecture-driven with 

few opportunities to collaborate with peers.  Students reported their classes were challenging, but 

enjoyable.  None of the students reported negative reactions from parents, teachers, or peers 

because of their placement in the gifted program.  All students had positive interactions with the 

teachers of their advanced classes and peers, and had many friends in those classes. 

 

Recommendations: More research needs to be conducted into comprehensive services for rural 

high school gifted ELLs. Students had access to advanced coursework but lacked social and 

emotional supports, along with college and career guidance.  In addition, students need more 

opportunities to share about their beliefs, values, and traditions with classmates; to learn more 

about their cultural heritage; and to read, write, and speak their native languages at school.  

Finally, all educators need professional development to learn how to become more culturally 

competent in the classroom. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Inadequate representation of English Language Learners (ELLs) in gifted and talented 

programs is a growing problem (Harris et al., 2007; Lakin, 2016; Lohman, Korb, & Lakin, 2008; 

Pereira & de Oliveira, 2015; Pereira & Gentry, 2013).  English Language Learners and African 

Americans are overrepresented in special education programs (Ortiz et al., 2011; Rhodes, 2010; 

Sullivan, 2011) and, along with Native Americans and Hispanics, are underrepresented in gifted 

programming (Ford, 2014a; Ford et al., 2008; Gentry, Fugate, Wu, & Castellano, 2014; Peters & 

Engerrand, 2016; Siegle et al., 2016).  Conversely, non-Hispanic Whites and Asian Americans 

are overrepresented in gifted programs (Kitano & DiJiosia, 2002; Yoon & Gentry, 2009).  

Representative gifted programming, according to the National Association for Gifted Children 

(2010), meets the following criterion: “Students with identified needs represent diverse 

backgrounds and reflect the total student population of the district” (p. 2).  However, despite this 

guideline and growing awareness that many populations are not adequately represented in gifted 

and talented programs, racial minorities and ELLs continue to remain underrepresented.   

A possible reason underrepresentation of ELLs remains an issue is because research is 

not keeping up with the growth of minority groups (Harris, Plucker, Rapp, & Martinez, 2009).  

In 2014, children of color became the majority in America’s public schools (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2014).  The National Center for Education Statistics (2016a) predicts 

enrollment for the 2016-2017 school year will be as follows: White students, 24.6 million (49%); 

Hispanic students, 13.3 million (26%); Black students, 7.8 million (15%); Asian/Pacific Islander 

students, 2.7 million (5%); two or more races, 1.5 million (3%); and American Indian/Alaska 

Native, .5 million (1%).  Projections indicate that if current immigration trends continue, by 2044 
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the entire United States will be “majority minority,” which means non-Hispanic whites will 

comprise less than 50% of the population (Frey, 2014).  Asian Americans are the fastest growing 

minority population, followed by people of two or more races and then Hispanics (Holland, 

2016).  In fact, by 2060, the United States Census Bureau predicts 29% of the total population 

will be Hispanic (Colby & Ortman, 2015).   

There has also been an increase in the ELL population (Kena et al., 2015), with Spanish 

being the top language spoken (Ruiz Soto, Hooker, & Batalova, 2015).  Among school-age 

children, ELLs are the fastest growing population in the United States (Kanno & Cromley, 

2013).  The number of ELLs has almost doubled in the past 15 years and predictions indicate by 

2025 nearly one in four public school students will be an ELL (United States Department of 

Education, 2006).  The extraordinary rise in the minority and ELL populations has not been 

limited to one specific area of the United States; all regions have changed remarkably (Colby & 

Ortman, 2015; Kena et al., 2015).  For example, in the Midwest, public school enrollment in 

1995 was as follows: White, 79.3%; Black, 13.8%; Hispanic, 4.2%; Asian/Pacific Islander, 

1.9%; American Indian/Alaska Native, 0.9%; and two or more races was “not applicable”; 

however, the most recent data available indicates that in 2013 the enrollment trends in the 

Midwest began to mirror those at the national level, and are as follows: White, 67.3%; Black, 

13.8%; Hispanic, 11.5%; Asian/Pacific Islander, 3.2%; American Indian/Alaska Native, 0.8%; 

and two more races, 3.4% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016b).  These rapidly 

changing demographics call for school districts to continually reevaluate best practices for 

increasingly diverse student bodies in all areas of education.  For gifted and talented programs 

specifically, more flexible identification procedures and service delivery models are necessary in 

order to ensure adequate representation of ELLs and other minority groups. 
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The tendency of educators to engage in “deficit thinking” is often cited as a barrier 

preventing ELLs from being placed in programs (Bianco & Harris, 2014; Ford, 2013, 2014b; 

Ford et al., 2008; Pereira & Gentry, 2013).  Ford et al. (2008) describe deficit thinking as 

“negative, stereotypical, and prejudicial beliefs about CLD [culturally and linguistically diverse] 

groups that result in discriminatory policies and behaviors or actions” (p.  292).  Ford et al. 

(2008) further list four symptoms of deficit thinking: (a) utilizing culturally insensitive 

definitions of giftedness that emphasize IQ scores, (b) employing flawed identification policies 

and procedures that have a disparate impact on minorities, (c) insufficiently training teachers in 

gifted education, and (d) failing to prepare educators to teach CLD students (Ford et al., 2008).    

The first symptom of deficit thinking is utilizing a culturally insensitive definition of 

giftedness.  According to the Davidson Institute (2016b), only three states—Alabama, North 

Carolina, and Washington— have adopted the United States Department of Education’s (1993) 

definition of giftedness that stresses the importance of diversity with the inclusion of the phrase 

“outstanding talents are present in children and youth from all cultural groups, across all 

economic strata, and in all areas of human endeavor” (p. 11).  Many states still use definitions 

that articulate cut-off scores, which dictate that students are not gifted unless they achieve a 

qualifying IQ score; this practice is detrimental to ELLs.  The definition of giftedness utilized by 

the Midwest state that is the focus of the present study is as follows:  

“Gifted and talented children” are those identified as possessing outstanding abilities 

 who are capable of high performance. Gifted and talented children are children who 

 require appropriate instruction and educational services commensurate with their abilities 

 and needs beyond those provided by the regular school program.  Gifted and talented 

 children include those children with demonstrated achievement or potential ability, or 
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 both, in any of the following areas or in combination: 1. General intellectual ability. 2. 

 Creative thinking. 3. Leadership ability. 4. Visual or performing arts ability. 5. Specific 

 ability aptitude. (Iowa Code § 257.44) 

This definition was adopted from the Marland Report (1972), and while it does not utilize cut off 

scores, which is positive, there are no provisions for underrepresented groups, which is not ideal.   

The second symptom of deficit thinking, utilizing flawed policies and procedures, is often 

characterized by overreliance of standardized assessment scores to identify students for gifted 

and talented programs (Ford, 2013; Ford, et al., 2008).  Test scores are one of the most important 

factors used to identify students for services, but limited English proficiency can cause ELLs to 

be overlooked (Stein, Hetzel, & Beck, 2012).  English Language Learners who take tests in 

English often do not score well (Spinelli, 2008), but tests in other languages are not readily 

available (Solano-Flores & Li, 2006).  Many programs use non-verbal tests, such as the Naglieri 

Nonverbal Ability Test (NNAT) or the Cognitive Abilities Test (CogAT), to increase 

identification of students in underrepresented groups for gifted programming (Giessman, 

Gambrell, & Stebbins, 2013; Lohman, 2011; Naglieri, 2016).  Some researchers (e.g., Lohman, 

2005; Lohman & Gambrell, 2012) believe that non-verbal tests still contain bias against 

culturally and linguistically diverse students, while others (e.g., Naglieri & Ford, 2003, 2005) 

believe that non-verbal tests are free from bias.  However, the use of non-verbal tests as a stand-

alone identification procedure should not be used to ensure that ELL students are adequately 

represented in programs (Giessman et al., 2013; McBee, Shaunessy, & Matthews, 2012).  Lakin 

(2012) maintains “there is little direct evidence that nonverbal tests provide more useful 

information about ELL students’ academic aptitude than verbal or quantitative studies do” (p. 

756).  In sum, identifying gifted students by using any single assessment in isolation is likely to 
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lead to unreliable, invalid, and inequitable results (Dai, 2010; National Association for Gifted 

Children, 2010). 

Most school districts require a student to be nominated or referred for further testing to 

see if he or she qualifies for gifted programming, (Callahan, Moon, & Oh, 2013; McClain & 

Pfeiffer, 2012), which is another flawed practice that has been found to result in socioeconomic 

and racial discrepancies (McBee, 2006; 2016).  According to a national survey conducted by 

Callahan et al. (2013), teacher nominations are part of the referral process in 86.5% of school 

districts.  However, lack of referrals of ELLs for gifted programming by teachers is a policy 

issue lamented by many researchers (Ford, 2013; Ford et al., 2008; Harris et al., 2009; McBee et 

al., 2012).  In addition, Callahan et al. (2013) found that parent nominations are utilized by 

80.5% of districts.  Parent nominations are challenging because “parental initiative, involvement 

in schools, and awareness of school services are not distributed equally among racial/ethnic and 

socioeconomic groups” (Lakin, 2016, p. 140; see also Oakland, 1972; Peña & Quinn, 1997; 

Reese Balzano, Gallimore, & Goldenberg, 1995).  In some cases, lack of parental engagement 

may occur because parents are unaware of school activities due to the inadequate communication 

that often exists between schools and parents.  For example, correspondence may only be sent 

home in English or interpreters are not available at meetings or conferences (Harris et al., 2009).  

If schools do not take the initiative to actively connect with all parents and educate them on the 

nomination process for gifted programs, students from traditionally underrepresented groups—

ELLs, racial minorities, low-SES—remain at a disadvantage. 

Inadequate training and professional development in gifted and multicultural education 

are the other symptoms of deficit thinking that are detrimental to the identification of ELLs for 

gifted programs (Ford et al. 2008; Stein, et al., 2012).  Unfortunately, teachers of ELLs often 
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focus on deficient skills, which are frequently the result of lack of language mastery, instead of 

potential areas of giftedness (Bianco & Harris, 2014; Harris et al., 2009; Pereira & Gentry, 2013; 

Stein et al., 2012).  Few educators have any gifted education training and most do not know how 

to identify students for gifted and talented programs, especially CLD students (Ford, 2014b; 

Parker, 2003; Speirs Neumeister, Adams, Pierce, Cassady, & Dixon, 2007).  English Language 

Learners often do not display the typical behaviors and traits associated with the definition of 

giftedness commonly used in American schools, such as having high levels of self-motivation, 

learning more quickly and easily than peers, showing creativity, or seeing connections that their 

peers do not (Speirs Neumeister et al., 2007).   

An important example to note is how giftedness in Mexico is conceptualized, and how 

the services that are provided are much different than what is offered in the United States.  

Because students from Mexico comprise the largest portion of ELLs in American schools (Harris 

& Sanchez-Lizardi, 2012), it is important to understand the contrast in gifted education between 

the two countries.  Mexico places a strong emphasis on social skills and a quality environment in 

addition to intellectual ability; factors related to family, community, and education are 

considered along with motivation, self-esteem, and interests (Mathews & Castellano, 2014).  The 

Intervention Model—which provides guidelines for gifted programming in Mexico—uses a 

psychosocial and sociocultural approach that articulates the understanding that giftedness “can 

only develop through the successful interchange of individual and social factors and that social 

context conditions human behavior and determines what needs and products are considered 

valuable and deserving of special recognition” (Harris & Sanchez-Lizardi, 2012, p. 193).  Thus, 

most programs in Mexico occur in an inclusive environment with a diverse array of students, 

while programs in America are often pull-out or self-contained (Matthews & Castellano, 2014).  
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Parents from Mexico may not want their students to participate in a pull-out program because of 

the lack of emphasis on social development (Harris & Sanchez-Lizardi, 2012).  It is also 

important to note that organizations for parents, such as Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs), are 

rarely found in Mexico; therefore, “parents’ experience with and expectations for parental 

involvement in schools may differ” (Matthews & Castellano, 2014, p. 58.)  This example 

demonstrates how critical it is for educators to understand how different cultures conceptualize 

giftedness, because a lack of knowledge may prevent students from diverse backgrounds from 

being identified for gifted programs.   

 It is important for educators to be aware of the pitfalls of deficit thinking and “recognize 

and capitalize on how these [ELL] students demonstrate their talents and strengths” (Brulles, 

Castellano, & Laing, 2011, p. 305).  Gifted ELLs often display different characteristics than 

students who are born in American culture which makes identification more difficult (Siegle et 

al., 2016).  English Language Learners are a diverse population and vary by socioeconomic 

level, acculturation, immigration status, level of English acquisition, prior access to education, 

and number of peers that speak the same language (Iowa Department of Education, 2008).   

Statement of the Problem 

 Demographics depicting student diversity from the Midwest state represented in this 

study are similar to those across the country.  As evidenced in Table 1.1, minority populations in 

this state are increasing (Iowa Department of Education, 2016a), and in this state the Latino 

population is experiencing the most rapid growth (State Data Center, 2015).  As Table 1.2 

demonstrates, the ELL population is also rising, most of whom speak Spanish (Iowa Department 

of Education, 2013).   
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Table 1.1 

Percent of Minority Students in Public Schools by Enrollment Category 

Enrollment Category 2000-2001 2014-2015 2015-2016 

<300 1.5 7.3 8.3 

300-599 2.4 7.4 7.7 

600-999 2.6 10.0 10.3 

1000-2499 5.9 15.2 15.7 

2500-7499 9.0 21.8 22.6 

7500+ 21.7 37.7 38.8 

State 9.7 21.8 22.6 

Note. Adapted from Iowa Department of Education’s Condition of Education Report: 2016. 

Table 1.2 

Percent of English Language Learners Enrolled in Public and Nonpublic Schools  

Year Nonpublic Public 

2000-2001 0.5% 2.3% 

2005-2006 1.0% 3.5% 

2010-2011 1.5% 4.6% 

2011-2012 2.0% 4.8% 

2012-2013 2.4% 5.0% 

2013-2014 3.0% 5.3% 

2014-2015 2.6% 5.7% 

2015-2016 3.0% 5.7% 

Note. Adapted from Iowa Department of Education’s Condition of Education Report: 2016. 

The growing diversity among school-aged children has brought an increased awareness 

to the identification of underrepresented students for gifted and talented programs, including 

ELLs.  In 2008, the Iowa Department of Education partnered with The Connie Belin and 

Jacqueline N. Blank International Center for Gifted Education and Talent Development to 
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publish a manual aimed at assisting school districts in identifying talented and gifted ELLs.  The 

publication of this manual signified the state’s recognition of the necessity of ensuring school 

districts were developing policies and procedures aimed specifically at identifying ELLs for 

gifted programs (Iowa Department of Education, 2008).   

Currently, this Midwest state requires school districts to complete a Comprehensive 

School Improvement Plan (CSIP) in order to address how improved student learning will be 

achieved.  One of the required components of the CSIP is the Lau Plan, which addresses the 

language instruction services school districts will provide.  The Lau Plan was named after the 

United States Supreme Court decision rendered in 1974.  In Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974), 

the court ruled that the San Francisco school system failed to provide appropriate English 

language instruction to approximately 1,800 Chinese American students.  The decision led to the 

requirement that school districts are required to provide appropriate instructional programming 

for ELLs (Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563, 1974).  One required component articulated in the Lau 

Plan checklist for this Midwest state is that a process must be in place for identifying and serving 

gifted ELLs.  The checklist further states that in order for a plan to be approved it cannot use 

standardized assessments or language-based measures as the sole criterion for identification; 

language needs must also supported within the gifted program (Iowa Department of Education, 

2016d).   

The section of the Lau Plan for this state that outlines alternative identification 

procedures and service provisions for gifted ELLs is similar to plans in other states (e.g., Public 

Schools of North Carolina, 2015; Texas Education Agency, 2016).  While researchers continue 

to lament the underrepresentation of ELLs in gifted programs, a great deal of recent literature has 

been devoted to finding acceptable identification systems and/or policies in order to identify 
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ELLs for gifted and talented programs (Allen, Robbins, Payne, & Backes Brown, 2016; Bianco 

& Harris, 2014; Brown & Abernethy, 2009; Ford, 2015, Horn, 2015; Iowa Department of 

Education, 2008; Lakin, 2016; Matthews & Castellano, 2014; McBee, 2016; Ouyang & Conoley, 

2007; Stevenson, Heiser, & Resing, 2016).  Although much attention has been given to 

identification of gifted and talented ELLs, thus far there has been a limited focus on the 

experiences of these students once they enter gifted programs. 

To date, little research has been conducted that concentrates specifically on the school 

experiences of gifted ELLs.  One of the few existing studies of school experiences was 

conducted by Catherine Finlayson Reed (2007), a middle school gifted and talented education 

resource teacher.  Reed (2007) investigated middle school ESOL (English Speakers of Other 

Languages) students who participated in Gifted and Talented Education (GATE) English, 

algebra, and social studies classes.  The school in which Reed taught was in a large urban area in 

which 62% of the students were ESOL (approximately 800 of the 1,300 students) and a total of 

37 different languages were spoken. When Reed started this teaching position, she was dismayed 

at the lack of diversity in the GATE program; there were no Hispanic students or ESOLs and, at 

most, only one African American or Asian student.  Reed noted the screening process was 

detrimental to the identification of ESOLs for GATE; the district’s primary indicator of 

giftedness was the Otis-Lennon School Ability Test (OLSAT) that was only administered in the 

second grade. Therefore, students who possessed limited English language ability or who entered 

the district after second grade were overlooked.  This led Reed to pursue the creation of an 

alternate screening process for ESOLs in her district.   

Parents were informed that the district was seeking high potential ESOLs to include in 

the GATE program via informational meetings (conducted by interpreters the parents already 
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trusted) and letters sent home in the parents’ native language.  Personal contacts were made to 

parents of students that the faculty believed should take the OLSAT in order to see if they 

qualified for a GATE placement.  This process yielded sixteen students that registered to take the 

OLSAT, and any student who tested within one standard deviation of the mean on the OLSAT 

would be considered for placement.  Subsequently, six students were offered placements in 

GATE based on this criterion; three others were offered placements based on teacher 

recommendations and portfolio evidence.  Ultimately eight ESOLs took GATE classes, and Reed 

discovered that of those eight students, all achieved positive outcomes and signed up for GATE 

classes the following year.   

Shaunessy, McHatton, Hughes, Brice, and Ratliff (2007) conducted a similar qualitative 

study of middle school gifted students in an urban area; however, they were all ESOLs who were 

no longer receiving English acquisition instruction or ESOL services.  The students were all 

Hispanic and of Mexican descent and were in grades 6-8.  Shaunessy et al. (2007) collected data 

via a focus group of students who qualified for gifted programming via the standard procedure: 

an IQ score of at least 130; a referral by a teacher, parent, peer, or self; and a qualifying score on 

a gifted characteristics rating scale completed by a teacher.  Like the students in Reed’s (2007) 

study, the gifted students in the focus group enjoyed their more challenging classes.  However, 

the students did not feel that their school was supportive of students speaking in their native 

language and were hesitant to display their Mexican heritage.  In addition, they felt many of their 

peers were deserving of a placement in the gifted program, but their lack of English proficiency 

was holding them back.  The students felt like their strong English skills are what enabled them 

to be identified, but if there were Spanish-only gifted programs, many of their peers would likely 

be participants as well.     
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Finally, Pereira and Gentry (2013) reported on the school experiences of high potential 

elementary ELLs in grades 2-6 at four urban Midwestern schools.  This research was a follow-up 

to Project HOPE, and all of the schools participating in the study were located in Project HOPE 

school districts.  Project HOPE (Having Opportunities Promotes Excellence) was an out-of-

school enrichment program that students attended on six Saturdays in the fall and spring and for 

one week in the summer.  The purpose of Project HOPE was to “develop procedures for 

recognizing talent among low-income children, provide services for identified students in 

university-based talent-development programs, and evaluate students’ experiences and 

perceptions of their program participation” (Pereira & Gentry, 2013, p. 172).   

Qualitative data were gathered via interviews with students, parents, and teachers in order 

to better understand students’ school experiences.  Student interviews included high potential 

ELLs who participated in Project HOPE, and some who were selected for the program but chose 

not to participate.  Students in the study were designated as “high potential” if they received a 

Hope Scale score in the top quartile; however, none of them had been formally identified as 

gifted.  Likewise, parent interviews included both parents of Project HOPE scholars and parents 

of students who did not participate but were chosen for the program.  No differences were found 

in the responses of Project HOPE scholars and non-participants, a phenomenon that Pereira and 

Gentry (2013) attributed to the supportive environment for ELLs found in each school because 

all were located in Project HOPE districts.  Analysis of the interview data revealed the following: 

students found that their school and classroom experiences were engaging and enjoyable, 

students had positive interactions with peers and teachers, students were committed to doing well 

in school, and students were grade-oriented and future-directed. 
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More recently, Effective Program Models for Gifted Students from Underserved 

Populations discusses eight programs —Project EXCITE, Project M
3
: Mentoring Mathematical 

Minds, The Next Generation Venture Fund, Young Scholars Model, The TEAK Fellowship, 

Project Nexus, Project Athena, and Project Clarion—that have successfully met the needs of 

high potential disadvantaged students (Adams & Chandler, 2014).  Similar to Pereira and Gentry 

(2013), these programs do not include students who are formally identified as gifted, but instead 

are considered high potential.  In fact, these eight examples are not designed for ELLs 

specifically, they are for students who are low-income, many of whom are minorities.  Only 

three of the programs included high school students, and all were conducted in large urban areas.  

None of the programs were for ELLs exclusively.   

Thus far only the case studies conducted by Reed (2007) and Shaunessy et al. (2007) 

reported on the experiences of formally identified gifted ELLs.  Pereira and Gentry (2013) did 

discuss ELLs specifically; however, they were high potential ELLs and had not been formally 

identified for gifted programs.  The other successful programs recommended by Adams and 

Chandler (2014) were for high potential disadvantaged students and not ELLs specifically.  Also, 

the majority of these examples were for elementary and middle school students in urban areas; 

Colangelo asserts (2015) “one area within gifted education that has not received due attention 

has been gifted students in rural settings” (p. 2).  This study of the school experiences of rural 

high school gifted ELLs in a Midwest state addresses an area of research that has not yet been 

explored. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this case study was to examine the school experiences of rural high 

school ELLs who have also been identified as gifted in a Midwest state.  This was accomplished 
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by conducting multiple case studies of students who meet these criteria. With the increased focus 

on identifying ELLs for gifted and talented programs, it is critical to ascertain the types of school 

experiences students are having once placed in these programs.  The rising number of ELLs in 

the Midwest—from 136,000 in 1993 to nearly 658,000 in 2013— makes this study vital as 

schools and districts seek to find information that is applicable to their district population rather 

than adapting programs meant for students in large urban schools or non-ELLs (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2004, 2015).  In addition, much of the literature focuses on elementary 

or middle school programs, so it will be beneficial to engage in research focused entirely on 

older students.   

Research Questions 

 The primary research question guiding this case study is “What are the school 

experiences of rural high school English Language Learners who have been formally identified 

for gifted programs?”  Other subsidiary questions include:  

1. How do rural high school gifted ELLs describe their experiences in general education 

classes? 

2. How do rural high school gifted ELLs describe their experiences in advanced classes, 

such as talented and gifted (TAG), honors, dual enrollment, and/or Advanced Placement 

classes? 

3. To what extent do rural high school gifted ELLs feel appropriately challenged in talented 

and gifted (TAG), honors, dual enrollment, or Advanced Placement classes? 

4. What reactions have rural high school gifted ELLs experienced because of their 

placement in the talented and gifted program by students, parents, and/or teachers? 
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5. How do rural high school gifted ELLs view their interactions with their gifted peers and 

their teachers in their talented and gifted classes, honors, dual credit, or Advanced 

Placement classes?  

Significance of the Study 

 Research related to the school experiences of rural high school gifted ELLs could inform 

many stakeholders, especially those in schools with similar demographics to the ones represented 

in this study.  Results of this research could provide insight to educators who are responsible for 

designing and implementing gifted programming for gifted ELLs.  This research could also offer 

insight into the unique characteristics of ELLs and inform those responsible for the designing 

and delivering professional development to teachers of gifted ELLs.  Most importantly, ELLs 

and their families will benefit from better learning experiences through gifted programming. 

Conceptual Frameworks 

 Camp (2001) describes the symbiotic relationship between theory and research: “theory 

provides context without which the research could not be meaningful and research generates and 

tests theory without which the theory would not have meaning” (p. 12).  Conceptual frameworks 

are crucial to research because they provide a focus for design and analysis and add meaning to 

the results of the study (Warmbrod, 1986). The conceptual framework for this study includes the 

2010 Pre-K-Grade 12 Gifted Programming Standards created by the National Association for 

Gifted Children (2010).   This set of standards is a revision of the original program standards that 

were developed in 1998.  The 2010 standards use student outcomes for goals instead of teacher 

practices, place a stronger emphasis on diversity, and emphasize the necessity of a collaborative 

effort between gifted education, general education, and special education (Matthews & 



   16 
 

Shaunessy, 2010).   The revised standards were developed using evidence-based practices: 

research-based studies, practice-based strategies, and literature-based studies. 

 The gifted education programming standards are an ideal conceptual framework because 

they are “grounded in theory, research, and practice paradigms” and “provide an important base 

for all efforts on behalf of gifted learners at all stages of development” (NAGC, 2010, para. 2).  

The standards provide evidence-based practices to guide educators in ensuring the desired 

student outcomes are achieved.  The NAGC articulates the following six standards: learning and 

development, assessment, curriculum planning and instruction, learning environments, 

programming, and professional development.  Each standard contains specific student outcomes 

and evidence-based practices within it.  In this study, the experiences of the participants can be 

analyzed in order to determine how they compare to the gifted education programming student 

outcomes.  Using the NAGC standards to evaluate the qualitative information gathered in the 

study will provide the conceptual framework necessary to determine the quality of services high 

school gifted ELLs are receiving in their gifted and talented classes. 

 While all of the student outcomes are essential, there are several goals of particular 

importance to this study, the first of which are contained within Standard 1: Learning and 

Development.  This standard articulates the importance of understanding both the cognitive and 

affective needs of gifted students.  Student outcome 1.1 Self-Understanding states “Students with 

gifts and talents demonstrate self-knowledge with respect to their interests, strengths, identities, 

and needs in socio-emotional development and in intellectual, academic, creative, leadership, 

and artistic domains” (NAGC, 2010, p. 8).  Evidence-based practices for this outcome express 

the crucial need for educators to assist students in identifying interests, strengths, and gifts in a 

supportive environment (NAGC, 2010).  Student outcome 1.2 Self-Understanding states 
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“Students with gifts and talents possess a developmentally appropriate understanding of how 

they learn and grow; they recognize the influences of their beliefs, traditions, and values on their 

learning and behavior” (p. 8).  Evidence-based practices stress the necessity of providing 

students with developmentally and culturally appropriate materials that best match their learning 

needs.  Achieving these goals can be difficult for teachers of gifted ELLs because of possible 

language and/or cultural factors. 

 Standard 3: Curriculum Planning and Instruction is also crucial as educators strive to use 

instructional strategies that will increase student learning in a culturally responsive way.   

Student outcome 3.1 Curriculum Planning states “Students with gifts and talents demonstrate 

growth commensurate with aptitude during the school year” (NAGC, 2010, p. 10). Evidence-

based practices are those in which teachers modify the curriculum in order to educate gifted 

students with special considerations, including the highly gifted, twice exceptional, and ELLs.  

Student outcome 3.5 Culturally Relevant Curriculum states “Students with gifts and talents 

develop knowledge and skills for living and being productive in a multicultural, diverse, and 

global society” (p. 10). Evidence-based practices dictate that educators create a culturally 

responsive curriculum and that a diverse array of cultures, languages, and social issues are 

explored.  Obtaining these student outcomes requires teachers to adapt lessons so that they are 

appropriate for ELLs, while taking into consideration their cultural backgrounds. 

 The final standard that will be looked at extensively in this study is Standard 4: Learning 

Environments.  Standard 4.1 Cultural Competence asserts “Students with gifts and talents value 

their own and others’ language, heritage, and circumstance.  They possess skills in 

communicating, teaming, and collaborating with diverse individuals and across diverse groups” 

(NAGC, 2010, p. 11).  Evidence-based practices are those in which educators show sensitivity to 
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the diverse backgrounds and languages of students, do not tolerate discriminatory behavior, and 

offer opportunities for diverse peer groups to engage in collaboration.  In order to meet this 

standard, teachers must model how to express appreciation for the cultural diversity of students.  

Standard 5: Programming and Standard 6: Professional Development also contain important 

student outcomes, but do not directly relate to the research questions in this study as well as 

Standards 1-4; the standards in their entirety are included in Appendix A. 

Theoretical Perspective 

 Theoretical perspectives are critical to qualitative research because they offer an 

understanding about concepts such as how different organizations (such as schools) function, 

give researchers perspectives through which to investigate social issues, and provide frameworks 

for examining data (Reeves, Albert, Kuper, & Hodges, 2008).  This study will explore different 

issues ELLs experience at school because they are not fluent in the dominant language and 

investigate those problems through poststructuralist and postmodernist lenses.  Native English 

speakers may be unaware of the difficulties non-native English speakers face, and this theoretical 

perspective assists in understanding those disadvantages. 

Language acquisition and literacy theories have largely been influenced by both 

postmodernist and poststructuralist theoretical movements (Davis, Ovando, & Minami, 2013; 

Grbich, 2004; Meachum & Buendia, 1999).  Although nominally different, the theories are 

similar and share the same philosophical foundations (Humes & Bryce, 2003; Meachum & 

Buendia, 1999; Peters, 1999).  Both postmodernism and post-structuralism subscribe to the ideas 

about language put forth by Jacques Derrida, specifically his belief that there is a “rupture” in the 

“signifying chain”—a signifying chain assumes there is a one-to-one relationship between a sign 

and the object to which it refers (Derrida, 1978, p. 280).  Humes and Bryce (2003) maintain that 
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Derrida’s work highlights “how ‘texts’ can be read at different levels, from different 

perspectives, yielding multiple interpretations” (p. 180).  Therefore, according to Derrida, it is 

impossible to construct one truth or simplify meanings because the possibility of interpretation 

always exists and is dependent on the relationship between the author and the reader (Humes & 

Bryce, 2003; Meachum & Buendia, 1999).  The idea of multiple meanings of text and the 

different perspectives from which it is viewed provides a solid foundation for another 

poststructuralist idea, Foucault’s notion of power. 

 Foucault puts forth the idea that power is not something that can be owned by individuals 

or a group, but instead he asserts it is actually the relationship between individuals or groups 

(1980, 1981).  Foucault’s notion of power operates in discourse rather than structures, and he 

believes that discourse is not mere communication or speech, but involves “forms of social 

organization and social practices that, at different times, structure institutions and constitute 

individuals as thinking, feeling, and acting subjects” (Walshaw, 2013, p. 102).  Therefore, in 

education, power can be defined as the discourse between educators, students, and administrators 

and discourses can operate like unwritten rules that influence viewpoints and practices in schools 

(Gee, 1996; Niesche & Gowlett, 2015; Walshaw, 2013).   

