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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how elementary and 

middle school principals perceive their leadership to address the decline in the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school, addressing a gap in the literature. Transformational leadership served as the 

conceptual framework to inform the data collection and analysis. The three research 

questions focused on elementary and middle school principals’ perceptions of their 

experiences with gifted and talented education, their perceptions of the decline in gifted 

and talented student academic performance, and their perceived leadership practices to 

address the decline in academic performance. This multiple case study examined cases of 

six elementary principals and four middle school principals. The selection criteria 

consisted of having 1 year of experience as a principal and at least a 3% gifted and 

talented enrollment in the school. A cross-case synthesis was conducted and revealed that 

although both elementary and middle school principals implemented transformational 

leadership practices to support the academic performance of gifted and talented students 

in their transition from elementary to middle school, there were patterns of similarity and 

patterns of difference between the two cases. Elementary principals implemented more 

transformational leadership practices than middle school principals. Positive social 

change is achieved through the identification of principal leadership practices to support 

gifted and talented students to be able to experience success and make contributions to 

their communities.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Gifted and talented education represents one component of a comprehensive 

educational program. In the United States, the Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented 

Students Education Program acknowledges gifted and talented students as having diverse 

needs that extend beyond the traditional classroom setting (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2019). The National Association of Gifted Children (NAGC, 2019b) 

developed programming standards to support the development of gifted and talented 

students at all stages of development. The programming standards combine both student 

outcomes and evidence based practices to ensure equity, excellence, and continuous 

improvement of gifted and talented programs.  

Gifted and talented programming mandates and decision making are governed by 

individual states and local education agencies (Rinn et al., 2020). This local authority of 

gifted and talented programming enables individual states and local education agencies 

with the autonomy to interpret, develop, and implement definitions of giftedness, adopt 

gifted and talented identification procedures, and determine gifted and talented 

programming and service designs (Jolly & Robbins, 2016). State mandates, funding, 

student enrollment, and educators can have a significant impact on the quality of 

specialized programming for gifted and talented students (Callahan et al., 2017). The 

2018-2019 State of the States in Gifted Education reported 44 out of 50 states and 

Washington, D.C. have a state-developed definition of giftedness and about half of the 

states have state-developed gifted and talented programming standards (Rinn et al., 

2020). Decentralization of gifted and talented programming often results in a disparity of 
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services across and within states (Callahan et al., 2017; Jolly & Robbins, 2016; 

VanTassel-Baska, 2018). This disparity requires critical leadership from district 

administrators and principals to commit to effective gifted and talented programming 

(Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020).  

Traditionally, gifted and talented students have been characterized by their ability 

to perform at high intellectual levels; however, the academic underachievement of gifted 

and talented students, referred to as the discrepancy between ability and performance, has 

been prevalent for decades (Barbier et al., 2019; Obergriesser & Stoeger, 2015; Reis & 

McCoach, 2000; Renzulli et al., 1992; Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Calvert, 

2020). The principal plays an essential role in determining the success and accountability 

of gifted and talented programs and has the capacity to develop and foster learning 

environments to embrace the needs of gifted and talented students (Davis, 2016; 

McHatton et al., 2010). With the implementation of the Every Student Succeeds Act of 

2015 (ESSA), emphasis has been placed on improving school leadership to ultimately 

impact student achievement. Specifically, ESSA sets forth mandates for state education 

agencies to improve school leaders’ professional learning and practices to equip them 

with the ability to support students with diverse learning needs, including students with 

disabilities, English Learners, students identified as gifted and talented, and students with 

low literacy levels (ESSA, 2015).  

Although teachers are the vehicle through which student learning occurs and the 

delivery of instruction is their primary responsibility, principal leadership is key to 

ensuring differentiated learning experiences for gifted and talented students (Handa, 
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2019). However, the efforts of the principal to narrow achievement gaps have frequently 

focused on the minimum competency of underperforming students and a misconception 

that gifted and talented students have less urgent academic needs (Johnsen, 2013). 

Understanding principal leadership practices of gifted and talented programming is 

essential to ensure gifted and talented students reach their full potential, develop healthy 

academic standards of excellence, and make positive contributions to society. The aim of 

this case study was to explore how elementary and middle school principals provide 

leadership to support the academic performance of gifted and talented students. Chapter 1 

contains the background of the study followed by the problem statement, purpose, 

research questions, conceptual framework, nature of the study, and definitions. The 

chapter concludes with assumptions, scope and delimitations, limitations, significance, 

and a summary overview.  

Background 

The National Center for Research on Gifted Education (2019) analyzed 

longitudinal data from three states and found that third grade gifted and talented student 

reading academic achievement starts about two levels above their peers and their 

academic achievement grows at a slower rate from third grade to fifth grade. There has 

been a focus on narrowing the achievement gaps between demographic groups and a lack 

of focus on closing the achievement gap between groups of students at the advanced level 

of achievement (NAGC, 2015). 

The prevalence of gifted underachievement has been a topic of concern to gifted 

and talented researchers for decades (Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Calvert, 
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2020). Gifted underachievement was identified as a research priority for gifted and 

talented education by the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented (Renzulli 

et al., 1991). The underachievement of gifted and talented students is complex and 

involves social and emotional development, psychological issues, lack of interest, low 

teacher expectations, and undiagnosed learning disabilities (Ritchotte et al., 2016). 

Teachers of gifted and talented middle school students are often puzzled to encounter 

students who were high achievers in elementary but achieve at lower levels in middle 

school (Zabloski & Milacci, 2012). A phenomenological case study was conducted by 

Zabloski and Milacci to explore the life experiences of seven rural gifted and talented 

students who dropped out of school. Zabloski and Malicci found that students’ decisions 

to drop out were related to the influence of relationships and influence of teachers during 

their middle school years.  

Desmet et al. (2020) conducted a multiple narrative inquiry to examine the 

experiences of four underachieving gifted and talented girls 15-16 years of age in the 

Midwest region of the United States. The researchers explored the inception and 

resolution of underachievement aspects through a narrative lens. Desmet et al. found that 

participants’ negative self-perceptions, lack of learning skills, and negative teacher 

relationships impacted their academic achievement in the transition to middle or high 

school. The findings of these research studies indicated a need to gain an understanding 

of the gifted and talented education and programming during major transition periods 

within students’ years of schooling (Desmet et al., 2020; Ritchotte, 2016; Zabloski & 

Milacci, 2012).  
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Research in the area of gifted and talented underachievement has focused on the 

experiences and perspectives of the student (Barbier et al., 2019; Mofield & Peters, 2019; 

White et al., 2018). For example, Barbier et al. (2019) applied a case study approach to 

examine the factors associated with the academic achievement of gifted secondary school 

students. The study included interviews of three high performing gifted and talented 

students and three underperforming gifted and talented students in seventh and eighth 

grade. Participants provided more insight into the complexity of underachievement, 

noting elementary education experiences in creativity and higher-order thinking as 

positive experiences, while secondary education presented socially challenging events 

(Barbier et al., 2019).  

The literature on gifted and talented education is concentrated on definitions of 

giftedness, identification practices, gifted and talented programming, teacher 

qualifications, teacher professional development, policy, program evaluation, and 

curriculum and instruction (e.g., Callahan et al., 2017; Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020). 

However, research on the best practices associated with principal leadership in gifted and 

talented programming is scarce (e.g., Grantham et al., 2013; Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020; 

McHatton et al., 2010). The principal has the responsibility to transform school culture 

and implement leadership practices to impact student learning and transform school 

culture (Anderson, 2017). The role of the principal involves the implementation of 

leadership practices that impact student learning and is the second most important factor 

aside from the teacher that determines student achievement (Davis et al., 2005). Long et 

al. (2015) used an exploratory qualitative case study to investigate how the gifted and 
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talented policy contributed to the scope of gifted and talented programming from the 

perspective of principals, gifted coordinators, and teachers. An analysis of the interviews 

with 10 principals, 11 gifted coordinators, and 37 teachers revealed three overarching 

themes: (a) schools with gifted and talented policies were more likely to provide more 

support to gifted and talented students, (b) schools with specialty programs were more 

likely to offer specific programming, and (c) principals of schools with policies were 

likely to provide support through professional development although principal desire to 

adhere to policy did not always align to the availability of resources (Long et al., 2015). 

The gap in practice was the need to explore how elementary and middle school principals 

provide leadership to address the underachievement of gifted and talented students in 

their transition from elementary to middle school.  

Problem Statement 

The problem addressed in this study was the gap in practice concerning how 

elementary and middle school principals provide leadership to address the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school. Student achievement measures and academic performance in one state located in 

the southern region of the United States are reported annually by demographics, special 

education students, economically disadvantaged students, and English learners. Gifted 

and talented students are a subgroup that is often overlooked and may not be included in 

the academic performance report and are among those who underachieve (Davis, 2016). 

While gifted and talented student academic performance information is not reported by 
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the target state’s academic performance report, it is compiled within the target school 

district’s gifted and talented program evaluation.  

Within the study site, the overall percentage of gifted and talented students 

scoring above the grade level passing standard on the state assessment in all subjects 

indicated a declining pattern when students transitioned from elementary to middle 

school. Table 1 illustrates the 3-year gifted and talented student performance data from 

the study site.  

Table 1  

State Assessment Overall Masters Level Performance-Mathematics, Reading, and 
Science 

Grade (Level), 

Subgroup 

2017-2018 2018-2019 2020-2021 

Fifth Grade 

(Elementary School), 

Gifted and Talented 

 

65% 69% 78% 

Sixth Grade  

(Middle School),  

Gifted and Talented 

49% 48% 46% 

Note. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the administration of the state assessment was 

cancelled for the 2019-2020 academic year. 

As displayed in Table 1, the data indicated a pattern of decline in gifted and 

talented student overall academic performance in all tested subject areas as students 

transition from fifth grade (elementary school) to sixth grade (middle school). In this 
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context, it was unknown how principal leadership practices are implemented at the 

elementary or middle school levels to support gifted and talented students. 

Underachievement in gifted and talented students often surfaces in the transition from 

elementary to middle school (Evans et al., 2018; Ritchotte et al., 2016). Desmet et al. 

(2020) found that underachieving gifted and talented students felt unprepared for the 

increased rigor in middle school courses. The pattern of underachievement that surfaces 

in middle school may transfer into high school and college (Wai & Rindermann, 2019).  

White et al. (2018) conducted an analysis of peer-reviewed academic journals 

between January 2005 and August 2015 to explore the factors associated with gifted and 

talented underachievement and revealed that prior gifted and talented underachievement 

research focused on student individual factors with less attention on school-related 

factors. Gifted and talented research is confounded by the lack of universal mandates, 

policies, and protocols (Plucker & Callahan, 2020). Recommendations for future research 

emphasized the need to study how the school environment may contribute to gifted and 

talented underachievement (Brown, 2018; White et al., 2018). In my study, I addressed a 

meaningful gap in the practice as identified in the research literature and at the study site 

as to how elementary and middle school principals provide leadership to address the 

decline in the academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition 

from elementary to middle school.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how elementary 

and middle school principals perceive their leadership to address the decline in the 
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academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary 

to middle school. It is important to understand principals’ roles to identify best practices 

to build and sustain effective gifted and talented programs. My intent with this study was 

to fill a gap in practice to explore principal leadership perceptions and practices in gifted 

and talented education. Participants included elementary and middle school principals at 

the study site who participated in semistructured interviews to gather data on their 

experiences as leaders of gifted and talented students. Understanding gifted and talented 

programming and gifted and talented student performance is important for school leaders 

to be able to effectively advocate for the success of gifted and talented students (Brown, 

2018). The findings of this case study research may lead to the incorporation of effective 

leadership practices for principals who lead gifted and talented programs and inform the 

development of campus improvement plans and gifted and talented professional 

development for principals. By gaining this understanding, district leaders will be able to 

collaborate with principals to develop strategic plans to solve the problem of the decline 

in gifted and talented student academic performance in the transition from elementary 

school to middle school.  

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this qualitative case study were as follows:  

RQ1: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their experiences 

with gifted and talented education?  
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RQ2: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive the problem of 

the decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the transition from 

elementary to middle school? 

RQ3: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their leadership 

to address the decline in academic performance of gifted and talented students in their 

transition from elementary to middle school?  

Conceptual Framework  

Burns’ (1978) transformational leadership focused on values and motivations of 

both the leader and follower. Transformational leadership emphasizes a mutual and 

collaborative relationship between the leader and the follower, whereby the followers are 

cultivated into leaders (Burns, 1978). This leadership framework emphasizes the leader’s 

ability to influence through inspiration and high motivation (Burns, 1978). A 

transformational leader’s purpose is to motivate followers to work toward achieving 

goals through creative problem solving that result in the transformation of the 

organizational culture beyond individual self-interests (Sun & Leithwood, 2012). 

According to Anderson (2017), transformational leadership is an appropriate practice for 

leaders who strive to shift schools to meet stakeholder expectations.  

Sun and Leithwood (2012) conducted a meta-analysis of four reviews of 

transformational leadership research to examine the effectiveness of transformational 

leadership on student achievement. This analysis found transformational leadership had 

direct and indirect effects on student achievement. The transformational leadership 

practices with the most significant contribution to student achievement included building 
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collaborative structures and providing individualized consideration (Sun & Leithwood, 

2012). Valentine and Prater (2011) researched the relationship between instructional, 

transformational, and managerial leadership practices and student achievement and found 

transformational leadership contributed to student achievement in the areas of identifying 

a vision for the school and the social interactions of the principal serving as a role model 

for staff members. 

Transformational leadership was used as the contextual lens to explore and 

analyze the leadership practices of principals to support gifted and talented academic 

performance. The case study design included interviews with elementary and middle 

school principals regarding their leadership practices and experiences as they relate to 

gifted and talented programming and gifted and talented student academic performance. 

The conceptual framework, transformational leadership, informed my development of the 

interview questions that correspond with each research question to explore principals’ 

perceptions and experiences as they relate to their transformational leadership 

characteristics. The transformational leadership framework was useful in identifying 

principal leadership practices that support gifted and talented student performance. 

Chapter 2 provides a thorough explanation of the literature related to transformational 

leadership. 

Nature of the Study 

To address the research questions of this study, a qualitative case study design 

was used. According to Burkholder et al. (2020), “Qualitative research is an exploratory 

investigation of a complex and social phenomenon conducted in a natural setting through 
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observation, description, and thematic analysis of participants’ behaviors and 

perspectives for the purpose of explaining and/or understanding the phenomenon” (p. 

83). Case study research designs are appropriate to examine an issue or case within a 

real-world context focused on a bounded unit to capture a comprehensive understanding 

of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). Specifically, a multiple case study was 

used to obtain an understanding of two bounded systems, elementary and middle schools, 

and the phenomenon, the decline in academic performance as gifted and talented students 

transition from elementary to middle school. A multiple case study design afforded me 

the ability to analyze within cases, between cases, and across cases (Yin, 2014). A 

multiple case study was appropriate because this type of case study enabled me to explore 

the similarities and differences between both elementary and middle school principal 

leadership practices in gifted and talented programming within the study site (see Baxter 

& Jack, 2008).  

To develop converging lines of inquiry, multiple sources of data was used (see 

Yin, 2014). This multiple case study design included semistructured interviews of six 

elementary principals and four middle school principals. The use of semistructured 

interviews allowed me to insert probes after interview questions to capture a thorough 

amount of information to describe and understand principal perceptions and leadership 

practices (see Burkholder et al., 2020). In addition to semistructured interviews, a 

physical artifact, campus improvement plans, were analyzed and compared to the 

participants’ interview responses.  
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During the data analysis phase, I used thematic analysis to code and categorize the 

data provided by the elementary and middle school principals (see Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Thematic analysis involves a structured yet flexible process to become familiar 

with the data, code the data, develop categories, and generate themes to facilitate the 

interpretation of the results (Lester et al., 2020). The conceptual framework, 

transformational leadership, was integrated in the data analysis process to identify 

transformational leadership practices that support gifted and talented student 

performance. The analysis of the interview data coupled with the campus improvement 

plans was used to generate findings related to the research questions.  

Definitions 

Academic underachievement: The discrepancy between predicted ability and 

observed academic performance (Reis & McCoach, 2000).  

Elementary school/campus: A school for students enrolled in grades 

prekindergarten through fifth grade in the study site. At the research study site, the terms 

school and campus are used interchangeably.  

Gifted and talented learner: An individual who has the “capacity to perform at 

higher levels compared to others of the same age, experience, and environment in one or 

more domains” (NAGC, 2019a, p.1).  

Middle school/campus: A school for students enrolled in Grades 6 through 8 in 

the study site. At the research study site, the terms school and campus are used 

interchangeably.  
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Local education agency (LEA): According to ESSA, a board of education within 

the state that serves as the governing administrative authority in school districts or 

counties for public elementary and secondary schools (U.S. Department of Education, 

2019). 

Transformational leader: Leaders who focus efforts on innovation and 

transformation to impact student academic performance (Serin & Akkaya, 2020). 

Assumptions 

I assumed that principals provided honest and precise information regarding their 

perceptions and experiences with gifted and talented education and gifted and talented 

student academic performance. Voluntary participation in this study ensured that 

principals did not feel coerced to participate and increased the likelihood that the data 

obtained are accurate and a true account of their experiences. This assumption was 

essential to the meaningfulness of this study to gain an understanding of how elementary 

and middle school principals provide leadership to support the academic performance of 

gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary school to middle school. 

Scope and Delimitations 

This study was bounded by the study site and participants in one school district 

located in the southern region of the United States. Gifted and talented student 

achievement measures were limited to the state’s assessment for third through sixth grade 

mathematics, reading, science, and writing. Assessment results for the previous 2 years at 

the study site indicated a decline in gifted and talented student academic performance 

when gifted and talented students transition from elementary to middle school, therefore, 
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the target population for the study included elementary and middle school principals. 

High school principals were excluded from the target population to focus on the 

prevalence of the problem during the transition from elementary to middle school. A 

balanced number of elementary and middle school principals were invited to participate 

to address the study’s research questions. The purpose of this multiple case study was to 

explore how elementary and middle school principals perceive their leadership to address 

the decline in the academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition 

from elementary (fifth grade) to middle school (sixth grade). The focus on one student 

group, gifted and talented students, was a delimitation. Because of the design of this 

study, the findings may not be transferable to other student subpopulations such as 

English learners or special education students. However, the results of this study may be 

transferable to school districts and gifted and talented programs where gifted and talented 

student academic performance may need to be addressed in the transition from 

elementary to middle school. In addition, the findings of this research may be valuable to 

advocates of gifted and talented programs and add to the research on principal leadership 

practices in gifted and talented education.  

Limitations 

This research study was limited to one school district located in the southern 

region of the United States, in which there has been a declining pattern of the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school. The gap in practice was specific to this research setting and may limit the 

transferability of the findings to other students and schools with varying gifted and 
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talented programming, demographics, enrollment, and academic student performance. As 

I was the primary investigator of this study, and I am a central office administrator in the 

district where the data was collected, professional relationships with participants were a 

potential unintended bias. I served in a collaborative role and did not have any 

supervisory or evaluative capacity over principals.  

Qualitative researchers use the term trustworthiness to describe the confidence in 

the value, application, consistency, and neutrality of the research findings. (Anney, 2014; 

Burkolder et al., 2020). The attributes of trustworthiness that were addressed in this 

multiple case study include credibility, confirmability, and dependability, all of which 

incorporate triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility refers to the alignment 

between the data collected and the research questions (Burkholder et al., 2020). 

Confirmability in qualitative research separates the researcher from the study to minimize 

researcher bias (Anney, 2014; Burkholder et al., 2020). Dependability in qualitative 

research signifies the consistency in the data analysis, data collection, and data reporting 

(Burkholder et al., 2020). 