 The view that language and literacy are social practices is fundamental to postmodernists 

and poststructuralists alike, along with the notion that power is amassed by the dominant 

discourse (Davis et al., 2013; Gee, 1996).  The language embedded in schools and educational 

practices is that of the middle class dominant culture (Delpit, 2006; Heath, 1982), and those who 

are not familiar the dominant language and cannot write or speak it are at a disadvantage. 

Culture-specific beliefs and experiences shape how language is formed, and understanding it 

requires an understanding of context and social norms (Gumperz, 1982; Hymes, 1974).  The 
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school experiences of language-minority students are largely affected by how well they are able 

to use language in different social contexts (Davis et al., 2013).  Miscommunications between 

teachers and students occur because teachers lack understanding of their students’ linguistic 

codes and cultural identities, which results in students being at a disadvantage if they are not 

fluent in the dominant language (de Castell & Walker, 1991; Cazden, 1988; Gumperz & 

Hernandez-Chaves, 1972; Heath, 1982; Philips, 1972). 

 Postmodernism and post-structuralism provide a lens through which to view educational 

practices that respond to current student needs (Davis, et al., 2013).  However, according to 

Wiley and Wright (2004), there is no consensus as to what the most effective language and 

literacy instruction is for culturally and linguistically diverse students.  Davis et al. (2013) assert 

there are a variety of different approaches that have been developed to address the needs of 

English learners, but all have two common components: students’ native languages and cultures 

must be valued and students need to learn more than just the basics of English, they need to learn 

its complexities in order to “be able to use the context-reduced language associated with 

extracting meaning from the printed word, for synthesizing and evaluating materials, and for 

writing” (p. 405).   

 The poststructuralist view that power is contained within the relationships of those who 

read, speak, and write in the dominant language provides a foundation for the aforementioned 

issue of deficit thinking.  Thus far, culturally and linguistically diverse students have been at a 

disadvantage in regards to the identification of students for gifted programs.  It is the aim of this 

study to determine if they remain at a disadvantage if they participate in gifted program or if the 

services provided are appropriate for their level of language proficiency. 
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Researcher Positionality 

I have been a high school talented and gifted (TAG) teacher for the past four years.  As 

such, I teach TAG enrichment classes for grades 9-12, mentor students taking Advanced 

Placement courses on-line, and meet with all identified TAG students once per quarter to assist 

with college or other post-high school planning.  The district in which I teach is comprised of 

14% ELLs, which is a significant amount for this Midwest state.  When I first started teaching 

high school TAG, there were no ELL students formally identified as gifted.  It was not until my 

third year that any ELL students were identified for talented and gifted programming at the high 

school.  Our district still has not achieved equity in regard to the different demographics 

represented in TAG, but our talented and gifted department has made significant strides in this 

area.  Specific procedures have been put in place to ensure we are making a concerted effort to 

identify ELL students for gifted programming.  This includes the use of multiple criteria for 

identification: Iowa Assessment test scores, Cognitive Abilities Test (CogAT) scores, 

recommendations from general classroom teachers and/or ELL teachers, samples of student 

work, and parental input and/or nominations.   When looking at Iowa Assessment and CogAT 

data our district looks at the top 10% of ELL scores for each test to develop our initial pool of 

students.  Then, HOPE Teacher Rating Scale surveys are sent to the teacher(s) of each candidate, 

and a final determination is made by analyzing all three data sources.  Using standardized test 

data is not always the ideal method for identification of ELL students, but by using this as a 

universal screening method, including a qualitative component, and only comparing ELLs to 

each other (group norms), this offers a starting point while still allowing for ELLs to be 

identified via other avenues (e.g., teacher nomination, parent nomination, or self nomination).  
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Now that there is an increased number of ELLs in TAG, I am very interested to know if 

they are benefitting from their participation.   I am also interested in knowing what obstacles 

they face.  Since starting my doctoral program, I have written about Latino critical race theory 

(Chapman, Dixson, Gillborn, & Ladson-Billings, 2013; Delgado Bernal, 2002; Savas, 2014) and 

interviewed a Hispanic teacher and two Hispanic students for my qualitative research classes.  

This was an eye-opener for me, since I am White and English is my first language.  I was 

oblivious to the discrimination that Hispanics face on a daily basis and how they are often looked 

down upon for speaking Spanish or engaging in activities common to their culture.  This 

connects to my research because an overwhelming majority of the ELLs in our district are 

Spanish-speaking.  I would like to know what the school experiences of gifted ELLs are and if 

any of these issues are more or less prevalent when they are in TAG and/or advanced classes.  

Definitions of Key Terms and Acronyms 

Comprehensive School Improvement Plan (CSIP): is required by all public and non-public 

accredited school districts in this Midwest state.  Its purpose is to “chart the course for improved 

student learning” (Iowa Department of Education, 2016b, para. 1).  As school districts develop 

their plans, they review data, set goals, and determine what methods and/or actions will be 

utilized to achieve the goals articulated in the CSIP. 

Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CLD): a term to describe students that are not part of the 

mainstream culture and who are from homes and/or communities in which English is not the 

primary language of communication (Garciá, 1991). 

Cognitive Abilities Test (CogAT): a standardized assessment often used to identify students for 

gifted programs.  According to Houghton, Mifflin, and Harcourt (2016) it “measures students’ 
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learned reasoning abilities in the three areas most linked to academic success in school: Verbal, 

Quantitative, and Nonverbal (para. 1). 

English Language Learner (ELL): a student whose background language is not English and who 

has not yet attained English proficiency (Iowa Department of Education, 2016c) also known as 

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL),  typically used to describe programs that teach 

English outside the PK-12 education system in order educate students in both social and 

academic language (Liontas, 2015). 

Gifted and Talented Education (GATE): refers to programming provided for students who have 

been identified as gifted; also sometimes referred to as talented and gifted (TAG) or extended 

learning program (ELP). 

Hope Teacher Rating Scale: is an instrument used to find potentially gifted students.  It is a 

rating scale of different characteristics associated with giftedness, which is typically completed 

by the student’s classroom teacher (Pereira & Gentry, 2013). 

Intelligence Quotient (IQ): a scored derived from standardized tests to measure a person’s 

cognitive abilities; according to the Davidson Institute (2016a) commonly used tests are the 

Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children- Fourth Edition (WISC-IV) and the Stanford-Binet, 

Fifth Edition (SB-5). 

Iowa Assessments: standardized tests that “measure student achievement level and growth from 

Kindergarten through Grade 12 as defined by the Iowa Core” (Iowa Testing Programs, n.d., para. 

1). 

Naglieri Nonverbal Ability Test (NNAT): a standardized assessment that is a “nonverbal measure 

of general ability that yields a norm-based score” (Pearson, 2016a, para 2).  
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Otis-Lennon School Abilities Test (OLSAT): an assessment that measures cognitive abilities 

(verbal, nonverbal, and quantitative) that “relate to a student’s academic success in school” 

(Pearson, 2016b, para. 1). 

Response to Intervention (RTI or RtI): a three-part intervention model typically represented by a 

pyramid.  The bottom level of the pyramid is Tier 1, which occurs in the classroom setting and 

the instructional strategies at this level are research-based and enable 80-90% of students to be 

successful without further intervention (Searle, 2010).  Tier 2 is the middle level which provides 

supplemental interventions of moderate intensity for 5-10% of students.  Tier 3 is the highest 

level which, like Tier 2, supplements Tier 1 instruction.   However, the interventions at Tier 3 are 

intense and only appropriate for 1-5% of the population.  

Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM): developed by Joseph Renzulli and Sally Reis, this model 

is based on Renzulli’s three-ring conception of giftedness (Reis, 2009).  SEM is often used as a 

model for gifted or enrichment programs; it is a flexible model that focuses on gifted behaviors 

rather than the gifted individual.  This model consists of three structural components: Type I 

enrichment, which provides general exploratory activities; Type II enrichment, which provides 

critical thinking exercises via group activities; and Type III enrichment, which gives students the 

opportunity to switch from the role of lesson-learner to first-hand inquirer via individual and 

small group investigations of real problems.  The SEM provides services to students through the 

following components: the Total Talent Portfolio, Curriculum Modification and Differentiation, 

and Enrichment. These services are offered through the regular curriculum, a continuum of 

services, and a series of enrichment clusters. 

Talented and Gifted (TAG): refers to programming for students that are considered “gifted” and 

although definitions of giftedness vary from state to state, most contain the fundamental elements 
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of the national definition: identified knowledgeable personnel and demonstrate the ability to 

perform at high levels, and require services beyond what are provided  in general education 

classrooms (Johnston & Markle, 1991). 

Summary 

 The underrepresentation of ELLs in programs for the gifted has been widely documented 

in recent literature.  A variety of methods and models have been suggested by researchers to 

assist school districts in achieving more equity in their gifted and talented programs.  However, 

few studies have addressed the experiences of ELLs once they have been formally identified for 

gifted programming.  Most of the research that currently exists addresses high potential 

disadvantaged students and not explicitly gifted ELLs.  Thus far only Reed (2007) has conducted 

a study that explores the experience of students who have also been identified as gifted while 

also receiving ELL services; however, she only focused on the experiences they had in GATE 

classes and did not discuss their general education experiences.  Shaunessy et al.’s (2007) study 

was similar to Reed’s, but the students had been exited from the ESOL program before receiving 

a gifted education placement.  Existing research is confined to large urban areas and only 

consists of elementary and middle school students.  To date, no literature has explored the 

experiences of gifted ELLs who are a) in high school and b) rural.  The goal of this study is to 

describe the experiences of high school gifted ELLs in one Midwest state to teachers of the 

gifted, teachers of ELLs, general education teachers, administrators, school staff, students, 

parents, and community members.  The conceptual framework that will guide this study is the 

2010 Pre-K-Grade 12 Gifted Programming Standards along with the theoretical perspective of 

postructuralism and postmodernism (Davis et al, 2013; Grbich, 2004; Meachum & Buendia, 

1999). 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Chapter two opens with a synopsis of the history of underrepresentation of culturally and 

linguistically diverse students in gifted education.  Then, the term “rural” is defined as it relates 

to this study.  Next, educational barriers—poverty and lack of resources, lack of advanced 

programming, and importance of community—of rural high school students are discussed and 

what the implications are for gifted students and ELLs.  Explanations of potential issues 

regarding ELLs in gifted programs are offered and the possible implications for students once 

they receive gifted program placements.  The chapter concludes with a detailed description of the 

experiences of high potential ELLs, along with other effective program models for low income, 

high-potential learners.   

History of English Language Learners in Gifted Education 

 Lewis Terman is often credited with establishing the field of gifted education in the early 

20
th

 century (Feldhusen, 2001; Ford & Whiting, 2016; Vialle, 1994).  According to Feldhusen 

(2001), this can be attributed to the first two books Terman wrote about the subject: 

Measurement of Intelligence: An Explanation Of and a Complete Guide for the Use of the 

Stanford Revision and Extension of Binet-Simon Intelligence Scale and Genetic Studies of 

Genius, Volume 1: Mental and Physical Traits of a Thousand Gifted Children (Terman, 1916; 

1925).  Unfortunately, the underrepresentation of minorities can also be traced back to the work 

of Terman.  Ford and Whiting (2016) point out Terman’s study of 168,000 students included 

only seven minority children.  He frequently wrote about the inferiority of the Spanish, Italian, 

and “Negro” races; but while he acknowledged his sample was too small to make credible 

comparisons, he stated "while this in no sense proves their inferiority, it renders such a 
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hypothesis reasonable" (1926, p. 568).  However, Vialle (1994) cautions it is important to 

consider the social context of the time period, as later in his career Terman stated: "No race or 

nationality has any monopoly on brains. The non-Caucasian representation in our gifted group 

would certainly have been larger than it was but for handicaps of language, environment, and 

educational opportunities" (Terman & Oden, 1947, p. 15).   

 Jenkins (1936) was one of the first scholars to specifically study the underrepresentation 

of minority students in gifted education.  He noted the lack of educational and cultural 

development opportunities for African American children left their potential unrecognized but 

“given opportunity for development… the gifted Negro child will emerge” (p. 189).  In addition 

to the underrepresentation of African Americans, Torrance (1969) later asserted Hispanics and 

American Indians were also overlooked.  He maintained that the knowledge of the inadequacy of 

traditional intelligence tests started with the research of Klineberg (1935, 1944) as well as that of 

Davis and his associates (Davis, Gardner, & Gardner, 1941).  This led Torrance (1977) to 

conclude:   

There is a great deal of giftedness among the culturally different, and the waste or 

underuse of these resources is tragic. Almost everyone also agrees that traditional 

identification procedures such as intelligence tests, College Board Entrance 

Examinations, Graduate Record Examinations, and the like are inappropriate for 

discovering giftedness among culturally different groups.” (p. 9)   

Torrance (1979) also observed the increase of litigation in regards to the number of students 

incorrectly placed in programs for “mentally retarded” students.  

 While the work of the aforementioned researchers reveals that underrepresentation has 

been an issue since the inception of gifted education, this concern did not receive widespread 
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recognition until the latter part of the century (Daniels, 1998; Ford, Grantham, & Harris, 1996; 

Frasier; 1997). This attention can largely be attributed to the publication of the National 

Excellence report which highlighted the failure of American schools to adequately educate ethnic 

minority students, poor students, and ELL students (United States Department of Education, 

1993).  Specifically, Ford (1998) pointed out the lack of studies devoted to racially and culturally 

diverse students—African Americans, Hispanics, and American Indians—and also noted the 

overrepresentation of Whites and Asian Americans.  Currently the same ethnic minority groups, 

along with ELLs and low SES students, remain underrepresented; however, many researchers 

have begun to find nontraditional methods of identification which have enabled gifted programs 

to become more equitable (Bianco & Harris, 2014; Card & Giuliano, 2015; Horn, 2015; 

Stevenson et al., 2016). 

The landmark case of Lau v. Nichols in 1974 mandated English language instruction in 

the United States when the Supreme Court ruled the San Francisco Unified School District was 

discriminating against its Chinese American students by not teaching them English (Lau v. 

Nichols, 414 U.S. 563, 1974).  Subsequently, researchers in gifted education began noting the 

inability of traditional assessments to identify minority language students for gifted programs in 

the 1980s (Llanes, 1980, Raupp, 1988; Renzulli, Reis, & Smith, 1981) and their lack of 

representation in gifted programs (Chambers, Barron, & Sprecher, 1980; Cohen, 1988; Machado, 

1987; Maker, 1987).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2013), the ELL 

population is one of the fastest growing groups of students in American schools.  Thus, recent 

research continues to focus on making gifted programming more equitable (i.e. Allen et al., 

2016; Peters & Engerrand, 2016; Siegle et al., 2016).  However, more attention needs to be 

directed towards the experiences of ELLs once they have been identified for gifted programs, 



   29 
 

and this study seeks to specifically focus on gifted ELLs who attend high schools that are not 

located in urban areas.    

Conflicting Definitions of Rural 

 If research is to be conducted into the experiences of students living in rural settings, it is 

vital to understand what is meant by “rural.”  Defining the term is a difficult task because a 

single commonly accepted definition does not exist (Azano, 2014; Coburn et al, 2007; Cromartie 

& Parker, 2017; Miller, 2013).  For example, the United States Census Bureau (2016) employs 

this ambiguous definition of rural: “all population, housing, and territory not included within an 

urban area” (para. 3).  Miller (2013) asserts “existing federal and state definitions of ‘rural’ 

conflict, inadequately distinguishing these areas, and obfuscating their challenges and 

opportunities” (p. 39).  Similarly, Azano (2014) maintains that defining rural is misleading, 

because of the conflicting definitions of scholars, the United States Census Bureau, the Office of 

Management and Budget, the Economic Research Service, and the National Center for Education 

Statistics.  Colangelo (2015) further emphasizes this point by stating “federal agencies use more 

than two dozen definitions to characterize a community as rural depending on the issues at hand, 

emphasizing the multifaceted considerations needed to capture this complicated idea” (p. 2).   

Cromartie and Bucholtz (2008) report that 17 to 49 percent of the United States can be 

considered rural, and the large discrepancy can be attributed to the different definitions based on 

“administrative, land use, or economic concepts” which contribute to the “considerable variation 

in socioeconomic characteristics and well-being of the measured population” (p. 29).  Many 

policy makers, researchers, and policy analysts seek to quantify “rural” in an effort to determine 

where to draw boundary lines and allocate resources, which has resulted in a myriad of 

conflicting definitions; the choice of which definition to use is largely based on the purpose for 
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which one is using it (Coburn et al., 2007; Cromartie & Parker, 2017; Hart, Larson, & Lishner, 

2005; Hill, 2014).  Isserman (2005) notes that conducting rural education research (including 

gifted education research) is challenging because of the inconsistencies regarding the different 

definitions utilized to define rural. 

When studying the phenomenon of rurality, it important to consider both quantitative and 

qualitative definitions.  According to Hill (2014) this means defining rural “objectively, in terms 

of size of place and distance from major cities, and subjectively, in terms of community feeling, 

intimacy, and interdependency among individuals and families” (p. 5).  Eppley (2009) contends 

the concept of “rurality” is both a cultural and social construct that should not be thought of in 

terms of categories defined by bureaucracies (p. 5).   Hill (2014) notes the pressure felt by 

educational researchers to generalize what is rural, but states it is critical not to overlook the 

unique characteristics of each different rural setting because “depending on which definition 

used, some communities [are] too near cities to fit the [certain] data-based definition[s] of rural, 

but that nonetheless retain a strong sense of community and other subjective aspects of 

“ruralness” (p. 6).  Phelps and Prock (1991) maintain that many definitions of rural are based on 

administrative or economic ideas, which do not adequately describe the needs students have in 

regards to cultural or educational opportunities.   

Therefore, it is important to analyze the unique attributes of communities and the 

characteristics that make them rural.  McCullough and Crook (2008) articulate different 

qualitative characteristics rural educational organizations agree upon: it occurs away from urban 

locales, has agrarian roots, happens in small schools, has fewer resources, attempts to meet needs 

of local economy and community, and is place-based.  However, Kettler et al. (2016) assert that  
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rural schools can be vastly different in terms of isolation, poverty rates, growth trends, and 

diversity.   

Hill (2014) affirms that quantitative definitions are necessary, especially for studying 

changes in population and economy, but also makes the following important distinction:  

Rural is more than simply an attribute of place.  It is an attribute of people who do certain 

kinds of work, on farms and in extractive industries.  It is also a set of attitudes, about 

tradition, close-knit community, a relaxed pace, and a preference for recreation in wild 

and unpopulated areas.  These ways of being rural are not perfectly associated with the 

hard-data-based distinctions used by the Census Bureau, Office of Management and 

Budget (OMB), or NCES.  People can be “rural” in attitude and modes of employment 

even if they live in technically urban places (e.g., metropolitan counties) that contain 

undeveloped areas and small towns. (p. 6) 

The attempts of federal agencies to quantify rural fall short of depicting the “essence of rural” 

and the uniqueness of each community (Colangelo, 2015, p. 2).  Thus, it is not possible, or even 

advisable, to seek a single definition of rural; instead, it is important to consider each territory’s 

unique characteristics (Coladarci, 2007).  The participants in this study did not live in urban 

areas and the communities in which they live are best described as “rural.” 

Educational Barriers Faced by High School Students in Rural Settings 

 Rural populations continually demonstrate lower levels of education and income 

compared to the overall population in the United States (Cromartie & Bucholtz, 2008).  Data 

from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) show the correlation between income level, 

unemployment rates, and educational attainment—those with doctoral or professional degrees 

have the highest earnings and the lowest unemployment rates, while those who have less than a 
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high school diploma have the lowest earnings and highest unemployment rates.  Thus, it is 

concerning that rural students are less likely to attend college and earn a degree (Adelman, 2002; 

Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012).  Those that do attend college are more likely to attend two-year 

schools and are less likely to attend four-year schools, private colleges, highly selective colleges, 

institutions that offer graduate degrees, or schools that produce original research (Koricich, 

2013).  Rural students often do not have the same ability to relocate as their urban and suburban 

counterparts, which can lead to unequal access to higher quality educational opportunities 

(Corbett, 2007; McDonough, Gildersleeve, Jarsky, 2010).  Lack of access to higher educational 

opportunities can be detrimental because of its connection to economic and social problems 

(Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009).  Therefore, many of the barriers rural high school 

students are those that restrict their college access or choice.  

 For gifted students, attending school in a rural location is often to their detriment.  

Students in rural areas are less likely to be identified as gifted and do not have access to as many 

gifted education services (Lawrence, 2009; Pendarvis & Wood, 2009).  Since many rural school 

districts are also areas of poverty, poor socioeconomic conditions combined with geographic 

isolation make it harder for gifted youth to have the same opportunities as their metropolitan 

peers (Kettler et al., 2015).  In addition, most gifted education programs target younger students, 

and few programs exist for high school students (Peters & Mann, 2009).  In rural areas, the 

majority of opportunities for gifted students are Advanced Placement (AP), dual enrollment, 

honors, or distance learning classes, instead of specially programs or classes designed to 

specifically meet the needs of gifted students (Callahan, Moon, & Oh, 2013).  Schmitt and 

Goebel (2015) maintain “In many cases, gifted teenagers have experienced years of instruction 

that is slow-paced, one-size-fits-all, and inadequate in meeting their unique needs” (p. 428).  
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Often this results in gifted teenagers becoming uninterested and indifferent in school because 

they have not been appropriately challenged or engaged in their classes (Brulles, Saunders, & 

Cohn, 2010).  Estimations indicate that as many as 20% of all high school dropouts may have 

been gifted (Renzulli & Park, 2000).  Lack of opportunities and services may result in rural 

gifted students not realizing their full potential either academically or career-wise.    

 For rural ELLs, the issue of access to postsecondary opportunities is compounded by 

having the additional obstacle of learning the English language.  Peters and Mann (2009) found 

that 70% of schools had prerequisites for advanced coursework (e.g., AP or dual credit), such as 

minimum scores on standardized tests or demonstration of ability in previous coursework; this 

puts high potential ELLs at a disadvantage who may be excluded based on these criteria. 

According to Menken and Kleyn (2010), the academic success of ELLs is largely dependent on 

the educational programming they receive.  Unfortunately, if ELLs in rural locales receive sub-

par language instruction, this puts them at an even greater disadvantage than their English-

speaking counterparts.  In some cases, educators hold a deficit viewpoint of ELLs and do not 

even think college is an option; they believe the highest academic achievement ELLs can hope to 

attain is high school graduation (Callahan & Gándara, 2004).  Thus, it is unsurprising that ELLs 

have the lowest graduation rate out of any subgroup (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2015), and also lag significantly behind their non-ELL peers in access to higher education, 

especially four-year institutions (Kanno & Kangas, 2014).    

Poverty and lack of resources.  Azano (2014) notes governmental agencies and scholars 

all define rural differently, but one thing included in most definitions is a high rate of poverty.  

Persistent poverty has devastating effects on rural youth (Howley, Rhodes, & Beall, 2009).  

Living in poverty can be extremely stressful for students because it negatively affects every area 
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of their lives—nutrition, housing, health care, safety, psychological adjustment, cognitive 

development, and material well-being (Evans & English, 2002).  A student who suffers from 

lack of nutrition and poor health has more difficulties listening, concentrating, and learning 

(Jensen, 2013), as well as being at a higher risk of absenteeism (Basch, 2011).  Low socio-

economic status is also related to lack of hope and a fixed mindset (Odéen et al., 2012).  Students 

living in poverty often display symptoms of depression and are unmotivated to learn because 

they feel as though they are going to fail so they should not bother trying in the first place 

(Butterworth, Olesen, & Leach, 2012; Jensen, 2013). 

Researchers note that poverty increases the likelihood that rural youth will be at a greater 

risk for educational problems (Crosnoe, Mistry, & Elder, 2002; Johnson & Strange, 2007).  

According to Farmer, Leung, et al. (2006), under No Child Left Behind students who attended 

low-income rural schools were four times less likely to meet adequate yearly progress as 

compared to other rural youth.  One possible reason this occurs is because students who live in 

poverty have smaller vocabularies, which increases the likelihood they will experience academic 

failure (Walker, Greenwood, Hart, & Carta, 1994).  Hart and Risely (1995) report that by age 

four, students from low income families have heard an average of thirteen million words by age 

four; students from middle-class families have heard an average of twenty-six million; students 

from upper income families have heard an average of forty-six million words.  Another 

contributing factor is that students from low socioeconomic backgrounds have shorter attention 

spans, are easily distracted, turn in poor quality work, and struggle to find divergent solutions to 

problems; these cognitive problems make school much more difficult for children in poverty 

(Alloway, Gathercole, Kirkwood, & Elliott, 2009).  According to Jensen (2013), students in 

poverty often experience a high amount of acute and chronic stress, known as “distress,” which 
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can affect brain development and academic success (Evans, Kim, Ting, Tesher, & Shannis, 

2007).  

In addition to the issues surrounding poverty, rural schools are also consistently 

underfunded and receive a much lower amount of federal funding than suburban and urban 

schools (Howley et al., 2009).  Rural students face the obstacles of having a lack of access to 

resources, driving long distances to programs and/or services, and finding transportation to and 

from extracurricular activities—if they even have them at all (Cross & Burney, 2005).  

Historically, schools facilities in rural areas are run down (McColl &Malhoit, 2004).  Malhoit 

(2005) states: “It is difficult for teachers to teach and for students to learn in places that have 

leaking roofs, rotting floors, and inadequate lighting, heating, and air conditioning.  Moreover, 

dilapidated school buildings send a message to children that they and their education are not 

valued.” (p. 19).  Greenwald, Hedges, and Laine (1996) concluded that “school resources are 

systematically related to student achievement and that these relations are large enough to be 

educationally important” (p. 384).   

Adding to the hardship is the lack of financial resources rural schools have in order to 

retain qualified teachers (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007).  Richards and 

Stambaugh (2015) note that students in rural schools are more likely to be taught by new 

teachers or those who are teaching outside of their subject area.  High-need areas—such as math, 

science, and special education—are particularly hard to staff (Hammer, Hughes, McClure, 

Reeves, & Salgado, 2005; Paul, 2005).  As Monk maintains (2007), these difficulties lead to a 

less-experienced and not as well-trained workforce.  This puts students in rural areas at a 

disadvantage because of the affect teachers can have on achievement (Harris & Sass, 2011; 

Hattie, 2012; Rockoff, 2004).  In addition, the rural schools have a higher attrition rate of 
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teachers (Monk, 2007).  This diminishes the chances that students can build positive 

relationships with adults—which is critical for students from poverty, who are less likely to have 

strong relationships with adults in their homes (Malhoit, 2005). 

Rural high school students are particularly at-risk.  Impoverished rural youth have the 

highest dropout rate in the country, more than twice the national average (Provasnik et al., 2007).  

Rural youth have also shown they have lower educational aspirations than their suburban and 

urban peers, and are also less likely to complete college (Kusmin, 2007); this is especially true 

for students of low socioeconomic status (Conger, Conger, & Elder, 1997; Duncan, 2001; 

Rojewski, 1999).  One factor that contributes to this phenomenon is the lack of postsecondary 

preparation for rural high school students.  Provasnik et al. (2007) assert that rural students, 

especially those of low socioeconomic status, do not have the same access to career counseling, 

advanced coursework, career academies, and school-to-work programs.  This difficulty is 

compounded for students whose parents have not attended college, because they are less likely to 

have the knowledge to help their children prepare for postsecondary education (Saenz, Hurtado, 

Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007).   

 Implications for gifted students. Findings from national studies show that rural school 

districts designate significantly less money towards gifted programs than suburban and urban 

schools (Moon, Callahan, Oh, & Hailey, 2012a, 2012b).  Many issues can arise from this lack of 

funding, such as fewer specialists, untrained staff, limited resources, and fewer program options 

(Cross & Burney, 2005; Hébert, & Beardsley, 2001).  When schools are affected by budget cuts, 

this can have an especially negative impact on gifted education because it is a non-mandated 

program in most states (Azano, Callahan, Missett, & Brunner, 2014). In negative financial 

circumstances, gifted teachers are often among the first to have their jobs altered or cut out 
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altogether (Merrow, 2004).  In this state, funding for gifted education is mandated; however, it 

rarely is sufficient to provide for enough staff members or resources to adequately serve gifted 

students.   

In rural areas, fewer students are identified as gifted, which tends to lead to limited 

services and staff (Plucker, 2013); this does not affect metropolitan schools as much because 

they have a critical mass of students who are identified as gifted and are usually in close 

proximity to educational opportunities (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).  If no gifted specialists are 

available to meet the needs of high ability students, then it becomes the responsibility of the 

general education teachers to educate gifted students.  However, overburdened classroom 

teachers face the pressure to meet the needs of as many students as possible, so it is unlikely that 

they are able to take on the extra work of differentiating for gifted students (Howley et al., 2009).   

In rural schools that do employ gifted teachers, many of them travel back and forth 

between schools, sometimes at rather lengthy distances (Azano et al., 2014).  Not only does this 

increase the likelihood of teacher burnout, it often leads to student instruction that is “time-

limited and superficial” (Howley et al., 2009, p. 516).  Gifted teachers in rural areas are assigned 

a large number of students to work with but very little time in which to do it (Azano et al., 2014).  

This leads to many circumstances in which gifted teachers serve mixed ability groups at the same 

time, despite the fact that research has shown this is ineffective when learning course content 

(Kulik & Kulik, 2003; Rogers, 2002).  There is also an increased likelihood that gifted teachers 

feel professionally isolated because they are the only specialist in their district (Azano et al., 

(2014).  

Many scholars state the importance of acceleration as an option for any gifted child 

(Assouline, Colangelo, VanTassel-Baska, & Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2015) but for those in rural 
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areas it becomes even more crucial if students are to complete advanced work at their 

appropriate ability level (Howley et al., 2009).  Independent learning may be a necessity for 

some students because they lack academically advanced peers with which to collaborate 

(VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard, 2016).  One option that is becoming increasingly popular is the 

use of virtual learning; this is advantageous for gifted students because they have more control 

over their learning, are able to work at an appropriate pace, and are more engaged in the process 

(Thomson, 2010).  On-line learning can also give students access to course options that their 

schools otherwise would not be able to offer (Olszewski-Kubilius & Lee, 2004). 

Implications for English Language Learners.  Polat, Zarecky-Hodge, and Schreiber 

(2016) report that ELLs are far behind their peers in terms of academic success.  They continue 

to be hindered by low-quality and underperforming schools with teachers who are not adequately 

trained (Sheets, Flores, & Clark, 2011).  There has been a rapid growth in the ELL population in 

rural areas, and schools that previously have not had a significant number of ELLs are now 

seeing large increases; in many cases, they are unequipped to appropriately educate these 

students (Kreck, 2014).  The majority of ELLs spend their time in school with teachers who are 

not qualified to teach them, because there is not enough funding for ESL staff (Field, 2008).  

And, as is the case with rural gifted teachers, rural ESL teachers also lament their professional 

isolation and lack of resources (Kreck, 2014).   

High school ELLs and teachers of high school ELLs face greater difficulties than their 

counterparts at the elementary or middle school level for several reasons.  Short and Boyson 

(2004) assert that it is essential for high school ELLs to receive specifically targeted 

interventions in order to accelerate learning because they only have a limited amount of time in 

which to graduate.  This is difficult because ELLs are grouped with age peers instead of ability 
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peers, and students are expected to have at least some prior knowledge in content courses (Roy-

Campbell, 2012).  These barriers are amplified even more for students with interrupted or limited 

formal education (SIFE), who have not achieved proficiency in either their native language or 

English (Hos, 2016). 

Matthews (2006) articulates different models that can be used educate ELLs.  Many 

scholars assert that the best approaches are those in which ELLs develop both their native 

language and English simultaneously (Baker, 2006; Krashen & McField, 2005; Thomas & 

Collier, 2002).  Thus, Matthews (2006) maintains strong models “promote two or more 

languages equally” (p. 36), and include foreign language immersion programs, dual language 

programs, sheltered content instruction, and heritage language programs.  Cummins (2000) 

asserts education for ELLs should develop and maintain students’ native languages, because 

when students gain competency in their native language it will transfer to English.  

Unfortunately, the majority of ELLs in the United States are not being educated using these 

models, and instead receive instruction in which the primary focus is learning English (Menken 

& Klenyn, 2010).  This approach promotes English acquisition at the expense of the students’ 

heritage language, and includes English immersion programs and transitional bilingual programs 

(Matthews, 2006).  Students who are not able to maintain their native language may suffer 

because it can “create a loss of identity, disrupt students’ relations with family and friends, [and] 

possibly lower academic achievement” (Matthews, 2006, p. 16).  In this state, English as a 

Second Language (ESL) programs are utilized, which is a program defined as: “techniques, 

methodology, and special curriculum designed to teach ELs [English Learners] English language 

skills, which may include listening, speaking, reading, writing, study skills, content vocabulary, 

and cultural orientation. Further, ESL instruction is usually in English with little use of native 
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language” (Iowa Department of Education, 2015b, p. 30).  However, the state recognizes the 

importance of students developing their native languages and recommends parents continue to 

speak in their native language at home; the state also encourages a collaborative effort between 

parents and the school to provide ways for students to continue to learn their first language (Iowa 

Department of Education, 2015b).   

It is also important that ELLs participate in a culturally responsive curriculum that values 

the diversity of its students (Hersi & Watkinson, 2012).  In order to accomplish this, ELLs 

should have access to educational materials in their native language (Colangelo et al., 2006), so 

that they have the opportunity to learn more about their cultures (VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard, 

2016).  Unfortunately, it is difficult to accomplish these tasks when teachers have not been 

trained to be culturally responsive, and schools lack the resources to provide professional 

development for this purpose (Hersi & Watkinson, 2012).  

Lack of access to advanced courses. Approximately 97% of rural schools offer AP 

classes, making it the most commonly offered educational opportunity for rural gifted students; 

the AP Framework and Curriculum Guides is the most common gifted programming model, 

utilized by 67% of rural schools (Callahan, Moon, & Oh, 2013).  The Advanced Placement 

program offers rigorous college-level courses and assessments for high school students, in which 

college credit can also be earned.  Originally, the Committee on Admission with Advanced 

Standing piloted the program in 1952 with 11 subjects, and in 1955 the College Board took over 

administration of the program (College Board, 2003).  As of the 2016-2017 school year, there are 

38 AP course offerings (College Board, 2016b).  In recent years, the AP Program has seen 

exponential growth in the following areas: the number of students taking AP courses, the number 
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of schools offering AP courses, and the number of colleges that accept AP scores for credit 

(College Board, 2016a).  

For some students, AP coursework is a critical component of the college admissions 

process (Geiser & Santelices, 2004; Iatarola, Conger, & Long, 2011; Schneider, 2009).  Some 

research suggests merely completing AP courses will enhance a student’s educational outcomes 

in college (e.g. Klepfer & Hall, 2010; Morgan & Maneckshana, 2000; Rose & Betts, 2001), 

while others have reported negative effects (Dougherty, Mellor, & Jian, 2006; Sadler & Tai, 

2007).  The benefits for students who are successful in AP courses— those who receive a “3” or 

higher on the AP exam—are more obvious.  Passing AP exams can enable students to earn 

college credit while in high school, thereby freeing up more room in their college schedule; this 

can allow for more time to study abroad, participate in internships, take more electives, take 

more advanced classes, and reduce tuition expenses via early graduation (Challenge Success, 

2013).  Gagnon and Mattingly (2016) maintain that rural school districts are much less likely to 

offer AP courses and rural students who took at least one AP exam had lower success rates than 

their urban, suburban, and town counterparts.  Gagnon and Mattingly (2016) further assert that 

lack of access to AP programs may put rural students at deficit because they will not have the 

opportunity to experience rigorous coursework, earn college credit while still in high school, or 

improve their chances for admission to selective colleges.   

In addition to AP, dual enrollment classes are another common avenue for high school 

students to pursue more challenging coursework, and utilized by 90% of school districts as a 

programming opportunity for gifted students (Callahan, Moon, & Oh, 2013).  Students can take 

classes from a local college and earn college credit, either at the college itself or at a high school 

from a teacher who acts as an adjunct instructor (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).  Dual enrollment 
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presents several potential benefits for rural high school students, which is ideal because courses 

are offered in a greater proportion of rural schools than in urban schools (Thomas, Marken, Gray, 

& Lewis, 2013).  Dual enrollment classes can make the transition from high school academics to 

college academics easier because the credit criteria and syllabi are determined by the college; in 

many cases, a college instructor teaches the class which mitigates the effects of an inadequate 

teacher (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).  In addition to academic benefits, students can develop 

social capital through exposure to non-academic college experiences (Bailey, Hughes, & Karp, 

2002).   

 Despite the potential advantages of dual enrollment classes, there are several obstacles 

that can make starting a successful program difficult in rural schools—lack of proximity to a 

nearby college, funding, communication between the high school and the college, and 

community awareness (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016; Howley, Howley, Howley, & Duncan, 2013; 

Stephenson, 2014). Another potential drawback to dual enrollment courses is that college 

admissions may not view them as favorably as AP courses because they are not standardized and 

may not be perceived to have as much rigor (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).  Regardless, a large 

body of research has demonstrated dual enrollment and college attendance and completion are 

strongly connected (An, 2012; Cowan & Godhaber, 2015; Giani, Alexander and Reyes, 2014) 

and rural students who do not have access to these courses are at a disadvantage. 

 A third option of advanced coursework for high school students is International 

Baccalaureate (IB).  The program was founded in 1968 (International Baccalaureate 

Organization, 2017), and was originally designed as “an educational program for geographically 

mobile students enrolled in international schools” (Stillisano, Waxman, Hostrup, & Rollins, 

2011, p. 171).  The IB offers a continuum of educational programs for students from ages 3-19: 
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the primary years program, middle years program, diploma program, and the career program 

(International Baccalaureate Organization, 2017).   The goals of these programs are to challenge 

students via critical thinking activities from an intercultural lens (Nugent & Karnes, 2002).  Like 

the AP Program, IB has been experiencing rapid growth; between 2011 and 2016 the number of 

IB programs offered worldwide has increased by 45.8% (International Baccalaureate 

Organization, 2017).  Gagnon and Mattingly (2016) conclude that IB offers similar benefits to 

those of AP, but high schools are 20 times more likely to offer AP than IB.  Currently, only three 

high schools in this Midwest state have the IB diploma program.  Regardless, schools in rural 

areas are likely to face the same impediments when starting an IB program as they would an AP 

program. 

 Distance (on-line) learning is one way that students can access AP, dual enrollment, or 

other advanced courses, and is commonly used in rural schools (VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard, 

2016).  However, there is some dispute amongst scholars over the effectiveness of online 

learning.  Nguyen (2015) conducted a meta-analysis of distance learning and concluded in most 

cases it was as effective as face-to-face instruction, but critics argue students cannot collaborate 

with their teacher or peers as effectively (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).  Regardless, for rural 

students, it may be one of the few opportunities they get to interact with peers who are 

academically advanced (VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard, 2016).  

Implications for gifted students. AP courses are not specifically designed for students 

who are gifted (Callahan, 2003).  However, Gagnon and Mattingly (2016) note that gifted 

students are more likely to participate in AP courses than students who are not identified as 

gifted.  In addition, VanTassel-Baska (2000) maintains there are many benefits that AP courses 

can offer gifted students: the opportunity to accelerate, emphasis on higher order thinking skills, 
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emphasis on advanced concepts, meaningful and content-rich learning, and the possibility of 

college credit.  

 Implications for English Language Learners.  Studies have shown that ELLs, not just 

those in rural areas, only have limited access to advanced classes (Callahan, Wilkinson, & 

Muller, 2010).  A study of a large rural California high school revealed that only 2% of ELLs 

took classes that would meet the requirements for admittance into four-year colleges (Callahan, 

2005).  Other data analyses show ELLs are drastically underrepresented in advanced high school 

classes (Callahan et al., 2010; Kanno & Cromley, 2013).  Kanno and Kangas (2014) found that 

barriers restricting ELLs from taking more difficult classes in high school include: being placed 

into remedial classes upon exiting the ELL program, low scores on standardized tests 

administered in English, the propensity of teachers and administrators to deter ELLs from taking 

harder courses, and the tendency of students and parents to refrain from challenging the course 

offerings for ELLs or advocating to be placed in advanced courses. 

 There is no specific data available on how many ELLs take AP or IB exams, so it is 

unclear how many of this population of students is participating.  What is known is that 

minorities are far less likely to take AP courses and AP exams (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).  

Currently, there are no accommodations offered for ELLs taking AP or IB exams.  However, 

both the College Board and ACT announced they would begin making accommodations for 

ELLs on the SAT and ACT exams starting in 2017 (Will, 2016).    

Importance of community.  According to Ali and McWhirter (2006), rural youth are 

less likely to aspire to pursue bachelor’s or professional degrees than their suburban and urban 

counterparts.  Lack of skilled jobs may be one reason rural youth are less ambitious; many of the 

jobs offered in their communities (e.g., agricultural, service, labor, and mining) require little or 
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no postsecondary education (Elder & Conger, 2000; Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006).  However, 

many rural youth are faced with the problem of having to move if they want to pursue 

postsecondary education, but leaving their families and community behind can be stressful 

(Elder, King, & Conger, 1996; Hektner, 1995).  Geographic isolation combined with social and 

cultural norms also may limit the goals of rural youth (Farmer, Dadisman, et al., 2006; Hardré & 

Sullivan, 2008). 

Rural students often face the pressure to stay in the community and not leave home to 

attend college or pursue career opportunities (Petrin, Schafft, & Meece, 2014).  Rural 

communities value the role of families, religion, and tradition (Richards & Stambaugh, 2015).  

According to Paul and Seward (2016), “the competing notions of valuing a successful career, 

which may take them away from their home, perhaps indefinitely, and their love of family, 

community, and hometown values can be incredibly confusing” (p. 312).  Some families 

discourage their children from pursuing postsecondary educational opportunities in order to deter 

them from leaving (Corbett, 2007).  These fears are legitimate, because as Stricker (2008) 

reports, rural youth who leave their communities usually do not return. 

Sherman and Sage (2011) discuss the phenomenon known as “brain drain,” in which 

schools prepare students to pursue higher education or jobs in other locations, often to the 

dismay of their families.  This outmigration of educated people in a community can cause 

economic hardship for rural areas as the tax or consumer base declines, which can then result in a 

loss of public services—including schools (Carr & Kefalas, 2009).  The majority of the time the 

youth leaving rural communities are better educated and more highly trained (Cushing, 1999; 

Mills & Hazarika, 2001) which means those left behind are disproportionately less educated and 

not as skilled (Brown & Schafft, 2011; Cushing, 1999).  
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It is important to note that living in a rural location is not always a detriment to students; 

being a resident of a tight-knit community can offer benefits.  Some scholars have found that 

students living in rural communities had a more supportive environment than their non-rural 

counterparts (Byun et al., 2012; Petrin at al., 2014).  Students living in rural communities 

experience a greater sense of belonging (Byun et al., 2012) and have access to more community 

social resources (Petrin et al., 2014). 

Implications for gifted students. Persistent poverty limits the educational opportunities 

gifted students have in rural areas, which can foster a feeling of despair and reinforce the thought 

that they have no choice but to leave after high school (Public Broadcasting Service, 2005).  In 

addition, many scholars maintain the importance of parental or community support in meeting 

the academic, social, and emotional needs of gifted students, but poverty can keep adults from 

having the time or resources to provide assistance (Lareau, 1989).  One detriment to rural gifted 

students is that parents may be unwilling to encourage activities they do not understand or value 

(Howley et al, 2009).  Parents might not support their child’s participation in programs that take 

place at night or the weekends because it could interfere with family responsibilities, which 

include babysitting siblings, chores, or working (Cross & Burney, 2005). 

Paul and Seward (2016) maintain that there are many educational models that address the 

needs of gifted students in schools, but none exist that are exclusively for rural students.  This led 

them to advocate for the use of the place-based investment model (PBIM) of talent development, 

with the idea that by investing in talent development of youth in the community, with “a specific 

focus on equipping talented young people with knowledge, skills, and dispositions that will 

allow them to create opportunities for re-investing in their communities” (p. 318).  Students in 

rural areas that exhibit high potential often feel that in order to achieve a successful career they 
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need to leave their hometown (Sherman & Sage, 2011), and adapting the PBIM would promote 

staying and investing in their communities. 

The PBIM is based on the following three ideas for rural youth: the necessity for them to 

be exposed to a variety of careers than what are available in their community; the belief that the 

advancement of cultural and social capital is just as critical as acceleration or enrichment; and 

giving them the information, tools, and resources that will enable them to find satisfying 

professional opportunities in their community instead of feeling that they need to leave in order 

to achieve a successful career.  The PBIM model is a continuum of services built around the 

following five talent development pathways: exposure to information, areas of study, careers, 

and activities that are outside of their rural environment; a variety of options for advanced or 

accelerated learning; connections with intellectual peers as well as those that share their specific 

passions; knowledge about entrepreneurism to prepare them for potential career opportunities in 

their community; and college and career guidance specifically developed for gifted students.  

Paul and Seward state that each pathway should be viewed “as a series of five à la carte menus” 

with each pathway having a variety of selections for students to choose from according to their 

individual needs (Paul & Seward, 2016, p. 320). 

Implications for English Language Learners.  Community involvement is much 

different for ELLs and largely dependent on their cultural background.  However, what can 

become difficult for students is navigating back and forth between different identities—the 

ethnic identity they have at home and the academic identity they adapt at school (Nasir & Saxe, 

2003).  Students who are not familiar with the norms of the dominant culture have to learn to 

adapt to it while they are at school, and it is necessary for them to negotiate different cultural 

environments at home and at school (Chávez & DiBrito, 1999). 
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  Cultural differences may also affect the relationships parents have with schools and the 

involvement they have in their child’s education.  Unsurprisingly, researchers report that several 

obstacles prevent parents of ELLs from being more involved in their children’s schools 

(Henderson, Jacob, Kernan-Schloss, & Raimondo, 2004; Hiatt-Michale, 2001).  Shim (2013) 

researched the impediments to quality relationships between ELL parents and teachers in rural 

areas and found they include “teachers’ judgments toward ELL students and their parents, ELL 

parents’ frustration about their inability to influence a teacher’s decision making, and ELL 

parents’ fear of repercussions for speaking up” (p. 7).  In addition, Padgett (2006) maintains that 

some of the difficulties are because of low socioeconomic status (work schedules and lack of 

transportation), and others arise due to language and cultural differences.  For example, 

Futterman (2015) asserts that “parents from some Hispanic cultures tend to regard teachers as 

experts and will often defer educational decision making to them, whereas European American 

parents are often more actively involved in their children’s classrooms” (para. 14). 

It is important to note that many students come from cultural backgrounds that are group-

oriented; in fact, Mindess (1999) reports that “more than 70 percent of world cultures can be 

labeled collectivist” including “much of Africa, Asia, and Latin America” (p. 40).  In collectivist 

cultures, the needs of the group take precedence over the needs of individuals (Sullivan, 2009).  

Both material and nonmaterial resources are shared, and great care is taken to preserve and 

strengthen social relationships (Hui & Triandis, 1986).  Collectivist cultures highly value 

cooperation and maintaining harmony in the group, and conflict is to be avoided at all costs 

(Mindess, 1999).  Collectivist cultures also believe in interdependence—that their lives are all 

connected, and all successes and failures are shared by the group (Hui & Triandis, 1986). 

America, Australia, and northwest Europe are traditionally cultures that are individualistic in 
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which independence and self-reliance are valued and there is the belief that individuals should 

take responsibility for their own actions (Mindess, 1999). 

Group membership in collectivist cultures is not as flexible as that of individualistic 

cultures, and in most cases members of collectivist groups are born into them (Hui & Triandis, 

1986).  In individualistic cultures, membership in groups is fluid and one can be a member of 

many groups at the same time without losing a sense of personal identity; however, in collectivist 

cultures group membership is often limited to a single group where conformity is valued 

(Mindess, 1999).  Being singled out or noticed as an individual is seen as undesirable in 

collectivist cultures, but in individualistic cultures personal achievement is often the primary 

objective (Sullivan, 2009). In individualistic cultures, forming one’s own opinion is seen as 

important, while group decision-making is the norm in collectivist cultures (Hui & Triandis, 

1986). 

 Many ELLs have cultural backgrounds that value collectivism (Black, Mrasek, & 

Ballinger, 2003) and so it is critical for educators to understand the differences between 

collectivist cultures and that of the mainstream, individualist culture in America.  Project 

ENLACE (2010), offers recommendations on cultural factors to consider in the classroom, the 

first of which is how different cultures view the concept of time.  Collectivist cultures view time 

as being “polychromatic” or flexible, and social interactions are viewed as more important than 

staying on schedule.  This conflicts with cultures who espouse a monochromatic view of time, in 

which time management and doing one thing at a time is valued.  Another factor to consider is 

gender, and whether a student comes from a cultural background that places strong value on 

maintaining traditional gender roles.  A third factor to be aware of is the likelihood that students 

from collectivist backgrounds value loyalty to their group while students from individualistic 
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cultures believe that a single person’s rights are the most important consideration.  Finally, 

observations of the communication styles that students engage in can be helpful and knowing 

whether they use low context or high context when speaking.  Collectivist cultures tend to speak 

in ways that require high context—if outsiders are trying to understand a conversation between 

two people of the same culture, they do not have the same background knowledge they would 

need to fully comprehend what is being said (Hall, 1976).  On the opposite end of the spectrum is 

mainstream American culture, which is low context; most information is clearly explained and 

verbally transmitted (Hall, 1976).   

Ramirez (1991) discusses the differences in learning preferences between “diverse 

cultural traditions,” which apply to many ELL students, and “European cultural traditions,” 

which are considered the norm for American schools.  Diverse cultural traditions typically favor: 

to have minimal distance when communicating to others, to engage in cooperative learning 

opportunities, to conduct group studies, to convey emotions freely, to see time as polychromatic, 

to see learning as more relationship-oriented than task-oriented, to utilize relational or affective 

learning approaches, and to look for personal relevance when gaining knowledge.  European 

cultural traditions are much different in nature and often consist of: learning in environments that 

are competitive, engaging in independent study, utilizing a more inflexible and formal 

communication style, being more cautious when displaying emotions, employing a 

monochromatic view of time, viewing task completion as the main objective in gaining new 

knowledge, using a more analytical style, and having the tendency to sort out relevant or 

irrelevant information correctly.  

It is critical for educators to know and understand how students from diverse cultural 

traditions and collectivist backgrounds function in academic settings and the potential difficulties 
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they may face in adjusting to the individualistic European learning style that are the standard in 

American schools.  It is evident that there are strong ties between group members in a collectivist 

culture, which means that rural ELLs are even more likely to stay in the community and not 

leave the group for academic or career opportunities. 

Potential Issues Regarding English Language Learners in Gifted Programs 

 Many barriers exist that prevent ELLs from identifying students for gifted programs, but 

not enough research has been conducted to know if any of these barriers persist for students once 

they are placed in gifted programs.  The few existing research studies that address ELLs 

specifically indicate that ELLs in these programs were successful because the schools in which 

they took place were extremely supportive environments.  All teachers worked together to ensure 

optimal educational experiences for these students, and there was a good connection between the 

schools and the parents.  However, not all ELLs may be fortunate enough to be in this type of 

educational environment.  In this Midwest state, schools must devise a plan detailing how ELLs 

will be identified for talented and gifted programs.  While it is not mandated that students 

actually be identified, this may put pressure on districts to do so.  Schools and teachers may not 

be trained to adequately serve ELLs, or issues of deficit thinking may still be problematic.  It is 

not enough to identify ELLs for gifted programs, because appropriate services that will 

maximize their achievement must also be present. 

Deficit thinking. Unfortunately, some educators have low expectations of minority 

students, which can also become a barrier to identification for gifted programs (Hernández, Siles, 

& Rochín, 2001).  There is the potential for these feelings to continue if ELLs receive a gifted 

program placement.  Other teachers display negative feelings towards the ways in which ELL 

students communicate and espouse a deficit view of their academic capabilities (Barkan & 
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Bernal, 1991; Cahnmann, 2006; Elhoweris, 2008; Ford et al., 2008; Soto, 1997).  Often 

educators focus on the deficient skills ELLs display, which result from learning a new language, 

instead of looking for potential areas of giftedness (Harris et al., 2009; Pereira & Gentry, 2013).  

These difficulties compound the linguistic and cultural obstacles ELLs already face (Allen et al., 

2016).  Ford (2010) contends that the cultural capital of White Americans is considered to be the 

standard, and educators either consider CLD students inferior or are simply unaware of their own 

deficit views towards them.  McCoach and Siegle (2008) cite unintentional bias and differing 

definitions of achievement common symptoms of deficit thinking, because most educators are 

part of the dominant culture and have different expectations as to what gifted behaviors look like 

in CLD students. 

Comparing the ethnicities of teachers and students shows how it may be easy for 

unintentional bias to be a factor for ELLs in gifted classes.  According to the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (2013), the demographics of American teachers during the 2011-2012 

school year were as follows: 81.9% White, 7.8% Hispanic, 6.8% Black, 1.8% Asian, 1.0%  two 

or more races, .5% American Indian/Alaskan Native, and .1% Pacific Islander (Table 209.10).  

This is enormously lopsided in comparison to the ethnic enrollment of students during the 2010-

2011 school year: 52% White, 24% Hispanic, 16% Black, 5% Asian/Pacific Islander, 3%  two or 

more races, and 1% American Indian/Alaskan Native, (Kena et al., 2015).  In this Midwest state, 

only 2.4% of teachers are minorities; however, 21.8% of students are minorities and 5.7% are 

ELLs (Iowa Department of Education, 2015a).  While the ethnicity of the student population 

continues to become more diverse, teachers remain overwhelmingly white; this can cause them 

to only recognize characteristics of gifted students that are familiar to them, which are often 

those of the mainstream culture.   
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 Many teachers do not recognize gifted ELLs because their abilities do not manifest 

themselves in the traditional manner (Bernal, 2009; Ford et al., 2008; Peterson, 2009).  For 

example, traditional examples of giftedness in schools include self direction, initiative, 

competition, and self motivation (Cohen, 1988; Speirs Neumeister et al., 2007; Harris et al., 

2009).  According to Ford (1996), teachers prefer students who are punctual, answer questions 

correctly, and cooperate; however, these characteristics may not be considered beneficial or signs 

of gifted behavior in other cultures.  Aguirre and Hernandez (2002) point out that gifted children 

in the United States are encouraged to form their own opinions and verbally express themselves, 

while many students from other cultures are taught only to speak if someone speaks to them first.  

Harris et al. (2009) maintain “ELL students’ giftedness may manifest in specific ways that are 

framed within and that emphasize the students’ linguistic, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds” (p. 

371). 

 Freeman (2009) explains the differences in how Eastern and Western cultures 

conceptualize giftedness.  For example, Western cultures believe that giftedness in a given 

population would look like a bell curve, in that only the few people at the upper end would be 

gifted.  However, Eastern cultures favor the assumption that all students have potential that can 

blossom with hard work and the support of their cultural group.  Freeman gives further instances 

of how different cultures conceptualize giftedness.  For example, indigenous people value 

survival skills, like hunting or making tools, more than anything school-related.  Cultures that 

place a high value on spirituality, such as the Navajo, hold ceremonial skills and the ability to 

maintain harmony in high regard.  Collectivist cultures esteem skills that advance the welfare of 

the group instead of individual achievement.  Matthews and Castelleno (2014) also discuss how 

different countries conceptualize giftedness; being academically advanced is important, but 
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different cultures also place a strong emphasis on other factors as well.  In Mexico, where the 

majority of ELLs in the United States are from, more stress is placed on motivation and 

environmental factors—students who excel in a social context.  In China, students who are high 

achievers, strongly motivated, have excellent memories, are quick thinking, and display high 

intelligence are ones who are considered for gifted programs; perseverance and work ethic are 

also considered to be extremely important.  These are just a few more common examples—each 

culture has its own conceptualization of giftedness, and ELLs in the United States speak 150 

different languages (Baird, 2015), and each language and culture has its own different idea as to 

how giftedness manifests itself. Thus, teachers need to be sensitive to these differences and 

adjust instruction accordingly for ELLs in gifted programs.  

 Ford et al. (2008) discuss the tendency of teachers to stereotype CLD students, which 

could affect the quality of services they receive in gifted programs.  Lack of knowledge and 

understanding of CLD students may prevent those students from being nominated for gifted 

programs (Cohen, 1988) or receiving appropriate services.  Harris et al. (2009) maintain teachers 

are more likely to refer students for gifted programs who display characteristics similar to other 

gifted students with whom they are familiar.  Their study concluded that teachers believe English 

acquisition should be the primary focus for ELLs, and placement in gifted programming should 

not occur until language mastery has been achieved.  Even if ELLs are identified for gifted 

programming, teachers may still believe it is more important for them to concentrate on learning 

English than to engage in other enrichment activities.  Inadequate teacher preparation in both 

multicultural and gifted education is often cited as a barrier towards CLD students being 

identified for gifted programming (Ford et al., 2008), as well as the lack of communication 

between ELL teachers, gifted teachers, and general education teachers (Gallagher & Coleman, 
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1994).  It is critical to determine if these remain barriers once students are actually participating 

in gifted programming. 

 Parent communications. Connecting with parents is critical to the process of identifying 

and serving gifted ELLs (Matthews & Castellano, 2014).  Family members can provide expertise 

in regard to an ELL student’s areas of strength (Stein et al., 2012).  Unfortunately, Harris et al. 

(2009) reported that letters sent home to parents were often only in English, and parent meetings 

held at the school were also only English with no interpreters present.  Matthews and Castellano 

(2014) maintain that in America, parents are hands-on in the educational process and often lobby 

for their children in order to ensure they receive appropriate services.  However in other cultures, 

especially the Hispanic culture, parents trust the teachers and school to do what is best for their 

children and will not intervene—and unfortunately many times they are not even aware of gifted 

programming options (Matthews & Castellano, 2014). 

Experiences of Gifted or High Potential English Language Learners 

Despite the increased focus on identifying ELL students for gifted programming, there is 

a paucity of literature discussing what happens once they begin participation in advanced 

programming.  This is especially true for high school ELLs and those living in rural areas.  The 

closest studies are Catherine Finlayson Reed’s (2007) research of ESOLs participating in GATE 

programs and Shaunessy et al.’s (2007) focus group research of ESOLs participating in the gifted 

program.  However, both studies discuss the experiences of urban middle school students instead 

of rural high school ELLs.  A review of Pereira and Gentry’s (2013) qualitative study of high 

potential ELLs is also included; however, these students were not identified as gifted, were 

located in an urban setting, and were elementary students. 
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English for Speakers of Other Languages students in middle school gifted and 

talented education.  Reed (2007) discusses the success of including ESOLs in GATE in one 

public middle school in an urban setting.  Reed stated that ESOLs were “warehoused” in English 

language classes with teachers who had no gifted education training.  Reed also noted that there 

was a lack of communication with ESOL families about educational opportunities, and that many 

students simply “moved through” three years of middle school and many dropped out of high 

school before graduating.   

The GATE program at Reed’s middle school used the Otis-Lennon School Ability Test 

(OLSAT) as the main factor in placing students in gifted programming.  Students were tested in 

second grade, and all who scored more than one standard deviation above the national norm were 

referred for screening into the GATE program.  For students who came to the district after 

second grade, the OLSAT was not offered unless specifically requested by parents.  As is the 

case with many standardized tests, it was difficult for ESOLs to achieve advanced scores if they 

had not yet acquired social language in English.  Furthermore, for ESOLs who moved into the 

district after second grade, it was highly unlikely their parents knew about the screening process.  

There were nearly 1,300 students in this middle school, 800 of whom were ESOLs—yet not a 

single one was in the GATE program. 

Reed collaborated with the ESOL teachers to present the parents of ESOLs with 

information about GATE programming and the screening process.  Reed and the ESOL teachers 

held meetings for small groups of parents with trusted translators.  This process took three 

months because of the necessity to schedule translators in 37 languages.  The ESOL faculty also 

made personal contacts with parents of students they felt would score well on the OLSAT.  The 

initial pool that resulted from these efforts consisted of 16 high potential students.  Prior to 
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taking the test, the students participated in test preparatory sessions to ensure they were 

adequately prepared for the OLSAT.  Six students scored within one standard deviation of the 

mean, and were subsequently offered GATE placements.  The ESOL staff strongly advocated for 

the inclusion of three more of the students in the initial pool to be offered placements as well, so 

nine total students were offered placements.  Two of the students moved out of district, and the 

remaining seven entered the program.  Over the summer another student transferred to the 

district who was also offered a placement in the GATE program, bringing the final total to eight. 