To meet the standards of credibility, confirmability, and dependability, 

triangulation is one strategy that was used to evaluate this study (see Anney, 2014). 

Triangulation refers to the collection and use of multiple data sources to mitigate or 

account for the validity and reliability of qualitative research findings (Yin, 2014). This 

study design included multiple sources of data: semistructured interviews of elementary 

and middle school principals and an analysis of campus improvement plans. The 

interview responses of both elementary principals and middle school principals were 
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compared to one another and to the contents of the campus improvement plans to verify 

the basis of the research findings. The confirmability of this research study was 

established using reflexive journaling. Reflexivity acknowledges the biases, experiences, 

and values researchers bring to qualitative research designs (Creswell, 2013, Yin, 2014). 

As a novice scholar-practitioner, I used a reflexive journal to document my perspective in 

narrative form to address the potential challenges when conducting qualitative research 

(see Burkholder et al., 2020; Meyer & Willis, 2019).  

Significance 

Gifted and talented education is decentralized at the state and local school district 

levels, which results in inconsistent programming and services across states and within 

states (Davidson Institute, 2020; NAGC, 2019a). To prepare students to engage in a 

global environment and make an impact on society, gifted and talented students need 

opportunities to learn and grow. The findings of this research study provide the school 

district and gifted and talented program administrators’ greater insight to support 

principals who lead gifted and talented programs and has the potential to influence 

principal leadership practices and impact gifted and talented policy. There was limited 

existing research on the influence of principal leadership practices on gifted and talented 

student academic performance. This research study filled a gap in practice for district 

leaders to better understand how principals provide leadership to support the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students. This research study was intended to 

contribute to the body of knowledge on gifted and talented education to lead to the 
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development of leadership practices and solutions for district leaders and advocates to 

better support gifted and talented communities of students.  

District leaders may use the findings of this multiple case study to develop local 

policies, procedures, and plans to guide principals to implement leadership practices that 

develop and sustain effective gifted and talented programs district wide (see Long et al., 

2015; Ritchotte et al., 2016). The outcomes of this research study may lead to principal 

advocacy for gifted and talented education and increased gifted and talented student 

academic performance. To advocate for implementing reform efforts, leaders of gifted 

and talented students must understand the research-based practices to enhance the 

learning trajectories of gifted and talented students (Brown, 2018). Ultimately, this study 

has the potential to impact positive social change to transform gifted and talented student 

programming and academic performance in school districts with similar demographic 

profiles.  

Summary 

In an educational climate that is increasingly directed by the demands of 

accountability, the viability and sustainability of principal leadership practices can be 

determined by their success in supporting and enhancing the academic achievement of 

gifted and talented students (Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020). This introductory chapter has 

afforded the reader with an understanding of the problem of gifted and talented academic 

performance in the transition from elementary to middle school. The purpose of this 

multiple case study was to gain an understanding of how elementary and middle school 

principals perceive their leadership to address the decline in the academic performance of 
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gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary (fifth grade) to middle 

school (sixth grade). This study contributes to the research and body of knowledge for 

principal leadership and gifted and talented programs. Data were collected via 

semistructured interviews of elementary and middle school principals and an analysis of 

campus improvement plans. Transformational leadership was the conceptual lens through 

which this multiple case study achieved the purpose of this study and addressed the three 

research questions.  

In Chapter 2, I present a comprehensive review of the literature that focuses on 

gifted and talented education and the principal leadership practices associated with gifted 

and talented student academic performance. Specifically, the next chapter includes the 

literature search strategy, the conceptual framework, the historical antecedents of gifted 

and talented education, demystifying giftedness, gifted and talented programming 

standards, gifted and talented professional development, gifted and talented 

underachievement, transformational leadership, and principal leadership practices in 

gifted and talented education. These focus areas were explored to build an overall 

foundational understanding of gifted and talented education. A multitude of research-

based and theoretical sources were examined to paint a portrait of gifted and talented 

education.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Gifted and talented students are traditionally characterized as a student with 

advanced academic skills who require minimal academic supports; however, decades of 

educational research have acknowledged the academic underachievement of gifted and 

talented students (Barbier et al., 2019; Renzulli et al., 1992). Understanding why gifted 

and talented students underachieve, or fail to achieve their full potential, is a problem for 

which educators seek to find solutions (Cavilla, 2017). There is a pattern of overall 

decline in gifted and talented student performance as students transition from fifth grade 

(elementary) to sixth grade (middle school) in the study site. The research on gifted and 

talented underachievement focuses primarily on defining underachievement, identifying 

the factors associated with underachievement, and interventions to reverse 

underachievement (Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Calvert, 2020).  

The role of the principal has been identified as an important influence on the 

academic performance of students (Hutton, 2018). The scarcity of research in gifted and 

talented education that focuses on the school factors and principal leadership practices 

emphasizes the need for this multiple case study (see Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020). 

There is a gap in practice concerning the leadership elementary and middle school 

principals provide to address the academic performance of students in their transition 

from elementary to middle school. Without an understanding of how principals provide 

leadership to address the problem of the decline in gifted and talented student academic 

performance in the transition from elementary to middle school, this problem may persist, 

and may negatively impact the future success and societal contributions of gifted and 
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talented students. The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore how elementary 

and middle school principals perceive their leadership to address the decline in academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school. The overall intent of this research study was to identify the transformational 

leadership practices principals implement to support gifted and talented programming and 

academic performance in their schools. Chapter 2 provides an exhaustive review of the 

seminal and current research literature related to transformational leadership in education, 

gifted and talented education, and principal leadership practices followed by a summary 

and conclusions.  

Literature Search Strategy 

A review of the literature was achieved through a systematic search conducted 

using the Walden University library website and included EBSCO, ERIC, and ProQuest. 

Google Scholar was used as a search engine to locate additional journal articles and peer-

reviewed resources. The search engines were used to engage in basic and advanced 

searches. Basic searches for articles were conducted to gain an overview of seminal 

research in gifted and talented education. After the initial literature review search, an 

academic word bank was developed and organized around broad categories (Butin, 

2010). The search engine parameters for the basic search were set for gifted and talented 

academic achievement, gifted and talented underachievement, gifted and talented 

principal leadership, gifted underachievement and principal role, principal leadership and 

student achievement, and principal perceptions of gifted education. Manipulating the 

advanced search option narrowed the focus of the search to include publications within 



22 

 

the last 5 years. This literature search generated publications to support the development 

of the background, problem statement, and purpose of the study. Through this literature 

search, four journals emerged multiple times: Educational Administration Quarterly, 

Gifted Child Quarterly, Journal for the Education of the Gifted, and Gifted Child Today. 

Key search terms that facilitated the acquisition of research to support the conceptual 

framework included principal leadership styles, principal leadership practices, gifted and 

talented leadership, and transformational leadership. A review of the NAGC resources 

and dissertations provided insight on the organizational structure of the literature review.  

Conceptual Framework 

From a historical perspective, instructional leadership and transformational 

leadership are the two most influential leadership models in educational leadership 

research (Sebastian et al., 2019). The conceptual framework for this study is based on the 

transformational leadership models from the seminal research of Burns (1978) that was 

then applied to education by Leithwood (1994). Transformational leadership, first 

conceptualized by Burns in the field of business, emphasized the mutualistic relationship 

between the leader and the follower. Bass (1985) later suggested transformational 

leadership behaviors have an impact on the performance and outcomes of organizations 

outside the field of business. Bass’s model of transformational leadership broadened 

Burns’ model and asserted that transformational leaders initially engage in transactional 

strategies that involve transactions and exchanges between leaders, colleagues, and 

followers (Bass & Avolio, 1994). 
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The application of transformational leadership was later applied to education 

research as a leadership model to lead school improvement endeavors by Leithwood 

(1994) and Hallinger (2003). Transformational leadership from an educational 

perspective emerged from the idea that instructional leadership focused on the principal 

or leader as the source of expertise, power, and authority (Burns, 1978), while 

transformational leadership flowed from a bottom-up perspective in which the leader 

engages teachers and staff in the development of the school improvement process 

(Hallinger, 2003). Hallinger identified overlapping characteristics of instructional 

leadership and transformational leadership; both instructional leadership and 

transformational leadership models emphasize a shared vision and goals, developing a 

strong learning climate, incentivizing good instructional practices, and promoting the 

development of staff. Proponents of the transformational leadership model may vary in 

the specific leadership practices that define transformational leadership.  

Bass and Avolio (1994) extended the seminal work of Burns (1978) to define 

transformational leadership in terms of four components, known as The Four I’s: (a) 

idealized influence, (b) inspirational motivation, (c) intellectual stimulation, and (d) 

individualized consideration. The Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) was 

developed by Bass and Avolio to measure transformational leadership behaviors and is a 

common instrument used to assess The Four I’s of Bass and Avolio’s transformational 

model. Idealized influence encompasses the leader’s ability to serve as a role model for 

followers and take risks. The transformational leader is described as an inspirational 

motivator who is enthusiastic, optimistic, and communicates a commitment to the 
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organization’s goals and the development of a shared vision (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Bass 

& Riggio, 2006). Intellectual stimulation efforts encompass the transformational leader’s 

ability to use creativity and innovation to develop solutions. Individualized consideration 

describes the transformational leader as a coach providing feedback and support for 

followers. Transformational leaders who incorporate individualized consideration into 

their leadership behaviors support individual needs to develop leadership capacity (Bass 

& Avolio, 1994; Bass & Riggio, 2006). Leaders who embrace transformational 

leadership “empower followers and pay attention to their individual needs and personal 

development, helping followers to develop their own leadership potential” (Bass & 

Riggio, 2006, p.4). 

The seminal education research of Leithwood (1994) explored the relationship 

between school restructuring and the practices of transformational leadership. Survey 

data were collected from teachers and principals revealing that the use of 

transformational leadership practices had indirect and direct effects on school 

restructuring and teacher-perceived student performance outcomes (Leithwood, 1994). 

Additionally, Leithwood found that transformational leadership behaviors in educational 

contexts positively influenced school improvement initiatives. Leithwood further 

suggested that transformational leadership is a useful model for understanding the 

dynamic role of principals. 

In a subsequent study, Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) reviewed research studies 

conducted between 1996 and 2005 and found that redesigning the organization was 

studied less frequently than setting directions and helping people. Leithwood and Janzti’s 
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research extended previous transformational leadership attributes to include three primary 

categories of transformational leadership behaviors: (a) setting directions, (b) helping 

people, and (c) redesigning the organization. Setting directions included vision, group 

goals, and high-performance expectations; helping people was comprised of individual 

support, intellectual stimulation, and modeling; and redesigning the organization focused 

on collaborative cultures and building relationships with parents and community partners 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). Leithwood and Jantzi suggested future research may be 

beneficial to explore redesigning organizations and incorporating transformational 

leadership behavior. 

Kouzes and Posner (2008) refined the former transformational models further and 

developed the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI). This inventory was created after in-

depth interviews and case study research involving individuals in leadership positions 

within various leadership positions across the world between 2007-2017. The inventory is 

comprised of five exemplary leadership practices: (a) model the way, (b) inspire a shared 

vision, (c) challenge the process, (d) enable others to act, and (e) encourage the heart 

(Posner, 2021). The LPI revealed leaders who frequently exhibited these five leadership 

practices as being more effective than those who implemented the practices less 

frequently (Posner, 2021). 

Modeling the way as described in the LPI encompasses the leader’s ability to 

display actions that align with the values and goals of the organization to build their 

credibility with followers (Kouzes & Posner, 2008). When followers can visualize the 

standards and values in leadership action, they, too, begin to exemplify similar leadership 
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actions. Leaders who challenge the process rely on the shared vision to take risks by 

developing innovative solutions to build leadership capacity in others and achieve 

excellence (Kouzes & Posner, 2017). According to Kouzes and Posner, challenging the 

process enables leaders to view problems as opportunities to challenge the status quo. 

Transformational leaders enable others to act by building trusting relationships; these 

relationships build and facilitate cultures of collaboration and empower others to work 

toward the shared vision. To obtain desired results, transformational leaders recognize the 

efforts of followers and encourage the heart by celebrating others for their significant 

contributions to motivate and encourage future success (Kouzes & Posner, 2017). 

The concentration of transformational leadership frameworks within business and 

education organizations characterizes transformational leadership as sets of behaviors, 

practices, and categories. Bass and Avolio (1994) described transformational leadership 

in terms of four leadership behaviors; whereas Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) 

acknowledged three transformational categories, while Kouzes and Posner (2008) 

recognized five leadership practices. There are similarities in the transformational 

leadership models that may be used interchangeably to illustrate leadership qualities of 

principals and other school leaders. 

When school leaders recognize the value of implementing transformational 

leadership concepts, they can develop healthy learning environments through motivation 

and collaboration to achieve academic success (Tookes et al, 2020). The collaborative 

efforts of the principal to include all stakeholders and encourage shared responsibility on 

the school improvement process is a key element to achieving positive school outcomes. 
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To apply the concept of transformational leadership to gifted and talented education, all 

stakeholders would play an important role in providing support to gifted and talented 

students (NAGC, 2014). With the flexibility of policies, practices, and procedures in 

gifted and talented education, leaders have the responsibility to bring about the 

transformation of gifted and talented programs to advocate for and meet the diverse 

learning needs of gifted and talented students (Brown & Rinko-Gay, 2017; Guilbault & 

Kirsch, 2020). 

The research on principal leadership practices in relation to supporting gifted and 

talented students is limited (Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020). A qualitative approach utilizing 

transformational leadership as the conceptual framework in gifted and talented education 

is an opportunity to explore the leadership practices of principals who lead their campus 

gifted and talented programs. This multiple case study focused on the leadership practices 

of elementary and middle school principals through the conceptual lens of 

transformational leadership by conducting semistructured interviews with principals and 

analyzing campus improvement plans which are developed under the direction of the 

principal to identify the leadership practices that support gifted and talented students in 

their transition from elementary to middle school. Table 2 outlines the transformational 

leadership practices that were used to develop interview questions to gain an 

understanding of how elementary and middle school principals provide leadership to 

support the academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from 

elementary to middle school. 
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Table 2  

Transformational Leadership Practices in Education 

Transformational Leadership Practices References 

Builds collaborative structures Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005 

Challenges the process Kouzes & Posner, 2008, 2017 

Develops a strong learning environment Hallinger, 2003 

Distributes leadership Hallinger, 2003 

Enables others to act Kouzes & Posner, 2008, 2017 

Encourages intellectual stimulation Bass & Riggio, 2006 

Encourages the heart Kouzes & Posner, 2008, 2017 

Establishes high performance expectations Leithwood, 1992; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005 

Incentivizes effective instructional practices Hallinger, 2003 

Inspires a shared vision Leithwood, 1994; Hallinger, 2003; Bass & Riggio, 

2006; Kouzes & Posner, 2017 

Models the way Leithwood, 1992; Bass & Riggio, 2006; Kouzes & 

Posner, 2008, 2017 

Motivates followers Bass & Riggio, 1994, 2006 

Promotes the development of staff Hallinger, 2003 

Provide individualized support Leithwood, 1994; Bass & Riggio, 2006 

Takes risks Bass & Riggio, 2006 

Note. The transformational leadership practices are listed in chronological order and 

include the literature references.  

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts 

Transformational Leadership Contributions in the Education Context 

Transformational leadership practices of school leaders are often explored 

through teacher perceptions of such leadership practices. In the seminal research of 

Leithwood et al. (2008), understanding teachers’ perspectives of their principals’ 

leadership style has been found to affect teachers’ emotions and motivation and indirectly 

stimulate student learning. Serrin and Akkaya (2020) conducted a correlational study to 
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determine if there was a relationship between the transformational leadership behaviors 

of principals and teacher motivation. Participants included 418 teachers who completed 

three data collection tools. Based on the results, there was no significant relationship 

between transformational leadership and teacher motivation. However, teachers noted a 

positive relationship between their perceptions of principal transformational leadership 

behaviors in the areas of vision, group commitment, individual support, and intellectual 

stimulation (Serrin & Akkaya, 2020). 

In another study addressing principal transformational leadership from the teacher 

perspective, Hauserman and Stick (2013) examined principal transformational leadership 

qualities. Hauserman and Stick collected quantitative data using Bass and Avolio’s 

(1996) MLQ to categorize principals into two categories: high or low transformational 

leaders. Qualitative data sources included interviews with five teachers who rated 

principals as high in transformational leadership qualities and five teachers who rated 

principals as low in transformational leadership. Principals perceived by teachers as 

highly transformational leaders served as role models for students and teachers and 

encouraged collaborative opportunities and maintained an open mindset to the 

incorporation of innovative ideas to enhance school effectiveness (Hauserman & Stick, 

2013). 

Likewise, from the teacher perspective, Litchka and Shapira-Lishchinsky (2016) 

surveyed 615 Israeli teachers and 514 American teachers to measure their perceptions of 

the transformational leadership practices of principals by location, Israel and United 

States, and school level—elementary, middle, or high school. The results were that Israeli 
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principals were perceived by Israeli teachers to be more transformational as leaders than 

teachers’ perceptions of principals in the United States. The results also indicated that 

teachers’ perceptions of the transformational leadership style of their principals decreased 

from elementary to middle and high school in both Israel and the United States (Litchka 

& Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2016). 

Additionally, Bryant et al. (2017) used Kouzes and Posner’s (2008) 

Transformational Leadership Model and the LPI to discover how three principals who 

represented elementary, middle, and high school, build and foster leadership capacity in 

their schools. To triangulate the findings, data were obtained through interviews, 

observations, and documents and analyzed through the lens of Kouzes and Posner’s 

(2008) transformational leadership practices. Bryant et al. found all principals 

demonstrated three transformational leadership practices: modeling the way, inspiring a 

shared vision, and enabling others to act. Results indicated the principals’ leadership 

styles were encouraging, collaborative, and involved mentorship practices, emphasizing 

the role model dimension of transformational leadership.  

Using a different research design but achieving similar results as Bryant et al. 

(2017), Metz et al. (2019) conducted a mixed methods research study to explore the 

transformational leadership practices of principals. Quantitative data were collected from 

a total of 110 participants (55 elementary principals and 25 middle school principals) 

using Kouzes and Posner’s (2013) LPI and the qualitative data involved interviews with 

28 principals. Principal respondents perceived their leadership style as transformational, 

describing transformational leadership as “a principal’s ability to transform the school 
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culture and community” (Metz et al., 2019, p. 400). The LPI survey results highlighted 

the principals’ perspective of transformational leadership in the areas of enabling others 

to act and model the way (Metz et al., 2019). Enabling others to act was described as 

treating others with respect and high regard while modeling the way was expressed as 

setting an example for exemplary expectations. Metz et al. further concluded principals 

viewed their transformational leadership behaviors in varying degrees; however, 

principals expressed their active attempts to integrate transformational leadership 

behaviors into their principal leadership style. 

Combining both teacher and principal perspectives, Mayes and Gethers (2018) 

used a quantitative research design to examine the principals’ practices of 

transformational leadership to determine the most effective transformational leadership 

characteristics, how often principals implemented transformational leadership 

characteristics, and if there was a relationship between principal perceptions and staff 

perceptions. In total, 14 participants from the elementary and middle school levels 

completed a survey instrument and identified collaborating with school staff to develop 

the school’s vision as the most effective transformational leadership practice; however, 

principals perceived themselves as transformational leaders, while teachers’ perceptions 

indicated their principals exhibited transformational leadership characteristics less 

frequently. Mayes and Gethers attributed the differences in principal and teacher 

perceptions to a lack of understanding of transformational leadership components and 

transformational leadership practices interpreted by others. 
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Transformational leadership practices when applied to gifted and talented 

education was recently found to impact an online gifted education program (Ronksley-

Pavia & Neumann, 2022). One gifted and talented team leader and two gifted and 

talented teachers participated in semistructured interviews to explore the leadership 

practices for supporting an online program developed to re-engage gifted learners. The 

data revealed five themes: (a) understanding the unique needs of gifted students and the 

online learning environment, (b) digital creativity for engaging gifted students, (c) 

leveraging the skills of specialists, (d) encouraging active re-engagement of gifted 

students, and (e) follow-up and advocacy to meet the needs of gifted students and their 

families (Ronksley-Pavia & Neumann, 2022). Participants reported the importance of 

shared team goals, innovation, creativity, and inspiration as essential transformational 

leadership practices. Participants also voiced the importance of a leader who served as a 

facilitator and collaborator (Ronksley-Pavia & Neumann, 2022).  

A prevalent theme in the literature on transformational leadership in the education 

context is the emphasis on the principal serving in the capacity of a role model (Bryant et 

al., 2017; Hauserman & Stick, 2013; Metz et al., 2019). As a role model, principals have 

the opportunity to lead by example and influence teachers to adopt similar leadership 

behaviors to achieve collective goals for student subpopulations such as gifted and 

talented students. As noted by Bryant et al. (2017), Hauserman and Stick (2013), and 

Mayes and Gethers (2018), teachers and principals perceived the collaborative nature of 

principals in developing a shared vision as an important element of transformational 

leadership. Bryant et al. (2017) believed transformational leadership attributes can be 
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used by principals to manage the complex role of the principalship. Reviewing 

transformational leadership research in the education context indicated that the 

transformational leadership capacity of principals has the potential to influence overall 

school effectiveness in the areas of school environment and academic performance.  

Transformational Leadership, School Climate, and Student Achievement 

Shatzer et al. (2014) compared instructional and transformational leadership 

models to determine the leadership behaviors that had the most impact on student 

achievement. The sample included 590 elementary teachers who rated their principals’ 

leadership style using the Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale and Bass and 

Avolio’s (1996) MLQ. Shatzer et al. concluded instructional leadership scores explained 

the variance in student achievement and reported the two dimensions that were found that 

significantly predicted student achievement, management by exception-passive, and 

laissez-faire leadership. However, management by exception-passive and laissez-faire 

leadership were associated with a weak transformational leader (Shatzer, 2014). Utilizing 

a qualitative research design, Adams et al. (2017) also studied the principal leadership 

role and student learning capacity. This research study involved 3,175 students who 

completed a variety of instruments to measure student perceptions of principal support 

for social emotional needs, instructional practices of teachers, grit, and transformational 

leadership behaviors as a control variable. Evidence suggested the principal role is 

critical to developing and nurturing an instructional environment where students 

experience success. Adams et al. believed this research study “establishe[d] school 

principals as essential drivers of student learning capacity.” (p. 577). 
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A related quantitative study by Nash (2010) also used the MLQ to discover the 

relationship between transformational leadership and student achievement. Nash 

predicted a positive relationship between transformational leadership practices and 

student achievement. In this study, 15 elementary school principals were surveyed using 

Bass and Avolio’s (1996) MLQ (Nash, 2010). Survey results indicated principals who 

used the dimensions of idealized behavior, intellectual stimulation, and instructional 

motivation were predictors of student achievement in third grade mathematics, third 

grade reading, and fifth grade mathematics (Nash, 2010). Similar to Nash, Allen et al. 

(2015) also used the MLQ to investigate the relationship between transformational 

leadership, school climate, and student achievement in mathematics and reading. Allen et 

al. found a positive relationship between transformational leadership and school climate; 

however, the results revealed no relationship between transformational leadership and 

student achievement. 

Conversely, the LPI was used by Quin et al. (2015) to determine the leadership 

practices required to develop positive school change and improve student learning 

outcomes and found that the components of transformational leadership that exhibited the 

largest impact on student achievement were shared vision and challenging the process. 

The findings of this study suggested the use of transformational leadership as a leadership 

model to develop quality school leaders (Quin et al., 2015). 

Further research on transformational leadership and student achievement used a 

mixed methods study to explore the relationship between principal and assistant principal 

perceptions of school discipline policies, transformational leadership, and student 
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achievement (Tookes et al., 2020). This study included 51 participants categorized as 

either a high-achieving principal/assistant principal or a low-achieving principal/assistant 

principal. Tookes et al. found that when school leaders recognize the value of 

implementing transformational leadership concepts, they could develop healthy learning 

environments through motivation and collaboration to achieve academic success. Results 

revealed high-achieving principals and assistant principals used a balance of 

transformational leadership qualities (Tookes et al., 2020). Tookes et al. posited that low 

achieving schools might have fewer opportunities to engage in transformative and 

innovative leadership practices due to the focus on improving student achievement. 

In summary, transformational leadership has been used to explore the relationship 

between leadership practices, school improvement, school climate, and student 

achievement. The studies related to transformational leadership and student achievement 

primarily applied both Bass and Avolio’s (1996) MLQ and Kouzes and Posner’s (2008) 

LPI as survey instruments. The combined results of these studies, with the exception of 

Allen et al. (2015) and Shatzer (2014), recommended transformational leadership as a 

framework in which educators can explore the educational context to influence school 

climate and student achievement. Understanding the historical background of giftedness 

provides additional context for applying the transformational leadership framework 

specifically to gifted and talented education. 

Federal Role in Conceptualizing Gifted and Talented Education 

The Marland Report (Marland, 1972) contained the first published formal 

definition of giftedness. The report presented the federal government’s formal definition 
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and included any combination of academics, intellectual ability, leadership, visual and 

performing arts, creativity, and psychomotor ability (Marland, 1972). Additionally, the 

report contained the distinctive needs of gifted and talented learners, the lack of an 

appropriation of funds for gifted and talented education, and inconsistencies in 

implementing services for gifted and talented students (Marland, 1972). The passage of 

the Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Act of 1988 was prompted by 

workforce limitations, student performance, and school reform efforts as part of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (Jolly & Robins, 2016). 

The Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Children and Youth Education Act of 

1988, also referred to as the Javits Act, was created to reduce the achievement gap among 

students from diverse backgrounds (Eckes & Russo, 2020). As the sole federal funding 

source for gifted and talented education, the Javits Act supports the National Center for 

Research on Gifted Education and provides resources and funding for conducting 

research and developing innovative practices to serve underrepresented student 

populations in gifted and talented programs, economically disadvantaged students, 

English learners, students with disabilities, and gifted and talented students (U. S. 

Department of Education, 2019). Grant opportunities through the Javits Act were most 

recently reauthorized during fiscal year 2020 and require annual federal approval of funds 

(NAGC, 2021). 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 incorporated the Javits Act and 

included an updated definition of gifted and talented students. The NCLB legislation 

focused on all students meeting proficiency levels in literacy and numeracy, may have 
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resulted in teachers focusing less on the learning needs of gifted and talented students 

(Jolly & Robins, 2016). Like the Marland Report (Marland, 1972), the NCLB Act of 

2001 emphasized the unique needs of gifted and talented students that extend beyond the 

traditional classroom environment. The Marland Report established the federal definition 

of gifted and talented and after over 40 years the definition includes, 

Gifted and talented children are those identified by professionally qualified 

persons who by virtue of outstanding abilities, are capable of high performance. 

These are children who require differentiated educational programs and/or 

services beyond those normally provided by the regular school program to realize 

their contribution to self and society. Children capable of high performance 

include those with demonstrated achievement and/or potential ability in any of the 

following areas, singly or in combination (1) general intellectual ability, (2) 

specific academic aptitude, (3) creative or productive thinking, (4) leadership 

ability, (5) visual and performing areas, and (6) psychomotor ability. (Marland, 

1972, p. 10). 

The reauthorization of ESSA in 2017 included the Marland Report (Marland, 

1972) federal definition for gifted and talented students, but it did not include 

expectations for above-grade level achievement, a requirement for state accountability 

systems, or a mandate for providing gifted and talented students with effective 

instructional programming (Kaul & Davis, 2018). However, the reauthorization gives 

promise to gifted and talented education through the inclusion of gifted and talented 

within Title II, Part A Supporting Effective Instruction. For example, Lockhart et al. 
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(2021) examined the ESSA State Plans for Gifted and Talented Education from 11 states 

and found similarities between their identification, curriculum, service options, 

professional development, and program evaluation. The findings confirmed the flexibility 

of gifted and talented programming at the state level. Lockhart et al. concluded that 

flexibility of programming and standardized programming was at opposite ends and 

“neither extreme would produce optimal results or adequately prepare gifted and talented 

students for postsecondary talent development opportunities (p. 33). A review of gifted 

and talented research from the administrative leadership lens recommended that 

educational leaders seek guidance from their individual state plans to support, develop, 

and sustain gifted and talented programming (Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020).  

National Advocacy for Conceptualizing Gifted and Talented Education 

The NAGC provides guidance to gifted and talented advocates, educators, 

policymakers, and researchers to develop a common perspective of giftedness (Makel & 

Johnsen, 2020). The NAGC’s (2019a) conceptualization of giftedness embraces prior 

federal definitions of giftedness but also includes, 

Students with gifts and talents perform—or have the capability to perform at 

higher levels compared to others of the same age, experience, and environment in 

one or more domains. They require modification(s) to their education 

experience(s) to learn and realize their potential. (p. 1)  

The NAGC definition of giftedness encompasses students from diverse 

backgrounds and with learning disabilities, addresses social and emotional competencies, 

and instructional services to meet their unique learning needs (Makel & Johnsen, 2020). 
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Defining giftedness has been noted as a crucial aspect of gifted programming because the 

definition impacts how students are serviced in state and localized school district 

programs (Callahan et al., 2017). Callahan et al. surveyed 2,000 elementary school 

districts, 1,752 middle school districts, and 1,160 high school districts in a comprehensive 

study of gifted and talented practices and policies in the United States. The surveys were 

sent to school district coordinators and directors of gifted and talented programs. 

Callahan et al. found that most states embedded the NAGC giftedness definition in their 

local definition with variations in the definition of giftedness that included academic 

ability, intellectual ability, leadership, and performing/visual arts with the intellectual 

aspect of giftedness being used most commonly at the elementary level. After almost 50 

years since the establishment of a federal definition of giftedness, there remains no 

universal agreement at the state or school district level as to what identifies a student as 

gifted and talented (Worrell et al., 2019). 

Gifted and Talented Assessment and Identification Practices 

The identified gifted and talented enrollment in the United States elementary and 

middle schools showed a slight decline from 69.5% of schools in 2012 to 68.5% of 

schools in 2016 (Yaluma & Tyner, 2021). Although the decline was minimal, the decline 

indicates no growth in the number of identified gifted and talented students between 2012 

and 2016. Yaluma & Tyner also found gifted and talented identification is increasing 

faster in low-poverty schools than in high-poverty schools. Hodges et al. (2018) 

recommended the use of a combination of traditional and nontraditional identification 

practices.  
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A variety of identification tools have been used to measure giftedness in children. 

Common gifted and talented assessments are standardized tests that measure intelligence 

or achievement (Callahan et al., 2017; Worrell et al., 2019). Identification practices often 

rely on a predetermined score or a set of scores, that when combined, are calculated using 

a matrix (Callahan et al., 2017). Additional criteria for gifted and talented identification 

also include alternative assessments that measure nonverbal skills and creativity (Peters 

et al., 2020). As a result of the comprehensive study by Callahan et al., researchers 

concluded the identification of students primarily occurs during the elementary school 

years and typically occurs because of teacher referrals.  

Traditional identification practices also rely on measures of cognitive ability and 

utilize the teacher as the source of student referrals for gifted and talented identification, 

whereas nontraditional identification practices may include universal screening or the 

development of local norms (Worrell et al., 2019). A universal screening process 

provides an opportunity to screen students for gifted and talented services through a 

holistic approach whereby designated groups of students are administered assessments to 

determine eligibility for gifted and talented services. Universal screening has recently 

received attention as an evidence-based practice that meets the ESSA “Tier 2 Moderate 

Evidence, suggesting a statistically significant difference on student outcomes (Johnsen 

et al., 2021). Researchers recommend the use of universal screening practices to address 

the possible assessment bias noted in standardized testing (Card & Giuliano, 2015; Erwin 

& Worrell, 2012; Morgan, 2020). Implementing universal screening practices removes 
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the traditional referral process and eliminates the subjectivity of an individual’s ability to 

recognize giftedness (Mathewson, 2016). 

Another nontraditional identification practice is the use of local norms. The 

development of local norms allows schools to determine the highest performers within a 

school setting as opposed to comparing students to national norms. Developing local 

identification norms has received recent attention to ensure equity within and across 

gifted and talented programs (Peters et al., 2020). Gifted and talented assessment and 

identification practices impact an organization’s gifted and talented programming 

options.  

National Gifted and Talented Standards and Evidence-Based Practices 

In addition to providing a definition of giftedness, the NAGC developed the 

National Gifted and Talented Programming Standards to support the development and 

implementation of gifted and talented programming. In the absence of federal mandates 

for gifted and talented programming, the standards support local education agencies with 

developing local gifted and talented policies, practices, and programming (Corwith & 

Johnsen, 2020). The NAGC Programming Standards provide a framework for states and 

local education agencies to develop effective and equitable gifted and talented programs.  

The framework serves as a tool to engage district and school leaders in self-

assessment to inform district gifted and talented policies and practices. The most recent 

version of the standards from NAGC (2019b) includes six programming standards: (a) 

learning and development, (b) assessment, (c) curriculum planning and instruction, (d) 

learning environments, (e) programming, and (f) professional learning. Each 
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programming standard specifies student outcomes aligned with evidence-based practices. 

Evidence-based practices are practices that have been shown through rigorous research to 

impact student outcomes (Johnsen et al., 2019; Johnsen et al., 2021). The most reported 

NAGC evidence-based practices are acceleration, assessment, collaboration, 

differentiation, and grouping (Johnsen & Kaul, 2019). Within the NAGC Programming 

Standards, the evidence-based practices that meet ESSA’s criteria for “Tier 1 Strong 

Evidence” are acceleration and grouping (Johnsen et al., 2019). 

Acceleration. An accelerated perspective flows from the idea that gifted and 

talented students process and master information at a faster pace than their grade-level 

peers (Worrell et al., 2018). Accelerated instruction allows the student the opportunity to 

access above-grade level or subject area. The goal of acceleration is to allow students to 

progress at an instructional level that maintains and sustains their potential and capacity 

(Worrell et al., 2018). While there are various forms of acceleration, acceleration can be 

classified as content-based acceleration or grade-based acceleration (Southern & Jones, 

2015). Content-based acceleration occurs when students engage in curriculum content at 

a higher level in a general education classroom or in an advanced grade (Johnsen et al., 

2019). On the other hand, grade-based acceleration is when students are placed in a 

higher grade level for all subjects as a result of skipping a grade or grade levels (Johnsen 

et al., 2019). Johnsen et al. (2019) advised school leaders to consider developing a clear 

plan that establishes acceleration guidelines, to engage in progress monitoring, and 

evaluate the plan to effectively implement acceleration as an evidence-based practice. 
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Grouping. Grouping gifted and talented students in a homogeneous or general 

education classroom is a common programming service design in elementary gifted and 

talented programs (NAGC, 2015). Ability grouping clusters groups of gifted and talented 

students in one classroom to allow teachers to differentiate instruction. Grouping students 

by ability provides a flexible learning environment structure that allows the teacher to 

adjust groups and activities based on learning needs. Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, and 

Olszewski-Kubilius (2016) also explored the effects of ability grouping of middle school 

and junior high students’ academic performance through the meta-analysis of 12 

experimental studies and found small but positive effects of ability grouping. 

Considerations for implementing ability grouping include school-based data decision 

making to determine the individual needs of students and ensuring teachers have 

professional learning opportunities to support ability grouping (Johnsen et al., 2019). 

National Gifted and Talented Programming Standards Implementation 

Lewis and Boswell (2020) conducted a document analysis of four school districts’ 

local gifted and talented education plans to determine the level of implementation of the 

NAGC programming standards. The collective data revealed inconsistencies between the 

contents of the local plans and the NAGC programming standards. The inconsistencies 

were attributed to a lack of local gifted and talented handbooks, policies, and procedures; 

only one district had a gifted and talented handbook (Lewis & Boswell, 2020). 

Callahan et al. (2017) also assessed the degree to which national programming 

standards were implemented and found that the current practices reflected the same 

degree of implementation from over 20 years ago. Callahan et al. found that 53.6% of 
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elementary respondents and 39.1% of middle school respondents reported utilizing the 

NAGC Standards to direct gifted and talented programming. Across elementary and 

middle school grade levels, Callahan et al. found that curriculum planning and instruction 

were the most commonly reported standard. Regarding program service delivery options, 

the most prevalent service delivery model for the elementary level was part-time, pull-out 

classes offered in blocks of 1-4 hours per week. At the middle level, homogeneous 

groups of gifted and talented students in the general education setting were the most 

reported service delivery option. Acceleration by grade was the least reported program 

delivery option by elementary and middle school respondents (Callahan et al., 2017). 

In contrast to Callahan et al.’s (2017) research findings, Rinn et al. (2020) found 

that the top three reported delivery models reported at the elementary level were 

differentiation in the general education classroom environment, acceleration by grade, 

and use of the resource room, whereas the top middle school delivery models were 

differentiation, honors and advanced coursework, and the resource room. On behalf of 

the NAGC and the CSDPG, Rinn et al. prepared the comprehensive 2018-2019 State of 

the States in Gifted Education. Survey results were collected from state education agency 

representatives in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Respondents distinguished 

between service options required by the state education agency and service options 

determined by local education agencies; 24 states mandated gifted and talented service 

options, 15 states did not have any mandates, and 11 states had mandates for gifted and 

service options that were governed by the local education agency (Rinn et al., 2020). 
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The common themes noted across states in the 2018-2019 State of the States in 

Gifted Education were related to the decentralization of the decision-making authority 

coupled with limited accountability, limited service options, and training and professional 

learning (Rinn et al., 2020). As recorded in the report, the decision-making authority for 

identifying and serving gifted and talented students remained a state and local education 

agency responsibility. Half of the respondents reported state monitoring or auditing of 

gifted and talented programs, while only 19 states’ implementation plans required 

approval by the state education agency, revealing limited accountability of state and local 

programs (Rinn et al., 2020). Differentiation within the general education classroom was 

reported as the most common service option for gifted and talented students at the 

elementary and middle school levels (Callahan et al., 2017; Rinn et al., 2020). This focus 

on differentiation as the primary service option for gifted and talented students 

emphasized the importance of teacher and administrator professional learning 

opportunities to address the needs of gifted and talented students in a variety of learning 

environments (Rinn et al., 2020). 

VanTassel-Baska and Hubbard (2019) also examined the implementation of the 

NAGC’s programming standards through the lens of eight school districts in the Eastern 

United States. Qualitative and quantitative data revealed the majority of school districts’ 

gifted and talented programs addressed assessment, learning environment, and 

professional development; however, less than 40% of the standard indicators were met in 

the areas of curriculum planning and instruction, programming, and learning and 

development (VanTassel-Baska & Hubbard, 2019). Additionally, the findings revealed a 
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lack of consistent delivery systems for gifted and talented students at the primary and 

middle school levels. In contrast to Rinn et al.'s (2020) findings, Van Tassel-Baska & 

Hubbard reported a lack of differentiated learning at the middle school level and limited 

targeted professional development to support differentiation. 