The students in the case study took GATE social studies, English, and/or algebra, and the 

author deemed all of their experiences as successful.  The eight students took a total of fourteen 

courses and grades were as follows: 2 “A”, 6 “B+”, 1 “B”, 2 “C+”, 2 “D+”, and 1 “F”.  Looking 

at grades only, it appears not all students were successful.  However, success was not only 

determined by grades, but also by the positive feelings and experiences of the students and their 

families as well.  One of the students who received a D+ was happy with her experience, as was 

her family, and she enrolled in another GATE class the following year.  Reed noted that her D+ 

was equivalent to a 70-73%, which would be a higher letter grade in many schools.  The other 

seemingly poor grades were earned by a student named Manuel, who received a C+ in Social 

Studies, a D+ in Algebra, and an F in English.  All of Manuel’s teachers indicated he was a very 

high potential student and was acquiring English at an extremely rapid rate.  However, during the 

course of the school year his mother was hospitalized multiple times and eventually died, which 

affected his scholastic performance.  Due to these extenuating circumstances, he enrolled in a 

summer school English class, and took geometry and GATE history the following year.  In fact, 

all students that participated in the case study also enrolled for GATE classes the following year. 
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 In addition to the encouraging experiences of the students in the program, there were also 

some other unexpected positive results from this initiative.  Classroom teachers became more 

enthusiastic about having ESOLs in the classroom and consequently sought professional 

development opportunities to become better able to serve GATE students.  Also, all ESOLs, not 

just the ones in GATE, received more encouragement from the school staff to participate in 

academic opportunities.  Finally, when educators in surrounding districts learned of the success 

of the program they began seeking assistance in starting the initiative in their own schools. 

Experiences of middle school gifted bilingual adolescents. Shaunessy et al., (2007) 

engaged in a qualitative inquiry into the experiences of eight bilingual students in general 

education and eight bilingual students in gifted education.  The participants attended one of the 

largest urban middle schools in the nation and all were former participants in the ESOL program.  

The gifted students were identified via the standard procedure, not the alternative plan that was 

state approved for use with limited English proficient students or those of low socioeconomic 

status.  The criteria for receiving gifted placement was as follows: referral by a parent, teacher, 

peer, or self; qualifying score on a gifted characteristics checklist completed by a teacher; and an 

IQ score of 130 or higher.   

 Data were collected via two focus groups, one consisting of general education students 

and one consisting of gifted students.  Results from the gifted student focus group indicated that 

the students had the self-perception that they were gifted and enjoyed being in classes with peers 

of similar academic ability.  Shaunessy et al. (2007) also reported that the teachers assigned them 

challenging tasks and had high expectations of them.  The students believed being gifted and 

bilingual gave them an advantage over their monolingual peers.   
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 Results from the discussion on education revealed that all students were experiencing 

anxiety because they had lower grades than they had previously achieved, especially in math; 

they also worried because their parents had high expectations of them and they did not want to 

disappoint them with their lower math grades.  The gifted students all expressed enjoyment at 

attending a diverse school and if given the choice, that was their preference.  In terms of teaching 

styles, the gifted students did not express any displeasure with their instructors and many stated 

they liked the independent nature of their courses.  When discussing the identification of gifted 

students, several stated they believed some of their peers should be in the program but their lack 

of English acquisition was holding them back.  The students in the focus group felt like they 

were identified because they spoke English well, and several indicated if there was a Spanish-

only gifted class, many of their peers would also receive gifted placements. 

 Questions about communication and discrimination revealed the students spoke Spanish 

at home and in their communities, and several of the students reported their parents helped them 

to continue developing their Spanish speaking, reading, and writing skills at home.  All students 

in the focus group had a strong interest in strengthening their Spanish-speaking skills and using 

them more at school.  Unfortunately, the gifted students reported that teachers and administrators 

looked down on them for speaking Spanish.  One student stated that during an assembly, the 

principal stated she was happy that students were “speaking the ‘right’ language” (Shaunessy et 

al., 2007, p. 179).  Only one gifted student out of the group expressed pride in his Latino heritage 

and often did so publicly.  The students rarely spoke Spanish at school, not even with peers—the 

only time it seemed to be socially acceptable to speak Spanish was with the lunch ladies. 

 Overall findings of the study indicated that the gifted students viewed their school 

experiences more favorably, while the general education students reported more instances of 
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discrimination than did the gifted students.  The gifted students had assimilated into mainstream 

culture more seamlessly and were additionally benefitting from more challenging coursework.  

As was the case with the students from Reed’s (2007) study, participating in gifted programming 

offered many benefits and few drawbacks.  Thus, the high potential students that were not 

identified likely suffered from missed opportunities. 

High potential elementary English Language Learners participating in Project 

HOPE (Having Opportunities Promotes Excellence).  Pereira and Gentry (2013) conducted a 

qualitative inquiry into the school experiences of high potential ELLs as a follow up to Project 

Hope.  Project Hope (Having Opportunities Promotes Excellence) gave out-of-school 

programming opportunities to high potential K-5 students from low-income families.  The 

activities took place on six Saturdays each fall and spring and included a week-long enrichment 

program in the summer.  The goal of Project HOPE was to discover talent in the participants, 

provide services for them, and then evaluate their experiences.  In addition to academic 

opportunities, the program provided transportation, counseling activities, and meetings with 

families; all materials were in Spanish as well as English.   

One of the results of Project HOPE was the creation of the Hope Scale (Gentry & Peters, 

2009), which was a rating scale designed to help teachers identify students for advanced 

programming that were from traditionally underrepresented subgroups.  The Hope Scale consists 

of 11 items and teachers rate their students using a six-point scale (e.g. 1 = never, 6 = always), 

and was designed to evaluate academic and social domains of giftedness (Gentry & Peters, 

2009).  The purpose of the HOPE Scale was to identify high potential students that would 

otherwise not be identified when test scores were the only criterion. 
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Pereira and Gentry (2013) conducted follow up interviews with Hispanic ELL students 

who participated in the HOPE program or received invitations but did not participate.  Students 

who did not participate received high Hope Scale scores from their teachers and were considered 

high potential, so they were included in the study as well.  Fourteen HOPE participants and eight 

non-HOPE participants were interviewed for this study; all interviewees were Hispanic ELL 

students that were of Mexican descent.    

  The results of the student interviews indicated there was no difference in school 

experiences for those who participated in the program and those that did not.  Pereira and Gentry 

believed that because the students all attended schools that participated in Project HOPE, the 

staff and environment were all supportive of ELLs.  Students reported school was enjoyable, 

they had positive interactions with school staff and classmates, and they were motivated to do 

well. Unlike the findings from Shaunessy et al. (2007), none of the students reported any 

incidents of discrimination and viewed the teachers and staff as positive towards ELLs.  

However, what is concerning about the findings of Pereira and Gentry (2013) is that the majority 

of the participants did not find school to be challenging and none were identified for gifted 

programming.  This leads to the conclusion that these students (and possibly others who did not 

participate in the study) had untapped potential and should have at least received consideration 

for gifted program placement. 

Program Models for Gifted Students from Underserved Populations 

 There are several effective program models for low-income, high-ability students 

featured in the text Effective Program Models for Gifted Students from Underserved Populations 

(Adams & Chandler, 2014).  While these do not specifically target ELLs, they could potentially 

include them.  Three of the models—Next Generation Venture Fund, the TEAK Fellowship, and 
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Project NEXUS—include high school students.  These programs could possibly benefit ELLs, 

but it is important to note that they all occur in urban locations.  However, some elements of 

these models may be appropriate to include as part of the services for rural gifted ELLs. 

The Next Generation Venture Fund (NGVF).  Haston (2014) describes this program 

that was established in 2004 by Stephanie Bell-Rose, who at the time was the president of the 

Goldman Sachs Foundation.  Bell-Rose was a former high-potential student from an underserved 

population, so she sought to help students from similar backgrounds excel in the classroom and 

life after high school.  The goal of NGVF was to help this population of students have 

challenging careers and to attain leadership roles in their communities.  This program has two 

locations, Duke University Talent Identification Program and Johns Hopkins University Center 

for Talented Youth, and runs from 8
th

 grade to high school graduation.  Students are assigned an 

education advisor to assist in post-high school planning throughout the duration of the program.  

In addition, students and parents participate in a variety of activities that teach them all aspects of 

the college preparation process, which includes bringing in college admissions counselors and 

financial aid officers to present information.  Next Generation Venture Fund scholars also 

participate in enrichment classes throughout each summer in order to prepare them for more 

rigorous coursework.  Thus far, the program has achieved its goal of seeing students attend elite 

college universities, and is sustained by generous corporate and individual donors. 

The TEAK Fellowship.  Leh and Onofry (2014) discuss the TEAK fellowship, which 

was established in 1998 to help talented, high-achieving New York City students that were from 

low-income families gain acceptance to top high schools and colleges.  The fellowship offers 

“academic support, leadership training, exposure to the arts and outdoors, mentoring, career 

experience, and assistance with the high school and college application processes” (p. 61).  This 
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model has proven extremely successful: 100% of the fellows gained entrance into academically 

selective high schools and 100% of the fellows who completed the six-year program were 

accepted to at least one college or university.  In addition, 87% of students went to top-tier 

universities, and of those students, 22% went to Ivy League schools.   

Project NEXUS.  Paynter (2014) describes Project NEXUS, which was implemented 

from 2005-2008 by the Maryland State Department of Education.  The goal of Project NEXUS 

was to provide high-potential, low-income students with access to advanced coursework through 

increased participation of traditionally underrepresented students in Pre-AP and AP courses.  

Through Project NEXUS, teachers of students in 6
th

-12
th

 grades received professional 

development to assist them in making courses more rigorous and more vertically aligned.  

Results indicate that one middle school and one high school included all motivated students in 

the Pre-AP and AP courses; by using inclusionary practices, these two schools were able to make 

the most gains.  Data analysis at the end of the three-year grant period showed professional 

development, vertical alignment, and partnerships with college and career outreach improved, 

and Pre-AP and AP programs saw increased numbers of students participating; however, low-

income and minority students were still underrepresented.   Subsequent grants were implemented 

in the Baltimore school systems with many of these same goals in mind.  Project NEXUS results 

indicate the grant had good sustainability in most schools, and future projects will focus on 

decreasing the equality gap. 

Summary 

 High school ELLs living in rural areas are at a disadvantage due to their ages, geographic 

location, and limited English proficiency.  The focus of many programs is to assist students in 

acquiring an adequate grasp of the English language in order for them to graduate.  Lack of 
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resources and trained personnel puts both gifted learners and ELLs living in rural areas at a 

disadvantage.  Gifted ELLs in all geographical locations continue to be underrepresented in 

gifted programs, and few studies exist that describe their experiences once they achieve a gifted 

placement.  None of the studies discuss high school ELLs or rural ELLs; therefore, this present 

study will address a gap in the literature.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the school experiences of rural high school ELLs 

who are also identified as gifted.  Creswell (2013) asserts that the rationale for conducting 

qualitative research is to investigate a problem: “exploration is needed, in turn, because of a need 

to study a group or population and identify variables that cannot be easily measured, or hear 

silenced voices” and qualitative research emphasizes the importance of “empower[ing] 

individuals to share their stories” (p. 48).  To date, no research on the experiences of any rural 

high school gifted ELLs has been conducted; thus, the problem lies in the untold stories of this 

population of students.  While ELLs are still considered an underserved population, there has 

been an increase in the amount of literature dedicated to improving the identification procedures 

of gifted programs so that they are adequately represented.  However, if the gifted education 

services ELLs are receiving are not appropriately meeting their needs, then participating in gifted 

programs would not improve their school experiences.  Thus, it is critical to listen to the 

narratives of rural high school gifted ELLs. 

Qualitative data is characterized by rich descriptions in which research questions are 

difficult to form using operationalized variables (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) because “quantitative 

measures and statistical analysis simply do not fit the problem” (Creswell, 2013, p. 48).  The 

exploratory nature of qualitative research is appropriate for this study because it is flexible and 

consists of open-ended research questions (Butin, 2009), which will allow the researcher to 

explore the stories of the participants more in-depth.  Having the freedom to adjust the questions 

according to the participants’ responses in order to probe their answers more deeply or to ask for 

clarification will be critical to data collection.  No prior research exists regarding the experiences 
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of high school ELLs who are also identified as gifted and not living in urban areas; thus the data 

gathered from the participants in this study may be utilized to inform other educators and 

stakeholders.   

Philosophical Assumptions 

 Philosophical assumptions guide how research questions are developed, establish how 

information to answer these questions is sought, help determine if there is an openness to 

adjusting assumptions or exploring new ones during the course of the study, and assist in 

establishing how the assumptions will influence the evaluation of the research (Huff, 2009).  

When research is conducted, four philosophical assumptions—ontological, epistemological, 

axiological, and methodological—are embedded into the interpretive frameworks utilized for the 

study (Creswell, 2013).  This research will use the social constructivist framework, which seeks 

to understand and derive meaning from the perspectives of those who are having the lived 

experiences (Schwandt, 2007).   

 The ontological assumption of the constructivist paradigm is that reality is a social 

construct, and multiple realities can be ascertained during a study (Crotty, 1998).  The 

epistemological assumption is that an interaction between the researcher and the participant that 

includes important dialogue and reflection and results in the creation of new knowledge (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005).  The axiology draws attention to the critical nature of the researcher’s awareness 

of how his or her own values influence the research process (Ponterotto, 2005).  Constructivist 

methodologies, incorporated in this study, are generally qualitative, participatory in nature, and 

involve multiple data collection techniques (Mertens & Wilson, 2012).   

 According to Creswell (2013), the goal of social constructivist research is “to rely as 

much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation” (pp. 24-25).  This approach is 
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appropriate because it is flexible in nature and adjustments can be made according to what 

information the participants share.  Questions will be broad and open-ended so that meaning can 

be constructed during the process.  Because adaptations can be made throughout the course of 

the study, this allows for the opportunity to make adjustments during all phases of the research.  

Preliminary questions have been developed based on an extensive literature review of the 

existing information; however, because this research addresses a gap in the literature, unexpected 

answers or themes may emerge.  Thus, it is ideal that the constructivist approach allows for the 

pursuit of more in-depth answers or changing questions based on the responses of the 

participants. 

Methodological Approach 

 This research used a multi-case study approach.  Creswell (2013) defines a case study as 

the exploration of “a real-life, contemporary bounded system” that occurs “over time, through 

detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information” (p. 97).  The use of 

multiple sites and multiple participants classify this research as a “multi-case study” (Stake, 

2006).  A cross-case analysis was employed, because it compares and contrasts multiple cases in 

order to form new knowledge (Khan & VanWynsberghe, 2008).  This multi-case study involved 

various data sources over the course of two months including interview transcriptions from four 

high school gifted ELLs, fieldnotes, and reflexive journal entries.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) 

describe case studies as funnels—“from broad exploratory beginnings, they move to more 

directed data collection and analysis” (p. 59).  Once all of the data were collected in its entirety, 

the researcher began narrowing the focus by first coding the data and then identifying themes.  

This research included all of the components of a typical case study: identification of a bounded 

case; a clear intent; an in-depth understanding via many forms of data; data analysis approach; a 
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rich description of the case, including themes; a specific organizational style, such as 

chronological, cross-case analysis, or a theoretical model; and the conclusions drawn by the 

research describing the meaning of the case (Creswell, 2013).    

 Yin (2009) articulates critical elements of case study designs, which this case study 

utilized.  The first step in the process is developing research questions that are evaluative in 

nature, which are included on the interview protocol forms found in Appendix B.  Yin also 

suggests identifying propositions—if there are any—in order to develop initial thoughts about 

the possible relationships among variables; however, no propositions were identified prior to the 

start of this study.  Next, the specific case to be studied should be determined, which was rural 

high school gifted ELLs.  This step is followed by the data collection phase, in which 

connections between the data and propositions are sought in order to determine if they were 

supported.  These connections were formed by coding the data and then by developing themes.  

Finally, conclusions were drawn based on the criteria that were created to interpret the outcomes 

and recommendations were made for further research. 

Participants and Sampling 

  The participants in this study were as follows: a male high school junior, a female high 

school junior, a male college senior, and a female college junior.   All attend or attended a public 

high school in this Midwest state not located in an urban area.  In addition, all were classified as 

ELL and also qualified for gifted programming.  (Chapter four provides a more thorough 

description of each participant.) 

This study used purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2013)—student participants had to meet 

the criterion of being rural high school ELLs who had been formally identified as gifted.  

Varying perspectives were documented because participants were from different geographic 
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locations within the state, were from different socioeconomic backgrounds, and did not all speak 

the same language or share the same cultural background.  The sampling was opportunistic, and 

used the researcher’s own knowledge to find participants (Creswell, 2013; Judd, 2006).  The 

researcher has been a talented and gifted teacher for five years and has developed many 

connections that assisted in finding participants.  The researcher used her connections as a 

member of the state’s talented and gifted board and by contacting fellow talented and gifted 

teachers to find participants.  In addition to connections, the researcher contacted high school 

gifted teachers and/or gifted coordinators via phone and e-mail from districts from school 

districts around the state that had at least 5% of students identified as ELL, reported out by the 

state’s department of education (Iowa Department of Education, 2017).  From this list, forty-

eight contacts were made, and the results were as follows: twenty-one did not respond; thirteen 

responded that they did not have students that met the criteria; eight responded that they did not 

have students that met the criteria but would like more information about the results of the study 

once it was concluded;  four responded that they had potential participants; and two provided 

referrals to other gifted personnel that may know of potential participants.  The researcher’s 

personal contacts resulted in seven referrals to other gifted teachers and coordinators that may 

know of potential participants, and three of the contacts themselves reported they had potential 

participants.  Once the researcher followed up on the referral recommendations, another potential 

participant was found. 

Once all preliminary contacts and referrals were concluded, a pool of twelve potential 

participants was compiled.  Of those twelve, three did not respond to requests to participate in 

the study.  Two of the participants that responded did not meet the criteria of  being both gifted 

and an ELL.  One student declined participation in the study, and did not cite a reason for doing 
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so.  The remaining six students agreed to be interviewed for the study.  Four of the six students 

completed the interview process from start to finish.  Of the remaining two, one of the students 

scheduled an interview, but canceled at the last minute; the interview was rescheduled for a few 

days later, which the student again canceled, stating he was “too busy” to participate.  The 

researcher then sent a follow-up e-mail, asking him to consider providing written responses to 

the interview questions.  He agreed to do this, but did not follow through.  The other respondent 

also scheduled an interview and then canceled at the last minute, citing a conflict with an 

extracurricular activity.  The subsequent attempt by the researcher to reschedule the interview 

was ignored, as was the request to respond to the interview questions in a written format.  

Initially, only participants in smaller schools were sought, but due to the difficulty in finding 

students who met the research criteria, the parameters were expanded. 

 The lack of the eligible participants for the study was concerning to the researcher, given 

that there were many districts that had significant ELL populations, but had no ELL students 

were identified as gifted.  However, upon further investigation, the researcher noted that the 

majority of school districts in this Midwest state did not have many students at the high school 

level who were even identified as gifted.  A review of the most recent data from the state’s 

department of education revealed that regardless of district size or percent of ELL students, few 

students at the high school level were identified as gifted (Iowa Department of Education, 2017).  

In fact, nearly three-fourths of school districts had ten or less students identified as gifted at each 

grade level.  Thus, high school programming in general and not poor ELL practices was likely a 

major factor contributing to the lack of eligible participants.  What is also interesting to note in 

regards to the participants is that none of them came from schools or districts with large ELL 

populations.  Instead, they came from schools in which the gifted teachers and/or coordinators 
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are very active in the field of gifted education, as evidenced by participation on the ITAG board 

and presentations at the ITAG conference. 

Ethical Considerations 

Two issues that are critical to research on human participants are informed consent (or 

assent) and the protection of the participants from harm (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Following 

these guidelines ensures that participating in the research is voluntary, the participants 

understand the nature of the study and risks involved, and that they are not exposed to undue 

danger.  The federal government requires that all colleges and universities establish a local 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) to assure research on human participants is done with the 

highest degree of ethics (Siedman, 2013).  Prior to the start of the study, approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained in order to ensure the research participants are 

protected.  

Before participants were interviewed, informed assent documents were acquired from 

students and informed consent documents were acquired from parents from participants under 

the age of 18, and informed consent documents were acquired from participants over the age of 

18.  According to Seidman (2013), these forms should contain the following information: an 

invitation to take part in the study, a statement of purpose, an explanation of how research will 

be conducted and how long it will take, an outline of the possible risks or possible benefits 

associated with the study, an explanation of the rights participants have, a description of how 

confidentiality will be maintained, information about how the results of the study will be 

disseminated, and contact information of researcher.  The informed assent and consent 

documents utilized for this study contained all of these elements.  Because of the possible 

language barrier, the consent and assent forms were written at a 7
th

 grade reading level.  The 
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participants also indicated that it was not necessary to translate the documents into their native 

languages.  Copies of the assent and consent forms are contained in Appendices C, D, and E. 

 Creswell (2013) notes a common misconception is that ethical considerations are only a 

part of the data collection phase, when in fact they are present throughout all stages of the 

research process.  One way this was accomplished was by keeping all data on two flash drives 

that are password protected.  Both flash drives require a combination, and were kept in a locked 

safe when they were not being used.  The consent and assent forms, transcripts, and other 

documents used in the study were also kept in the safe when they were not being used.  Only the 

primary investigator had access to the passwords for the electronic data and the safe 

combination.  In addition, both Bogdan and Biklen (2007) and Creswell (2013) maintain the 

importance of privacy; participants’ sensitive information pertaining to the participants or their 

identities should not be revealed.  Participants in this study were given pseudonyms that were 

used for the study.  Any identifying information, such as school names or names of others 

mentioned in the interview were also changed to protect the participants’ privacy. 

Ethical considerations were also taken into account during the data analysis phase.  

Creswell maintains it is critical to ensure that throughout the study a good rapport and trusting 

relationship is maintained with participants (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher treated the students 

in this study with the utmost respect at all times and behaved in a professional manner.  This 

included providing copies of the findings prior to the publication of the study, as suggested by 

Creswell (2013).  It is critical to ensure the outcomes have been rendered accurately and the 

results are credible.  And, as Bogdan and Biklen (2007) state, it is also important to report 

findings truthfully even if they are negative.   
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Data Collection Procedures 

Qualitative research focuses on the “lived experiences” of individuals, and then making 

meaning of the experiences (van Manen, 1990).  In case studies, Yin (2009) and Creswell (2013) 

both recommend gathering a variety of data to ensure reliability and credibility; this study 

utilized interviews, fieldnotes, and reflexive journaling.  Semi-structured one-on-one interviews 

were conducted with rural high school gifted ELLs.  Initially it was planned to use Seidman’s 

(2013) three interview series.  Seidman recommends using the first interview to learn as much as 

possible about the participants.  However, the students answered the background questions 

relatively quickly, so the first and second interviews were combined.  This resulted in each 

interview lasting approximately one hour, and in addition to background information the 

participants talked about their experiences.  It was unsurprising it did not take the participants 

very long to answer the background questions, because of their youth they have not had nearly as 

many life experiences as an adult.  After the first interview, students were given follow up 

questions via e-mail.  The questions were not the same for each participant.  This allowed the 

researcher to determine if certain experiences one participant discussed were also experienced by 

the other participants.  The researcher provided the questions ahead of time so the participant 

was not taken by surprise by any questions, and could decide if he or she wanted to respond.  

The second interview allowed for participants to answer the follow up questions and reflect on 

the findings and in order to make additional comments.   

The interviews were audio recorded using two laptops, to ensure that at least one usable 

recording was rendered.  There were no technology failures during any of the interviews, so the 

recording on the back up laptop was immediately deleted.  Each recording was saved on two 

flashdrives.  Extensive fieldnotes were also taken during each interview.  The interviews and 
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fieldnotes were later transcribed.  Those transcriptions were later reviewed as part of the 

reflexive journaling process, and additional notes were added. 

The participants in this study were from a variety of locations around the state.  Two of 

the interviews were conducted face-to-face in public locations.  Due to the extreme geographical 

distance separating the researcher and the other two participants, the other two interviews were 

conducted via Skype.  According to Salmons (2015), using technology allows for the extension 

of a body of research when face to face interviews are not possible. 

Prior to the start of asking specific research questions, the purpose of the study and 

information in the consent and assent forms were reviewed.  All interviewees stated they 

reviewed the documents ahead of time and did not have any questions.  It is critical that the 

participants understand their rights and how confidentiality will be maintained, and each 

interview was mindful of that process.  Bogdan and Biklen’s (2007) advice about small talk was 

employed before the official interview questions were asked.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) 

maintain that small talk will assist the researcher in breaking the ice and building a rapport with 

participants.  Each student appeared at ease with the interview process and provided thorough 

answers to the questions that were asked.  Quality interviews are those in which participants are 

comfortable enough to be open about their views and to freely share their perspectives (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 2007), so it was essential to try to put the participants at ease. 

Semi-structured interviews approximately 60 minutes in length were conducted for this 

research study, because of their flexible nature (Seidman, 2013).  McIntosh and Morse (2015) 

describe semi-structured interviews as those in which “participants are free to respond to open-

ended questions as they wish, and the researchers may probe these responses” (p. 1).  Seidman 

(2013) maintains that semi-structured interviews allow for further exploration of a participant’s 
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response in order to get them to elaborate more on their initial answer.  This is ideal because 

certain answers may provide the opportunity to seek out more in-depth responses, request 

clarification, or ask follow-up questions that the researcher had not considered prior to the 

interview.  In addition, Denzin (1989) maintains it is not critical to word questions in exactly the 

same way for each interview; rather, it is more important to convey the same meaning to all 

participants.  Questions are asked in the same order, but interviewers have the freedom to 

rephrase questions and clarify answers (Irvine, Drews, & Sainsbury, 2013).  Therefore, the 

researcher may find that minor adjustments should be made to the questions based on findings 

from interviews that have already been conducted.  Each interview retained the original order of 

the questions, with a few additional follow up questions added when it was appropriate.  

Bogdan and Biklen (2007) discuss the use of fieldnotes, which are “the written account of 

what the researcher hears, sees, experiences, and thinks in the course of collecting and reflecting 

on the data in a qualitative study” (pp. 118-119).  Fieldnotes are an essential addition to 

interviews because there are things that cannot be captured by the tape recorder or read in the 

transcription, such as sights, smells, impressions, and additional conversations that were not 

recorded (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  By audio recording the interviews, the researcher was free 

to write down extensive fieldnotes while the interview was taking place which ensured that data 

was not lost.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) articulate the importance of including both descriptive 

and reflective fieldnotes, and both were used for this study.  Descriptive fieldnotes are critical 

because they re-create the imagery of the interview—setting, people, and actions.  Reflective 

fieldnotes are also vital because they record the researcher’s frame of mind, ideas, and feelings. 
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Data Analysis Procedures 

 There are three core elements of qualitative data analysis: organizing the data; coding the 

data, and then combining codes to form themes; and displaying the data in graphs, tables, 

figures, charts, or discussions. (Creswell, 2013).  The data analysis in qualitative research is a 

flexible process that can be revised and adjusted according to how the research evolves 

throughout the study (Dey, 1993; Huberman & Miles, 1994).  For case studies, Creswell (2013) 

states: “analysis consists of making a detailed description of the case and its setting” (p. 199).  

The procedure followed in this study was the cross-case synthesis technique in which two or 

more cases were studied, and the data was represented in a framework that enabled the cases to 

be analyzed for similarities and differences (Yin, 2009).  This research consisted of four case 

studies that were analyzed for comparisons and contrasts; each student was considered a “case.”  

Data organization.  The first step in data organization is clerical—organizing the files.  

All document data were saved to two separate flash drives.  All files were password protected 

and the flash drives were stored in a locked fireproof safe.  The primary investigator was the only 

person that had access to the research.  In addition, all paper documents were stored in the safe as 

well.  Following Agar’s (1980) suggestion, once the physical organization of the files was 

completed, all documents were read in their entirety to get the “big picture.”  During this 

process, additional fieldnotes were taken in order to begin the process of identifying key 

concepts (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher continually analyzed and evaluated each piece of data 

as soon as it was obtained, and once it was collected it was viewed in its entirety before the 

beginning of the data classification process to ensure nothing was overlooked. 

Data classification.  Once all data are organized, a coding system was put into place, 

because not all data that was gathered was used (Wolcott, 1994).  According to Bogdan and 
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Biklen (2007), this process starts with reviewing the information to see what patterns emerge, 

and then creating coding categories—words or phrases represent that patterns.  This study 

employed the descriptive coding method, in which labels were assigned to the data (Saldaña, 

2013).  The process consisted of highlighting the important information in yellow, and then 

placing a post-it note next to it with a preliminary category.  Quotes that were powerful in nature 

and provided a strong narrative were highlighted in pink instead of yellow, so that they could 

later be used verbatim to emphasize thick descriptions in the participants’ own words.  Then the 

post-it notes were reviewed and subsequently condensed into the codes; after the codes were 

developed, they were reviewed and classified into general themes.  Then, the highlighted quotes 

were re-labeled with new post-it notes according to the theme in which they belonged.  

Throughout the data classification phase, the researcher was engaged in the interpretation 

process, which Lincoln and Guba (2005) assert is how one makes sense of the data.  

Interpretation is a crucial component of any study, as it provides the bridge between the results 

of this research to that of the existing literature (Creswell, 2013).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Data representation.  A good case study includes a thick description of both the case 

and themes that were developed as a result of the study (Ryle, 1949; Geertz, 1973).  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) define a thick description as “everything that a reader may need to know in order to 

understand the findings,” although the description does not include the findings themselves (p. 

125).  Thick descriptions give context and clarity to the narratives of the participants and enable 

others to make meaning of the research findings.  Therefore, the data representation in a case 

study should include an in-depth account of the cases using narrative means (Creswell, 2013), 

thus allowing for the richness of the participants’ stories to emerge.  When writing the participant 

profiles, great care was taken to use thick descriptions in order to maximize their experiences.  
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The quotes that were used were the ones that were highlighted in pink instead of yellow; the 

different color was used to designate the statements made by participants that were the most 

striking.  This research was analyzed via a cross-case synthesis, an ideal method to use since the 

intent is to use this knowledge to better serve high school gifted English learners.  The post-it 

notes that were used in the coding process were based on recurring ideas that were stated in 

every interview.  Thus, the themes that emerged were experienced by all four participants.  

According to Khan and VanWynsberghe (2008), a cross-case analysis offers advantages because 

it provides opportunities: to determine which factor(s) contribute to the research findings, to seek 

explanations for the similarities and differences between each case, to understand the 

relationships that may exists between the cases, and to learn knowledge from the different cases 

that can ideally inform policy change. 

Design Issues 

 The purpose of qualitative research is to develop a deeper understanding of the lived 

experiences of the participants; thus, at the conclusion of the study it was important to validate 

the research findings.  Creswell (2013) defines validation as “an attempt to assess the ‘accuracy’ 

of the findings” (p. 249), although there are a variety of other perspectives and terms used in 

qualitative validation.  In addition to the multiple viewpoints on terminology, there are also many 

techniques that can be employed to a qualitative study to ensure validation.  Strategies articulated 

by Creswell and Miller (2000) used in this study include: triangulation, clarifying researcher 

bias, member checking, and thick descriptions.  

Triangulation.  Triangulation, or the use of multiple sources of data, is critical to 

ensuring the validity of qualitative research (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).   The main sources of data 

for this study were the interview transcriptions of four high school gifted ELLs.  Supplementary 
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data included fieldnotes and reflexive journal entries. The variety of data collected provided an 

appropriate means to corroborate the findings of the study.   