Subsequent research conducted by VanTassel-Baska et al. (2020), involved 

observations of 329 elementary, middle school, and high teachers in six school districts to 

evaluate the frequency of the implementation of differentiated practices for gifted 

learners. The observation data suggested differentiation practices for gifted learners were 

underutilized. Of the 26 differentiated practices, 10 were implemented in over 50% of the 

observed classrooms (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2020). Findings also revealed that the use 

of differentiation was implemented less in middle school classrooms. The results further 

emphasized the need for professional learning experiences targeted at differentiation and 

meeting the needs of gifted and talented teachers and students (Lewis & Boswell, 2020; 

VanTassel-Baska et al, 2020). Kaplan (2022) noted the gap between differentiation 

pedagogy and implementation may be a result of the variety of professional development 

experiences.  

Gifted and Talented Professional Development Requirements 

As noted in the 2018-2019 State of the States in Gifted Education report by Rinn 

et al. (2020), individual states varied in the professional development requirements for 

gifted and talented educators. Rinn et al. (2020) reported that “state-level oversight 

regarding the training and credentials of those professionals who work with gifted 

students is minimal” (p. 6). Professional development requirements as reported by Rinn 
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et al. (2020) revealed the following: five states required a gifted and talented license from 

a graduate level program, nine states required a gifted and talented certification, 17 states 

required teachers to obtain a gifted and talented endorsement, 17 states shifted the 

authority for professional development training requirements to local education agencies, 

four states offered noncredentialled professional development programs for gifted and 

talented at the local level, while 18 states did not require any gifted and talented 

professional development training (Rinn et al., 2020). 

For example, the Texas Education Agency’s (2019) professional development 

requirements for teachers who provide classroom instruction and services to gifted and 

talented students enrolled in grades K-12 at the study site include a 30-hour foundational 

gifted and talented training. The training includes specific strands: nature and needs of 

gifted and talented students; assessing student needs; and curriculum and instruction. 

Teachers who provide instruction to gifted and talented students are also required to 

complete an additional 6-hour update in gifted and talented education each year (Texas 

Education Agency, 2019). Administrators and counselors who lead campus gifted and 

talented programs are also required to obtain a minimum of 6 hours annually in gifted 

and talented education in the areas of nature and needs and program options. Texas also 

offers a Gifted/Talented Supplemental Certificate through the State Board of Educator 

Certification; however, this supplemental certification is not a professional development 

requirement for gifted and talented teachers (Texas Education Agency, 2015). 

Callahan et al. (2017) previously found teacher qualification requirements for 

gifted and talented also varied across grade levels. According to Callahan et al., a state 
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endorsement in gifted and talented education was required for teachers who provide 

instruction to gifted and talented students in 53.6% of the school districts at the 

elementary level and 49.1% at the middle level, as reported by district-level 

administrators across the United States. There appears to be a discrepancy in the gifted 

and talented professional learning requirements and opportunities targeted at ensuring 

teachers of gifted and talented are equipped with the knowledge and skills to provide 

instruction and support the individual needs of the gifted and talented learner. 

The variety of professional development requirements for gifted and talented 

teachers across states, school districts, and grade levels may impact the academic 

development of gifted and talented students (Callahan et al., 2017). State and local 

education agencies are responsible under ESSA to improve the capacity of leadership to 

address the academic achievement of gifted and talented students with diverse learning 

needs. Despite this federal requirement, there remains a lack of understanding the 

professional development needed to enhance gifted and talented teacher performance 

(Brigandi et al., 2019). Kaplan (2022) suggested that professional learning focused on 

differentiation is beneficial when the learning experiences incorporate exemplars of 

differentiated curriculum to enhance the transfer and implementation of practices in the 

classroom setting.  

Gifted and Talented Professional Development Implementation Practices 

According to Plucker and Callahan (2020), questions regarding the effectiveness 

of professional development in gifted education remain unanswered. Gifted education 

research from quantitative and qualitative research designs have shown limited 
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participation in and implementation of professional development for gifted and talented 

education (Benny & Blonder, 2016; Brigandi et al., 2019; Fraser-Seeto et al., 2015; 

Johnsen & Kaul, 2016, 2019; Peters & Jolly, 2018). The gap between differentiation 

pedagogy and implementation may be a result in the varied opportunities for professional 

development. Peters and Jolly (2018) hypothesized that teachers who participated in 

greater amounts of gifted and talented professional development would report a higher 

level of implementation of effective gifted and talented education instructional practices. 

Participants represented three groups: (a) 35 general education teachers who had not 

received gifted and talented professional development, (b) 86 teachers who obtained a 

partial certificate of gifted and talented education, and (c) 116 teachers who obtained a 

full certificate of graduate or master’s level work in gifted and talented education. Results 

from the survey data revealed higher amounts of professional development in gifted and 

talented did not translate into classroom practices, disproving Peters and Jolly’s 

hypothesis.  

Utilizing a longitudinal single case study design, Brigandi et al. (2019) reported 

similar results as Peters and Jolly’s (2018) research study. Brigandi et al. explored the 

relationship between participation in a professional development enrichment model and 

one gifted and talented teacher’s knowledge and practice with a focus on differentiated 

instruction. The study participant, an elementary level teacher with 20 years of teaching 

experience including 6 years as a gifted and talented teacher for an elementary school 

pull-out program engaged in the Renzulli Enrichment Triad Model professional 

development workshop. Brigandi et al. collected data over a 7-month period through 
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semistructured interviews, researcher observations, teacher reflection journal entries, and 

field and analytic notes. Although participation in the Renzulli Enrichment Triad Model 

professional development increased the participant’s understanding of gifted and talented 

instructional strategies, the participant noted barriers to implementation including 

insufficient time to provide learning experiences for students to create authentic products 

and the lack of time to provide differentiated instruction to meet the individual needs of 

all students. 

Fraser-Seeto et al. (2015) used a quantitative research design to examine 

elementary teachers’ awareness of and willingness to engage in self-directed gifted and 

talented professional development that consisted of modules designed to support teachers 

with identifying gifted and talented students, differentiating instruction, and responding 

to student learning needs. Of the 96 kindergarten through sixth grade teacher respondents, 

51% reported participating in gifted and talented professional development while 74% 

were unaware of the gifted and talented professional development sessions prior to 

engaging in the study. Fraser-Seeto et al. concluded that self-directed professional 

development opportunities are most effective when there are systems of ongoing support 

to encourage participation and ensure implementation. 

Comparable findings resulted from Benny and Blonder’s (2016) qualitative study 

revealed the need for ongoing support from the principal or district administration so that 

teachers could better address the needs of gifted and talented students in the regular 

education classroom. An analysis of the 14 teacher reflections and photo narratives 

revealed the factors that promoted teaching gifted and talented students ages 15-18 were 
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associated with enrichment programs and technology; and the factors that inhibited 

teaching gifted and talented students included lack of time and gifted and talented 

students in the general education classroom. The teachers perceived the factors that 

hindered teachers from supporting gifted and talented students could be managed by the 

principal or district administrators.  

An approach to facilitate a professional learning opportunity between middle 

school general education and gifted and talented teachers was explored through a 

collaboration model by Mofield (2020). Middle school general education and gifted 

education teachers collaborated to plan differentiated learning for gifted and talented 

students to address underachievement among gifted learners. Survey and interview data 

were collected from 16 middle school teachers who participated in the collaboration 

model. Participants reported growth in teachers’ capacity to differentiate and 

improvement in student learning outcomes (Mofield, 2020). Like the findings of Benny 

and Blonder (2016) and Brigandi et al. (2019), Mofield reported a lack of time as a 

barrier to collaboration and differentiated learning within the general education 

classroom. 

According to Benny and Blonder (2016), “Attention should be given to raise the 

awareness of schools principals, district administration, and their recognition of their 

responsibility to provide appropriate education services for all students including the 

gifted student in the regular classroom” (p. 9). Administrative leadership that reinforces 

the factors associated with supporting gifted and talented students and minimizes the 

barriers associated with teaching gifted and talented students in a general education 
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classroom can impact teaching and may lead to positive student learning outcomes 

(Benny & Blonder, 2016; Mofield, 2020). Like Benny and Blonder, Spoon et al. (2020) 

engaged teachers in a professional learning series that included training with follow-up 

sessions throughout the school year and expressed the importance of future professional 

learning opportunities for administrators to be able to design learning opportunities for 

teachers. 

Johnsen and Kaul (2016) had a larger participant group than Benny and Blonder 

(2016) to examine the implementation of gifted and talented practices. The Texas 

Association for the Gifted and Talented collaborated with Baylor University to examine 

the gifted and talented education practices in the state (Johnsen & Kaul, 2016). Over 500 

gifted and talented educators responded to a survey to assess their beliefs regarding the 

implementation of gifted and talented instructional practices. The survey data revealed at 

least 90% of gifted and talented educators understood and believed in the gifted and 

talented best practices; however, the belief in the practices did not equate to the 

implementation of the instructional practices developed by the NAGC (Johnsen & Kaul, 

2016). Gifted and talented educators also reported a lack of professional development 

opportunities related to providing instruction to gifted and talented students that translates 

to improved student achievement (Johnsen & Kaul, 2016). 

In 2019, Johnsen and Kaul conducted a follow-up study of 682 teachers from a 

suburban school district in Texas. Respondents completed an online survey to assess their 

beliefs of gifted and talented education practices, based on the NAGC Programming 

Standards. The two most frequently implemented practices were ability grouping and 



53 

 

adding depth and complexity to the curriculum; however, teachers perceived ability 

grouping to have a more positive impact on student outcomes than adding depth and 

complexity (Johnsen & Kaul, 2019). Teachers who rarely or never implemented research-

based practices cited a lack of resources needed to differentiate instruction, a lack of 

district support, and limited professional development opportunities for teaching gifted 

and talented learners as barriers to implementing gifted and talented research-based 

practices (Johnsen & Kaul, 2019). 

An approach to facilitate a professional learning opportunity between middle 

school general education and gifted and talented teachers was explored through a 

collaboration model. Middle school general education and gifted education teachers 

collaborated to plan differentiated learning for gifted and talented students and to address 

underachievement among gifted learners (Mofield, 2020). Survey and interview data 

were collected from 16 middle school teachers who participated in the collaboration 

model. In contrast to the findings of Johnsen and Kaul’s (2019) results, Mofield reported 

growth in teachers’ capacity to differentiate and improvement in student learning 

outcomes (Mofield, 2020). 

Overall, the research findings demonstrated gifted and talented professional 

development opportunities provide teachers with an understanding of the instructional 

strategies to support the learning needs of gifted and talented students. Benny and 

Blonder (2016) and Johnsen and Kaul (2019) concluded that professional development 

for teachers and administrators is needed to increase teacher confidence in the 

implementation of practices and to provide information to administrators on the best 
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practices for achieving positive outcomes for gifted and talented students. The qualitative 

studies from Benny and Blonder (2016) and Brigandi et al. (2019), as well as the 

quantitative studies conducted by Fraser-Seeto et al. (2015) and Johnsen and Kaul (2016, 

2019), contained similar results—limited implementation of gifted and talented practices. 

A lack of administrative support for gifted and talented programming (Fraser-Seeto et al., 

2015; Johnsen & Kaul, 2019) and lack of time (Benny & Blonder, 2016; Brigandi et al., 

2019; Lewis & Boswell, 2020; Mofield, 2020) was cited as a barrier to providing 

effective instruction and support to gifted and talented students. The collective data from 

these studies highlight the continued challenges of professional development for gifted 

and talented education due to the professional development structure, which is often 

offered in one session or of short duration without coaching or reinforcement to 

effectively maximize the learning potential of gifted and talented students. 

The Elementary to Middle School Transition  

During the transition period from elementary to middle school, students encounter 

changes in academic performance expectations at a time when they are experiencing 

changes physically, mentally, and socially (Gilewski & Nunn, 2016; Lovette-Wilson et 

al., 2020). The procedural factors in the middle school setting, adolescent development, 

academic factors, and social factors influence a student’s transition to middle school 

(Lovette-Wilson et al., 2020). Understanding the factors associated with the transition to 

middle school (Coelho et al., 2017; Lovette-Wilson et al., 2020) and developing systems 

of support for middle school students (Fite et al., 2018; Kitsantas et al., 2017; Sewell & 

Goings, 2019) are critical topics for educators. 
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Research studies conducted by Fite et al. (2018) and Lovette-Wilson et al. (2020) 

examined the perceptions of middle school students, teachers, and parents. Fite et al. 

surveyed 86 sixth grade students to better understand the middle school transition in 

relation to the school transition, school attachment, depressive symptoms, and anxiety 

symptoms. Students expressed the support of individuals—parents and friends—rather 

than school-based programs as helpful to their transition to middle school. However, 

students reported problems adjusting to the middle school setting and associated their 

negative perceptions with depression and difficulty with coursework. 

In a similar study, Lovette-Wilson et al. (2020) collected data from middle school 

parents, students, and teachers using surveys and focus groups. A total of 276 sixth grade 

students, 64 teachers, and 109 parents responded to the survey, while 21 students, 23 

teachers, and 19 parents participated in the focus group interviews. In contrast to the 

research findings of Fite et al. (2018), middle school students in the study by Lovette-

Wilson et al. reported positive perceptions about challenging classes and coursework. 

Overall, parents, students, and teachers also reported positive perceptions regarding 

curriculum choice and the expectation to perform well in middle school while negative 

perceptions were linked to student ridicule by peers and concerns about school safety 

(Lovette-Wilson et al., 2020). Lovette-Wilson et al. concluded, “School administrators 

have a great deal of influence on how the transition process proceeds as they lead in 

establishing the vision, mission, beliefs, and expectations of students” (p. 15). 

Exploring the transition from elementary to middle school from the perspective of 

gifted and talented students revealed similar results. Kitsantas et al. (2017) used focus 
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group interviews to collect data from 34 elementary and 15 middle school students 

regarding their perspectives of their gifted and talented programs. Both elementary and 

middle school students reported their programs provided levels of challenge that were 

different from the general education classroom, but the levels of challenge were valued as 

meeting their academic needs. On the other hand, there were differences in the 

perceptions of elementary and middle school gifted and talented students regarding how 

the gifted and talented program affected their academic and social-emotional functioning. 

Elementary gifted and talented students reported feelings of being bullied and stereotyped 

as nerds but reported positive experiences with the expectations for self-regulation, 

whereas middle school gifted and talented students felt the middle school environment 

presented more opportunities for healthy competition among peers with self-regulated 

learning viewed as challenging (Kitsantas et al., 2017). 

Utilizing a similar research focus as Kitsantas et al. (2017), Sewell and Goings 

(2019) explored the lived experiences of 17 former gifted and talented students, many of 

whom were identified by gifted and talented programs in the elementary grades. 

Participants noted that a positive experience in elementary gifted and talented programs 

did not automatically equate to a positive transition to middle school. Also, participants 

shared that their elementary gifted and talented programs were more diverse than those at 

the middle school level. Participants attributed their overall success in the transition 

during middle school to the support of their peers and participation in extracurricular 

activities and community partnerships (Sewell & Goings, 2019). 
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Underachievement in gifted and talented students emerges in elementary and has 

an impact on middle and high school success (Barbier et al. 2019). As students transition 

to middle school, it becomes difficult for students to reverse the pattern of 

underachievement (Sielge et al., 2020). In general, the middle school transition poses 

challenges as students undergo various stages of development and changing academic 

expectations. More specifically, a predominant characteristic of giftedness is 

asynchronous development, described as a gifted and talented student’s uneven rate of 

development of academic, creative, emotional, intellectual, and physical domains 

(Galbraith & Delisle, 2015). For example, a gifted and talented student may intellectually 

understand social justice but may not have the emotional capacity to handle the concept 

(NAGC, 2016). A middle school gifted and talented student’s asynchronous 

development, coupled with transitioning from elementary school, may adversely affect a 

student’s transition to middle school both academically and socially (Coelho et al. 2017). 

Gifted and Talented Academic Underachievement  

Factors Associated with Underachievement 

Gifted and talented students experience underachievement when they avoid 

learning opportunities that could stimulate them to increased levels of mastery (Mofield 

& Peters, 2019). Individual factors are often predictors of underachievement in gifted and 

talented students. The most common factors of underachievement are individual factors 

such as motivation, learning behavior, emotions, perfectionism, and self-regulation 

(Mofield & Peters, 2019; Obergriesser & Stoeger, 2015; White et al., 2018). For 

example, Siegel et al. (2020) compared teacher, parent, and student perspectives on four 
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individual factors associated with underachievement (a) self-efficacy, (b) goal valuation, 

(c) environmental perceptions, and (d) self-regulation. The collective data revealed 

similarities between teacher and student perceptions of self-efficacy and self-regulation, 

and inconsistencies in teacher and student perceptions of goal valuation (Siegel et al., 

2020). Further, parent perceptions were more aligned with student perceptions than 

teacher perceptions across all factors. Siegel et al. concluded that underachieving gifted 

students’ goal valuation was connected to their ability to self-regulate, emphasizes the 

importance of interventions targeted at goal valuation. 

White et al. (2018) used a systematic literature review to explore gifted 

identification and the factors associated with underachievement in a review of nine 

empirical articles representing high-achieving gifted students and underachieving gifted 

students in elementary and secondary school between January 2005 and August 2015. 

White et al. also found that most of the research had focused on individual factors of 

underachievers such as motivation and self-regulation with less attention given to school-

related factors (White et al., 2018). The analysis by White et al. revealed the studies of 

giftedness and underachievement used research designs that were not capable of 

distinguishing between the factors associated with gifted achievers and gifted 

underachievers. 

Mofield and Peters (2019) also acknowledged the individual factors of 

underachievement by comparing the differences between mindset beliefs about 

intelligence, dimensions of perfectionism, and achievement attitudes among 169 middle 

school gifted achievers and 15 gifted underachievers. Gifted and talented underachievers 
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had a higher fixed mindset regarding intelligence and lower scores on perfectionism and 

motivation (Mofield & Peters, 2019). The findings of Mofield and Peters’ research 

confirmed that a relationship exists between achievement attitudes, beliefs about 

intelligence and perfectionism, and underachievement in gifted and talented students. 

These research of Mofield and Peters and White et al. (2018) recommended that further 

research is needed to understand how school-related factors such as curriculum, teaching, 

differentiation, acceleration, the availability of support, and school culture may contribute 

to gifted underachievement. 

Desmet and Pereira (2021) acknowledged both individual and environmental 

factors associated with underachievement. A descriptive-interpretive qualitative research 

study was used to explore the underachievement of three gifted middle school boys. 

Participants reported a lack of challenge in their early school years, family transitions, 

and peer relations (Desmet & Pereira, 2021). The findings revealed similar results as 

Desmet et al.’s (2020) study with underachieving girls, the boys identified a lack of self-

regulation skills as a contributing factor of their underachievement. Gaining an 

understanding of the factors associated with underachievement may lead to effective 

interventions to support interpersonal and intrapersonal elements of gifted learners 

(Desmet & Pereira, 2021). 

Interventions for Underachievement 

McCoach et al. (2020) acknowledged that self-efficacy, task value, and self-

regulation were related factors of underachievement and “the correlations among these 

variables demonstrate how challenging it is to identify a single factor to address within an 
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underachievement intervention” (p. 112). Wu (2016) contended that research in the area 

of underachieving gifted and talented students centered around the causes and factors 

associated with underachievement, with little attention on strategies and practices to 

reverse or prevent the phenomenon. The results from Mofield and Peters’ (2019) research 

suggested a need for interventions that promote a growth mindset and strategies to 

support a perfectionist perspective in gifted and talented students.  

In a subsequent study on interventions for gifted and talented underachievement, 

Taghinejad et al. (2020) explored the impact of 280 middle school gifted underachievers’ 

participation in a growth mindset intervention through a quasi-experimental, pretest-

posttest and follow-up study. Participants completed an 8-week growth mindset course 

and responded to academic success, learning behavior, and intelligence scales. Results 

indicated the growth mindset course as an intervention influenced the learning behaviors 

of middle school gifted underachievers; however, given the complexity of gifted and 

talented underachievement, Ritchotte et al. (2016) proposed that no single strategy or 

intervention will reverse underachievement. 

Frameworks and concepts to reverse the underachievement of gifted and talented 

students and to prevent underachievement have been proposed by Ritchotte et al. (2016) 

and Ronksley-Pavia and Neumann (2020). Ritchotte et al. recommended a Functional 

Behavioral Analysis as a mechanism for reversing the underachievement of gifted and 

talented middle school students. This analysis, a seven-step process used in the field of 

special education, identifies the problem, includes a team approach to explore the 

problem through observation and data collection to verify the behavior, develops and 
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implements an intervention, evaluates the intervention, and monitors and modifies 

(Ritchotte et al., 2016). 

Ronksley-Pavia and Neumann (2020) offered a new perspective, The (Re) 

Engagement Nexus Model, through which to explore opportunities to re-engage gifted 

and talented students. This perspective highlighted three independent constructs: (a) 

engagement dimensions: behavioral, affective, social, and cognitive dimensions, (b) four 

profiles of giftedness: successful, creative, underground, at-risk, and (c) twice-

exceptional and pedagogical re-engagement approaches. The (Re) Engagement Nexus 

Model, like the analysis by Ritchotte et al. (2016), includes the interrelationship between 

the aforementioned constructs and the use of the model to create individualized learning 

experiences for gifted and talented students with the intent of ensuring educators focus on 

proactive efforts for the engagement of gifted and talented students (Ronksley-Pavia & 

Neumann, 2020). 

Ridgley et al. (2020) acknowledged that gifted underachievers often lack the 

motivation to perform academically. A comprehensive intervention that includes 

selecting a task, conducting a self-regulated learning assessment, identifying student 

needs, developing interventions, and monitoring student progress as potential techniques 

to address gifted underachievement (Ridgley et al., 2020). Obergriesser and Stoeger 

(2015) explored the effects of a self-regulated learning intervention as a predictor of 

underachievement through a 7-week intervention that focused on learning behaviors to 

support self-regulated learning in a qualitative study involving 85 fourth grade gifted and 

talented students. Positive effects were found for learning behaviors as a result of the 
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intervention among both gifted underachievers and gifted achievers, suggesting 

interventions for gifted underachievers are successful in the traditional classroom setting 

(Obergriesser & Stoeger, 2015). 

Wu (2016), in a related qualitative research study, collected interview data from 

three teachers working in gifted and talented programs at three different schools to gain 

an understanding of the patterns of underachievement that teachers observed in gifted and 

talented students. Wu noted the relationship between intervention strategies and the 

underlying causes of gifted underachievement; the themes that emerged from the 

teachers’ interviews were the elements of self-esteem, motivation, and peer influences on 

underachievement (Wu, 2016). Interventions that allowed students to explore areas of 

interest were connected to increased motivation while peer pressure may have resulted in 

gifted and talented students feeling ashamed of their intellect, therefore causing students 

to be unwilling to express their intellectual ability. 

Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, and Calvert (2020) conducted a systematic 

review of quantitative and qualitative empirical studies focusing on the effectiveness of 

underachievement interventions to support gifted students’ academic and psychosocial 

outcomes. From a quantitative lens, the results indicated that the underachievement 

interventions had no significant impact on improved academic performance of gifted and 

talented students (Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Calvert, 2020). In contrast, the 

qualitative studies in the systematic review conducted by Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-

Kubilius, and Calvert indicated the underachievement interventions promoted gifted and 

talented underachieving students to have increased motivation, improved self-regulation, 
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making meaningful connections to school and positive rapport with adults (Steenbergen-

Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Calvert, 2020). 

Applying similar methods as Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, and Calvert 

(2020), Snyder et al. (2019) used a systematic review and meta-analysis of 53 studies 

involving a variety of intervention types and grade levels to examine the effectiveness of 

interventions for underachieving students with a focus on achievement and psychosocial 

outcomes. While Snyder et al. found the interventions produced moderate effects in 

achievement and psychosocial outcomes, the interventions were more effective for 

elementary and middle school students. This finding from Snyder et al. confirmed the 

idea that if the complex nature of the factors associated with underachievement are not 

addressed in elementary grades, underachievement may continue as students transition to 

upper grade levels (Hoover-Schultz, 2005). Studies related to the factors associated with 

gifted and talented underachievement (Mofield & Peters, 2019; Obergriesser & Stoeger, 

2015; White et al., 2018) and the interventions for gifted and talented underachievement 

(Obergriesser & Stoeger, 2015; Snyder et al., 2019; Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-

Kubilius, & Calvert, 2020; Taghinejad et al., 2020; Wu, 2016) suggested the need for 

future research to explore the school level factors, such as principal leadership practices 

that impact the academic performance of gifted and talented students.  

Principal Leadership Effectiveness  

In the current educational climate of school improvement, principals are expected 

to accept the responsibility of accountability and increased demands (Acton, 2021; 

Sanchez et al., 2017). The school leadership debate over the past decade has attempted to 
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identify the leadership practices that support positive school performance and outcomes. 

For example, Acton combined transformational leadership and change agent leadership 

practices into one conceptual framework to support principals. This proposed framework 

incorporated professional learning methods: (a) courses, (b) experiences, (c) feedback, 

(d) collegial exchanges, and (e) self-reflection; and the change process: (a) shared vision, 

(b)planning and resources, (c) professional learning, (d) checking progress, (e) providing 

continuous assistance, and (f) culture supportive of change (Acton, 2021). Using this 

framework, interviews with five elementary principals were conducted to discover their 

perceptions of their ability to serve as change agents and revealed gaps in the principals’ 

understanding of the change agent role due to the lack of professional development 

experiences (Acton, 2021). Principals primarily reported their expertise was developed 

from hands-on, on-the-job experiences and collaboration with principal peers. 

Utilizing longitudinal data, Grissom and Bartanen (2018) and Beckett (2021) 

investigated the link between principal effectiveness and principal turnover. Grissom and 

Bartanen analyzed administrative data files from school years 2011-2012 and 2014-2015 

to measure the extent to which principals were more or less likely to leave principal 

positions. The data analysis concluded ineffective and effective principals had higher 

rates of turnover. Elevated turnover rates for principals were linked to schools with 

lower-than-average academic performance. Additionally, principals with the highest level 

of turnover occurred at the middle school level (Grissom & Bartanen, 2018). 

Beckett (2021) examined seven independent variables related to principal 

turnover in an urban school district: (a) school type, (b) school size, (c) percentage of 
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students of color, (d) percentage of students with free and reduced lunch, (e) percentage 

of students with disabilities, (f) percentage of English Language Learner students, and (f) 

percentage of gifted and talented students. Longitudinal data revealed a 76.3% mobility 

rate for principals with 18% changing schools within in the district and over 58% of 

principals leaving the school district (Beckett, 2021). The findings of Beckett’s research 

indicated a tendency for principals who changed schools within the district to move to 

schools with lower percentages of gifted and talented students. The research findings 

from Grissom and Bartanen (2018) and Beckett highlight the need to explore principal 

leadership practices within gifted and talented education. 

Principal Leadership Practices and Gifted and Talented Education  

The leadership of the school principal has been noted as one of the most important 

school-related factors that impact student learning and achievement (Dhuey & Smith, 

2018; Grissom et al. 2021). Principals are accountable for overseeing the instructional 

and managerial components of the overall education program; however, gifted and 

talented services are often not the primary focus of the instructional programming 

(Johnsen, 2013). In addition, no state in the United States has a mandate for gifted and 

talented professional learning or coursework related to administrative leadership 

programs (NAGC, 2015). In the state of Arkansas, a formal partnership was developed 

between the state’s gifted education association and the state’s educational administrator 

association to strengthen gifted education policy and practices (Robinson, 2021). A 

similar partnership between The University of North Texas and the Texas Association of 

Gifted and Talented (TAGT) was developed to launch a study to better understand gifted 
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and talented educator perceptions of gifted education policy. Hodges et al. (2021) 

surveyed district coordinators and directors, classroom teachers, and TAGT public school 

district representatives and found participants were optimistic about the overall future of 

gifted education. Principals were not included in the study by Hodges et al.; however, 

Robinson reported principals are considered the frontline administrators and represent a 

group of leaders that the gifted community seldom engages with.  

Although the principal’s role has been identified as key to the improvement of the 

overall success of school programs, only a limited number of current studies have 

investigated the principals’ impact on gifted and talented education (Guilbault & Kirsch, 

2020; Handa, 2019; Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006; Lewis et al., 2007; Weber et al., 

2003). The seminal research of Weber et al. was an investigation of the principal’s role in 

gifted and talented education with interviews of two principals, one from a private 

elementary gifted and talented school and one from a public gifted and talented 

elementary magnet school. 

Weber et al. (2003) found that the private school principal’s role in implementing 

gifted and talented programs included program organization, curriculum development, 

and teacher training. The public school principal’s role involved implementing the 

curriculum and collaborating with teachers to identify activities, field experiences, and 

community resources to enrich the district-developed curriculum. The public school 

principal also shared the completion of a gifted and talented endorsement and also 

completed two gifted and talented courses as part of a graduate level program, 

highlighting the importance of maintaining an understanding of state and district 
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standards for gifted and talented education. The interview responses revealed 

commonalities; both principals expressed the need for communication skills and support 

for the nature and needs of gifted and talented students as important aspects of gifted and 

talented education (Weber et al., 2003). 

In a similar seminal study, Lewis et al. (2007) examined the practices of two 

elementary principals’ leadership in the implementation of their campus gifted and 

talented programs. The participants in this study were identified as exemplary principals 

and advocates for gifted and talented students because they implemented cluster grouping 

and differentiated instruction to meet the learning needs of students. A significant finding 

of Lewis et al. was that both principals acknowledged effective leadership practices for 

gifted and talented programs that were not being applied in their schools. For example, 

while principals evaluated the general education programs using a variety of assessments 

and input from stakeholders, a program evaluation of gifted and talented programs was 

not initiated. The principals also reported gifted and talented goals were developed but 

not incorporated into their school improvement plans (Lewis et al., 2007). Both Weber et 

al. (2003) and Lewis et al. recognized the lack of literature regarding the principal role in 

gifted and talented education and called for additional research. 

A related ethnographic study in this period of time, conducted by Hertberg-Davis 

and Brighton (2006), involved examining the principal’s role and the impact of 

differentiated instruction on student achievement. A total of 36 middle school teachers 

and 3 middle school principals participated in a 3-year study to gain an understanding of 

how teachers implemented differentiation through the lens of principal leadership 
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characteristics (Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006). A variety of data sources including 

interviews, observations, focus groups, and field notes revealed teachers needed the 

support of a principal to effectively implement differentiated instruction. The results also 

indicated principals had an impact on teachers’ willingness to implement differentiation 

to meet the needs of gifted and talented students in a general education classroom, and 

the effective implementation of differentiation required a principal with the desire to 

believe change was possible (Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006). 

A more recent mixed methods study by Handa (2019) focused on similarities and 

differences in principal and teacher perceptions of differentiated strategies for gifted and 

talented students. Handa sought to understand principals’ perceptions of their leadership 

actions in implementing and sustaining differentiated instruction for gifted and talented 

students. Quantitative surveys were collected from 867 teachers and 120 principals. In 

addition, case study interviews were conducted with four principals. The survey results 

revealed a significant difference between teacher and principal perceptions of 

differentiated instruction; principals reported fewer opportunities for differentiation than 

teachers. Teachers reported principals may have limited knowledge and expertise in 

gifted and talented, which could impede their ability to identify any misconceptions of 

differentiation strategies in classroom practice (Handa, 2019). Ten themes emerged 

related to the principal leadership that is needed for differentiated learning: (a) identifying 

and communicating a visible reason for change, (b) setting up a guiding coalition, (c) 

developing a shared vision and strategy, (d) building and sharing knowledge and 

information, (e) enabling student voice, (f) committing resources to foster the collective 
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capacity of staff, (g) empowering teachers for schoolwide differentiation, (h) 

acknowledging teachers, (i) embedding changes into school culture, and (j) setting 

sustainable future directions (Handa, 2019). 

The findings of these studies demonstrate the importance of the principal’s role in 

understanding differentiated instruction (Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006) and the 

leadership actions (Handa, 2019) needed to ensure differentiated instruction is a viable 

option for meeting the needs of gifted and talented learners. Empirical research on 

principal leadership practices within gifted and talented education is neither extensive nor 

current. Guilbault and Kirsch (2020) recommended, “More research is needed on what 

qualities make an effective administrative leader of education programs, best practices for 

effective leadership training, and how leaders impact gifted identification, programs, and 

services.” (p. 32). 

Summary and Conclusions 

This chapter provided the reader with the foundational information on 

transformational leadership in the education context, gifted and talented education, and 

principal leadership practices. Principals’ leadership styles were found to have indirect 

influences on students’ academic success; however, school principals had influence on 

the school culture and climate, both elements that directly affect academic performance 

(Burkhauser, 2017). Evidence emerged that indicated transformational leadership had an 

impact on student achievement (Quin et al., 2015; Tookes et al., 2020) while other 

research found no impact on student achievement (Allen et al., 2015). Principal turnover 

rates were found to be higher in middle schools (Grissom & Bartanen, 2018) with a trend 
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among principals to move to schools with lower percentages of gifted and talented 

students (Beckett, 2021). 

The literature review highlighted topics of gifted and talented programming 

(Callahan et al., 2017; NAGC, 2019b; Rinn et al., 2020), gifted and talented 

underachievement (Steenbergen-Hu, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Calvert, 2020; White et al., 

2018), and principal leadership practices (Grissom et al., 2021; Handa, 2019; Lewis et al., 

2007) with a common theme of insufficient research on the role of principal leadership in 

gifted and talented education noted. Although multiple studies on principal leadership 

practices have been conducted, limited current research was found on principal leadership 

practices to address the academic performance of gifted and talented students in their 

transition from elementary to middle school, which further underscores the need for this 

research study. The diversity of gifted and talented policies, practices, and procedures 

across schools in the United States calls for school leaders to ensure gifted and talented 

education is a priority (Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020). The next chapter describes the 

research methodology used to achieve the purpose of this multiple case study research 

design on understanding how elementary and middle school principals perceive their 

leadership to address the decline in academic performance of gifted and talented students 

in their transition from elementary to middle school.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how elementary 

and middle school principals perceive their leadership to address the decline in the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary 

to middle school. Chapter 3 consists of the research design, rationale, and the role of the 

researcher. This chapter includes a thorough description of the methodology for this 

research study and includes participant selection, instrumentation, procedures for 

recruitment, participation, data collection, and the data analysis plan. The latter portion of 

Chapter 3 contains the strategies that were implemented to ensure the trustworthiness of 

the study as well as ethical procedures and a summary. 

Research Design and Rationale 

Qualitative research traditions are exploratory in nature and allow the researcher 

to gain an understanding of a phenomenon in an organic setting (Burkholder et al., 2020; 

Yin, 2014). A natural setting facilitates the researcher’s ability to develop a high level of 

detail from participants (Creswell, 2009). Yin (2018) identified five distinguishing 

characteristics of qualitative research: (a) studying the lived experiences of participants, 

(b) representing the perspectives of participants, (c) accounting for real-world context, (d) 

contributing insights to explain social behavior and thinking, and (e) acknowledging the 

relevance of multiple sources of evidence. Qualitative research traditions are 

implemented when researchers seek to answer how and why questions (Burkholder et al., 

2020). The research questions developed for the purpose of this research study were 
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aligned to conducting a qualitative research design. The research questions that guided 

this qualitative research study were: 

RQ1: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their experiences 

with gifted and talented education?  

RQ2: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive the problem of 

the decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the transition from 

elementary to middle school? 

RQ3: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their leadership 

to address the decline in academic performance of gifted and talented students in their 

transition from elementary to middle school?  

Quantitative research designs are concerned with understanding phenomena to 

test or verify theories (Creswell, 2009) and rely on statistical analysis and the 

measurement of variables, whereas qualitative research designs focus on understanding 

phenomena from the perspective of the individual experiences of participants 

(Burkholder et al., 2020). The research questions in this multiple case study were 

developed to understand how a phenomenon happened without controlling the variables 

occurring around it. A quantitative research study would have limited my ability to gain 

insight on principals’ perceptions of their leadership experiences and practices.  

The rationale for selecting a qualitative research design aligns with Yin’s (2018) 

features of qualitative research. For example, Yin identified representing participant 

perceptions within a real world context as key features of qualitative research. The 

primary goal of case study research was to “paint a comprehensive picture of a bounded 
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unit around some phenomenon” (Burkholder et al., 2020, p. 84). At the center of the case 

study is the unit of analysis (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). Identifying 

the unit of analysis establishes the boundaries of the case study and ensures the scope of 

the study is reasonable (Baxter & Jack, 2008). At the study site, the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students declines as students transition from 

elementary to middle school. It was unknown what leadership practices principals use to 

support gifted and talented students at the elementary or middle school levels. A multiple 

case study was an appropriate research design because this type of case study allowed me 

to explore the similarities and differences between the leadership practices of principals 

who lead gifted and talented programs at both the elementary and middle school levels 

(see Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2014). 

Elementary and middle school principals represented the two units of analysis in 

this multiple case study. The data sources included semistructured interviews and 

document analysis to explore elementary and middle school principals as leaders with a 

focus on a defined subpopulation of students. The process of collecting data from a small 

sample in the study site facilitated the development of a descriptive commentary to 

provide a better understanding of the leadership practices of elementary and middle 

school principals to support gifted and talented students as they transition from 

elementary to middle school. 

Role of the Researcher 

According to Creswell (2013), qualitative researchers identify their biases, values, 

and personal background that may influence the interpretations of the research findings. I 
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have served as an educator in K-12 public schools for 19 years as a gifted and talented 

teacher, instructional coach, assistant principal, associate principal, and central office 

administrator. During this time span, I have gained background knowledge and 

experiences that have shaped my professional perspective and mindset. Operating as the 

primary researcher in this multiple case study, my role was to engage elementary and 

middle school principals in semistructured interviews and to conduct an analysis of 

campus improvement plans. The participants were comprised of elementary and middle 

school principals in my school district with whom I engaged professionally but not in a 

supervisory or evaluative capacity.  

To mitigate any unintended biases reflexive journaling was incorporated 

throughout the data collection as well as during the data analysis process (see Ortlipp, 

2008; Yin, 2016). To consistently monitor the research process and myself as the 

research instrument, I practiced transparency during the entirety of the research process 

by maintaining a reflexive journal (see Ortlipp, 2008). The reflexive journal was used to 

ensure my experiences, perspectives, reflections, and current role as a central office 

administrator did not interfere with this research study. Reflexive journaling facilitated 

the analysis of the data and allowed me to draw conclusions about principal leadership 

practices in gifted and talented programs from an objective perspective.  

Methodology 

I used a multiple case study research design to explore how elementary and 

middle school principals provide leadership to support gifted and talented students’ 

academic performance in their transition from elementary to middle school within a 
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school district located in the southern region of the United States. The school district is 

comprised of approximately 35,000 students situated across 26 elementary schools, nine 

middle schools, one prekindergarten through eighth grade school, and five high schools. 

The gifted and talented enrollment is approximately 7% of the total district enrollment. 

Both interviews and document analysis were collected and reviewed. To triangulate the 

data, semistructured interviews with elementary and middle school principals were 

conducted followed by an analysis of campus improvement plans developed under the 

leadership of participant principals. Thematic analysis was used against the dimensions of 

transformational leadership and the literature review to code and categorize participant 

responses to answer the research questions. 