Throughout the study, the interviews were reviewed multiple times to ensure nothing was 

missed or taken out of context.  This review included both listening to the interviews and re-

reading the transcripts, because even though the information was the same, each type of review 

yielded different information in which to triangulate the data.  Listening to the interviews was 

useful in hearing when a participant changed tone or mood (e.g., getting excited and more 

animated or turning more reflective and quiet) or when they answered questions immediately and 

when they paused to think.  As the interviews were reviewed, fieldnotes were written in the 

margins of the transcripts to record additional observations.  In addition, reflexive journal entries 

were written once a week, with the exception of when interviews were conducted.  Additional 

journal entries were written immediately following each interview so that nothing was forgotten.  

Additional questions were submitted via e-mail to clarify information or elicit a more in-depth 

response. 

Clarifying researcher bias.  Researcher bias is unavoidable in qualitative studies, so it is 

critical to declare positionality from the outset (Merriam, 1988); positionality for this study was 

described in chapter one.  The reflexive journal entries recorded during the process also allowed 

the researcher to continually examine positionality throughout the duration of the study.  Bogdan 

and Biklen (2007) assert this is important because it is necessary for the researcher to continually 

reflect on his or her biases throughout the experiment to ensure maximum objectivity is being 

maintained.    

The use of regular reflexive journal entries allowed for the examination of researcher bias 

and positionality.  Continually reviewing the data and a thorough triangulation process allowed 
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for the examination of researcher bias.  The main issue faced in clarifying researcher bias was to 

compare the participants in the study to the researcher’s own students; reflexive journaling 

provided a means for ensuring conclusions were drawn from existing data and not the past 

experiences of the researcher. 

Member checking.  Member checking is the process of reviewing the findings and 

interpretations with participants so they can determine accuracy and credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  After the participants were interviewed for the first time, a follow-up interview was 

conducted with each student.  At this time, the researcher reviewed the findings and 

interpretations to determine accuracy and credibility; the researcher also did this again after all 

follow up interviews were conducted. Stake (1995) maintains this is critical in order to solicit 

feedback and ensure the participants’ accounts are being rendered accurately.  Not only does 

member checking enable the researcher to make certain the participants’ viewpoints are accurate, 

it also provides an opportunity to ensure nothing is missing (Creswell, 2013).   

Participants were contacted via phone and e-mail to clarify answers to questions, to elicit 

further information on questions that were asked during the interview, or to obtain answers to 

new questions that arose.  Participants also were provided with the findings from the research 

study to ensure that information was accurately described and conveyed the meaning that was 

intended.  This process enabled the researcher to correct a few minor errors in the participant 

profiles. 

Thick Description 

 Providing rich, thick descriptions is a necessity in qualitative research because it allows 

for transferability (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 

1988).  When the participants and setting are described in detail, information can be transferred 
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to other settings to determine shared characteristics and also allow for the transfer of the findings 

(Erlandson et al., 1993).  This research study provided rich narratives in order for others to get an 

accurate picture of the context in which the research occurred, which will allow for others to 

benefit from the findings.  

 The data analysis process in which powerful quotes and vivid descriptions were noted 

with a different color of highlighter aided in the process of describing the participant’s stories in 

rich detail.  In addition, the fieldnotes taken during and after the interview provided further 

information that enhanced the participant profiles.  The use of thick descriptions of the 

participant’s lived experiences were described using block quotes of the main points of the 

interviews. 

Delimitations 

 This study is delimited to high school students from one Midwest state that are classified 

as both gifted and English Language Learners and attend schools not located in urban areas.  The 

majority of existing research has focused on elementary or middle school students, so high 

school students were purposefully selected for this study.  In addition, there is little research 

based in areas that are not urban; the vast majority has taken place in large cities. 

Limitations 

 This study included students that are not native English speakers.  Initially, language was 

considered a possible limitation.  However, after the interviews were conducted it was 

determined language was not a limitation and all participants speak English fluently.  In addition, 

lack of access to participants was also a limitation.  Initially, the researcher sought students from 

the smallest school districts in this Midwest state, but none were found.  Lack of recruitment was 

also an issue, as only four of the initial pool of candidates completed the entire interview process. 
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Summary 

 This chapter described the multi-case study methodology (Stake, 2006) used for this 

study that is based on a social constructivist approach.  The sampling process for choosing 

participants and ethical considerations were explained.  The types of data that collected were 

described, which include: interview transcriptions, fieldnotes, and reflexive journaling.  Next, the 

procedure for data analysis was outlined and the process for coding data and then categorizing 

into themes was articulated.  Finally, the methods for achieving validity of the study were 

discussed—triangulation, clarification of research bias, member checking, and thick description.  

The chapter concluded with the delimitations and limitations. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences (van Manen, 1990) of 

rural high school gifted ELLs.  Participants included two students who are seniors in high school 

and two college students who reflected back on their high school experiences.  Each participant 

was identified as gifted by the gifted coordinator of the high school he or she attended.  Data 

collection sources included semi-structured interviews, fieldnotes, and reflexive journal entries. 

This chapter provides participant profiles in order to provide thorough, detailed descriptions of 

the interviews which will assist in putting the findings into context. 

School District Profiles 

 Students that participated in this study were from diverse geographic locations within this 

Midwest state.  The demographic information for the two high school participants was from the 

school year in which the interview took place.  The demographic information for the two college 

students were from their senior year in high school.  Table 4.1 contains detailed information 

about the ethnicities of students in each school.   

Table 4.1 
 

Demographic Information of Participants’ High Schools 

Name White Hispanic Asian Black Multi-Race 
Pacific 

Islander 

Native 

American 

Leticia 74.2% 9.4% 6.8% 6.0% 3.1% .1% .5% 

Alejandra 39.6% 40.4% 6.2% 8.1% 2.7% .5% 2.4% 

Cheng 92.3% 4.2% 1.5% 0% 1.9% 0% 0% 

Minh 76.4% 9.7% 5.9% 5.1% 2.3% .1% .5% 

Note: Information within this chart obtained from the website of the Iowa Department of Education (2017). 
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Participant Profiles 

In this section, detailed information is given about each participant. A summary of the 

background information of each participant is given in Table 4.2.  Information is given about 

where participants were born, how they old were when they arrived in the United States, and the 

languages they speak. 

Table 4.2 

Background Information of Participants 

Name Country of Origin Grade When 

Moved to U.S. 

First Language Other Languages 

Spoken 

Alejandra Mexico Kindergarten Spanish English 

Leticia Mexico 2
nd

 Grade Spanish English, French 

Cheng China Preschool (4 yrs.) Cantonese English, Mandarin, 

German 

Minh Vietnam 4
th
 Grade Vietnamese English, French 

 

Alejandra 

 The interview with Alejandra was conducted via Skype.  Right from the start, I could tell 

she had a “bubbly” personality—very friendly and upbeat.  Alejandra smiled a lot throughout the 

entire interview; the conversation flowed easily and she did not display any outward signs of 

nervousness or unease.  Alejandra was the first interview I conducted with a student who was 

still in high school, so I did not know how the experience would be as compared to my two 

previous interviews, which were with college students.  She seemed just as at ease and 

thoughtful in her answers as the college students were, and no questions appeared to cause her 

discomfort.  After I asked questions, Alejandra would pause and think before she answered, and 

it was clear she was trying to provide as many details as she possibly could.  She was extremely 

polite and apologized twice for having to reschedule our interview. 
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Background.  Alejandra first described her life in Mexico before she came here.  She 

was born in Mexico, as were her parents.  In Mexico, her mother was a secretary and her father 

was a private accountant who also owned a grocery store.  I asked Alejandra how her family 

came to the United States, which caused a subtle shift in her mood and the conversation took a 

more somber tone.  In a matter-of-fact voice, she told me the unfortunate circumstances that led 

her family to this Midwest state.  In Mexico, her father’s grocery store was robbed, and the 

family experienced a financial downturn.  Her father decided his best course of action was to 

come to America to work.  Initially the plan was for her father to come to the United States and 

work while the rest of the family stayed in Mexico.  This is something that her father had done 

before many times—he traveled to the U.S. to work for awhile, and then he would go back to 

Mexico.  Alejandra said “the plan was that he was the one that was going to come here because 

during his teenage years, he had always gone back and forth.  He would come here, work for 

awhile, and then go back.”  All of her dad’s family was in America, with the exception of one 

brother, so it was easy for him to transition back and forth.  So, when Alejandra was five and her 

sister was not yet a year old, her father went to America to work.   

After Alejandra’s father had only been gone for a few months, Alejandra, her mother, and 

her sister ended up in the United States because of a heart problem that Alejandra had.  Alejandra 

been hospitalized multiple times after her father left.  Her doctor told her mother that Alejandra 

had become depressed since her father left which led to the development of her condition, so 

Alejandra’s mother could either take her family to America to reunite with Alejandra’s father, or   

remain in Mexico and Alejandra would need to have heart surgery.   

Alejandra became more animated as she talked about the dilemma her mother faced: 



   86 
 

My mom kind of felt like she was stuck.  She didn’t really know what to do.  She was 

obviously afraid.  She was alone with two young kids.  And at that time my dad said you 

guys should just come [to America] and that’s the best decision for us…that’s the best 

decision for her [Alejandra].  So we ended up over here [in the United States]. 

Alejandra was five and her sister was just a baby when her family came to the United States.  

Currently, she lives with her mother, who cleans houses; her father, who works at the local meat 

packing plant; and her younger sister.  She has stayed in the same school district since moving to 

Iowa, where she started Kindergarten; she has just finished her junior year of high school.   

I asked Alejandra what her hobbies were, and she lit up as she talked about her passion 

for reading; she said she will read any book that can hook her in the first few sentences. 

Alejandra does not play sports, but does enjoy being outdoors and participating in whatever 

activities are appropriate for the season.  She also loves science and her biology classes at school, 

and fondly described her latest dissection, which is one of her favorite classroom activities.  

Alejandra just recently started participating in a student leadership group of school, but the 

majority of her time outside of school is spent on church activities.  She works as a 

secretary/receptionist there, and also volunteers as a teacher’s assistant for religious education 

classes. 

Education experiences prior to high school.  Alejandra attended Kindergarten for three 

years in Mexico before coming to the United States.  She stated that the first two years of school 

in Mexico were similar to what is considered preschool here, and then the third year of 

Kindergarten class was the type that is common in the United States.  Her family moved to the 

United States in April, so she did not finish Kindergarten in Mexico.  Alejandra did not begin 
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attending school in America until the next fall, when she repeated Kindergarten here in America, 

stating “I guess you could say I did Kindergarten twice.”   

The first elementary school Alejandra attended had Spanish interpreters, which is why 

she went there; she did not participate in any pull-out ESL instruction.  Next, she attended a 

different elementary school when she started first grade, and this time she was part of a pull-out 

ESL program.  Alejandra took a long pause as she tried to recall what her time with her ESL 

classes was like: 

It was this separate room and we would go there and it was just a small group of 

kids…She [the ESL teacher] would just go over the basics like pronunciation, 

vocabulary, and just giving us a little bit of extra help.  I don’t remember exactly doing 

some type of activity or anything.  I guess it was just the basic extra help that students 

who weren’t the best at English needed. 

Alejandra stated that she only participated in ESL for one year, and then did not receive any 

further services. 

 Alejandra talked about how surprised she was when she was placed in the gifted program 

when she was in 6
th

 grade.  She stated that she was not sure what the requirements were for being 

in the program, just that when she got her schedule she was placed into TAG reading.  However, 

she spoke highly of her 5
th

 grade teacher, who said that he was not surprised at all that she was in 

TAG reading; in fact, he expected it all along.  Alejandra and her peers were unsure what the 

criteria were for gaining entrance into TAG reading, just that they were “gifted in reading,” and 

she remained in TAG reading throughout middle school.   

Alejandra talked about how she and some of her friends got their schedules for high 

school, and how they were automatically placed into Honors English.  Alejandra said she and her 
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classmates were not forced to take the classes in high school; however, they were put in the 

honors classes without being asked if they wanted to do so.  She decided not to change her 

schedule and to remain in the honors courses, and has taken honors English her 9
th

, 10
th

, and 11
th

 

grade year. 

High school experiences.  Alejandra seemed to really enjoy talking about the classes that 

she was taking this year: Algebra 2, United States History, Medical Terminology, Spanish 3, 

Biology 2, Applied Sewing, Physics, and Honors English.  She stated that she is behind in 

mathematics because she got a “B” in Algebra in 8
th

 grade and had to re-take it her 9
th

 grade 

year:  

I did pre-algebra in 7
th

 grade, algebra in 8
th

 grade, and I think I got a B in that class…so 

when I got to high school I guess they said a B wasn’t good enough for me to move on to 

geometry, so I had to redo algebra freshman year. 

What surprised me was the how even when she was telling me about this situation, she seemed to 

have no hard feelings about having to re-take Algebra.  In fact, Alejandra seemed to merely take 

it in stride, and talked about it like it was not a big deal.  Alejandra’s most difficult class was 

Physics, and she kept laughing as she talked about how it was “like a different language every 

time I go into that classroom.”  This was another time in the interview where she was laughing 

and smiling; Alejandra did not seem to let difficult classes or any obstacles bother her. 

Despite being identified as gifted in reading, Alejandra experienced difficulty in Honors 

English her junior year.  She did not ask for help, which Castellano (2011b) noted is a common 

occurrence amongst ELL students.  At this point in the interview, Alejandra grew a little bit more 

quiet and reflective:  
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Honors is definitely one of the classes that I struggle more in.  I’ve actually tried to drop 

out of it second semester because my grade wasn’t something I really like.  And I didn’t 

feel like was smart enough to be in that class. 

Alejandra met with the talented and gifted counselor and the Honors English teacher and 

explained her reasons for wanting to drop the class.  They both convinced her to remain in the 

class second semester.  Alejandra is glad that she stayed in the class and did a lot better second 

semester:  

I’m actually glad I stayed. I actually feel like I’m understanding what we’re learning 

now. And yes there’s more stuff required and more expected of us, but at the same time, I 

feel like I’m actually perfecting and improving my skills.   

For her senior year, Alejandra is taking Composition, an on-line college course. 

Alejandra talked about her experience as a junior in Honors English and what it was like 

to be in a class with only six students.  At first, one of her best friends was in the class with her 

and they did all of their projects together.  Then, without warning, her friend dropped the class 

which Alejandra said was “scary” because she knew the other people in her class but did not 

really socialize with them; in addition, her teacher was trying to force conversations because the 

students were not interacting: 

So yeah, that was a little scary because I knew the other people, but I didn’t talk to them.  

And then my teacher, he kind of got frustrated with us because we were never like really 

doing any group work.  He would say, go talk amongst yourselves and there would be 

like no talking. 

Thus, her teacher decided to put all of the students at one table and focus on getting the students 

to work together and help each other more.  At semester, Alejandra and the remaining students 
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were moved to the other Honors English class which was quite large.  Initially she was nervous 

at being taken out of her comfort zone, but then she discovered that one of her friends that she 

has known since middle school was in the class also.  Alejandra said that she is able to ask her 

friend for help with the class, and she also developed connections with the other students sitting 

at her table—although they are not close, they talk to each other and help each other.  Alejandra 

felt like her Honors English teacher had high expectations of her, but no more or less than any 

other students in her class and she was not singled out because of her ELL status.  The teacher 

expects all students to engage in independent research on their own, and puts the responsibility 

on the students to seek help if they do not understand something. 

Alejandra said that in honors English she has been with the same core group of students 

since middle school when she was first placed into TAG reading.  Naturally, some kids have 

since dropped honors and a few others have joined, but overall it is mostly the same kids.  

Alejandra said that her friend that dropped honors English, Jessica, is the person that she goes to 

for help with school work, and that helps revise and edit her papers.  Alejandra said that she does 

not really have a “go to” teacher that she asks for help; if it is for a class, she goes to that specific 

teacher and if it is general information she would ask her homeroom teacher.  Alejandra spoke 

highly of her teachers and always sounded positive when talking about the teachers in her school.     

Gifted program experiences.  Alejandra was placed into the gifted program in 6
th

 grade, 

where she participated in the TAG reading class and had regular interactions with the middle 

school gifted teacher and the gifted counselor.  Since Alejandra started high school, she has had 

little communication with the gifted teacher: 

I get along with him pretty well, but he is one of the teachers that I have less 

communication with.  And it’s really rare that I go up and ask him a question or 
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something.  The only help I can say he gave me was in regards towards college, when I 

was considering dropping English, but he personally did not think it was the best idea and 

it would be beneficial for me to stay in Honors English. 

  This statement did not surprise me at all, because I experienced the same problem my 

first year teaching in a high school gifted program.  Unless a TAG student was in one of my 

classes, then I never saw him or her.  Thus, many of the TAG students at my high school did not 

even know who I was or that there was, in fact, a high school gifted program.  This lack of 

communication is not surprising because the primary method of gifted services at Alejandra’s 

school is the provision of advanced classes, as it is in the majority of high schools in the United 

States.   

In addition, the gifted teacher at Alejandra’s school is not full-time, which Plucker (2013) 

notes is common in rural areas because resources are limited.  However, Alejandra did say that 

the gifted teacher was the one who encouraged her not to drop Honors English because he was 

concerned it would hurt her plans for college.  He thought since Alejandra was considering a 

career as a lawyer or a career in the medical profession, it was better for her to stay in Honors 

English, but as far as choosing a college or career path, he has not assisted her in that endeavor.  

The gifted and talented counselor, whom Alejandra developed a relationship with while she was 

in middle school, checks in on her periodically.  However, Alejandra stated that she does not 

come to her high school that often, but has been “checking up on me, [and] seeing how honors 

[English] is going, just make sure that it’s still working out for me since I was pretty frustrated 

first semester.” 

Lack of opportunities to share and expand cultural knowledge.  Alejandra said that 

she has not had the opportunity to study information about her cultural background or advance 
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her native language skills.  She stated that the focus is on American literature from different time 

periods and that her classes have not branched out into any other cultures.  Alejandra said that 

sometimes her teachers make references to the Spanish language or Mexican culture, and may 

ask her direct questions; however, this is never planned in advance: 

It’s actually surprising how many times a lot of my teachers from various classes have 

referred to the Mexican culture and they’ve kind of asked me something directly about 

like the language or about certain customs.  It was just kind of a random thing…like my 

algebra teacher…sometimes he will throw out a lot of Spanish sentences or Spanish 

words and then ask the Spanish-speaking students did I pronounce that right? But it 

hasn’t really gone into an actual lesson. 

Castelleno (2011a) discusses how the knowledge of ELLs can enhance the global perspectives of 

other students, but Alejandra’s classmates are missing out on this opportunity because she has 

not been given more formal opportunities to share her knowledge. 

 Lack of opportunities to expand native language skills.  Alejandra has not had many 

opportunities to further her Spanish-speaking skills at school.  She speaks Spanish at home with 

her parents and her sister.  Alejandra said that she can read and write in Spanish but “I did not 

start until high school…I’ve spoken Spanish my whole life, but I just never focused on learning 

how to write it or read it.”  She said that she knows the basics, can communicate what she is 

trying to say, and can read Spanish, but “it’s not the best.”  I have had several of my own 

students talk about this same issue—many students speak the language, but have never had the 

chance to study it academically and can only read or write in Spanish at an elementary level. 
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Alejandra also discussed the struggles that she has with the English language.  She stated 

that at times she has trouble with the pronunciation of words, especially in more difficult texts.  

Alejandra also said grammar is an area of weakness, and that when her peers review her writing 

she always has many grammatical errors to correct:  “I’m not sure if that’s because English is not 

my first language or because I’m just really terrible at grammar.”  This comment was interesting 

to me, because I have heard many high school students make this same claim—both native 

speakers of English and ELLs alike.  A common complaint amongst my high school English 

students is that they have never been taught proper grammar and so they struggle when they get 

to classes that require more difficult writing.     

Interactions with peers in advanced classes.  Alejandra has not experienced any ill will 

from either peers or teachers due to her placement in the gifted program.  She reiterated that it 

was shock to she and her peers because they had no idea they would be placed in the TAG 

reading, it was just put on their schedules.  Alejandra felt like the middle school teachers did not 

know any of the students or any of their backgrounds, and they were all treated the same.  This 

was also the case in high school.   

 There was one exception that Alejandra discussed in regards to feeling ill will from her 

peers.  I could tell that she was reluctant to talk about it, although not in the sense that it was 

uncomfortable for her.  I got the sense from the tone of her voice and her mannerisms that she 

was concerned that her negative comments would be interpreted in the wrong way, as if she was 

making an ill-founded complaint.  Alejandra talked about how in middle school her TAG reading 

classes were more diverse, and then became less so as she progressed through the high school 

honors English courses.  She mentioned that quite a few students dropped out of honors, and 

what remained was a less diverse group of students, stating “the majority of the people in Honors 
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are American.”  Last year in 10
th

 grade English, a group of students adopted attitudes that they 

were “better than other people” and it was “a really comfortable situation.”  This group of 

students did not blatantly make fun of anyone or make explicit discriminatory comments; rather, 

it was more subtle.  Alejandra said typically they would do things like roll their eyes or smile in a 

condescending way when other people were giving presentations or speaking up during a group 

discussion.  She thought maybe she was just imagining things, but then when other people 

mentioned it to her she realized that she was not just “being crazy.”  I could tell Alejandra did 

not mind talking about the situation, but she wanted to emphasize that she was not trying to 

speak poorly of anyone, stating “I am not trying to point fingers at anyone.” 

 Alejandra said that her junior year she did not have any problems; mostly people kept to 

themselves, unless the class was engaging in a group discussion or working on a group project.  

She likes her Honors English teacher, who is also a coach.  Alejandra describes him as “really 

nice,” but she does feel like he has a closer relationship with the students in the class who are on 

his team because they “have the confidence in joking around more or being more opinionated in 

the class than the rest of us do.”  As a high school teacher myself, I think this seems to be a 

common experience for many students.  In my own high school I have noticed that teachers who 

are also coaches have a greater comfort level with members of their team, and vice versa.  

Fortunately, Alejandra did not feel like the athletes received special treatment, they were just 

more comfortable with the teacher.  I know at times I have felt like coaches can sometimes favor 

their students who also play on their sports teams, so I am glad Alejandra did not feel like this 

was the case for her. 

Alejandra stated that none of this detracted from her enjoyment of the class.  She likes 

that more is expected out of students, which she feels makes her work harder and put a lot of 
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effort into what she is learning and into her writing assignments.  Alejandra also feels like this 

semester especially has given her skills that will help her in other classes and outside of school.  

The one thing she dislikes is the fixed mindset her peers and even teachers display about the 

abilities of their students.  Alejandra states “it’s pretty obvious who is the smarter or better 

student in honors” and that there is the feeling that students who do not get the highest grades are 

not as good.   Alejandra is quick to qualify that this might not necessarily be the case, and that 

“maybe it’s just me seeing things that way.”  I think Alejandra’s drive to see the best in people is 

what touched me the most throughout our interview, and how she did not let any setbacks get her 

down—instead she just tried harder, all while maintaining the same positive attitude.  

Family life.  Alejandra said that her family has been in the United States for twelve 

years, which is surprising: 

We never planned to stay as long as we have.  We’ve been here for 12 years now.  And 

we just kind of ended up here and my mom has never really liked the idea of living here.  

She always wanted to go back because all of her family is in Mexico.  We just haven’t 

had the opportunity or things haven’t worked out for use to go back. 

I asked Alejandra what her feelings were on returning to Mexico, and she again went quiet and 

her face became reflective: 

I do want to stay here.  I feel like I have a better future here.  I would obviously love to 

back to Mexico, visit my family that’s there.  But for myself, not going to school there or 

living there anymore. 

 Alejandra’s parents, especially her mother, were actively involved in her school 

activities.  In elementary school, her mother served on the parents’ committee and was 

consistently called upon to organize events and help out in the classroom.  This was unique 
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because Alejandra was the only participant that had a parent who was actively involved with the 

school.  I was happy that her mother was connected to the school in a positive way, because 

often many parents of ELLs do not have that.  Alejandra said her mother has “always been really 

on top of things” and her dad has “always made sure that we [my younger sister and I] tried our 

best, that we do good in school.”  She said her father was not as involved as her mother because 

of his work obligations, but that both of her parents strongly support her and her sister in school.  

Alejandra’s parents believe that the best thing that their children can do for themselves is to go to 

college and obtain a good career.  As the interview drew to a close, Alejandra left me with these 

powerful words spoken by her father: “I’m not rich; I’m not going to leave you money when I’m 

gone… I [would] like to leave you with an education, so you [and your sister] can take care of 

yourselves.” 

Leticia 

 The interview with Leticia was conducted at a local library, just after she gave a 

presentation for the Latina Leadership Initiative.  I was immediately struck by the confident 

young woman who greeted me—dressed in business attire she looked like a young lawyer or 

business professional, instead of a junior in college.  Prior to the meeting, I had reviewed her 

biographical information on-line, which revealed that Leticia was involved in a variety of 

organizations, and held leadership roles in many of those organizations (including the one that 

posted this information).  Her resume of academic and extracurricular accomplishments was 

impressive, and it was clear that she had an extremely successful college experience thus far. 

Leticia was pleasant to interview; she thought about each question carefully and provided as 

much information as possible.  Out of all the participants, she was the easiest to interview 

because she provided long and detailed answers to every question.   
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 Background.  Leticia was born in Atlacomulco, Mexico, which is located approximately 

two hours away from Mexico City.  She comes from a single-parent household, and resides with 

her mother and younger sister.  Leticia made it clear, although not in a negative way, that her 

father was never in her life.  When she talked about it, she was very matter-of-fact and it did not 

seem to bother her that her father was not in her life.  Her attitude reminded me of my own 

attitude towards my father—the fact that my father was not around was simply a way of life and 

did not bother me.  Leticia’s family immigrated to the United States when she was in elementary 

school; upon arrival they were transient for a period of time and lived with extended family.  

Most of Leticia’s family was already residing in the United States, so they moved to this 

Midwest state where they already had a support system in place.   

Leticia moved back and forth between different elementary schools during her upper 

elementary years.  She stated “I have been held back in the system because of the English 

language, so I had to spend a year in the … public schools in ESL, very hard ESL courses, very 

fast paced and rigorous to make sure that I was able to keep up with everything else.”  However, 

like Alejandra, she did not lose her positivity when talking about this or give any indication that 

it bothered her.  And for me, I was again moved by how things that many would consider major 

setbacks seemed to have little effect on her positive outlook on life or demeanor.  During 

Leticia’s 2
nd

 grade year she participated in intense ESL training; she open enrolled to another 

elementary school in 3
rd

 grade where she spent the remainder of her elementary years, and during 

that time was not part of any ESL programs.  Leticia stayed in the same school district from 3
rd

 

grade until she graduated.  Leticia did not consider her high school diverse; 75% of the students 

were White, and the remaining 25% were comprised of various ethnic minority students.  

Currently, Leticia is attending a large state university in this Midwest state. 
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In high school, Leticia had a rigorous work schedule: 

High school my first job was, well I have been babysitting for the longest time and I was 

a nanny over the summers.  During [the] school year thought I worked at daycare in the 

mornings before school started for about an hour or two, then I would go to school and 

then I would come back to work and take care of children at the daycare.  And then over 

the weekends I would work at the furniture store as a greeter and then continue 

babysitting throughout the school year. 

Leticia made this statement in such a calm way, as if it were normal to work this much while in 

high school.  I had a strong sense of admiration for the way she managed work, school, and 

activities.  She never once indicated that she felt any sense of anger or resentment at having to 

work, which amazed me.  Leticia’s job in the daycare was for to help her mother out, and she did 

not get paid for that work.  I thought it was commendable how she got up each morning to work 

for no pay, when so many of my students do not work or have few responsibilities constantly 

complain about how tired they are from engaging in trivial activities like playing video games or 

watching Netflix. 

   Despite working so much, Leticia ran track and cross country, and maintained a rigorous 

class schedule.  Since entering college, she still works at the furniture store during the summer 

and the Academic Advising Center at her university during the school year.  When she is not 

working, Leticia enjoys learning—specifically, reading and watching documentaries on-line.  I 

loved this about her because it is something that I also do, and I have a high regard for people 

who engage in learning for learning’s sake.  Some of the types of books Leticia enjoys reading 
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are about mental health, immigration, and the history of Latinos in the United States.  Leticia 

also likes drawing, photography, and listening to a variety of different types of music. 

 Education experiences prior to high school.  Leticia does not remember much from her 

experiences attending school in Mexico, but she vividly remembers the ESL program in 2
nd

 

grade because of the positive impact her ESL teacher had on her life: 

I remember being taken out of my classes to go to ESL, to spend time with one teacher 

always…she was amazing and I love her.  I owe her everything because she would take 

the time to make sure that I had my vocabulary all settled up [and] read books.  She 

realized that a lot of troubles came from home…I would do a lot of work at school but 

then it would be hard to keep up my homework later because then I wasn’t around her 

[the ESL teacher] and my mom at the time didn’t know any English.  She couldn’t help 

me. 

 It was wonderful hearing the love in Leticia’s voice for this teacher. When Leticia started the 

year, she did not speak any English, but by the end of the year she was at grade level.  Leticia 

stated that her teacher saw her motivation and desire to learn and she ended up being one of the 

fastest learners to go through the program.  This story made me hope that this teacher is still in 

the profession and caring for young ELLs just as she did for Leticia. 

 Gifted program experiences.  Leticia was not identified for the gifted program in 

elementary school or at the start of middle school.  When she entered middle school, she filed an 

appeal so that she could receive gifted programming.  Leticia took it upon herself to do this; her 

mom signed the form and told her she trusted her judgment.  Again, Leticia told this story in with 

her calm demeanor, while I thought about the responsibility she shouldered because her mother 

worked so much and also did not speak the language.  I also thought about the immense courage 
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she showed when she advocated for herself and fought to gain access to the advanced 

coursework she so strongly desired.  Leticia was approved for advanced programming in all 

subjects except for math.  She could not remember exactly how the appeals process was 

structured, but she thought that her standardized test scores were too low to qualify for gifted or 

honors programming, because she was not scoring as high as students who were native English 

speakers.  She assumed her subsequent placement in the honors courses meant she received 

positive recommendations from her teachers stating that she would be a good candidate for the 

program, with the exception of her math teacher.  This made me wonder why her math teacher 

did not recommend her for honors math, because given what I knew about Leticia I thought there 

was a strong possibility he may have been someone who had a deficit thinking problem.  

Throughout middle school and high school Leticia took honors and AP courses in all subjects 

except for math—and I could not help but wonder how her experience would have been different 

if she had been given the opportunity to be in the honors math class as well. 

 High school experiences.  Leticia stated that she did not think that the teachers of her 

advanced courses knew that she was in the honors program because she appealed, and that she 

was treated the same as everyone else.  She found her courses to be difficult stating, “I still had 

to work probably ten times harder than someone else to even understand” while others would 

“just get it.”  This supports Brulles et al.’s (2011) assertion that in accelerated classes the needs 

of ELLs can be overlooked; even if they have the ability to complete the accelerated content, 

other supports may be necessary.  Leticia said that all students were treated pretty much the same 

in her honors courses and that the teachers had the same high expectations for each and every 

student.  I was pleasantly surprised that none of the students reported instances of teachers 

engaging in deficit thinking, because I truly thought some teachers may not have the same 
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expectations for ELLs as they did other students.  However, it appeared this was not the case, 

which resulted in a new problem—a lack of supports for ELLs.  Leticia felt that maybe it would 

have helped if her teachers had known she struggled so that she could get more help, but she also 

admitted that she did not like asking teachers for assistance because she did not want to bother 

them.  The one exception was Mrs. Smith, a teacher whom Leticia said challenged everyone, but 

at a level that was appropriate for each individual student.  

Leticia also talked about taking classes with mostly the same students throughout her 

academic career: 

I would have classes with almost all the same people all the time and it was kind of hard 

because I went to primarily white schools and so I was the only Latino in all those 

classes.  It helped created relationships with other students who were also taking the AP 

courses, but again I wasn’t exposed to anything else besides those same people…there 

was one [honors] track. 

Leticia could recall two or three other students who were not Caucasian.  Of those few, only one 

other student was not a native English speaker.  However, this student learned English at a very 

young age; both of her parents were doctors, and having parents who were professionals gave her 

an advantage when it came to academics, which Leticia herself did not have. 

 The gifted coordinator for Leticia’s school district referred her to me as a potential 

participant for the study, as she was both an ELL student and identified as gifted.  Despite being 

identified as gifted, Leticia was not participating in the Extended Learning Program (ELP), 

which she said made it more difficult for her to find an adult to connect with.  Unfortunately, this 

is fairly common for high school gifted students, and even happens frequently in my school.  

Many students simply choose not to participate in TAG or ELP classes.  Another common 



   102 
 

scenario that happens in my own district is that students choose not to take TAG class in middle 

school, and then are overlooked for enrollment in the TAG class in high school.  However, 

regardless of whether or not a student participates in a TAG or ELP classes, he or she is still 

identified as gifted.  Leticia stated that her peers in the honors program had one advisor through 

the ELP program, but she did not.  Leticia said “I didn’t really have anyone to look up to or to go 

for help.”  However, she was fortunate to make a good connection with one of her teachers: 

Before I met Mrs. Smith, I didn’t really have anyone to look up to or go to for help.  I 

don’t know if it was the way that I was raised or what but I was always taught if you 

don’t know you just figure it out.  But I would say junior year especially when I started 

thinking about college, I relied on Mrs. Smith because she realized that I wanted to be 

part of that group [honors students] and I wanted to continue to challenge myself, but I 

also had a lot of difficulties.  I think she saw that potential and really took the time to put 

me under her wing. 

 Mrs. Smith helped Leticia apply for different scholarship opportunities.  Until this point, she did 

not even see community college as an option; but Mrs. Smith helped open her eyes to the college 

opportunities that were out there.  Leticia also had a counselor that assisted her for a few months 

while she was going through the process of applying for colleges and scholarships, because the 

other counselor at the time “didn’t want to help me.”  Leticia did not want to keep bothering Mrs. 

Smith with questions, and so the counselor who did end up helping her was “integral in that two 

or three month period.” 

Lack of opportunities to share and expand cultural knowledge.   Leticia said she was 

not often given the opportunity to share about her culture or asked about it by peers or teachers: 
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I would say a lot of the stuff when it comes back to culture, people’s abilities always are 

just around food and so conversation is always around food because that’s something 

that’s most commonly shared.  But I found it very difficult to talk about how religion and 

culture go together, how language and culture go together.  So unless I am with someone 

who is the same ethnicity as me it was never really brought up and I just wasn’t the type 

to share my own experiences with everyone else.  And I think that probably had a lot to 

do with wanting to fit in. 

This statement was disappointing to me, because while food is something that can be shared, I 

would hope that conversations would move beyond superficial conversations into something 

more substantial. 

Leticia said that classmates and teachers did not ask about her cultural background, nor 

did she voluntarily share information.  She believes that because she learned English so quickly 

and her Spanish accent went away, her peers assumed she was born here and English was her 

first language.  The one exception was the class she took with Mrs. Smith:  

It was really the first time I started sharing about my own personal stories and like how 

we immigrated to the United States...I started sharing because I felt like I was 

comfortable sharing it with other students in the class.   

She recalled her time as a student in Mexico when “you never really said anything unless you 

were asked to do so” because “it was always [the] teacher teaching that’s the relationship...not 

questioning what is being taught just taking it all in.”  What Leticia described is a commonly 

cited symptom of deficit thinking (Ford et al., 2008): differing definitions of giftedness.  In the 

United States, often students who challenge the status quo and speak out in class are identified as 
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gifted students, which can be a detriment to gifted students from other countries because they are 

taught to do the opposite; in fact, in many cases speaking out is seen as a sign of disrespect. 

Lack of opportunities to expand native language skills.  Leticia took AP French in 

high school instead of AP Spanish.  Some of her peers did not understand her decision: 

A lot of people were judging me because [they asked] “Why don’t you just take Spanish? 

You already know Spanish.” But I didn’t want to do that and I think that if I did it I 

would just have hated myself because I was doing something that I already knew.  So I 

took French and that’s how I got involved with learning about France and learning about 

that culture and customs, and the mystery of France. 

Leticia got animated and emphatic when making this statement, although not angry.  Again, I 

was struck at her commitment to learning and being the best that she can be by challenging 

herself.  Leticia continued to expand that learning in college by minoring in French.  What I also 

admired was that in addition to her dedication to learning the language, Leticia also had a deep 

desire to learn about the people of France and gain an understanding of their culture. 

 I asked Leticia about her Spanish skills: 

I think because I was in the system in Mexico I got past the point where I could read and 

write proficiently and I have just kept it because I speak it with my mom.  Writing and 

reading I don’t know because I don’t read books in Spanish, but I watch a lot of Spanish 

television.  I couldn’t proficiently read books in Spanish, but I listen to music in 

Spanish…That’s an interesting questions because I just never really thought about that 

but the more that I am away from [at college] it the more I am losing it. 

Leticia said she is seeking to improve her Spanish skills by looking for Spanish literature and 

authors to read and adding the accents back into her name.   
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When Leticia reflected on her English proficiency, she felt that a major gap in regards to 

grammar.  She noted she did not recall “being taught the difference between an adjective and a 

noun and how all that works.”  Leticia did not learn grammar in her native language, Spanish, or 

when she was learning English.  Thus when she was taking AP English classes, she struggled 

and had to retake the grammar exam three times and still she was unable to earn a score higher 

than 70%.  Leticia said that it was not until she was learning French that she learned basic 

grammar.    

 Interactions with peers in advanced classes.  Leticia talked about the core group of 

students that she took honors classes with, and how they influenced her.  She stated that her 

peers were very involved in extracurricular activities: sports, music, newspaper, and yearbook.  

Leticia talked about how many of the other honors students had parents who were professionals: 

I started realizing that a lot of them [parents] are professionals and so they already had an 

idea…they would talk about homework assignments and parents would help with 

projects or do projects for other students.  And so that was something different I would 

say between me and the students there.   

Leticia talked about how she did not even know what Mock Trial was until after she graduated 

high school, but she was able to gain some insight into the legal profession because her best 

friend’s dad was a lawyer.  Leticia said that she was friendly with most of her peers; however, 

she said she connected with the other racial minority students because “I just felt like I am 

comforted in knowing that they could be in the same boat as me.” 

 Leticia talked about the difficulty in choosing which high school to attend, because she 

ultimately chose the high school that offered the most academic rigor but had little cultural 

diversity.  Hersi and Watkinson (2012), along with VanTassel-Baska and Hubbard (2016) 
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articulate the importance of a culturally responsive curriculum to enhance the learning of ELLs 

and to help them feel more connected.  Leticia felt she sacrificed cultural support for better 

academic opportunities by open enrolling to a high school with little diversity; she believes that 

school districts often do not take into account the demographics of the communities and how 

they are serving them.  Leticia felt that she could have really benefited from programs like 

Upward Bound, which was available in her neighborhood school but not the high school she 

chose to open enroll in.  Leticia sacrificed access to those types of support programs so that she 

could take more AP classes and earn more credits for college.  When I heard her talk about this I 

was saddened that she had to make the difficult choice between academic opportunities and 

cultural belonging.  But as was the case throughout the interview, she never expressed any 

negativity at this, merely acceptance and she continued to talk in her positive, upbeat manner.   

College experiences.  Leticia’s participation in the honors track gave her an advantage 

when entering college— she had between 40-50 credits she earned from AP courses and thus 

was already ahead.  Currently, she is majoring in political science, which she enjoys because of 

its interdisciplinary nature; Leticia is studying sociology, political science, philosophy, and 

economics simultaneously, and will graduate as a triple major.  She also is minoring in French 

and Latino studies.  Leticia said that with a political science major it is easy to study other areas 

as well, so she just picked things that were interesting to her.  She decided to get a Latino studies 

certificate because she was curious about her own history. 

 Leticia stated one thing that she loves about college is that she can truly enjoy learning 

and acquiring new information and connect it to her own life, which was not the case in high 

school: 
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It was fast paced, and I just felt like by the time that I got [understood] something we 

were already moving on and so for me it was always struggling to get air and it was really 

like I was drowning in high school, keeping up with my course work as the only thing I 

ever did.  I think I pulled more all-nighters in high school than I do now in college.  And 

so I think it was endless cycles to keep going, keep going, keep going, I need to do well 

to pass the exam and move on.  And it was never about learning something just for me, I 

just needed to keep with the system because I don’t want to be behind, I want to go to 

college, I want to get a degree. 

In high school she was focused on acquiring the necessary information to keep up with her 

classes and pass the exams; she did not really explore any other topics or areas of interest or 

appreciate “the richness of what everything is about.”  Leticia said that “the difference between 

my high school education and my education now is that I can appreciate the history and the value 

of what knowing and how it applies to me and my own personal life.”   

 Leticia stated that political science is her “official” major, and that the others are more 

her “fun.” She enjoys philosophy and the different ways of thinking about things, and loves 

documentaries that can teach her about different abstract concepts.  Leticia plans on attending 

law school, and her interests in that arena include learning about race relations and systems of 

oppression.  She also likes the sociology and psychology and how they mesh with the law and 

the development of certain policies.  Leticia has a broad array of interests spanning many 

subjects and specific areas of study within them—with one notable exception.  She said that “she 

is not really into math and science based things “just because I felt like I was told I wasn’t good 

at it so why would I want to pursue that.”  Hearing this again, was even more disheartening, and 

it is unfortunate that she had developed a fixed mindset in regard to her mathematical abilities. 
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Family life.  Leticia’s mother had minimal involvement in her school life.  The one time 

that Leticia’s mother went out of her way to contact the school was when Leticia’s counselors 

did not help her, and her mother thought that was discriminatory.  She contacted school 

administrators and counselors, and the situation was resolved with the assistance of Mrs. Smith.  

This situation resulted in a pilot program being developed for the district to figure out how to 

better assist parents and minority communities in connecting with the school and navigating the 

college process.   

Leticia’s mother worked two or three jobs at a time, so Leticia did not see her that much.  

In addition, Leticia was busy with her own three jobs and helping around the house.  Leticia’s 

mom said that she trusted Leticia to do what she had to do in order to be successful.  Her mother 

cared about her school life, but did not always know how to be supportive: “I couldn’t ask her to 

help me on my homework because she just doesn’t have the skill sets do that…and I think when 

having conversations with her, she would get frustrated at the fact she did not know how to 

help.”  As a mother myself, I cannot imagine how helpless that made Leticia’s mother feel, 

because all mothers want the best for their children.  I felt a deep sense of sympathy and also 

admiration for Leticia’s mother, who was working multiple jobs to ensure her daughters had a 

good future.  Her mother had a high regard for education and instilled the message in her 

daughters that “education is key.”  It is clear from Leticia’s many high school and college 

accomplishments that she is taking this advice to heart and I believe a successful career is in 

store once she graduates. 

Cheng 

 This interview was conducted via Skype.  Like the other interviewees, Cheng provided 

thoughtful answers to all questions and took his time reflecting back on his experiences.  When 
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engaging in small talk prior to the interview, Cheng talked with a great deal of enthusiasm about 

his extracurricular activities and the things that he was currently involved in.  It was clear to me 

that he was enjoying his high school activities.  Also, like the other interviewees, he expressed an 

interest in reading the findings of this study because he feels it will help others. 

 Background and family life.  Cheng was born in Guangzhou, China.  His parents came 

to the United States in 2004, when he was four years old “mainly because of me, because they 

wanted a better life and they felt like there would be more opportunities in America, so that’s 

why we came over here.”  Upon entering the United States, his family moved around before 

settling in this Midwest state when he was in 6
th

 grade.  Cheng stated that in addition to his 

family moving around a lot, there is always “a bunch of family in our home.”  He currently lives 

with his father and mother, his sister (who was born in America and is a U.S. citizen), his aunt, 

and three cousins.  When his family first came to the United States, they actually settled in the 

town that Cheng lives in now.  However, upon arrival they lived with family members in an 

apartment for just six months before moving to southern California.  Cheng said they lived there 

for a few years before moving even further south in California.  When Cheng was in 6
th

 grade, 

the family moved back to their current location and Cheng attended middle school and high 

school in this Midwest state.  Cheng’s parents own a small Chinese restaurant, in which most of 

his family works.  The restaurant that Cheng’s parents own keep them busy, so they do not often 

have the opportunity to attend the school events that he participates in.  Many of his activities are 

in the evening, which is “rush hour” at the restaurant. Despite being busy, he said that his parents 

regularly attend conferences, even though he tells them there is no reason to go, because they 

hear the same thing over and over again: “He does well. He’s doing a good job.”  Chen made this 
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statement in a laughing tone, and I am not sure he understands the importance of his success to 

his parents, since he is the reason they came to America in the first place.    

 Cheng just started his senior year at a high school that has little diversity—93% of the 

students are White.  Despite being one of the few minorities, that does not seem to have affected 

his experiences, and he is involved in many extracurricular activities.  Cheng enjoys both 

listening and creating music, and he especially likes to sing and perform; this was evident not 

only by his words, but by the sheer enthusiasm and excitement in his voice when he talked about 

it.  Cheng is a huge fan of vocal jazz when he listens to music, but when he sings he enjoys 

singing different choral parts and “whatever is on the radio.”  Cheng also likes computer 

programming and solving logic puzzles, along with a hobby of “getting things to work [because 

that] has always been really interesting to me.”  When he was younger, Cheng tried sports but he 

said it was around 6
th

 grade when he laughingly told me that “I realized I wasn’t athletic and 

didn’t like sports things.”  However, he said even though does not play sports, he does like to 

remain active.  Cheng also enjoys reading, and has many nonfiction stories and science fiction 

books in his library.  Currently he is reading Alexander Hamilton, which he became interested in 

after the musical came out. 

Education experiences prior to high school.  Cheng was never part of a formal ESL 

program.  When he first moved to the United States, he was not old enough to attend school: 

So what I did was watch educational television.  I kind of just learned the language from 

there.  Since it was educational, I would learn more advanced words before other people.  

So when I finally did go to school, I was seen as a really smart person because I knew a 

bunch of words they didn’t.  I didn’t really take any classes [to learn English] since I 
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already knew the language growing up.  I just had to figure it out through just being 

around it. 

The fact that Cheng had no formal ESL education was surprising to me, as was the fact that his 

vocabulary was more advanced than some of his peers who were native English speakers.  I was 

also impressed with his ability to identify gaps in his learning and then fixing them on his own.   

Cheng said that he can speak his native language of Cantonese, but he cannot read it or 

write it because he did not get the chance to attend school in China.  Cheng, like my other 

participants, took it upon himself to further his own native language skills.  He does not know 

how characters work, so that is something that he is studying right now.  Freeman and Freeman 

(2011) assert that it is critical for ELLs to maintain balanced bilingualism, in which both 

languages are spoken with similar levels of proficiency.  By acquiring English at such a young 

age, Cheng was unable to become as proficient in his native language as he is in English.  As 

with all of the other participants, this caused me to reflect on how it would be possible to assist 

gifted students in growing their native language abilities as part of their coursework in high 

school. 

Gifted program experiences.  When Cheng first came to his current school district in 6
th

 

grade, he was given an academic achievement test; he was subsequently placed in the talented 

and gifted (TAG) program.  He stated that he did not participate in very many TAG activities in 

middle school because he was often unaware of them: 

I never knew [what activities were happening] because back then we’d have to share 

computers.  So we wouldn’t have our own e-mail address, so I never knew what was 

going on.  I mean, the kids would always tell me, oh there’s some stuff going on in there 
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[TAG] and I was like what? I didn’t really do much other than like technically get the 

label of you’re a TAG kid, you’re really smart. 

It is frustrating to hear that his experiences in middle school TAG were nonexistent, but not 

surprising because TAG teachers in rural schools are responsible for serving large numbers of 

students and have very little time in which to do it. 

High school experiences.  In high school, Cheng took greater advantage of the 

opportunities he had as a TAG student.  Callahan, Moon, and Oh (2013) reported that the 

majority of high school gifted programs consist of taking advanced courses, and this is how 

Cheng’s high school provides services for gifted students: 

I had the opportunity to take college classes on-line for junior year, because usually you 

have to be a senior before you get to take a college class, which is a really cool thing that 

I took advantage of.  You get college credit for that.  Other than that, there wasn’t much 

that our program did other than help kids get into harder classes. 

Cheng’s statement aptly describe an issue that is prevalent among high school gifted programs—

they rely solely on advanced coursework as a provision of services and nothing else.  As a junior, 

Cheng is taking heavy academic schedule: Pre-calculus, Composition I (a college course he took 

first semester), American Literature, Chemistry, German, U. S. History, and AP Computer 

Science A (which he is taking independently).  Cheng stated that his most difficult classes last 

year were Pre-Calculus and Chemistry, even though math is one of his areas of strength: “math 

always comes really easily to me and it’s easy…I’ve understood it better than the other students 

have.”  However, Cheng also enjoyed his English classes because he likes thinking about 

different literary pieces and poetry.  He recently re-read some essays he wrote earlier in his 
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career, because he likes to reflect on his thoughts and what he articulated for those particular 

assignments. 

Cheng had positive things to say about his experiences in his more advanced coursework: 

I’d say it’s a bit harder.  I think the teachers in our school really love teaching [more 

difficult classes] and they give [that] feedback through the lessons, so I can see how 

much they like the material and then I feel like I understand the material more because of 

that. 

 Cheng does not like his AP on-line class as much because there are no teachers to interact with, 

and he feels like that makes it harder to understand: 

In the AP class I’m taking right now, where it’s online, I just haven’t felt that 

[enjoyment] because it’s not like a one-on-one kind of thing.  I wasn’t able to talk with 

the teacher.  So I feel like it’s harder to understand.  I feel like I can still learn the 

material, it’s manageable, it’s more just the format takes a bit more effort. 

Cheng’s description of on-line learning is one that I often hear from my students—they want to 

take more advanced coursework than what is available at the school, but dislike the on-line 

format because they have no direct interactions with peers and teachers.  Cheng says that “the 

teachers at our school are so friendly and helpful and they’re really good at their jobs” and he 

would much rather take courses on-site than from a video or a computer.  This is a powerful 

statement coming from one of the only minority students in the school, and speaks volumes for 

the staff at Cheng’s high school. 

Cheng stated that his gifted teacher rarely comes to the high school, so he does not talk to 

her that often: 
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She [the TAG teacher] very rarely comes to the high school.  It’s always a surprise when 

I see her in the hall and I’m like “oh, you’re here.”  So she doesn’t really come 

here…other than that there’s not any other TAG teacher in the high school. 

This is unsurprising because as Azano et al. (2014) note, many rural gifted teachers have a large 

number of students to serve in multiple buildings.  Cheng said if he needed assistance or had 

questions he would ask the school counselor: 

Our school counselor has been really helpful.  Like specifically, one day she reached out 

to me, to ask “Do you know what life after high school is going to be?” At that point I 

was like I have no idea.  So we would talk a lot about that.  We still talk a lot now about 

how to get into a good college. 

Cheng also has a good relationship with his math teacher, who also teaches an ACT preparation 

class.  Cheng stated he has also talked to her a lot about college preparation.  Cheng said he has 

had to think about where to go to college “the entirety of his junior year” because his friends are 

already searching for colleges.  While his friendly tone and demeanor never wavered during the 

interview, I would sense the tiniest bit of frustration in his voice when he said this.  Cheng has 

decided that at this point he plans on majoring in computer science because he really likes 

programming.  Another option for him could be mathematics, because he is fascinated with 

numbers and how all they work together.  However, as far as where Cheng will end up he has it 

narrowed down to about a dozen options, but at this time he “really has no idea.”  Even though 

he has no concrete plans, it was encouraging to hear from the tone of his voice and his words that 

no matter what he would be going to college, it was just a question of which one. 

 Cheng is involved in many extracurricular activities at his high school and says he likes 

to make the joke “that I sleep at school because I very rarely leave.”  He is in the school choir 
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and jazz ensemble and “every production my school makes”—including all plays and musicals.  

He is also on the debate team, and does both individual and group speech.  Cheng also was 

involved in student council during his first two years of high school.  This year he is on the prom 

planning committee, which has been taking up much of his time recently; despite the time 

commitment, he talked excitedly about how the preparations were falling into place.  Even with 

his involvement in so many extracurricular activities, Cheng still finds the time to work in his 

parents’ restaurant when he can to help out.  Just as with the other three participants, I was 

impressed that he was able to juggle work, school, and a variety of activities. 

 Interactions with peers in advanced classes.  Cheng has many friends that he likes to 

spend time with, most of whom are in the same classes that he is.  He said that most of the 

advanced classes he takes are with the same core group of students.  Cheng talked about a day in 

which he had to eat a different lunch period than normal and “I recognized very few people in 

there, [and] that showed me how secluded I was even though I was taking a bunch of [different] 

classes.”  He said he does have some friends who are not taking any of the more advanced 

classes “but I rarely see them nowadays.”   

 Despite the lack of diversity in Cheng’s school, there were no adverse reactions to his 

placement in TAG.  He said when he first arrived, he remembers the classroom teacher asking 

difficult questions that he was able to easily answer.  Cheng said that his classmates “were like 

oh my goodness, he’s really smart.”  Then when he took the test and received a placement in the 

gifted program, no one was surprised. 

Lack of opportunities to share and expand cultural knowledge.  Cheng stated that he 

has not been asked to share about his Asian culture.  He said that he would be okay with sharing 

bits and pieces, but “I’m aware that we have very few minorities in my school, so it’s kind of 
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weird to talk about other cultures in a predominantly white school.”  However, sometimes 

Cheng’s classmates are sometimes inquisitive about Asian culture: 

A lot of people are curious about Asian culture in general since that’s like a huge thing. It 

very rarely gets mentioned anywhere.  So I try and teach them whatever I can if they 

specifically ask…but then their questions are really dumb.  Then I try to answer them in 

an educational way. 

Cheng says not a lot is known about Asian culture and unless people specifically ask there is not 

really a means for him to talk about it: “there’s no need for them to truly figure out how my 

culture works…it’s not that it’s unfriendly, but it’s not accessible either…I just don’t hear a lot 

about my culture.”  The recommendation from Castellano (2011a) that ELLs are given 

opportunities to share knowledge about their culture would have greatly benefitted Cheng’s 

classmates; attending a high school that is predominantly white means that often students are 

lacking the global perspective that Cheng could enhance with his knowledge about Chinese 

culture and speaking Cantonese.  I felt disappointment that opportunities were wasted for Cheng 

to educate his peers.  However, just like the other participants, he seemed to take it in stride, and 

laughed at this part of the interview.   

Cheng believes that his school is very accommodating and they try to help students in 

any way they can.  He could not say enough good things about his teachers and how friendly 

they were; I could hear in his voice his appreciation for their kindness.  However, Cheng wished 

they were more experienced in helping students from diverse cultures because they did not have 

a lot of knowledge about them.  He also wished that other cultures were included more in class 

discussions, especially in history classes.  Cheng gave the example of World History class, 

which has a strong focus on Europe and North America, but rarely are Asia, Africa, and South 
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America discussed.  He would like to see the curriculum expanded to include more information 

about other cultures.  Cheng’s high praise for his teachers led me to believe that if they were the 

beneficiaries of some meaning professional development, they would embrace the chance to 

incorporate more culturally diverse lessons into their classes. 

Lack of opportunities to expand native language skills.  When asked what languages 

he speaks, Cheng stated “that is an interesting question right now, I’m learning a bunch from 

school and what fits my own personal wants and needs.”  Cheng speaks multiple languages.  His 

first language is Cantonese, which he states he can speak at a conversational level, and that is 

what he speaks at home.  He can speak Mandarin at a beginner level, English fluently, and is 

now studying German.  Cheng has not had any opportunities to study his native language, but he 

is seeking to rectify that now on his own time by learning the Chinese characters. 

Minh 

 The interview with Minh was conducted the meeting room in a public place.  As I 

watched him walk in, my first impression was that he was a happy individual.  He walked with a 

bounce in his step and was friendly with the people he came into contact with on the way in, 

greeting them and holding open doors.  In just the short time I spent with him, I could tell Minh 

was an extremely polite and well-mannered individual.  He had a contagious smile and pleasant 

demeanor and seemed very at ease throughout the interview.  Minh thoroughly answered all 

questions, and was very reflective in his answers.  At the conclusion of the interview he 

expressed an interest in reviewing the results of the study.   

Background and family life.  Minh loves both watching and playing sports, especially 

the college basketball team at his university that he says he follows “in a religious way.”  He also 

enjoys professional basketball, professional football, and baseball.  Minh loves being outdoors—
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going on long walks, riding bikes, and enjoying nature.  He enjoys reading science fiction or 

historical fiction, although he will read anything that he finds interesting.  Minh also has a deep 

love of history; his favorite classes in high school were AP U.S. History and AP World History, 

and he finds learning about different historical figures and events appealing.  Minh likes classical 

music, but also enjoys such artists as Bruno Mars and John Mayer. 

 Minh was involved in a variety of extracurricular activities in high school.  He played 

football and basketball his freshman and sophomore years.  As an upperclassman, he stopped 

playing sports in order to devote more time to school and work, which I found very admirable.  

Minh worked two jobs simultaneously: one at McDonald’s and one at the local grocery store. 

Once again, I was struck by the ability of each of the four participants in this study to maintain 

multiple jobs and participate in a variety of extracurricular activities, while still ensuring nothing 

took away from their studies.  The activity that Minh loved the most was band: 

I was involved in band that was from 5
th

 grade all through my senior year of high school.  

And I thoroughly enjoyed my experience in band.  I really got a chance to express 

myself, to be a part of composing music and playing music. 

 Minh was born in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, which was also the same city his parents 

were born in.  He lives with his mother, father, and younger brother in this Midwest state, where 

his mother is a lab technician and his father is a factory worker.  Minh said that his mother 

“wanted to have a brighter future for my brother and I” so his family decided to come to 

America.  His aunt had already come to the United States with her husband as a refugee.  As a 

refugee, she did not have any say in where she ended up that she was given a placement in this 

Midwest state during the 1990s.  It was this aunt that sponsored Minh’s family when they first 

came to America.  
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Education experiences prior to high school.  Minh came to the United States when he 

was nine years old; the family moved in September so Minh was able to start 4
th

 grade in 

America. When Minh was a student in Vietnam, he took classes in which he learned basic 

English, but said that his English skills were very limited when he first came here: 

I do recall especially that first year, coming to 4
th

 grade was definitely slightly 

challenging.  I was in class and trying to focus on the lessons at hand.  But then I didn’t 

really quite comprehend it most of the time.  But I think it wasn’t until maybe, I think 

junior high, probably 7
th

 grade was when I was like really getting better in English. 

From what he remembers, school in Vietnam was somewhat similar to the United States, 

although he stated “the math level in Vietnam is very accelerated compared to here.”  While 

Minh told me that he did not remember much from his elementary experiences, I felt that he may 

have had an advantage that many ELLs do not, because he had already had some English 

instruction and was attending school in a country with a math program that was more advanced 

than in the United States.  The other major difference was that class sizes there were quite large, 

with approximately 40-45 students in a class.  Thus, the considerably smaller classes in the 

United States were something that he remembered because the difference was so striking.   

Minh was part of a pull-out ESL program from 4
th

 to 8
th

 grade.  At the start of 4
th

 grade 

he was attending ESL classes every day; he remembers working on vocabulary and practicing 

English words.  Gradually he was pulled out less and less, but Minh said even in 8
th

 grade it was 

still part of his schedule and he still went to class with other ESL students on a regular basis.  I 

found it surprising that he received services for so long, because this was not the case for the 

other participants.  Also, he was simultaneously identified for gifted programming and ESL 

services, so it stands to reason he was acquiring English at a rapid rate.   
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Gifted program experiences.  Minh was selected to participate in the Extended 

Learning Program (ELP) for gifted students when he was in 5
th

 grade while he was also still 

receiving ESL services.  He was unsure how he was selected for the program; however, he 

thought part of it was due to his math abilities.  Minh stated the math level in Vietnam was 

accelerated compared to the United States, so his math abilities were likely considered gifted by 

American standards.  He theorized that his rapid acquisition of the English language may have 

also been a factor.  Minh recalled working on math problems and projects in his early days, but 

as he progressed through junior high the work became more rigorous.  The ELP classes were 

smaller with more discussions and more projects; it was at this time he says he “started to get 

what ELP classes were about.”  This statement is something that struck me because it was 

common among participants to not know how they were identified for gifted programs or 

understand what services were part of the gifted program.  I have noticed this in my own district 

and my own school, and I know my high school colleagues have had similar experiences. 

 High school experiences.  Minh took a rigorous schedule while in high school, including 

multiple honors and AP courses per year, as part of the honors program.  This was a prescribed 

curriculum in which students take advanced coursework in every subject area, but it did allow for 

choice in which electives students wish to take.  Minh also participated in the Extended Learning 

Program (ELP) for gifted students.  According to Callahan et al. (2013) most high schools only 

provide advanced coursework for gifted students, so Minh was able to benefit from the 

participating in the ELP program and having a mentor.  

  Minh stated that the transition from 10
th

 to 11
th

 grade was the most notable of his high 

school career, as the classes become much more challenging, but “also gave us more chances to 

work with each other, try to problem solve, to work better, and to improve.”  His ELP classes 
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were small, with fewer than ten students.  Minh said he engaged in a lot of college preparatory 

work during ELP, along with working on a major project each semester.   