Participant Selection  

A small sample size is a common feature of case study research (Burkholder et 

al., 2020). The study population consisted of 10 principals total: six elementary principals 

and four middle school principals. In qualitative research studies, participant selection 

involves selecting individuals who can contribute to addressing the research questions 

(Burkholder et al., 2020). Selecting participants according to an identified set of criteria 

ensured that the data collected from the participants would be relevant to answering the 

research questions. To explore the gap in practice, the principal was the individual who 

could provide the most meaningful information regarding their perceptions and 

experiences leading their campus gifted and talented programs. 

The most appropriate sampling strategy for this multiple case study research is 

purposeful sampling (see Merriam & Tisdale, 2016). Purposeful sampling is a common 



76 

 

sampling technique used in qualitative research whereby participants are selected for 

information-rich cases who can provide insight into the phenomenon under study (Patton, 

2002). This sampling strategy allowed me to purposefully select individuals who can 

inform the understanding of the research problem (see Creswell, 2013, Merriam & 

Tisdale, 2016; Yin, 2016). Purposeful sampling was used to select participants from the 

target population of principals in the study site based on their role as an elementary or 

middle school principal. The selection criteria were confirmed through the study site’s 

public records and included (a) elementary and middle school principals serving in their 

role for at least 1 year at their school and (b) elementary and middle school principals 

serving schools with at least a 3% enrollment of gifted and talented students. 

Additionally, participants who previously served as an elementary principal and currently 

served as a middle school principal meeting the inclusion criteria were recruited to share 

their experiences leading at both school levels. The inclusion of this specific participant 

group contributed to gaining insight into how principals understand the problem of the 

decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the transition from 

elementary to middle school. Upon approval from the school district (see Appendix A), 

the initial recruitment for participants took place through email. A second recruitment 

email was sent to the individuals who meet the selection criteria but did not respond to 

the initial recruitment email. 

Instrumentation  

According to Merriam and Tisdale (2016), the use of interviews is the most 

effective data collection method for case study research. Semistructured interviews 
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served as the primary data collection instrument. A semistructured interview involves the 

creation of interview questions aligned to the research questions and enabled me to 

modify the style and pace of the interview as needed to gain insight from the 

interviewee’s perspective (see Qu & Dumay, 2011). A semistructured format gave me the 

flexibility to ask probing questions to gather more detailed and in-depth responses to 

answer the research questions (see Burkholder et al., 2020). To ensure the consistency of 

the interviews across all participants, an interview protocol was developed to guide the 

structure of the interviews (see Burkholder et al., 2020). The interview protocol (see 

Appendix B) provided the framework for data collection with an introduction, interview 

questions, potential probes, and a summary (Yin, 2014, 2018). The interview questions 

were formulated using the transformational leadership models of Bass and Avolio (1994), 

Hallinger (2003), Leithwood and Jantzi (2005), and Kouzes and Posner (2008). After 

finalizing the interview questions, the questions were aligned to their corresponding 

research question (see Appendix C). An important concept of instrument development is 

content validity (Long & Johnson, 2000). Content validity refers to the extent in which an 

instrument is representative of measuring the phenomenon under study (Long & Johnson, 

2000). The interview protocol was field tested with an individual who was not a potential 

participant to ensure the questions provided sufficient information to answer the research 

questions. Field testing the interview protocol contributed to the content validity of the 

instrument. 
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Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection  

Participant information were obtained from the school district’s public records to 

confirm the criteria for participation. With permission from the study site, the initial 

communication to invite participants was through email. The invitation to participate in 

the study explained the eligibility requirements and the informed consent process. The 

informed consent is the communication between researcher and participant and 

establishes an individual’s right to voluntarily participate in or withdraw from a study 

(Burkholder et al., 2020). Participation in this multiple case study was voluntary. Two 

email communication attempts were made to invite elementary and middle school 

principals to participate in the interviews. 

Agreement to participate in the study was confirmed by the participant’s email 

response, “I consent,” and maintained as official documentation. Individual interviews 

were held either in-person or through a video conference platform. In-person interviews 

were recorded using an audio device. Approximately 60-minutes was scheduled for each 

interview to ensure participants had sufficient time to provide in-depth answers to the 

questions and to allow time for participants to respond to question probes. I used field 

notes to document the interview process. Field notes were recorded in the margins of the 

interview protocol and on additional pages to document the interview process (see Yin, 

2016). Immediately following the interviews, participant responses were transcribed by 

listening to the recordings and transcribing the responses. Upon completion of the 

transcription, participants had the opportunity to clarify their responses through transcript 

review and member checking. I debriefed with the participants to review the purpose of 
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the study and to allow participants to review and validate their transcripts. Member 

checking is a process for participants to verify the interpretations of the collected data 

(Carlson, 2010; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Approximately 30-minutes was allotted for 

participants to verify that their responses were transcribed accurately. During the debrief, 

I provided my contact information to ensure that participants knew who to contact with 

questions related to their participation in this study. A Microsoft word document was 

used to organize, manage, and maintain the data from the semistructured interviews and 

the document analysis checklists in a secure password-protected computer. 

An additional data source, campus improvement plans of the elementary and 

middle school study sites were also analyzed. The state education agency in which the 

research study site is located sets forth the guidelines for the development of campus 

improvement plans (Texas Education Agency, 2022). At the research study site, campus 

improvement plans are developed under the leadership of the principal in collaboration 

with campus-level committees and are designed to provide a blueprint to guide schools in 

overall improvement for all student populations (TEA, 2022). The primary components 

of the campus improvement plans include a comprehensive needs assessment, priority 

problem statements, and goals in the areas of student outcomes, equity, engagement, and 

well-being. In addition, the plans include the strategies for goal achievement, identify 

resources needed, and direct progress monitoring (TEA, 2022). These plans were 

obtained from the school district’s public records for document analysis. 
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Data Analysis Plan 

According to Merriam and Tisdale (2016), in qualitative research, data collection 

and data analysis occur simultaneously as the researcher seeks to answer research 

questions. Patton (2002) recommended that researchers continuously interact with the 

collected data to be able to identify patterns and categories. The data analysis process for 

this study was guided by the literature review, research questions, and the conceptual 

framework of transformational leadership that was used in the formulation of the coding 

scheme that was used in the coding process (Burkholder et al., 2020; Yin, 2014). 

A code is a descriptive word, phrase, or abbreviation developed to ascribe 

meaning to data (Saldana, 2016). I used an integrated approach to code the interview 

data, including both deductive and inductive coding. Deductive coding, a top-down 

approach, refers to a process in which researchers develop coding schemes prior to the 

collection of data (Nowell et al., 2017). I developed coding schemes using the literature 

review, research questions, and the conceptual framework of transformational leadership 

to apply the codes to the collected data. Table 3 includes the preliminary deductive codes 

that were used in the data analysis. In contrast, an inductive coding, or a bottom-up 

approach originates codes from the collected data (Nowell et al., 2017). Hatch (2002) 

described inductive coding as “a search for patterns of meaning in data so that general 

statements about phenomenon under investigation can be made” (p. 161). Using the 

inductive approach, I modified the initially generated codes based on the participants’ 

responses. Incorporating both deductive and inductive coding approaches lead to the 

development of categories to facilitate the data analysis technique (Yin, 2016).  
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Table 3  

Preliminary Deductive Codes 

Deductive Code  Deductive Code Label 

Idealized influence II 

Inspirational motivation IM 

Intellectual stimulation IS 

Individual consideration IC 

Model the way MTW 

Shared vision SV 

Challenge the process CP 

Enable others to act EO 

 

Thematic analysis was the qualitative data analysis technique that was used to 

analyze the data. Thematic analysis is a qualitative approach used to identify, organize, 

describe, and report themes discovered within a set of data (Nowell et al., 2017). This 

type of analysis is a recursive process that provided the flexibility to move back and forth 

between the data analysis phases (see Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis began by 

transcribing the participants’ responses while listening to the recordings multiple times to 

ensure accuracy of the transcribed data, to identify and describe the practices of interest, 

and to reflect on the collected data. Coding was completed in the margins of the 

transcribed data. After the initial coding was completed, the codes were used to identify 

recurring themes within and across the participants’ responses relating to the principals’ 

leadership practices associated with the academic performance of gifted and talented 

students in their transition from elementary to middle school. 



82 

 

One of the most common ways to increase the internal validity of qualitative 

research is triangulation (Abdalla et al., 2018). Triangulation involves the use of multiple 

sources to develop converging lines of inquiry to answer the research questions and 

during the data analysis phase (Yin, 2016). Triangulation provides a way to confirm and 

strengthen the integrity of a case study’s findings (Abdalla et al., 2018). Anney (2014) 

described three types of triangulation: (a) investigator triangulation, (b) data 

triangulation, and (c) methodological triangulation. Investigator triangulation occurs 

when multiple researchers investigate the same phenomenon (Anney, 2014). Data 

triangulation uses a variety of data sources or instruments to explore a phenomenon to 

enhance the quality of the data (Anney, 2014), whereas methodological triangulation 

utilizes different research methods (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Data triangulation was used in this multiple case study to compare the 

semistructured interview responses from elementary principals with those of middle 

school principals and from all the principal participants with their campus improvement 

plans to determine if the data sources intersect and to support the findings (see Merriam 

& Tisdale, 2016; Yin, 2016). The triangulation of the data included comparing 

elementary principal responses with the contents of their campus improvement plans; 

comparing middle school principal responses with the contents of their campus 

improvement plans; and then comparing responses across both elementary and middle 

school principal responses and campus improvement plans to identify patterns. The 

document analysis consisted of reviewing the school’s goals related to gifted and talented 

student academic performance and the identified strategies to support gifted and talented 
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student academic performance using a researcher-designed checklist (see Appendix D). 

The thematic analysis allowed me to address this multiple case study’s problem, purpose, 

conceptual framework, and research questions. Finally, I conducted a cross-case 

synthesis. A cross-case synthesis involves analyzing the findings of each individual case 

to compare and contrast the findings (Yin, 2014). The cross-case synthesis was used to 

identify patterns between the elementary principal leadership practices and middle school 

principal leadership practices (see Yin, 2014). 

Trustworthiness  

When using a qualitative research design, researchers seek to ensure the rigor, 

confidence, and strength of qualitative findings by assuring that there is trustworthiness 

in the research process that results in the findings of the study (Burkholder et al., 2020; 

Yin, 2018). The seminal research of Lincoln and Guba (1985) provides the foundational 

focus of trustworthiness in qualitative research by applying four criteria to achieve 

trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. It was my 

responsibility to incorporate strategies related to each criterion to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the research process and findings. I incorporated the strategies that 

follow to ensure credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability are 

addressed in this study. 

Credibility  

Instituting credibility assures that the researcher has appropriately collected and 

interpreted the data to yield the findings and conclusions that depict an accurate account 

of the data from the perspective of the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2018). 
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The credibility of this study was established through triangulation. Triangulation refers to 

the use of multiple sources to verify or confirm the themes and findings of a study 

(Burkholder et al., 2020; Yin, 2018). I used data triangulation, the use of more than one 

data source to confirm the research findings (see Anney, 2014; Yin, 2018). The data 

sources included semistructured interviews of six elementary and four middle school 

principals and an analysis of their campus improvement plans. The data from the 

semistructured interviews and the document analysis of the campus improvement plans 

were used to determine patterns and categories as the data are checked across data 

sources from elementary principals and middle school principals and then from campus 

improvement plans to identify emerging themes that lead to the verification of the 

research findings. 

Transferability  

Transferability is concerned with whether a qualitative study’s findings are 

applicable in other contexts and settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to 

Burkholder et al. (2020), qualitative researchers are faced with the challenge of 

sufficiently depicting the context of a study so that readers can make their own 

discernment about the transferability of a study. The aim of this analysis was not to 

generalize the findings to all principals and gifted and talented programs, but to explore 

how elementary and middle school principals provide leadership to address the decline in 

the academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from 

elementary to middle school. To achieve the criteria of transferability, I incorporated 

thick descriptions. Thick descriptions provide a detailed explanation of all aspects of a 
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study’s research process including the setting, participants, and results (Anney, 2014). 

Utilizing thick descriptions enhances the transferability of the research findings and 

support researchers and practitioners who may seek to replicate this study or apply this 

study’s findings to the context of their school sites (Anney, 2014; Merriam & Tisdale, 

2016). Specifically, I included thick descriptions of the research study’s methodology, the 

study site, the participants, and specific evidence from the data collected through the 

semistructured interviews and document analysis that describe the experiences, 

perceptions, and leadership practices of elementary and middle school principals in 

relation to their school’s gifted and talented program (see Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 

2018). 

Dependability  

Dependability refers to the consistency in data collection, analysis, and data 

reporting over time and throughout the duration of the research study (Burkholder et al., 

2020; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I engaged a peer reviewer, a neutral colleague not 

involved in the study in dialogue pertaining to the study’s progress, data analysis, and 

preliminary findings to pose questions and clarify conclusions (see Anney, 2014). I also 

used an audit trail to ensure the dependability of the research study. Audit trails were 

developed from my field notes and were used to validate the data (see Anney, 2014).  

Confirmability 

Confirmability is the degree to which research findings are influenced by 

verifiable procedures and analyses and not associated with researcher bias (Amankwaa, 

2016; Burkholder et al., 2020). The cross-case synthesis comparing and contrasting the 
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findings of the two cases ensured the findings were confirmed (Yin, 2014). The standard 

of confirmability is also met when strategies are incorporated to ensure the findings and 

conclusions are representative of the participant’s responses and not from the researcher’s 

perceptive or interests (Abdalla et al., 2018). Qualitative researchers are encouraged to 

take an active role to ensure researcher bias is avoided (Burkholder et al., 2020; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). As the primary research instrument of this study, I acknowledged the 

subjectivity of my involvement in the study. To achieve objectivity and a degree of 

neutrality, I maintained a reflexive journal throughout the duration of the research 

process (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Meyer & Willis, 2019). Reflexive journals are used 

to engage in self-critical analyses of biases to increase the researcher’s positionality 

(Meyer & Willis, 2019; Ortlipp, 2008). During the data collection phase, journal entries 

were entered and reviewed and used in my ongoing analysis of the research process. This 

research experience presented levels of discourse and the reflexive journal supported me 

as a novice scholar-practitioner. Based on my knowledge and professional experiences as 

an educator, I recognized and acknowledged my personal biases and perceptions related 

to gifted and talented education. The reflexive journal was an intentional and strategic 

strategy to address my perspective and previous experiences to monitor any potential 

researcher bias.  

Ethical Procedures  

Qualitative research, by definition, often engages participants in providing 

accounts of personal experiences to gain an understanding of a phenomenon of interest 

(Creswell, 2013). I recognized that exploring principals’ perceptions of their leadership 
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actions related to gifted and talented programs at their schools may reveal sensitive 

information regarding their role. It was my responsibility to articulate and ensure that 

ethical safeguards were instituted to protect participants (see Burkholder et al., 2020). 

The ethical considerations that guided this multiple case study research design are set 

forth under the direction of Walden University as required for the Advanced Education 

Administrative Leadership (AEAL) Program. The university developed informed consent 

form ensured that participant confidentiality was maintained. Interviewee codes were 

assigned at the beginning of each interview and used in reporting the study results. A 

partnership agreement between Walden University and the study site was obtained to 

confirm my participation in conducting this research study. I anonymized the study site 

by masking the name of the school district in all documents and materials. Only 

individuals affiliated with the study site participated in this multiple case study. 

Walden University’s IRB assigned an approval number for this study 05-13-22-

0138397. After I received the IRB approval, I recruited participants at the study site by 

emailing the contents of the informed consent to participants who met the selection 

criteria. All data collection artifacts have been stored in a password-protected computer 

and will be destroyed after 5 years. Hard copies of the data collection artifacts that 

include the campus improvement plans are kept secure in a locked file cabinet in my 

home office. All responses, documents, and materials obtained through this multiple case 

study remain confidential. At the conclusion of the study, I shared an executive summary 

with the superintendent. 
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Summary 

This qualitative multiple case study research design used research methodology 

aligned to the standards set forth by the Walden University’s Center for Research 

Quality. The focus of this study was on elementary and middle school principal 

leadership practices to support gifted and talented students in their transition from 

elementary to middle school in an urban school district located in the southern region of 

the United States. Exploring leadership practices to address the decline in the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school may provide insight into which principal leadership practices influence changes in 

the academic success and trajectory of gifted and talented students. This chapter 

described the role of the researcher and the methodology to illustrate the alignment 

between the problem, purpose, research design, participant selection, and instrumentation 

to answer the study’s research questions. A data analysis plan was also outlined and 

accompanied by the strategies to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. Chapter 4 

presents an in-depth description of the case study’s results and findings. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how elementary 

and middle school principals perceive their leadership to address the decline in the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary 

to middle school. Prior to this research, it was unknown how elementary and middle 

school principals in a school district located in the southern region of the United States, 

provide leadership to increase the academic performance of gifted and talented students 

in their transition from elementary to middle school. To achieve the purpose of this study, 

a multiple case study was conducted using elementary and middle school principals. I 

chose purposive sampling and collected data from six elementary principals and four 

middle school principals to examine their perceived leadership role in supporting gifted 

and talented students.  

Three research questions guided this multiple case study: 

RQ1: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their experiences 

with gifted and talented education? 

RQ2: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive the problem of 

the decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the transition from 

elementary to middle school? 

RQ3: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their leadership 

to address the decline in the academic performance of gifted and talented students in their 

transition from elementary to middle school? 
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To answer the research questions for this multiple case study, data were collected 

from semistructured interviews and document analysis of each participant’s campus 

improvement plan. I used transformational leadership as the conceptual framework and 

the lens through which I analyzed the data. This chapter describes the setting of the study 

and outlines the data collection process as well as the data analysis process. Most of the 

chapter contains the results of the study and concludes with an explanation of the 

trustworthiness strategies I implemented to ensure credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability of the study.  

Setting 

The setting for the study was a public school district located in the southern 

region of the United States. The school district consists of 26 elementary schools, eight 

middle schools, one prekindergarten through eighth grade school, and five high schools 

serving approximately 35,000 students. The school district’s gifted and talented 

enrollment is approximately 7% of the total district enrollment.  

A total of 10 participants responded to the recruitment email by replying “I 

consent.” A second recruitment email was sent to principals who did not respond to the 

initial email and four additional principals agreed to participate in the study. Each 

principal was assigned a participant code to ensure confidentiality. The elementary case 

study participants who comprised the elementary case were assigned a code from EP1 to 

EP6. The middle school case study participants who comprised the middle school case 

were assigned a code from MSP1 to MSP4. I ensured confidentiality in the nine face-to-

face interviews as well as the one interview conducted in a virtual environment. All 
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interviews were audio recorded for transcription purposes. Table 4 and Table 5 contain 

the elementary and middle school participants’ demographic data respectively.  

Table 4  

Elementary Principal Participant Demographic Data 

Participant Gender 1-3 years Principal 

Experience 

(current school) 

4 or more years 

Principal 

Experience 

(current school) 

School 

Gifted/Talented 

Enrollment 

EP1 Male  X 6% 

EP2 Female  X 11% 

EP3 Female  X 13% 

EP4 Female X  5% 

EP5 Female X  3% 

EP6 Female  X 7% 

  
Principal EP1 had served a total of 32 years in education, with 23 years of 

experience as a principal. EP1 reported, “As a principal, I have served at elementary, 

intermediate (fourth-eighth grades), and middle school.” Additionally, the participant 

shared, “As an administrator I’ve always had gifted and talented programs and I’ve 

worked with those programs in different capacities.” Currently, EP1 is an elementary 

principal with 7 consecutive years of service.  

Principal EP2 served in education for 20 years and started the education 

profession as a special education teacher. Also, EP2 taught mathematics in a general 

education classroom. In school administration EP2 served as a high school assistant 

principal of curriculum and instruction and principal. In addition, EP2’s education 

experience included 2 years as a middle school assistant principal and 3 years as a middle 



92 

 

school associate principal. EP2 is a parent of a gifted and talented student and recently 

completed 4 years in the role of an elementary principal.  

Principal EP3 has an undergraduate degree and graduate degree in education. EP3 

shared, “I was an elementary teacher (kindergarten through sixth grade) for 16 years and 

I’ve been a school administrator for 16 years.” The participant’s teaching experience and 

administrator experience has occurred in the same school district.  

Principal EP4 had also served in education for 20 years. The participant served as 

a second and third grade gifted and talented teacher, a literacy coach, development 

specialist, and teacher specialist. In addition, EP4’s leadership experiences included both 

school and district level having served as a high school associate principal, district 

coordinator of response to intervention and 2 years as an elementary principal.  

Principal EP5 started in the field of education as an elementary teacher in the 

public and charter school settings. EP5 had served a total of 19 years of experience in the 

field of education, with leadership experiences such as a district gifted and talented 

coordinator in the current school district, a role that “provided the lens to be able to focus 

and advocate for G/T students.” The participant also explained, “We were charged with 

revamping the G/T program, we developed policies and procedures, including a G/T 

handbook.” After this district leadership experience, EP5 returned to school 

administration as a middle school assistant principal, associate principal, and was 

promoted to principal where they served for 5 years. Currently, EP5 is a second year 

elementary principal and the parent of a gifted and talented student. 
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Principal EP6 had served as an elementary principal for 4 years and had served in 

the field of education for 14 years. The participant’s teaching career involved teaching 

gifted and talented students for 3 years. EP6 also served as a skills specialist and was 

responsible for coordinating gifted and talented services and explained, “At the time my 

oldest child was identified as G/T in another district that had a pull-out model, so I 

replicated that model with approval from my principal.” EP6 was eager to share 

experiences with gifted and talented education from multiple perspectives.    

Table 5  

Middle School Principal Participant Demographic Data 

Participant Gender 1-3 Years of 

Principal 

Experience 

(current school) 

4 or more Years 

Principal 

Experience 

(current school) 

Gifted/Talented 

Enrollment 

MSP1 Male X  20% 

MSP2 Female  X 16% 

MSP3 Female X  51% 

MSP4 Male   X 5% 

 

Principal MSP1 had served in the field of education for 13 years and had led at 

the middle school level as the principal for 3.5 years. The participant’s school leadership 

experience as a middle school assistant principal, middle school associate principal, and 

middle school principal had been at schools within the study site.  

Principal MSP2 began a career in education as a special education teacher and 

then transitioned to a new school district and served as an elementary gifted and talented 
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teacher and elementary assistant principal. MSP2’s school leadership experiences 

included 3 years as an elementary principal and 3 years as a middle school principal 

within the study site. Overall, MSP2 had served in the field of education for 17 years.  

Principal MSP3 had served in the field of education for 20 years, including 12 

years as a mathematics gifted and talented teacher. The participant also previously served 

as a middle school assistant principal and middle school associate principal. MSP3 

recently completed 2 years as a middle school principal.  

Principal MSP4 had 30 years of experience in education as a teacher and school 

administrator. MSP4 was a fifth grade teacher for 7 years. The participant’s 23 years of 

administrative experience included elementary assistant principal, elementary principal, 

district level experience in curriculum and instruction, supervising principals. MSP4 had 

served as both an elementary and middle school principal in the current school district. 

There was a total of six elementary principal participants and four middle school 

participants in this multiple case study. Of the six elementary principals participating in 

this case study, four had over 20 years of experience in the field of education. The middle 

school principals had between 13-30 years of service in education. Collectively between 

both cases, there were four principal participants who had served as both elementary and 

middle school principals: two from the elementary principal case and two from the 

middle school principal case. These varied perspectives contributed to understanding 

principal leadership practices to address the decline in gifted and talented students’ 

academic performance in the transition from elementary to middle school. 
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Data Collection 

Two sources of information comprised the data for this multiple case study. The 

primary data source was semistructured interviews with elementary and middle school 

principals. The second data source included the campus improvement plans of the 

participating principals. I developed and implemented an interview protocol (see 

Appendix B) to provide a consistent framework for capturing participant’s responses (see 

Burkholder et al., 2020). Interviews ranged between 25 to 49 minutes in length and were 

audio recorded using the Voice Memo application on an iPad and a Sony Digital Voice 

Recorder to ensure accuracy and to account for any technology issues. Immediately 

following each interview, I listened to the recordings multiple times to complete the 

transcriptions. The campus improvement plans were accessed from the school’s websites. 

There were no variations or unusual circumstances encountered in the data collection 

process.  

Semistructured Interviews 

I conducted a total of 10 interviews: six elementary principals and four middle 

school principals. Of the 10 interviews, nine were face-to-face, and a virtual platform was 

used for one interview at the request of the participant. I gathered qualitative data 

regarding the participants’ experiences, perceptions, and leadership practices. The 

semistructured interviews were conducted at a location selected by the participants that 

provided a private environment for an open exchange of information. All participants 

were transparent in sharing their perspectives. I transcribed each interview within 24-48 

hours of the interview by listening to the recordings multiple times as I transcribed the 
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interview in a Word document. After all transcriptions were completed, I emailed each 

participant’s interview transcription document. Returning transcribed responses to 

participants is a member checking approach to enhance the accuracy of the data (see 

Carlson, 2010; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I scheduled a 30-minute time-block to facilitate 

member checking sessions for participants to review and validate their transcripts. I 

created an agenda for each session that included a description of the purpose of the 

session, a summary of participant’s responses grouped by research question, time for 

transcript validation, and I asked participants to share their reactions to and 

interpretations of the transcribed data (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I conducted a total of 

eight member checking sessions in a virtual environment and two participants validated 

their responses by email correspondence. 

Campus Improvement Plans  

The campus improvement plan is a blueprint that guides schools in overall school 

improvement, including all student demographics and subpopulations. Immediately 

following all interviews, I accessed each participant’s campus improvement plan from 

their school’s website. I downloaded an electronic version and printed copies of each 

plan. Using the document analysis checklist, I analyzed each participant’s campus 

improvement plan that aligned to the participant’s responses in the areas of gifted and 

talented programming in categories related to enrollment, academic performance data, 

gifted and talented mission, gifted and talented vision, program strengths, gifted and 

talented academic goals, and principal leadership strategies.  
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Data Analysis 

The literature review, research questions, and the conceptual framework of 

transformational leadership guided the data analysis process. I incorporated both 

deductive and inductive coding approaches (see Nowell et al., 2017) to analyze the 

semistructured interviews of both elementary and middle school principals. 

Data Analysis Process 

The data analysis for each individual case study took take place in six phases: (a) 

generate initial codes, (b) data transcription and familiarization of data, (c) code 

data/modification of codes, (d) search for themes, (e) document analysis, and (f) define 

and review themes (see Braun & Clark, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017; Yin, 2014). The final 

data analysis included the cross-case synthesis which is detailed in Chapter 5. 

Phase 1: Generate Initial Codes  

Coding allows researchers to simplify the collected data to focus on the specific 

features of the data (Nowell et al., 2017). Prior to conducting the semistructured 

interviews, I implemented a deductive approach by developing a coding scheme using the 

conceptual framework, the literature review, and the research questions. The research 

questions included 

RQ1: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their experiences 

with gifted and talented education?  

RQ2: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive the problem of 

the decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the transition from 

elementary to middle school? 
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RQ3: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their leadership 

to address the decline in academic performance of gifted and talented students in their 

transition from elementary to middle school? 

Phase 2: Data Transcription and Familiarization of Data  

At the conclusion of the interviews, I listened to the recorded transcriptions 

multiple times to ensure the accuracy of the data, to identify and describe the practices of 

interest, and to reflect on the collected data. Listening to the recorded interviews afforded 

me the opportunity to become immersed in and become familiar with the data in 

preparation for the subsequent phases of the thematic analysis (see Braun & Clarke, 

2006).  

Phase 3: Code/Modifications of Codes  

After transcribing the data, I used the codes generated in Phase 1 to label the data 

but then modified the codes using an inductive approach whereby codes were modified 

based on the principals’ interview responses in addition to the codes developed in Phase 1 

(see Braun & Clarke, 2006). During the second cycle of coding, I used an inductive 

approach whereby codes were modified based on principal interview responses. I 

collapsed codes that were not aligned to or associated with gifted and talented education. 

After all codes were developed and modified across the data set, I compiled the codes and 

categories into a table.  

Phase 4: Search for Themes  

This phase of the data analysis involved sorting the codes into categories to 

identify recurring themes amongst participants’ responses. I used the codes and 
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categories, and subcategories to form broad themes that reflected the data analysis and 

coding scheme. Then, I used the topics to generate thematic statements. The thematic 

statements were then aligned by each research question.  

Phase 5: Document Analysis  

Using the Document Analysis-Campus Improvement Plan Checklist (Appendix 

D), I analyzed each participant’s campus improvement plan. The contents of the campus 

improvement plan were compared to the participants’ interview responses. I used the 

codes from Phases 1 and 3 and noted the codes in the margins of the campus 

improvement plans. 

Phase 6: Define and Review Themes  

During Phase 6, I reviewed the initial broad themes and thematic statements to 

determine if the themes were relevant and appropriate based on the research problem and 

research questions. Additionally, I reflected on the collected data to determine if there 

was a need to re-code the interview data (see Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Examples of the coding scheme and the development of categories and thematic 

statements for the elementary principal case study for RQ3 can be found in Table 6 and 

Table 7. At the conclusion of the data analysis phases, no discrepant cases conflicted with 

the thematic statements in the elementary and middle school cases (see Yin, 2018). In the 

results section, I elaborated on each theme aligned to the research questions for the 

elementary and middle school cases.   
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Table 6  

Coding Example for Elementary Principal Interview Responses-RQ3 

RQ Focus Code Category Participants Sample 

Excerpt 

Theme 

Principal 

leadership 

in Gifted 

and 

Talented 

Gifted 

and 

Talented 

Goals 

 

 

 

 

Data 

Focus 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Model 

High 

Expectations 

 

 

 

 

 

High 

Expectations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Individualized 

Consideration 

EP1, EP2, 

EP3, EP4, 

EP5, EP6 

 

 

 

 

EP1, EP2, 

EP4, EP5, 

EP6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EP1, EP2, 

EP3, EP4, 

EP5 

EP5: I 

would like 

to see all of 

G/T 

students 

scoring at 

the masters 

level. 

 

EP4: We 

set goals 

centered 

around our 

G/T 

students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EP4: I’m 

living this 

work with 

teachers, I 

attend G/T 

training.  

Elementary principals 

implemented three 

transformational leadership 

practices to support the 

academic performance of 

gifted and talented students 

in the areas of high 

performance expectations,, 

individualized consideration, 

and intellectual stimulation. 
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Table 7  

Coding Example for Middle School Principal Interview Responses-RQ3 

RQ Focus Code Category Participants Sample Excerpt Theme 

Principal 

leadership in 

Gifted and 

Talented  

Professional 

Development  

 

 

 

 

Gifted and 

Talented 

Team 

 

 

Intellectual 

Stimulation 

 

 

 

 

Enable others 

to act 

 

MSP1, MSP2, 

MSP3 

 

 

 

 

MSP2, MSP3, 

MSP4 

 

 

MSP3: Our 

biggest focus is 

differentiation 

 

 

 

MSP4: A G/T 

team oversees 

the G/T 

program 

Middle school 

principals 

implemented 

transformational 

leadership 

practices, 

enables others 

to act and 

provide 

intellectual 

stimulation.  

 

Results 

 Principals implement a variety of strategies in the pursuit of improving student 

learning outcomes. To achieve success for all student groups and subpopulations, 

principals are also accountable for supporting gifted and talented students. There was a 

need to understand the leadership practices elementary and middle school principals use 

at the study site given the state assessment data that evidenced a decline in the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school. 

The results of this study emerged from exploring the experiences, perceptions, 

and leadership practices of elementary and middle school principals to address the 

decline in gifted and talented students academic performance in their transition from 

elementary to middle school. This multiple case study examined two units of analysis, 
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elementary principals and middle school principals. In presenting the results of this 

multiple-case study, I focused on each case separately, including semistructured 

interviews, document analysis, and a thematic analysis organized by each research 

question. This structure allowed me to provide a thematic analysis of each case, answer 

each research question, and provide a cross-case synthesis (see Stake, 2006; Yin, 2014). 

Upon review of the data from both the elementary and middle school cases there were no 

discrepant cases in this study. 

Elementary Principal Case Study 

A total of six elementary principals who lead gifted and talented programs 

comprised the elementary case study. Their school’s gifted and talented student 

enrollment ranged from 3%-13%. All elementary principal participants had served as 

school leaders at the study site for 4 or more years.  

Research Question 1 

After an in-depth analysis of the six participant transcripts, a review of 

participants’ campus improvement plans, and different phases of coding, the theme that 

emerged for RQ1 “How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their 

experiences with gifted and talented education?” was in the areas of personal 

experiences, professional experiences and gifted and talented programming options.  

All six elementary principals had either personal or professional experience with 

gifted and talented education that contributed to their capacity to provide leadership in 

gifted and talented programming. For example, EP1 and EP5 shared similar experiences 

with gifted programming first as middle school principals and now as elementary school 
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principals. As a former middle school principal, EP5 allocated funds in the school budget 

for gifted and talented students to participate in field trips. The participant also shared, “I 

would like to do the same for elementary, but the budget is different [less].” 

EP1 explained a professional experience,  

As an administrator I have always had gifted and talented programs and I’ve 

worked with those programs in different capacities--the programs on certain 

campuses where the gifted and talented students were homogeneously mixed and 

how we currently have them heterogeneously mixed. I have been at the 

elementary campus, intermediate campus which is fifth and sixth grade . . . one 

middle school for example was fourth through eighth grades and the traditional 

middle school sixth through eighth grades. 

EP2 and EP6 are both parents of gifted and talented students and served as gifted 

and talented teachers. EP2 shared, “They [teachers] realize the importance of addressing 

the needs of students and seeing how the lens of a parent can impact children if we don’t 

work to meet their needs.” EP2 and EP6 reported completing the foundational gifted and 

talented professional development hours as a teacher and working with students to 

complete G/T projects. EP6 shared, “As a parent, I have the two-sided lens.” The 

participant expressed a dual perspective as a parent of a gifted and talented child and 

principal with gifted and talented programs, by sharing an understanding of the 

challenges teachers encounter when implementing curriculum while trying to be 

innovative and engage gifted and talented students in inquiry-based learning experiences.  
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In the role as a skills specialist, EP6 served as the school’s gifted and talented 

coordinator where the responsibility was to increase the number of students identified for 

gifted and talented and leading a gifted and talented student showcase event. While EP6 

participated in school-based leadership experiences in gifted and talented education, EP5 

held a leadership position as a district gifted and talented coordinator. As a district gifted 

and talented coordinator, EP5 provided a historical lens of the district’s gifted and 

talented program and explained,  

We were charged with revamping the G/T program. We engaged in a lot of 

meetings with parents because of the transition of the program. We provided 

professional development to schools. In the area of policies and procedures we 

developed a G/T handbook to ensure staff and parents had access. 

In reference to professional development experiences, all six principals reported 

engagement in gifted and talented professional development in their current and previous 

roles. For example, EP1, EP4, and EP6 completed the state’s required 30-hour 

foundational gifted and talented training and the 6-hour training update. EP4 shared, “As 

a classroom teacher I was assigned gifted and talented students. As a principal, I attended 

gifted and talented hours and/or received the initial gifted and talented professional 

development.” 

EP2 and EP6 both participated in the teacher gifted and talented training 

presented through the local regional education service center. EP2, EP3, and EP5 shared 

their professional learning experiences related to differentiation and student choice. 

Further, EP3 reported participation in the state’s gifted and talented association’s 
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conference and was responsible for sharing the learning experience with principal peers 

on the topic of menus and choice boards for gifted and talented students.  

The collective responses of the elementary principals illustrated that their 

experiences in gifted and talented education were in different capacities. Professional 

experiences were described as both school-based and district-level gifted and talented 

leadership practices with a focus on gifted and talented professional development and 

training. Personal experiences involved parenting gifted and talented children. These 

personal and professional experiences in gifted and talented education informed the 

elementary principal’s advocacy for gifted and talented students and the implementation 

of gifted and talented programs at their respective schools.  

Theme 1. Elementary principals implement and lead different types of gifted and 

talented programming options and identified unique strengths and challenges specific to 

their schools. The elementary principals’ description of the gifted and talented programs 

at their schools were defined as gifted and talented students grouped in the general 

education classroom setting. All elementary principal participants reported that their 

gifted and talented program design was cluster grouping. Cluster grouping, often referred 

to as heterogenous grouping, involves grouping gifted and talented students in one class 

with students who have high academic ability in the same class. For example, EP6 

described that the gifted and talented students are “cluster grouped in the general 

education and bilingual education classrooms.” EP3 and EP4 described their cluster 

groups as a cohort who travel together from one grade level to the next. EP4 shared, 

“Over the last two years we grouped our gifted and talented students into cohorts within 
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each grade level to allow us to track the implementation of the gifted and talented 

program and the students.” Two principals, EP2 and EP5 explained that their low number 

of gifted and talented students at each grade level validated their implementation of a 

cluster grouping program structure, while EP3 attributed the gifted and talented cluster 

grouping program to a design that allows for acceleration, “Here we group our G/T 

students in one classroom, and we group them with other high achieving students in the 

grade level. This creates a classroom that can be accelerated.”  

In contrast, EP2 and EP6 described their gifted and talented program as a 

combination of cluster grouping and pull-out. EP2 adopted a pull-out program structure 

to facilitate opportunities for acceleration for gifted and talented students. EP2 noted, 

“We tried to accelerate them more than having them sit in a classroom while other 

students receive intervention.” EP6 justified that their school’s pull-out program structure 

for students in third through fifth grades allow time for students to work on their gifted 

and talented projects. During a 5-week period, gifted and talented students have the 

opportunity to explore their topics of interest for their projects. The participant shared, “It 

was challenging. We want to do the same in the primary grades, but the barrier is finding 

the person and the time.” EP6 went on to attribute the success of the third through fifth 

grade pullout program to the school’s gifted and talented coordinator. EP6 expressed, “I 

have a very eager G/T coordinator who believes in the work, and she puts in the time 

even though it is not part of her job description.” Similar sentiments were mentioned 

regarding the leadership role of the school’s gifted and talented coordinator by EP1 who 

shared that the gifted and talented team leader or coordinator “is committed to being the 
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representative and working in conjunction with the counselor to positively impact our 

program and move in the right direction so that it gets better each year.”  

Interview responses revealed that elementary principals encountered various 

challenges associated with implementing gifted and talented programs at their schools. 

For example, maintaining a consistent gifted and talented coordinator and a decline in 

parental involvement for students in fourth and fifth grades were challenges reported by 

EP4. EP5 and EP6 acknowledged challenges with low numbers of students identified for 

gifted and talented services. Four of the six elementary principal participants agreed that 

in their schools there exists a misconception that gifted and talented students 

automatically excel in academic areas therefore, teachers tend to focus their attention on 

students who are underperforming. EP5 stressed the need to increase the number of gifted 

and talented students at the school, noting that “the teacher focus is often on students who 

need intervention.” EP1 explained,  

Many times, the teachers are giving their attention to the low performing students. 

We do want to focus on the students who are low performing, but we have to 

focus on our G/T students to make sure that they’re maintaining masters level.  