 Minh was fortunate that his ELP teacher acted as a mentor to him during his high school 

years, stating “I would often come to her and then ask her advice.”  Minh felt that the 

coursework he did in his ELP classes was valuable, especially writing college essays and helping 

students determine what they wanted to do in college.  Minh’s ELP teacher also assisted him 

because “she wrote a lot of great recommendations for me.”  Minh was unsure of what he wanted 

to do in college, and it was valuable for him to engage in career exploration as part of the ELP 

seminars: 

I guess during high school, at first I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do.  So during a lot of 

the honor seminar courses we were challenged to find what we really wanted to do and 

explored with our projects…I got to volunteer at a hospital…so that really honed my 

interest level into the medical field. 

Prior to the ELP seminars he was really unsure of which career he wanted to pursue, so 

participating in ELP and the having the ELP teacher’s mentorship was invaluable to him.  Once 

Minh realized his interest was in the medical field, he was able to direct his ELP projects and 

presentations towards that area. 

 Lack of opportunities to share and expand cultural knowledge.  Minh rarely studied 

different languages or cultures in his classes, and few opportunities arose when he could 

participate in a culturally responsive environment that is recommended for ELLs (Hersi & 

Watkinson, 2012; VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard, 2016): 

We didn’t do many activities that were relating to learning about other languages or 

cultures… I guess the interest level wasn’t there, especially during high school.  I know 
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maybe a couple of my papers and projects might bring out some reference in my culture 

and my time at Vietnam, but it was…a more casual sharing, nothing structured. 

I found it disheartening that Minh did not think his teachers or peers were interested in learning 

about his cultural background, but like the other participants he took it in stride.  Throughout the 

interview, no matter what we were discussing, he maintained the same positive tone of voice; I 

could not read the emotions in his answers or in his expression as well as I could with the other 

participants. 

The rare occasions that Minh could recall discussing different cultures was during ELP 

seminars.  He remembers watching movies that were culturally-based and then discussing them 

afterwards; one movie that he recollected was Slumdog Millionaire.  Minh did not ever study or 

share any information about his own language and culture, and anything that was shared was 

spontaneous.  Minh stated that teachers and students did not ask about his culture or language.  

This memory that Minh recalled from his high school experiences caused me to be conflicted, 

because on one hand I was happy that his teacher provided diverse cultural experiences, but on 

the other hand I was disappointed she did not think to include activities that incorporated the 

cultures of students in her class.   

The one exception to the lack of cultural engagement was Minh’s senior project, which 

was to mentor two new Vietnamese students who were also seniors that year.  They had just 

recently arrived in the United States and Minh assisted them by talking to them and helping them 

when the need arose: 

It was kind of by chance that I met these two students… and then I told her [the ELP 

teacher] that it would be great for me to meet these students.  And then after meeting 
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them and talking with them, I actually really enjoyed the experience of getting to help 

them through that year. 

Minh’s ELP teacher she encouraged him to pursue this as project, and he really enjoyed the 

experience of helping these students throughout the year and his language skills improved as a 

result of this: 

Mentoring those two students during my senior year actually really helped me improve 

my Vietnamese because speaking at home is different.  But when you kind of speak it- 

especially trying to explain some of their coursework to these students actually really 

pushes me to recall a lot of the vocabulary in Vietnamese and such. 

Grosjean (2010) noted that translating academic language is more difficult than the typical 

translations ELLs engage in, a phenomenon that occurred when Minh was helping his peers.  

However, he welcomed the opportunity to advance his native language skills and to recover 

some of the vocabulary that had previously lost. 

 Lack of opportunities to expand native language skills.  Minh speaks three 

languages—Vietnamese, English and French.  Vietnamese is his first language, and also the 

language he speaks at home and at his church.  He stated that when he mentored the two students 

who spoke Vietnamese it really pushed him to improve his native language.  Minh said speaking 

at home is different and when he had to explain coursework to his mentees it pushed him to 

“recall a lot of the vocabulary in Vietnamese.”  He is confident in his ability to read and write in 

Vietnamese, which he learned as a student in Vietnamese schools and he believed it carried over 

when he moved here.  However, it is unfortunate that Minh, like many ELLs, saw his native 

language skills decline because the focus was only on achievement English proficiency. Minh’s 
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parents believe strongly that it is important for he and his brother to keep their language and 

culture: 

I guess my parents were really strong on my brother and I keeping our language and 

keeping our culture.  That’s why at home, instead of watching American television, we 

spend a lot of time watching Vietnamese television…so we could watch a show and that 

would train us on the listening part. 

 Minh also began studying in French as part of his coursework when he was in 7
th

 grade, and 

continued to take French classes every year, including AP French. 

 Minh did not remember engaging in any activities outside of ESL classes that were 

explicitly designed to improve his English proficiency.  He said that reading and watching 

television helped, along with his interactions with his peers.  Minh said talking to his friends was 

helpful and some of them helped him to greatly improve his English.  The one struggle that Minh 

had in English, even into high school, was with sentence structure.  Minh had “no major 

difficulties” even AP Language and Composition or AP Literature and Composition, but stated 

that “in a lot of my essays, a lot of the verb tenses were sometimes off.”   

 Interactions with peers in advanced classes.  Minh did not experience any hard feelings 

from either teachers or classmates when he was placed into the ELP program.  He grew very 

close to his classmates; by the end of his senior year that number dwindled to down to 13 or 14 

kids.  This led me to wonder if the students who were dropping out were still receiving any kind 

of services or assistance from the ELP teacher, because if they were not, then they were having 

the same problem that plagues so many high school gifted students—no gifted teacher is 

available to help meet their needs.  Minh described his group of friends as a “very diverse and 

interesting mix of 14 individuals from all walks of life.”  This close group of friends helped him 
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because they often worked on projects and studied for tests together.  Minh’s ELP seminars and 

AP classes frequently required group work, such as projects, presentations, papers, and 

discussions, so it was beneficial to him to be close with this other classmates.  Minh stated his 

ELP teacher expected a lot out of he and his classmates, but she was always willing to help them 

with anything or if they fell behind. 

College experiences.  Minh is a recent graduate of a large university in this Midwest 

state. He graduated early, with a degree in human physiology.  Like Leticia, he gained some of 

his cultural roots back in college, by being an active member of the Vietnamese Student 

Association.  Currently Minh is attending paramedic school in California while he studies for the 

Medical College Admissions Test (MCAT).   

Summary 

 This chapter gave an in-depth profile of each participant in the study.  The students were 

from high schools in different geographic locations around the state.  The participants’ high 

schools also varied in diversity.  Two of the participants were from Mexico, one was from China, 

and one was from Vietnam; this allowed for diversity in the cultural viewpoints of the 

participants.  In addition, there was one male and one female high school student that 

participated in the study, and two college students—also one female and one male. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

The primary research question guiding this multi-case study is “What are the school 

experiences of rural high school English Language Learners who have been formally identified 

for gifted programs?”  Four themes emerged throughout the course of the study, and are as 

follows: students rarely interacted with the gifted teacher in their building, students lacked 

opportunities to teach others about their cultures, students reported gaps in their first language 

and second language learning, and students felt challenged in their advanced classes.  These 

themes were discussed within the framework of the National Gifted Association for Gifted 

Children’s (2010) Gifted Programming Standards.  Next, conclusions were drawn as the primary 

research questions from the study were answered.  Finally, recommendations were made for 

areas of further research. 

Findings 

Theme 1: Students Rarely Interacted with the Gifted Teacher in Their Building 

 Three of the four students reported having little or no contact with the gifted teacher in 

his or her building.  Callahan et al. (2013) reported that the primary opportunities afforded to 

most high school gifted students were AP classes, dual enrollment classes, classes in which 

students are grouped according to ability (e.g. honors), or distance learning classes; Callahan et 

al. (2013) also reported the program models most commonly used for high school gifted students 

are the AP curriculum, or no program model is used at all.  None of these classes or models 

relies on a gifted teacher for delivery, and the classes are primarily taught by content experts. 

The students in this study attend schools in districts that rely on advanced coursework to provide 

services for gifted students, so it is not surprising that students did not regularly see the gifted 
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teachers.  Thus, they did not experience the lack of access to advanced coursework that often 

plagues rural students, but the caveat of that is the fact that advanced coursework alone is not 

enough.  The National Association for Gifted Children (n.d.) explains why AP courses cannot be 

considered a gifted program: 

While AP classes offer rigorous, advanced coursework, they are not a gifted education 

program.  The AP program is designed as college-level classes taught by high school 

teachers for students willing to work hard.  The program is limited in its service to gifted 

and talented students in two major areas: First AP is limited by the subjects offered, 

which in most districts is only a small handful.  Second it is limited in that, typically, it is 

offered only in high school and is generally available only for 11
th

 and 12
th

 grade 

students.  The College Board acknowledges that AP courses are for any student who is 

academically prepared and motivated to take a college-level course. 

This statement also applies to advanced, honors, and dual credit classes.  In this Midwest state, 

gifted teachers are paid using gifted funds, which are limited.  Often at the high school level this 

means the teacher only spends a small portion of his or her day with high school students and 

then travels to another school to provide gifted services.  Or, another common scenario is that the 

gifted teacher only spends a small portion of his or her day providing services for gifted students; 

therefore, only that small portion is paid for using gifted funds and the majority of his or her time 

is spent teaching general education classes.  Advanced coursework is not exclusively for gifted 

students, so the teachers of these classes cannot be paid using gifted funds. 

Plucker (2013) reports that gifted programs in rural areas are limited in staff and 

resources, which is likely another reason students did not see their gifted teachers on a recurring 

basis.  Azano et al. (2014) point out that rural gifted teachers are often assigned a large number 
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of students to serve, but not enough time to adequately do so.  Cheng’s gifted teacher is 

responsible for serving grades 3-12 in the district.  Thus, it is unsurprising that Cheng reported 

that the gifted teacher “very rarely comes to the high school…it’s always a surprise when I see 

her in the hall.”  However, Cheng found a strong support system in his counselor and his math 

teacher.  He felt comfortable asking them for assistance, and both helped him with college 

planning and preparations.  The gifted teacher at Alejandra’s, Minh’s, and Leticia’s schools are 

all classroom teachers in addition to being gifted teachers.  Alejandra’s school does not have an 

ELP or TAG program, so she only talks to her gifted teacher if the need arises.  However, 

Alejandra does have a good rapport with the gifted counselor, who has been periodically 

contacting Alejandra to see how she is doing, but the gifted counselor is not in the building every 

day.       

 Despite successfully appealing to be a placed in honors classes, Leticia was never invited 

to participate in the ELP program at her school: “I always followed the [honors] course work but 

I was never identified for ELP.”  This appears to be an oversight because she was recommended 

as a participant in this study by the gifted coordinator in her district.  Leticia stated this oversight 

made things more difficult for her because the students in the ELP program had one advisor they 

could always go to, but she did not have that luxury.  Instead, Leticia said she had to seek out 

teachers with whom she had personal connections, which was hard for her because “it was the 

way that I was raised…if you don’t know you just figure it out.”  Fortunately, Leticia developed 

a strong rapport with one of her teachers who assisted her in navigating the college planning and 

preparation process, and she also received some help from a school counselor. 

 Minh was the only participant who was in an ELP program that provided seminars 

specifically for gifted students that helped them prepare for college and gave students the 
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opportunity to engage in career exploration or research topics that they are passionate about.  

Minh had a great relationship with his ELP teacher who was invaluable in helping him with the 

college process and also encouraging him to pursue projects that sparked his interest.  However, 

one interesting observation that Minh made was that the number of students participating in the 

ELP program dwindled each year, and by his senior year only fourteen students remained; thus, 

many of his gifted peers may have been missing out on the advantages ELP had to offer. 

 Neither Cheng nor Alejandra’s schools had TAG or ELP programs.  The services 

provided in their districts consist of taking honors, AP, or dual enrollment courses.  Minh’s and 

Leticia’s schools have an ELP program that offers comprehensive services, but there is a gap in 

identifying students for placement in the program.  Leticia was successfully completing all of the 

coursework required for the honors program, had scores on standardized tests that were 

commensurate to those of her peers, but was not in ELP and missed out on receiving those 

services.  Fortunately, the three students who did not have regular interactions with their gifted 

teachers found support from other teachers and counselors.  These connections were invaluable 

in helping meet their socioemotional needs and receiving help with college preparations from 

knowledgeable individuals. 

 Parental involvement varied among the participants; however, none reported that their 

families were involved of the academic or college planning process.  Matthews and Castellano 

(2014) maintain the importance of connecting with parents of ELLs, because often they are not 

aware of the opportunities that are available for their students.  As Leticia stated, until one of her 

teachers started asking about her plans after high school, she did not even see college as an 

option and had not really thought about her future.  Matthews and Castellano also assert that 
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parents in other cultures are not likely to be proactive in contacting the school and advocating for 

their children to receive assistance—they trust the teachers and school to do what is best. 

 This theme corresponds to the Gifted Education Programming Standard 1: Learning and 

Development and Standard 5: Programming.  Student Outcome 1.5 Awareness of Needs and 

Student Outcome 5.3: Collaboration articulate the need for educators to connect with families in 

planning and programming and finding resources.  Each participant that was interviewed stated 

that his or her parents made the decision to immigrate to America to provide better opportunities 

for their children; additionally, all of the participants’ parents felt strongly in the belief that a 

good education was the key to a good future.  Student Outcome 1.8: Cognitive and Affective 

Growth stipulates educators will provide students with guidance in college and career planning 

and assist them in identifying future goals.  The findings indicate that three of the four 

participants did not have a systematic procedure in place for addressing this need.  While all 

students found support in this endeavor, no formal process was in place for ensuring this 

happened.  Student Outcome 5.5: Comprehensiveness states students will have comprehensive 

programming and aligned services that are part of their program plans.  Student Outcome 5.7 

Career Pathways states students will determine what their future goals our and educators will 

provide guidance and facilitate mentorships that will help them achieve this.  Three of the four 

students interviewed were not beneficiaries of systematic plans and services that provided these 

opportunities for them. 

Theme 2: Students Lacked Opportunities to Teach Others about Their Cultures 

 All students reported that they were not asked to share about their cultures.  This is 

unfortunate, because it is critical for a culturally responsive curriculum to be put into place for 

ELLs so that they can learn more about their heritage (Hersi & Watkinson, 2012; VanTassel 
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Baska & Hubbard, 2016).   Any information that the students shared was informal and not 

planned.  Alejandra stated occasionally teachers asked for help with their Spanish pronunciation 

or for clarification about a custom, but said “it hasn’t really gone into an actual lesson.”  Cheng 

educated his peers whenever the opportunity presented itself, but he did not spontaneously begin 

conversations about his culture because it is not customary to do so.  He expressed his desire to 

see World History and other classes become more inclusive of cultures in Asia, South America, 

and Africa, instead of placing such a strong emphasis on North American European cultures. 

Leticia recalled conversations that were centered around food because “that’s something 

that’s the most commonly shared.”   However, she found certain aspects of her culture difficult 

to talk about; most of her peers were White and she did not want to stand out.   The one 

exception is when Leticia was in class with a teacher that she had built a strong rapport with and 

she became comfortable sharing about some of her experiences immigrating to the United States.  

When reflecting back on that class she said “before that [sharing in class] I never really thought 

it was valuable…and [I was] not really getting a sense of what I needed to [my cultural 

identity].”   Leticia’s statement about not getting what she needed was in reference to learning 

about her identity.  She said she never really questioned what she was learning in school and did 

not realize how beneficial it would be to learn about her culture and personal identity until she 

was older.  Now that she is in college, she has become devoted to learning more about her 

language and culture in a variety of ways—most notably minoring in Latino Studies and serving 

in a leadership capacity for the Latina Leadership Initiative.    

Like the other participants, Minh engaged in more “casual sharing,” but nothing 

structured.  He stated that “I guess the interest level wasn’t there, especially during high school.” 

Occasionally his papers and projects referenced his culture or his time in Vietnam, but that was 
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the extent of his cultural sharing until his senior project.   When Minh mentored two fellow 

Vietnamese students his senior year, it enabled him to further his native language abilities when 

he conversed with them using academic vocabulary.  Like Leticia, Minh engaged in more 

activities in college that connected him to his cultural heritage, and he became very involved in 

the Vietnamese Student Association at his university.   

 This theme relates to the Gifted Programming Standard 1: Learning and Development, 

Standard 3: Curriculum Planning and Instruction, and Standard 4: Learning Environments.     

Specifically, this addresses Student Outcomes 1.1-1.2: Self Understanding that allows for 

students to foster their interests and strengths and receive assistance from educators in 

developing their talents.  It also stipulates that their beliefs, values, and traditions are considered 

and educators are sensitive to their culture-based learning needs.  None of the participants were 

given the opportunity to engage in any activities that would have met this standard, even though 

Brulles, Castellano, and Laing (2011) assert that doing so would prevent a loss of identity: 

Acknowledgements of diversity validate the students for who they are and from whence 

they came.  These efforts also strengthen students’ social, emotional, and academic 

development; they instill a sense of pride and encourage empowerment by making sure 

their “cultural voice” is part of their gifted education experience. (p. 312) 

Student Outcome 3.5: Culturally Relevant Curriculum states that students will be the 

beneficiaries of a culturally responsive curriculum that allows for exploration of diversity.  As 

Castellano (2011a) points out, gifted CLD students can provide a global perspective for their 

peers that give firsthand insights into issues like poverty, immigration, and religion.  Castellano 

(2011a) further states that it is critical to go beyond the surface elements of a culture, such as 

food or music, and seek a deeper understanding through more meaningful conversations.  
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Student Outcome 4.1: Personal Competence speaks to the necessity of creating an environment 

that is supportive of student diversity and Student Outcome 4.4: Cultural Competence ensures 

students’ backgrounds, languages, and cultures are appreciated and valued in the classroom.  

Mrs. Smith, one of Leticia’s teachers, created such an environment; despite being one of the only 

ethnic minority students in her class, Leticia felt comfortable sharing some of her personal 

experiences.  In doing so, this allowed Leticia a deeper level of learning as she was able to 

connect her culture to the course material.  Freeman and Freeman (2011) maintain that students 

feel more engaged and connected school when the curriculum reflects their own background and 

culture. 

All four students noted a lack of diversity in their advanced classes.  This is not 

surprising for Cheng, Leticia, or Minh, given the lack of diversity in their high schools.  

However, 60% of the students in Alejandra’s high school are ethnic minorities, yet she too noted 

a lack of diversity in her Honors English class.  Therefore, students were not always given the 

opportunity collaborate with a diverse group of learners in their advanced coursework.  

Thankfully, three of the four students did not report any instances of direct or explicit 

discrimination from teachers or peers.  One student reported several minor incidents that 

occurred in one class her sophomore year; however, prior to that she did not have any negative 

experiences, and once that class was over she had no further problems.  All of the participants 

stated they had positive interactions with their teachers and peers in both honors classes and 

general education classes.  The only negative aspect the participants experience was the missed 

opportunities to explore their cultural identities further in depth; conversely, their peers missed 

an opportunity to gain firsthand knowledge about an unfamiliar culture and to expand their 

global thinking.   
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Theme 3: Students Reported Gaps in First Language and Second Language Learning 

 All four students stated that they had few opportunities at school to become more 

proficient in their native languages, but all four students speak their native languages at home 

and occasionally in other settings outside of school.  Alejandra started taking Spanish classes in 

high school in order to become more skilled at reading and writing it.  Cheng moved to the 

United States at such a young age that he did not learn how to read and write in his native 

language (Cantonese), but is now studying the characters in order to improve his skills.  Leticia 

and Minh both moved to the United States in upper elementary school, so they learned to read 

and write in their native languages, but both expressed interest in improving upon those skills.   

All four students also expressed varying degrees of difficulty with English grammar.  The 

two male participants indicated only minor issues, while the two female participants felt they 

struggled at times.   The students were not sure if these difficulties were the result of gaps in their 

ESL programming or another reason.  Minh seemed to experience the least grammar difficulties 

out of all of the participants.  However, he already had taken English classes in Vietnam and 

spent four years in ESL programming, which was significantly longer than any of the other 

participants.  Cheng also seemed to have only minor issues with grammar that did not impact his 

classroom performance.  Unlike Minh, he was never part of an ESL program when attending 

school in California; he learned much of his English from television and learning from his peers.  

Alejandra and Leticia reported more serious struggles with grammar; they both received one year 

of intense ESL instruction and then no further services. 

In addition to grammar struggles, Alejandra and Leticia also struggled in math.  

Alejandra had to repeat a year of Algebra, even though she earned a “B” in the class.  Math was 

the only class in the honors program Leticia did not qualify for, and subsequently she stated “I 
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was told I wasn’t good at that [math] so why would I want to pursue that?”  She assumed the 

reason that she was not placed in the honors math program was because her math teacher did not 

give her a good recommendation.  Unfortunately, these findings confirm what Chavez (2004) 

also discovered: Latino/a students are not encouraged to pursue advanced math courses and very 

rarely are they placed in these classes.   

The National Assessment of Education Progress (2005) reported that Hispanic 4
th

 and 8
th

 

graders score lower than average in math as compared to White peers.  Rojas (2011) asserts that 

“research literature strongly acknowledges the impact of an individual’s culture on mathematics 

learning” (p. 357).  Rojas also points out that immigrant students “develop problem-solving 

skills connected to experiences that U. S. mathematics teachers are unable to relate to” (p. 358).   

Siegle and Powell (2004) agree, stating that educators are unaware of the “prior experiences, 

knowledge, abilities, or skills related to mathematics” and thus their talents are not recognized 

(p. 360).  Typically mathematics is thought to have few language demands, but Dale and Cuervas 

(1992) claim that math and language are tightly connected and reading, writing, and speaking are 

an integral part of the mathematical process. It is critical to further research the linkages between 

language and math skills; both Leticia and Alejandra demonstrated outstanding academic 

achievement in other subjects, but had difficulties in math.  Thus, it is important to determine if 

there is a critical component in the language acquisition process that is being overlooked that is 

hindering the mathematical achievement of ELL students.  

Conversely, Minh and Cheng were identified as gifted in math and indicated no 

difficulties in these classes.  In fact, Cheng stated that his math abilities were more advanced 

than his peers and reported his classmates struggled with concepts that came easily to him.  

Cheng attended school in California until the 6
th

 grade when he moved to this Midwest state.  
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Upon arrival, his achievement tests showed he was advanced in mathematics.  Minh attended 

school in Vietnam until the 4
th

 grade when he moved to the United States.  When he arrived, he 

found that his math studies in Vietnam were more advanced than what he experience when he 

moved to America.   

This theme addresses Gifted Programming Standard 1: Learning and Development and 

Standard 3: Curriculum Planning and Instruction.  Student Outcome 3.1: Curriculum Planning 

indicates educators will ensure students will achieve growth that is appropriate to their learning 

level and educators will differentiate according to the needs of diverse learners.  In the case of 

the two female students who emigrated from Mexico, it would appear they were not given 

mathematical instruction appropriate to their academic needs.  Peters and Mann (2009) found 

that the majority of schools require prerequisites of advanced coursework, either in the form of 

minimum standardized test scores a demonstration of previous high ability performance.  

Perhaps given adequate opportunities, Leticia and Alejandra could have excelled in the area of 

mathematics as well.  Leticia stated that when she first appealed to take honors coursework, her 

standardized test scores were not commensurate to those of her peers, but by the time she was in 

high school her test scores were at the same level of the other gifted students. 

Student Outcome 4.5: Communication Competence states students will be given the 

opportunity to advance both their first and second languages in order to develop biliteracy or 

multiliteracy both orally and in written work.  In addition to a lack of opportunities to further 

their linguistic abilities, Leticia also pointed out that she was not exposed to any authors or 

literature from her culture, which is why she has sought out more of those materials in college.  

The evidenced-based practices for this outcome dictate that educators provide opportunities and 

materials for students for both oral and written advanced communications. 
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Freeman and Freeman (2011) maintain the importance of balanced bilingualism, which is 

defined as someone who is equally competent in two languages.  Grosjean (2010) asserts that 

people who are bilingual go back and forth between languages based on different purposes, 

situations, or people with whom they are conversing.  This often results in one language 

becoming dominant over the other.  Minh noted one phenomenon described by Grosjean (2010): 

having difficulty translating in their less dominant language.  Minh stated that he was not 

accustomed to translating academic vocabulary, and when he translated for his peers at school, 

he discussed how it improved his native language skills by helping him reacquire some 

vocabulary he had lost.  Freeman and Freeman (2011) recommend having materials available in 

the classroom for students in their native language, reading and writing with others who speak 

the same language, and providing opportunities (either in-person or via technology) to speak 

with professionals that share the same native language. 

Theme 4: Students Felt Challenged in Their Advanced Classes 

 All four students stated that their honors, dual credit, and AP courses were challenging 

and the teachers of these classes had high expectations of them.  Also, all students noted that the 

responsibility was on them to ensure they were keeping up in class and asking questions if they 

did not understand material.   Otherwise, the teachers assumed that everything was ok and did 

not go out of their way to check on students to make sure they comprehended the coursework.  

Brulles et al. (2011) note that advanced classes often accelerate one or two years beyond a 

student’s current grade level, but this can sometimes cause the teachers of these courses to 

overlook the needs of diverse learners, including ELLs.  Castellano (2011b) further notes that in 

some cultures students are taught not to be assertive and would be uncomfortable raising their 

hands in class or seeking out a teacher to ask for help. 
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Cheng enjoyed his advanced and dual credit classes, and did not display any indication 

that he was overwhelmed in any single class.  He became animated as he talked about his dual 

credit Composition class, in which he found that course work to be engaging and beneficial to 

helping him grow as a writer.  He did not like his AP class as much, and it was more of a 

struggle.  Cheng attributed this to the fact that it was on-line, and he had no teacher or classmates 

with whom to interact.  Thus, he found this made the course more difficult, but not so much so 

that it was not manageable.  Cheng found his general education courses to be less rigorous and 

noted that it appeared the focus was to ensure that all students were proficient in the subject 

matter instead of differentiating for gifted learners.  He did discuss one exception, which was the 

Woodworking class he took as an elective.  Cheng stated that he felt like the teacher “expected a 

lot from me mainly because I was the only one there who was listening to the lesson.”   

 Minh and Leticia both had very strenuous course loads, which included two or three AP 

classes each year, along with other honors or advanced classes.  Minh excelled in the smaller 

classes and liked having the opportunity to collaborate with peers.  He said teachers had high 

expectations and once he became an upperclassman the work load increased quite a bit; it was at 

this time he stopped playing sports in order to have more time for his schoolwork.  Leticia also 

said teachers in her classes had high expectations, and that she wished teachers would have 

known that she appealed to be placed in the classes and needed extra supports.   The fast pacing 

of the courses was difficult for her to keep up with, and she lamented that she never had time to 

learn for enjoyment; she had just enough time to prepare for the test and then move on.  On a 

positive note, it was Leticia that noted advanced classes gave her the chance to go more in depth 

on topics and were more discussed based than general education classes, which were more 

lecture-based.  Alejandra had a similar experience to Leticia—she enjoyed the manner in which 
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the content was delivered in her Honors English class, which was more project and discussion 

based than other classes.  However, she too struggled and nearly dropped the class, but in the end 

decided to stick with it, which was a decision she was glad she made. 

 This corresponds with Standard 3: Curriculum Planning and Instruction and Standard 4: 

Learning Environment.  Student Outcome 3.1: Curriculum Planning states that students should 

demonstrate improvement in their academic work that is commensurate with their academic 

abilities.  Evidence-based practices are when educators provide students with challenging and in-

depth coursework, which was almost always the case for these students.  On the other hand, 

another evidence-based practice for this outcome is that teachers adapt for students special needs, 

including ELLs, which did not always happen.  Student Outcome 4.1: Personal Competence 

indicates educators should maintain high standards for all learners and provide meaningful and 

challenging activities, which was the case for these students in their advanced classes. 

Conclusions 

Students did not enjoy general education classes as much as advanced classes. 

Unsurprisingly, all participants stated that their general education courses were not as rigorous as 

their advanced classes.  Leticia and Minh spent little time in general education classes because of 

their participation in honors program coursework.  Thus, they both found enjoyment in their 

elective classes which allowed them to pursue areas of interest.  Cheng and Leticia commented 

on the lecture-style, “one-size-fits-all” type of instruction that seemed to be the norm in general 

education classes which they did not like as well.  Leticia described it as “the teacher speaking at 

students and students sometimes raising their hands to ask questions.”  Alejandra and Cheng did 

both state they experienced challenges in their science courses, which were Physics and 

Chemistry respectively.  However, Cheng noted in some of his general education classes the goal 
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seemed to be to get all students to become proficient, instead of providing challenges to those 

who already had a good grasp on the subject material.  Overall, students had far fewer comments 

about their general education classes, because the majority of their time was spent completing 

advanced coursework. 

 Students had positive experiences in advanced classes.  The participants unanimously 

stated that the teachers had high expectations of students and the classes were more rigorous and 

required more work.  Also, all of the students noted the difference in the teaching styles of the 

teachers of those classes.  The advanced classes went more in-depth on the subject matter, and 

were more discussion centered and included more collaboration with peers and project-based 

learning.  In addition, teachers of the harder classes expected the students to seek out help if they 

were struggling.  Leticia noted that the teachers of her courses assumed the students were all at 

the same level, and did not differentiate for students who may be struggling; this caused her to 

feel like she “had to work ten times harder than someone else to even understand…and people 

[other classmates] would just get it.”  Also, she was not always comfortable asking for help 

because the way she was raised was to work things out on her own.  Alejandra noted a similar 

feeling in her Honors English class, stating “I didn’t feel like I fit in or was smart enough to be in 

that class.”  However, she was glad that she did not drop the course because she felt like valuable 

learning took place throughout the year.  Cheng reported that the teachers in his advanced 

courses appeared to really enjoy teaching, which made being a student in those classes a better 

experience.  He stated that “I feel like I understand the material more because of that.”  His 

teachers offered consistent quality feedback so that students could keep improving.   

 Students feel challenged in advanced classes.  Only one of the four students 

participated in a high school gifted (ELP) program.  Minh had a very positive experience as a 
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result of his participation in the ELP program at his school, because he was able to engage in 

projects and activities that he found meaningful, especially ones that assisted him in his college 

preparations.  It was through the ELP program that he discovered his interest in the medical field, 

and was able to direct some of his projects in this direction.  Minh also able to conduct a project 

his senior year in which he mentored two Vietnamese students, which also gave him the chance 

to further his native language abilities and engage in something meaningful that was related to 

his culture. 

 The other three students did not participate in ELP or TAG programs.  Leticia was 

overlooked for ELP programming, while Cheng and Alejandra’s schools relied on advanced 

courses to deliver services to students.  Thus, there was no systematic program in place for 

assisting them with college preparations or other needs.  Although school counselors should 

assist in this endeavor, gifted teachers have the training and knowledge of opportunities for 

academically advanced students that general school counselors often do not.  Gifted teachers or 

counselors were available in each of their schools, but a plan was not in place for the students to 

regularly meet with them.  These students also did not have the benefit of the same career 

exploration activities that Minh was able to engage in. 

Students did not experience negative reactions as a result of gifted placement. None 

of the four participants reported negative reactions from students, parents, or teachers when they 

were first identified as gifted in elementary or middle school and began participating in ELP or 

TAG classes.  Leticia successfully appealed to be placed into the honors classes at her school.  

She did not think that anyone was aware this was the reason for her placement in the program 

and that her teachers just assumed she belonged there.  Alejandra found out about her placement 

in TAG when she received her schedule, stating that all of the students were surprised when they 
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were put into TAG classes because they were not expecting it.  Minh did not recall what his 

qualifications were for being placed into the ELP program, just that it was when he was still in 

elementary school.  Cheng started at a new school in 6
th

 grade, and no one was surprised when 

he received a TAG placement after taking an achievement test because his peers were aware of 

his academic abilities.  None of the four students experienced any discriminatory behavior after 

being placed in advanced programming, and no one expressed the opinion that the students did 

not belong or could not perform up to par because English is not their first language. 

Students had positive interactions with peers and teachers in advanced classes.  All 

students reported positive interactions with both teachers and peers in their ELP, honors, dual 

credit, and AP classes.  The participants enjoyed the collaborative environment of their advanced 

classes in which teachers acted as facilitators more than lecturers.  The teachers had high 

expectations of the students, and did not display any signs of deficit thinking towards them 

because English was not their first language.  However, none of the teachers scaffolded 

instruction to accommodate possible language difficulties, and none of the students were given 

opportunities to explore their native languages or cultures or to educate their peers about their 

traditions and beliefs.  Cheng noted that his World History class maintained a heavy focus on 

North American and European history, but did not give adequate attention to South America, 

Africa, or Asia.  Leticia stated that Latino history was not something that was ever discussed in 

class, nor did she have opportunities to read literature by authors that shared the same heritage 

she did.      

 Three of the four participants had positive interactions with their peers, and had many 

friends in their advanced courses.  One student reported a negative experience with peers in one 

of her classes, but stated overall she had mostly positive experiences.  They had peers with 
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whom they worked on projects with, studied with, and looked to for help in their classes.  All 

students reported that generally the same group of students took advanced courses along with 

them, which led to positive relationships in these classes.  Each participant noted the lack of 

diversity in honors classes, but despite this did not report any ill will or discrimination from 

classmates—with one exception as was previously mentioned.  Occasionally students had the 

opportunity to informally share information about their language and culture with their peers, but 

most of the time did not discuss their heritage or experiences before they came to the United 

States. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Colangelo (2015) contends that more research needs to be conducted in the field of rural 

gifted education.  Likewise, Peters and Mann (2007) maintain that “gifted education programs at 

the secondary level have yet to receive as much attention as those of the primary and elementary 

levels” (p. 631).  The lack of research devoted to both rural gifted education and high school 

gifted programs strengthens the call to direct more attention to high school gifted students not 

living in urban settings.  The majority of gifted high school students are receiving services in the 

form of AP, dual credit, honors, or on-line classes.  While it is advantageous for gifted students 

to be homogeneously grouped and participate in rigorous coursework that is more commensurate 

with their abilities, there is a gap in the comprehensive services students receive.  More research 

needs to be dedicated to finding a holistic approach to provide services for high school gifted 

students. 

 Further research needs conducted into the experiences of gifted ELLs at all levels 

(elementary, middle school, high school) and in all geographic locations.  The 

underrepresentation of ELLs in gifted programs has been widely reported (Lakin, 2016; Pereira 
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& de Oliveira, 2015; Peters & Engerrand, 2016; Siegle et al., 2016), and thus it is unsurprising 

there is a dearth in the literature in regards to the experiences of gifted ELLs.  However, it is not 

enough to merely identify ELLs for gifted programs, they must also receive appropriate services 

and benefit from their experiences.  When ELLs are participating in advanced coursework, 

supports should be provided to them to ensure these students are successful.  Often students hail 

from cultural backgrounds in which it is not common to seek out assistance from teachers 

because the ability to learn and solve problems independently is seen as a more valuable trait.  

Therefore, educators should be sensitive to this and take the initiative to ensure students 

comprehend the course material and are not falling behind. 

 Another important area of research to explore is the perspectives of gifted teachers, 

administrators, parents of gifted ELLs, and gifted ELLs who are in college.  The gifted teachers 

will be able to provide insight as to how they adjust instruction to meet the needs of ELLs and 

what accommodations they provide.  The gifted teachers can also offer their perceptions of how 

beneficial the experiences of ELLs are and how they interact with peers in the gifted program.  

Administrators in schools or districts in which gifted ELLs are identified can present information 

about how they have created policies and procedures that are conducive to identifying and 

serving gifted ELLs.  Gifted ELLs who are in college can reflect back on their high school 

experiences and compare them to their college experiences, once they have had the opportunity 

to take classes that are of more interest to them and be a part of a more diverse student body.  

The perspectives of gifted ELLs could offer insight into what recommendations they would 

make to improve services for gifted ELLs in K-12 schools. 

 Conducting quantitative research about the experiences of gifted ELLs would also be 

beneficial.  Currently, the field is small enough that it might not be possible to collect enough 
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data.  However, this continues to be a critical area of research and as more districts in all areas 

identify and serve gifted ELLs, quantitative data would also yield results that could further 

inform those who seek to identify best practices. 

Recommendations for Practice 

A full range of services and supports becomes even more critical for high school students 

as they simultaneously navigate difficult classes while trying to prepare for college and plan a 

career track.  This becomes difficult in rural areas because often there is not a full-time gifted 

specialist available and resources are more scarce.  Thus, it may be necessary to enlist help from 

other qualified staff members to ensure comprehensive plans for each student are in place, and 

that someone is available if assistance is needed.  All high school students need this support, but 

students who are both gifted and ELLs would benefit from educators who are knowledgeable in 

both fields and can help them with their postsecondary preparations.  

Any comprehensive plans that are implemented must be sensitive to the unique cultural 

and linguistic needs of gifted ELL students.  This is particularly important in preparing ELLs for 

college, as students and their parents may not be familiar with the process.  Also, students and 

their families should be made aware of the scholarships and other resources that are available to 

them.  Many parents, like those of the students in this study, come to the United States in order to 

give their children better educational opportunities; educators should assist students in finding 

careers and colleges that match their talents and interests. 

Another important recommendation is for teachers to become more culturally competent.  

It is important that educators recognize that ELLs “bring prior knowledge and a view of the 

world that enriches the cognitive and academic environment for all of their classmates” 

(Castellano, 2011a, p. 383).   It is not enough to merely dispense with deficit thinking; active 
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measures must be taken to promote a cross-cultural framework in the classroom.  This can be 

accomplished by: recruiting and retaining diverse teachers, providing professional development, 

accommodating student learning styles, adopting a global perspective, and teaching in a 

culturally responsive manner.  One critical component in this endeavor is noting that it is 

important for teachers to engage in training that provides them with “hands-on” learning—that 

they are able to find activities that they can immediately take back into the classroom and use 

with little or no planning.  With all of the demands on today’s teachers, it is more likely that they 

will more fully engage in the process if they have “ready-to-use” lessons and techniques that do 

not require extensive preparation.  Another important aspect that cannot be overlooked is that in 

addition to recognizing the unique contributions CLD students have to offer, families and 

community members must also be engaged in this process as well (Castellano, 2011a).   

Part of cultural competency means providing students with the opportunity to maintain 

and advance their native language skills and engage in study that includes their native countries 

and cultures.  Classroom resources should include literature in students’ native languages and 

books with authors from diverse cultural backgrounds.  Students should have opportunities to 

speak, read, and write in their native language and also have opportunities to interact with others 

of their same background, either in person or via technological means.  Being a balanced 

bilingual is a valuable skill for ELLs, and more balance can be achieved between their first 

language and second language when these measures are in place.   

These recommendations will require professional development for both gifted and 

general education teachers, as well as administration and other staff members.  Callahan et al. 

(2013) found that the majority of school district only provided five hours or less of professional 

development on gifted education per year, and very little of that time was spent on learning that 
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would benefit CLD students.  Furthermore, Callahan et al. (2013) reported half of the school 

districts in their study did not have a plan in place to develop talent among historically 

underrepresented populations.  School districts and gifted programs must be committed to 

providing quality professional development to address the needs of gifted ELLs.   

All of these recommendations have major implications for gifted education teachers.  It is 

critical that high school gifted programs do not rely solely on advanced coursework to provide 

services.  High school gifted teachers must ensure their time in the building is managed to the 

best of their abilities; gifted coordinators in school districts must analyze the program as a whole 

to find ways to make sure the high school teacher is able to spend adequate amounts of time in 

the building.  In addition, gifted teachers and coordinators much educate the rest of the staff 

about the unique needs of gifted students, especially those who are classified as culturally and 

linguistically diverse.  In fact, it is not enough to merely educate, they must lead the way for 

creating a more culturally competent school.  This can be accomplished by attending 

professional development themselves and enlisting help from other knowledgeable staff or 

community members.  However, this cannot be done in isolation—collaboration between all 

school staff is necessary to ensure that professional development results in positive outcomes for 

gifted ELLs.  Finally, gifted teachers should take advantage of opportunities available via 

technology.  This means utilizing on-line classes for students who need more advanced 

coursework; it could also be a way for CLD students to connect with others that share their same 

cultural or linguistic background.   

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings that answered the primary research question guiding 

this case study: “What are the school experiences of rural high school English Language 
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Learners who have been formally identified for gifted programs?”  The four themes that emerged 

from the case study research were discussed using the framework of the Gifted Programming 

Standards: students rarely interacted with the gifted teacher in their building, students lacked 

opportunities to teach others about their cultures, students reported gaps in first language and 

second language learning, and students felt challenged in their advanced classes.  Then the 

conclusions section reported the answers to the subsidiary questions that were critical to the case 

study.  Finally, recommendations were made to further research the education of rural high 

school gifted ELLs, including their need for comprehensive gifted services, culturally competent 

teaching, and educators who have received professional development that will enable them to 

better serve culturally and linguistically diverse students. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PARTICIPANTS 

 

Interview Protocol for Participants 

Interview Protocol Research: An Investigation of the School Experiences of Rural High School 

Gifted English Language Learners in One Midwest State 

 

Interviewee: 

 

Grade level:   Age:   Native Language:   Cultural Background: 

 

 

Review and sign informed assent or consent documents prior to the start of the interview. 

Review ethical considerations with participant and assure him or her that all responses and 

personal information are confidential and he/she can opt out of any question at any time. 

 

 

Research Description: This study will explore the school experiences of rural high school 

English Language Learners who have also received gifted program placements.  The results of 

this study will inform those who seek to understand the phenomenon of rural high school English 

Language Learners, who are an underrepresented population in gifted programming. 

 

 

Time of Interview:     Date: 

 

Questions for Interview #1: 
1. Where were you born? 

2. Where were your parents born? 

3. What languages do you speak? 

4. Who lives with you? 

5. What countries have you visited? 

6. What elementary school did you go to? 

7. What middle school did you go to? 

8. What are your hobbies? 

9. What sports do you play? 

10. What books do you like reading? 



   200 
 

11. What music do you listen to? 

12. Where do you work? 

13. Is there anything else you want to tell me about yourself? 

Thank participant for taking part in the interview. 

 

Time of Interview:     Date: 

Questions for Interview #2 

14. Tell me about your regular classes. 

15. Tell me about your gifted classes. 

16. How hard is the work you do in gifted class? 

17. Whom do you work with in gifted class? 

18. Which student or teacher do you go to for help at school? 

19. What field trips have you taken with your gifted class? 

20. What has your gifted teacher done to help you with college? 

21. What has your gifted teacher done to help you find a career? 

22. What things do you like to study? 

23. Do you get to study these things during gifted class? 

24. What languages and cultures do you study in gifted class? 

25. Does your gifted teacher expect a lot from you in class? 

26. What do you teach your classmates about your language and culture? 

27. What group work do you do in gifted class? 

28. What do you do in gifted class to get better at your first language? 

29. What do you do in gifted class to get better at English? 

30. What reactions did your classmates have when you were put into gifted classes? 

31. What reactions did you have from teachers when you were put into gifted classes? 

32. Tell me about the other students in your gifted classes. 
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33. Who are your friends in your gifted classes? 

34. Tell me about the teacher of your gifted class. 

35. What do you like about your gifted class? 

36. What do you dislike about your gifted class? 

37. Is there anything else you want to tell me? 

 

Thank participant for taking part in the interview. 

 

 

Time of Interview:     Date: 

 

Questions for Interview #3: 

 

38.  Please look over the transcripts from our first two interviews and tell me if I have written 

everything right. 

 

39. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Thank participant for taking part in the interview. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   202 
 

APPENDIX C 

 

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT  

 

Title of Study: A CASE STUDY OF THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF RURAL HIGH 

SCHOOL GIFTED ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN ONE MIDWEST STATE 

 

Researcher: Brooke Gevock 

 

This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to take part. Please 

feel free to ask questions at any time. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to learn about the school experiences of rural high school gifted 

English Language Learners. You are being invited to take part in this study because you attend a 

high school in Iowa, are an English Language Learner, and have been identified as gifted.  

Procedures 

If you agree to take part, you will be asked to:  

1. Review and sign this paper.  The researcher will explain the form to you.  She will also 

explain the study and your rights, and answer any questions you may have.   

 

2. Answer questions about yourself in a short interview.  Audio tapes will be used to record 

the interview.  The questions will include:  

a. Where were you born? 

b. Where were your parents born? 

c. What languages do you speak? 

d. Who lives with you? 

e. What countries have you visited? 

f. What elementary school did you go to? 

g. What middle school did you go to? 

h. What are your hobbies? 

i. What sports do you play? 

j. What books do you like reading? 

k. What music do you listen to? 

l. Where do you work? 

m. Is there anything else you want to tell me about yourself? 

 

3. Show a sample of something you wrote or made in school. 
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4. Answer questions about school and your gifted classes in a longer interview.  These 

questions will include: 

a. Tell me about your regular classes. 

b. Tell me about your gifted classes. 

c. How hard is the work you do in gifted class? 

d. Whom do you work with in gifted class? 

e. Which student or teacher do you go to for help at school? 

f. What field trips have you taken with your gifted class? 

g. What has your gifted teacher done to help you with college? 

h. What has your gifted teacher done to help you find a career? 

i. What things do you like to study? 

j. Do you get to study these things during gifted class? 

k. What languages and cultures do you study in gifted class? 

l. Does your gifted teacher expect a lot from you in class? 

m. What do you teach your classmates about your language and culture? 

n. What group work do you do in gifted class? 

o. What do you do in gifted class to get better at your first language? 

p. What do you do in gifted class to get better at English? 

q. What reactions did your classmates have when you were put into gifted classes? 

r. What reactions did you have from teachers when you were put into gifted classes? 

s. Tell me about the other students in your gifted classes. 

t. Who are your friends in your gifted classes? 

u. Tell me about the teacher of your gifted class. 

v. What do you like about your gifted class? 

w. What do you dislike about your gifted class? 

x. Is there anything else you want to tell me? 

 

5. After you have answered all questions, meet with the researcher to make sure she has 

written down your answers accurately. 

 

The first interview will take about 30 minutes. The second interview will take about an hour.  

The last meeting will take about 30 minutes.  All interviews will be at your convenience. 

Risks 

We anticipate there will be minimal risk involved if you choose to participate in this study that 

would normally occur when talking about personal areas.  These feelings may include anxiety or 

stress.  Please remember if you feel uncomfortable you can skip any questions you do not wish to 

answer.  If this study negatively affects you at any time during or after this study, please contact 

Dr. Sally Beisser at sally.beisser@drake.edu or 515-271-4850 and Drake IRB at irb@drake.edu 

or 515-271-3472. 

 

 

mailto:sally.beisser@drake.edu
mailto:irb@drake.edu
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Benefits 

If you decide to take part in this study there may be the chance for you to benefit from thinking 

about your experiences as a rural high school gifted English Language Learner.  It is hoped that 

anything learned in this study will help society by helping others to understand the experiences 

of English Language Learners in gifted programs.   

Your Rights 

Taking part in this study is voluntary and you do not have to do it.  You can stop at any time. If 

you decide to not take part in the study or leave the study early, you will not be penalized. You 

can skip any questions that you do not wish to answer. 

Confidentiality 

Any information learned in this study that can be traced back to you will not be released without 

your permission.  All results will be kept confidential. In any written reports or publications, no 

one will be identified or identifiable and only group data will be presented.  However, federal 

agencies, auditing departments of Drake University, and the Institutional Review Board (a 

committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect and/or copy 

your records for your safety. These records may contain private information.  

 

To ensure confidentiality extra care will be taken.  Real names will never be used during this 

study.  The main researcher will be the only person that knows who each participant is.  All 

information related to the identity of the participants will be stored in a locked safe inside the 

researcher’s home.  Interviews will be audio-recorded using a laptop.  The audio recordings will 

be erased as soon as the digital transcriptions are completed.  Electronic files will be password 

protected.  Electronic files and hard copies will be stored in a locked safe.  The main researcher 

is the only one with access to the files, and the only one with the password for the electronic files 

or the locked safe.  All electronic files and hard copies of files will be destroyed three years after 

the publication of my dissertation. 
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Contacts and Questions 

Please ask questions at any time during this study.   

 For further information about the study contact Brooke Gevock at 319-572-0936 or 

brooke.gevock@drake.edu. 

 If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 

please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 

 

You may keep a copy of this form for your records 

 

****************************************************************************** 

 

Statement of Consent: 

Signing this means that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  This also means that 

the study has been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and 

that your questions have been answered. You may keep a copy of this form for your records. 

Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

I consent to participate in the study and I agree to be recorded. 

 

 

Participant’s Name (printed)               

    

             

(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)  

 

 

 

 

 

Witness’s Name (printed)               

    

             

(Witness’s Signature)      (Date)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:irb@drake.edu
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APPENDIX D 

 

INFORMED ASSENT DOCUMENT 

 

Title of Study: A CASE STUDY OF THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF RURAL HIGH 

SCHOOL GIFTED ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN ONE MIDWEST STATE 

 

Researcher: Brooke Gevock 

 

This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to take part. Please 

feel free to ask questions at any time. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to learn about the school experiences of rural high school gifted 

English Language Learners. You are being invited to take part in this study because you attend a 

high school in Iowa, are an English Language Learner, and have been identified as gifted.  

Procedures 

If you agree to take part, you will be asked to:  

1. Review and sign this paper.  The researcher will explain the form to you.  Because you 

are not 18 years of age, your parents will also need to sign a separate consent document.  

The researcher will explain the study and your rights, and answer any questions you may 

have.   

 

2. Answer questions about yourself in a short interview.  Audio tapes will be used to record 

the interview.  The questions will include:  

a. Where were you born? 

b. Where were your parents born? 

c. What languages do you speak? 

d. Who lives with you? 

e. What countries have you visited? 

f. What elementary school did you go to? 

g. What middle school did you go to? 

h. What are your hobbies? 

i. What sports do you play? 

j. What books do you like reading? 

k. What music do you listen to? 

l. Where do you work? 

m. Is there anything else you want to tell me about yourself? 
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3. Show a sample of something you wrote or made in school. 

 

4. Answer questions about school and your gifted classes in a longer interview.  These 

questions will include: 

a. Tell me about your regular classes. 

b. Tell me about your gifted classes. 

c. How hard is the work you do in gifted class? 

d. Whom do you work with in gifted class? 

e. Which student or teacher do you go to for help at school? 

f. What field trips have you taken with your gifted class? 

g. What has your gifted teacher done to help you with college? 

h. What has your gifted teacher done to help you find a career? 

i. What things do you like to study? 

j. Do you get to study these things during gifted class? 

k. What languages and cultures do you study in gifted class? 

l. Does your gifted teacher expect a lot from you in class? 

m. What do you teach your classmates about your language and culture? 

n. What group work do you do in gifted class? 

o. What do you do in gifted class to get better at your first language? 

p. What do you do in gifted class to get better at English? 

q. What reactions did your classmates have when you were put into gifted classes? 

r. What reactions did you have from teachers when you were put into gifted classes? 

s. Tell me about the other students in your gifted classes. 

t. Who are your friends in your gifted classes? 

u. Tell me about the teacher of your gifted class. 

v. What do you like about your gifted class? 

w. What do you dislike about your gifted class? 

x. Is there anything else you want to tell me? 

 

5. After you have answered all questions, meet with the researcher to make sure she has 

written down your answers accurately. 

 

The first interview will take about 30 minutes. The second interview will take about an hour.  

The last meeting will take about 30 minutes.  All interviews will be at your convenience. 

Risks 

We anticipate there will be minimal risk involved if you choose to participate in this study that 

would normally occur when talking about personal areas.  These feelings may include anxiety or 

stress.  Please remember if you feel uncomfortable you can skip any questions you do not wish to 

answer.  If this study negatively affects you at any time during or after this study, please contact 

Dr. Sally Beisser at sally.beisser@drake.edu or 515-271-4850 and Drake IRB at irb@drake.edu 

or 515-271-3472. 

 

mailto:sally.beisser@drake.edu
mailto:irb@drake.edu
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Benefits 

If you decide to take part in this study there may be the chance for you to benefit from thinking 

about your experiences as a rural high school gifted English Language Learner.  It is hoped that 

anything learned in this study will help society by helping others to understand the experiences 

of English Language Learners in gifted programs.   

Your Rights 

Taking part in this study is voluntary and you do not have to do it.  You can stop at any time. If 

you decide to not take part in the study or leave the study early, you will not be penalized. You 

can skip any questions that you do not wish to answer. 

Confidentiality 

Any information learned in this study that can be traced back to you will not be released without 

your permission.  All results will be kept confidential. In any written reports or publications, no 

one will be identified or identifiable and only group data will be presented.  However, federal 

agencies, auditing departments of Drake University, and the Institutional Review Board (a 

committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect and/or copy 

your records for your safety. These records may contain private information.  

 

To ensure confidentiality extra care will be taken.  Real names will never be used during this 

study.  The main researcher will be the only person that knows who each participant is.  All 

information related to the identity of the participants will be stored in a locked safe inside the 

researcher’s home.  Interviews will be audio-recorded using a laptop.  The audio recordings will 

be erased as soon as the digital transcriptions are completed.  Electronic files will be password 

protected.  Electronic files and hard copies will be stored in a locked safe.  The main researcher 

is the only one with access to the files, and the only one with the password for the electronic files 

or the locked safe.  All electronic files and hard copies of files will be destroyed three years after 

the publication of my dissertation. 



   209 
 

Contacts and Questions 

Please ask questions at any time during this study.   

 For further information about the study contact Brooke Gevock at 319-572-0936 or 

brooke.gevock@drake.edu. 

 If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 

please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 

 

You may keep a copy of this form for your records 

 

****************************************************************************** 

 

Statement of Assent: 

Signing this means that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  This also means that 

the study has been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and 

that your questions have been answered. You may keep a copy of this form for your records. 

Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

I assent to participate in the study and I agree to be recorded. 

 

 

Participant’s Name (printed)               

    

             

(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)  

 

 

 

 

 

Witness’s Name (printed)               

    

             

(Witness’s Signature)      (Date)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:irb@drake.edu
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APPENDIX E  

 

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT FOR PARENTS OF PARTICIPANTS 

 

 

Title of Study: A CASE STUDY OF THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF RURAL HIGH 

SCHOOL GIFTED ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN ONE MIDWEST STATE 

 

Researcher: Brooke Gevock 

 

This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like your child to take 

part. Please feel free to ask questions at any time. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to learn about the school experiences of rural high school gifted 

English Language Learners. Your child is being invited to take part in this study because he/she 

attends a high school in Iowa, is an English Language Learner, and have been identified as 

gifted.  

Procedures 

If you agree to allow your child to take part, he/she will be asked to:  

1. Review and sign an informed assent document.  The researcher will explain the form to 

you and your child.  She will also explain the study and your rights, and answer any 

questions you may have.   

 

2. Answer questions about yourself in a short interview.  Audio tapes will be used to record 

the interview.  The questions will include:  

a. Where were you born? 

b. Where were your parents born? 

c. What languages do you speak? 

d. Who lives with you? 

e. What countries have you visited? 

f. What elementary school did you go to? 

g. What middle school did you go to? 

h. What are your hobbies? 

i. What sports do you play? 

j. What books do you like reading? 

k. What music do you listen to? 

l. Where do you work? 

m. Is there anything else you want to tell me about yourself? 
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3. Show a sample of something you wrote or made in school. 

 

4. Answer questions about school and your gifted classes in a longer interview.  These 

questions will include: 

a. Tell me about your regular classes. 

b. Tell me about your gifted classes. 

c. How hard is the work you do in gifted class? 

d. Whom do you work with in gifted class? 

e. Which student or teacher do you go to for help at school? 

f. What field trips have you taken with your gifted class? 

g. What has your gifted teacher done to help you with college? 

h. What has your gifted teacher done to help you find a career? 

i. What things do you like to study? 

j. Do you get to study these things during gifted class? 

k. What languages and cultures do you study in gifted class? 

l. Does your gifted teacher expect a lot from you in class? 

m. What do you teach your classmates about your language and culture? 

n. What group work do you do in gifted class? 

o. What do you do in gifted class to get better at your first language? 

p. What do you do in gifted class to get better at English? 

q. What reactions did your classmates have when you were put into gifted classes? 

r. What reactions did you have from teachers when you were put into gifted classes? 

s. Tell me about the other students in your gifted classes. 

t. Who are your friends in your gifted classes? 

u. Tell me about the teacher of your gifted class. 

v. What do you like about your gifted class? 

w. What do you dislike about your gifted class? 

x. Is there anything else you want to tell me? 

 

5. After you have answered all questions, meet with the researcher to make sure she has 

written down your answers accurately. 

 

The first interview will take about 30 minutes. The second interview will take about an hour.  

The last meeting will take about 30 minutes.  All interviews will be at your child’s convenience. 

Risks 

We anticipate there will be minimal risk involved if you choose to allow your child to participate 

in this study that would normally occur when talking about personal areas.  These feelings may 

include anxiety or stress.  Please remember if your child feels uncomfortable he/she can skip any 

questions he/she does not wish to answer.  If this study negatively affects your child at any time 

during or after this study, please contact Dr. Sally Beisser at sally.beisser@drake.edu or 515-

271-4850 and Drake IRB at irb@drake.edu or 515-271-3472. 

 

mailto:sally.beisser@drake.edu
mailto:irb@drake.edu
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Benefits 

If you decide to allow your child to take part in this study there may be the chance for your child 

to benefit from thinking about his/her experiences as a rural high school gifted English Language 

Learner.  It is hoped that anything learned in this study will help society by helping others to 

understand the experiences of English Language Learners in gifted programs.   

Your Rights 

Taking part in this study is voluntary and your child does not have to do it.  He/she can stop at 

any time. If your child decides to not take part in the study or leave the study early, he/she will 

not be penalized. Your child can skip any questions that you do not wish to answer. 

Confidentiality 

Any information learned in this study that can be traced back to your child will not be released 

without your permission.  All results will be kept confidential. In any written reports or 

publications, no one will be identified or identifiable and only group data will be presented.  

However, federal agencies, auditing departments of Drake University, and the Institutional 

Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may 

inspect and/or copy your records for your safety. These records may contain private information.  

 

To ensure confidentiality extra care will be taken.  Real names will never be used during this 

study.  The main researcher will be the only person that knows who each participant is.  All 

information related to the identity of the participants will be stored in a locked safe inside the 

researcher’s home.  Interviews will be audio-recorded using a laptop.  The audio recordings will 

be erased as soon as the digital transcriptions are completed.  Electronic files will be password 

protected.  Electronic files and hard copies will be stored in a locked safe.  The main researcher 

is the only one with access to the files, and the only one with the password for the electronic files 

or the locked safe.  All electronic files and hard copies of files will be destroyed three years after 

the publication of my dissertation. 
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Contacts and Questions 

Please ask questions at any time during this study.   

 For further information about the study contact Brooke Gevock at 319-572-0936 or 

brooke.gevock@drake.edu. 

 If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 

please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, irb@drake.edu. 

 

You may keep a copy of this form for your records 

 

****************************************************************************** 

 

Statement of Consent: 

Signing this means that you voluntarily agree to allow your child to participate in this study.  

This also means that the study has been explained to you, that you have been given the time to 

read the document, and that your questions have been answered. You may keep a copy of this 

form for your records. Even after signing this form, please know that you may withdraw your 

child from the study at any time. 

 

I consent to allow my child to participate in the study and I agree to allow he/she to be recorded. 

 

 

Participant’s Name (printed)               

    

             

(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)  

 

 

 

 

 

Witness’s Name (printed)               

    

             

(Witness’s Signature)      (Date)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:irb@drake.edu
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APPENDIX F:  

HOPE Scale Directions 

 

The HOPE Scale is designed to measure two very broad categories: Social and Academic 

components of giftedness and talent. It is meant to serve as a tool with which to focus a 

classroom teacher’s nomination and perceptions of his/her students onto behaviors that are often 

observable by a classroom teacher. When combined with other measures of aptitude and 

achievement, the HOPE Scale can help to locate gifted and talented students from traditionally 

underrepresented populations.  

 

As a rater, one of the most important things is that you rate each of your students as compared to 

other children similar in age, background, experience, culture, and/or environment. This is very 

important as students may demonstrate certain behaviors differently based on their own prior 

experiences.  

 

As you respond to each item, ask yourself “To what degree does this student exhibit the behavior 

as compared to other children of similar age, background, experience, culture, and/or 

environment?” Each student is rated as anywhere from “always” (6) demonstrating that 

particular behavior to “never” (1) demonstrating that behavior. For example, when rating your 

students, try to compare those from low-income families to other children from low-income 

families, children from African-American families to other children from African-American 

families, etc.  

 

The following two scales are measured by their respective items: 

Academic Scale Social Scale 

1. Performs or shows potential for performing at 

remarkably high levels 

2. Is sensitive to larger or deeper issues of 

human concern 

6. Is eager to explore new concepts 3. Is self-aware 

7. Exhibits intellectual intensity 4. Shows compassion for others 

9. Uses alternative processes 5. Is a leader within his/her group of peers 

10. Thinks “outside the box” 8. Effectively interacts with adults or 

older students 

11. Has intense interests  

 

Once you have rated all of your students on each of the items, add up total scores for each 

subscale (Academic and Social) separately. Scores on the two scales should never be added 

together as some students may demonstrate strong academic or social skills, but not necessarily 

both. It is also important to note in which areas the student has demonstrated these behaviors 

(science, math, art, etc.) as well as any other important behaviors or student characteristics.  

 

Once a HOPE Scale has been completed on each student by his/her teacher, all of the 

information (including demographic variables) should be entered into a single database in order 

to allow for group-specific comparisons when making placement decisions.  
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APPENDIX G:  

HOPE Scale  

 

 