All principals repeatedly articulated the perception that gifted and talented 

students possess the high ability to perform academically and require minimum 

instructional supports. For example, EP3 reported, “G/T students remain in their 

classroom and the interventionist works primarily with struggling students.” EP5 also 

expressed this perception, “I think academically G/T students will be fine, referring to the 

academic ability of gifted and talented students. EP2 shared, “[teachers tend to focus on] 
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trying to teach the lower performing students and the G/T students don’t grow at the level 

they should.” EP2 shared, “As administrators we start looking at the data and tend to 

focus on those that are really falling off trying to meet accountability. “I’m stressed about 

accountability ratings and that hinders G/T students from exploring.” EP2 emphasized 

that gifted and talented students should be able to demonstrate their giftedness, but this is 

a challenge when faced with pressure to meet accountability standards for other targeted 

student groups.  

Competing priorities was also voiced as a challenge in implementing and 

supporting the academic performance of gifted and talented students by EP6. The 

participant openly conveyed, “I think there is not a single principal that thinks everything 

is perfect with G/T. It is something that we all know needs to get better. We don’t take 

enough action. It’s the competing priorities.” EP6 described competing priorities by 

providing a scenario, “If I have $10,000 to spend and I have low math scores, will I hire a 

tutor or will I use those funds to invest in G/T? I’ll probably hire a tutor.” EP6 further 

expressed, “If there were funds that we were forced to allocate for G/T then we would be 

able to swing the pendulum in a different way.” 

Two elementary principal participants reported gifted and talented staffing as 

challenges in implementing their school’s gifted and talented program. EP3 shared under 

the previous gifted and talented program structure a gifted and talented teacher was 

allocated within the budget to provide small group instruction for gifted and talented 

students. While this is not the current gifted and talented programming structure, EP3 

described the previous structure as beneficial to supporting the academic performance of 
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gifted and talented students. EP6 shared the challenge of having the “human capital to be 

able to provide extra experiences” for gifted and talented students. This limitation 

impacted EP6’s ability to offer learning experiences during the instructional day across 

all grade levels in the school.  

Overall, these participant excerpts support the theme that elementary principal 

participants have autonomy in leading and implementing different types of gifted and 

talented programs at their schools. However, the elementary principals expressed 

limitations of their programs due to accountability, enrollment, and funding. The 

challenges that were disclosed by the elementary principal participants revealed both 

similarities and differences in implementing and supporting gifted and talented 

programming. For example, the role of the gifted and talented coordinator was 

emphasized as a contributing factor to the success of the majority of the elementary gifted 

and talented programs, whereas EP4 experienced challenges sustaining a staff member in 

the role of gifted and talented coordinator. A primary challenge that was disclosed by the 

elementary principal participants was the perception that competing commitments and 

accountability standards place emphasis on supporting underperforming students that can 

often overshadow the academic needs of gifted and talented students.  

Research Question 2 

RQ2 stated, “How do elementary and middle school principals perceive the 

problem of the decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the 

transition from elementary to middle school?” In describing their perceptions of the 

decline in gifted and talented students’ academic performance in the transition from 



110 

 

elementary to middle school, all six elementary principals reported percentages of their 

gifted and talented students as underachieving ranging between 5%-20%. EP3, EP4, and 

EP5 attributed the underachievement, in part, to the loss of learning from the COVID-19 

pandemic. In response to this learning loss, five of the six elementary principal 

participants shared that they are focused on tracking gifted and talented student data 

discussed as part of a later theme in the results. The majority of the elementary principal 

participants clarified, gifted and talented students are meeting the grade level standards, 

however gifted and talented students are scoring at the minimum level of proficiency 

rather than at the highest level of proficiency.  

Theme 2. Elementary principals perceived the decline in gifted and talented 

academic performance in the transition from elementary to middle school is linked to 

teacher knowledge and skills, a lack of rigor in elementary school, and limited 

opportunities for acceleration. Under this theme, the majority of participants placed value 

on the importance of the teachers’ ability and skills. EP1 mentioned the importance of 

hiring a teacher who has both gifted and talented teaching experience and has completed 

gifted and talented training. For example, a new teacher may have to simultaneously 

teach gifted and talented students while obtaining their gifted and talented training hours. 

EP1 indicated a gap in the teacher’s practice if, “they [teachers] understand that they’re 

still responsible for the differentiation but may not have the training and knowledge 

base.” Similar to EP1, EP4 stated the importance of “an experienced and knowledgeable 

teacher in the field of gifted and talented and his/her content area. Someone who has 
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taught gifted and talented students over long periods of time and know how to 

differentiate for students.”  

The importance of teacher knowledge and expertise in supporting gifted and 

talented students was also expressed by EP2 who stated “The biggest challenge is people 

tend to teach to the middle. A lot of times teachers have a hard time differentiating and 

the gifted and talented students are impacted.” EP3 shared, “I feel we hold G/T students 

back. There was a time when our G/T students worked on above grade level material. 

When they left elementary school they were ready for advanced classes.” To counter this 

effect, EP3 explained that “I’m intentional in choosing the teacher to work with the G/T 

students.” The participant continued, “With G/T students the teacher has to have the 

ability to think outside of the box.” 

EP2, EP3, and EP6 attributed the decline in gifted and talented students academic 

performance in the transition from elementary to middle school to a lack of opportunities 

for acceleration and classroom rigor. Specifically, most of the elementary principal 

participants stated a lack of rigor in elementary classes and limited opportunities for 

acceleration within the instructional day that is compounded by the increased rigor in 

middle school classes.  

Drawing from previous middle school leadership experience, EP2 elaborated on 

the decline in academic performance of gifted and talented students to the level of rigor at 

the elementary level. The participant stressed, “The tough part was some of the G/T 

students had not been pushed or exposed to rigorous material in elementary school, so 

they were definitely underperforming so the [middle school teacher] found themselves 
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having to spiral down a lot and then before you know it they’re right back to teaching to 

the middle.” EP2 continued, “They [students] haven’t been challenged over the years 

which is a failure on our part, we haven’t coached them [students] to that level of rigor 

and thinking.”  

Likewise, EP6 perceived the decline in gifted and talented student’s academic 

performance as a reflection of the increased rigor during the transition from elementary to 

middle school. The participant shared, “If students enroll in advanced classes in middle 

school there is an increase in workload, an increase in rigor.” EP3 and EP6 agreed that 

while advanced courses are not currently offered at elementary school, this is a missed 

opportunity to offer rigorous coursework at the elementary level. From a historical 

perspective, EP3 shared, in previous years, the budget allocated funding to provide a 

gifted and talented teacher to pull out gifted and talented students to work on above grade 

level material. EP6 passionately shared the need for offering accelerated mathematics 

courses at the elementary level. EP6 conveyed there is a need to create an elementary 

advanced mathematics cohort to identify students during the fourth grade to provide 

accelerated instruction for gifted and talented students who show the academic ability to 

excel in advanced courses before enrolling in middle school.  

The responses from the majority of the elementary principal participants provide 

evidence that support the perception that teacher knowledge and skills is linked to the 

decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in their transition from 

elementary to middle school. To address the need for teacher knowledge and expertise, 

all elementary principal participants reported promoting the development of staff as a 
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transformational leadership practice. As examples, EP5 requires all teachers to participate 

in gifted and talented trainings, while EP4 encourages teacher participation in summer 

gifted and talented training. EP2 acknowledged, “I really want to grow and push myself 

and my teachers to differentiate for our G/T students.” Also, EP2 expressed that in the 

future they would like to lead professional development with the gifted and talented 

teachers to modify curriculum lessons to meet the needs of gifted and talented students. 

All elementary principal participants shared that they rely on the district-level gifted and 

talented professional development to train their teachers and that the professional 

development offerings are communicated throughout the school year. 

Engaging students in opportunities for acceleration during the instructional day 

was reported by elementary principal participants to focus on gifted and talented 

students’ academic performance. The majority of the elementary principal participants 

mentioned an intervention block that occurs during the school day that targets 

underperforming students in general. However, only two elementary principals shared 

that gifted and talented students had opportunities to attend weekday and weekend 

tutorials and one elementary principal reported receiving support from a district staff 

member to work with gifted and talented students in preparation for the state assessment. 

EP2 reported, “We invited G/T students to tutorials based on their subject area data 

which in the past has not always been the case. We were intentional with inviting them to 

tutorials.” Similarly, EP1 mentioned the inclusion of gifted and talented students in 

weekend tutorials. EP1 explained, “Our content area coaches held sessions with the G/T 

students on Saturdays to make sure that we definitely provided the reinforcement for their 
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targeted TEKS [standards] to ensure that they scored at the masters level.” In contrast, 

EP5 shared a district-level staff member provided support,  

It was helpful for the district to provide support for a couple of days, but on our 

[school-level] we can pull them out at some point during the day to meet their 

needs. I think we need to pull them separately. Our plan for next year is to start 

earlier in the year. 

The elementary principal participant responses provide evidence that the 

participants perceive the problem of the decline in the academic performance of gifted 

and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle school as related to 

school-level elements including the knowledge and expertise of the teacher, limited 

opportunities for acceleration, and low levels of rigor in the classroom. Elementary 

principal participants shared their perceptions and the leadership practices they use to 

overcome the perceived barriers. The subsequent emerging theme specifies the practices 

that elementary principals perceive would facilitate the transition of gifted and talented 

students from elementary to middle school. 

Theme 3. Elementary principals perceived a need to provide opportunities for 

gifted and talented teachers to engage in collaborative vertical planning to support the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary 

to middle school. In reference to offering opportunities to support gifted and talented 

students in their transition from elementary to middle school, the common theme was 

vertical planning between elementary and middle school teachers. Four of the six of the 

elementary principal participants suggested collaborative planning between elementary 
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and middle school teachers and staff. For example, EP4 suggested aligning the practice 

that the school district engages in with transition meetings for special education and 

emergent bilingual students. EP4 explained this practice if adopted could involve, “the 

G/T coordinator for elementary, along with the G/T coordinator for middle school, the 

student and the parent and one or two sixth grade teachers…meet to set goals for the 

middle school and identify strengths and opportunities for the student to show growth as 

a sixth grader.” To facilitate the transition process, EP4 described a creative idea that 

involved a color-coded system that includes a portfolio that travels with the student and 

serves as a checklist for the receiving school to ensure access to the gifted and talented 

student information. Sharing a similar perspective, EP5 mused, “Teachers receive rosters 

for special education accommodations or emergent bilingual accommodations, but what 

are the needs of the G/T students?” These responses illustrate the elementary principal 

participant’s views that there is a need to incorporate collaborative systems of support for 

gifted and talented students.  

Aligning professional development across grade levels was another example of 

collaborative vertical planning offered by EP1. The participant further shared that at the 

school all gifted and talented teachers meet to discuss expectations and the requirements 

from each grade level; however, “Currently that doesn’t happen from school level to 

school level, for example elementary to middle.” EP3 shared a similar thought to “work 

with our middle schools on planning and making sure students are prepared for advanced 

courses. It would help us [elementary schools] to know what is needed at the elementary 

level to achieve vertical alignment.” EP5 proposed that gifted and talented students’ 
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surveys and academic interests should be shared with middle school teachers to meet the 

needs of students during their transition to the next school level. EP6 did not specifically 

state the need for collaborative planning between elementary and middle school teachers; 

however, based on the recommendation to offer advanced courses in elementary school, 

it can be inferred that elementary and middle school teachers would benefit from the 

opportunity to engage in instructional planning and structures in place to effectively 

implement the advanced level content. 

Elementary principal participants attributed the decline in the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school to a gap in curriculum planning between elementary and middle school levels and 

a lack of transition meetings. A teacher’s skill set and ability to differentiate for gifted 

and talented students were also mentioned as a perceived barrier to supporting the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students. Ensuring that teachers have the 

knowledge and skills to meet the diverse needs of gifted and talented students may 

facilitate high levels of classroom rigor and increased opportunities for acceleration and 

differentiated learning experiences for gifted and talented students. The elementary 

principal participant responses revealed examples of their current leadership practices 

accompanied with ideas to address the need for increased teacher knowledge and skills, 

acceleration, and academic rigor to address the decline in the academic performance of 

gifted and talented students.  
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Research Question 3 

RQ3 asked, “How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their 

leadership to address the decline in academic performance of gifted and talented students 

in their transition from elementary to middle school?” For this question, I analyzed 

transformational practices of elementary principals in leading gifted and talented 

programs.  

Theme 4. Elementary principals implemented three transformational leadership 

practices to support the academic performance of gifted and talented students in the areas 

of establishing high performance expectations, individualized consideration, and 

intellectual stimulation. The elementary principal participants reported practices 

consistent with individualized consideration, an attribute of transformational leadership. 

Individualized consideration involves a leader encouraging followers through coaching 

and feedback (Bass & Avolio, 1994). EP1 shared that teachers are engaged in 

conversations after classroom observations to discuss opportunities for improvement. 

EP1 also explained that instructional resources are readily available for teachers to 

incorporate in their classrooms to improve their instructional practices. The participant 

expressed, “I’ve participated in the workshops and the updates I can utilize that expertise 

in coaching the teachers.” This response provided evidence of the implementation of 

individualized consideration as a leadership practice to support the academic performance 

of gifted and talented students. EP1 stressed the importance of modeling and engaging in 

professional development experiences, “I participate and find resources to introduce these 
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resources to teachers so they can have more tools in their toolbelt when they’re 

differentiating for gifted and talented students in the classroom.”  

EP3, EP4, and EP5 all reported engaging in leadership practices to model 

professional development participation and modeling for gifted and talented teachers. 

EP4 shared that each year teachers are encouraged to complete gifted and talented 

training and expressed, “As a leader I am living the work that they’re living. I’ve 

completed the 30-hour training.” EP3 noted,  

I attend G/T training to model the importance of G/T. During observations or 

walkthroughs, I share different activities that teachers can use in the classroom. 

For example, menus I keep samples of menus to share samples of menus that 

allow choice. I show the menus as examples of meaningful work as opposed to 

busy work and being able to provide that support. 

EP5 described how the importance of supporting gifted and talented students 

through the facilitation of school-based professional development sessions is modeled for 

teachers, “We needed a reset on differentiation and workstations. I led the professional 

development.” EP5 shared that as a previous gifted and talented coordinator at the district 

level, “I have the lens to be able to focus and advocate for gifted and talented students.” 

The participant was very reflective, stating, “We did some work around vision and 

mission this year. Now I want to meet with my team and ask them to review the mission 

to make sure it addresses our G/T students.” Similar to EP1, these responses provided by 

EP5 provide evidence of intellectual stimulation, a component of transformational 

leadership. 
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EP6 was the only elementary principal who described their leadership practices in 

reference to supporting gifted and talented students through professional learning 

communities. The assistant principal, principal, and content area coach lead professional 

learning communities once per week. EP6 eagerly explained,  

That’s my style! When we’re in PLCs I push teachers to target their G/T students 

using Habits of Discussion. Moving away from G/T students or high achievers 

answering all the questions but the student working as the facilitator of the 

discussion. We’re looking for ways to differentiate within the curriculum.  

Overwhelmingly, five of the six elementary principal participants reported the 

transformational leadership practice of setting high performance expectations. 

Specifically, they shared an emphasis on data analysis for gifted and talented students. 

EP1 shared the importance of goal setting and a focus on data. The detailed response in 

describing the expectations for the student data folders provides evidence that he has 

expectations for student data folders and aligns to the leadership practice of high 

performance expectations. EP1 explained,  

Teachers have data talks with students about the level of mastery that was part of 

our campus improvement plan as it pertains to G/T students, that was part of our 

goals…focusing on G/T to a higher level than we have in previous years. Students 

have data folders where they chart their progress on the tested areas. The data 

folders are yellow, they cannot leave the classroom. We need it there because if a 

parent arrives the teacher can pull the folder and share. Students are expected to 

share their goals with their parents.  
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EP1 reported that serving as a former middle school administrator has impacted 

the role as a current elementary principal. The participant expressed, “I know where the 

elementary students need to go I know what they need. I think it was a good experience 

because it really helped me as an administrator being able to see the alignment between 

elementary and middle school at a higher level.” Sharing similar experiences from their 

previous middle school leadership experience, EP2 explained, 

I think as an elementary principal coming from middle school, students come to 

you so much further behind than you expect them to and wondering ‘how did this 

happen?’ It has pushed me at the elementary level to be intentional to help my 

teachers get engaged in the data. Elementary teachers were not as savvy when it 

came to analyzing data. I did a lot of helping them understand how to dig through 

the data to determine their student’s areas of need. 

Communicating the gifted and talented expectations to teachers and parents was 

identified as a strength of EP4’s gifted and talented program. The participant explained 

that communicating the expectations for subpopulations ensures that “teachers 

understand that G/T students are not an afterthought.” EP4 confidently shared,  

We set goals centered around our gifted and talented students. The expectation is 

that our gifted and talented students perform higher than our general education 

students. Our data tracker identified a section for gifted and talented students to 

monitor their performance on local and state assessments. 

In the area of high performance expectations, EP6 assertively stated,  
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We review data, we’re not just looking at pass/fail we’re looking at how G/T 

students performed and what do we need to do to get them to masters. During our 

data digs we use a data protocol. I have teachers to look at thresholds and discuss 

what do we need to differentiate so that students score masters. 

EP5 explained that all teachers at the school are expected to participate in the 

gifted and talented training “even if they do not service G/T students because a G/T 

student can be placed in a classroom at any time.” EP5 and EP6 both shared that although 

their gifted and talented enrollment is lower than their expectations, their standard is to 

ensure all gifted and talented students are scoring at the masters level on the state 

assessment. According to EP6, the student goals and expectations are communicated with 

teachers on an ongoing basis. 

Elementary principal participants articulated their leadership experiences and 

practices to support gifted and talented students. Their responses provided evidence that 

high performance expectations was the most widely reported transformational leadership 

practice the elementary principal participants implemented.  

After an in-depth analysis of the six elementary principal participant transcripts 

and different phases of coding, four themes emerged.  

• Elementary principals implement and lead different types of gifted and 

talented programming options and identified unique strengths and challenges 

specific to their schools. 

• Elementary principals perceived the decline in gifted and talented academic 

performance in the transition from elementary to middle school is linked to 
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teacher knowledge and skills, a lack of rigor in elementary school, and limited 

opportunities for acceleration. 

• Elementary principals perceived a need to provide opportunities for gifted and 

talented teachers to engage in collaborative vertical planning to support the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from 

elementary to middle school. 

• Elementary principals implemented three transformational leadership 

practices to support the academic performance of gifted and talented students 

in the areas of establishing high performance expectations, individualized 

consideration, and intellectual stimulation.  

Although the emerging themes in the elementary principal case study were 

aligned to a particular research question, some of the themes were interrelated. For 

example, all elementary principal participants emphasized, in various responses, school-

related elements that contributed to the academic performance of gifted and talented 

students in their transition from elementary to middle school. The elementary principal 

participants indicated that they promoted the development of staff, established high 

performance expectations for gifted and talented students, and implemented different 

gifted and talented programming opportunities within their school’s gifted and talented 

programs. Also, the majority of the elementary principal participants acknowledged a 

recent shift in their leadership practices to focus on gifted and talented students as a sub 

population as opposed to the focus in previous years being on underperforming students. 
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Middle School Principal Case Study 

The middle school principal case study included four principals who lead gifted 

and talented programs at their schools. Their school’s gifted and talented student 

enrollment ranged from 5%-51%. Two of the middle school principal participants, MSP2 

and MSP4 had served as both elementary and middle school principals at the study site. 

Research Question 1 

RQ1 asked, “How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their 

experiences with gifted and talented education?” Middle school principals shared their 

experiences in gifted and talented education from both personal and professional 

experiences. Two middle school principals shared their personal experiences, one as a 

parent of a gifted and talented student and one as a gifted and talented student when 

enrolled in school. MSP3 enthusiastically expressed, “When I was a G/T student, it was 

special to be G/T!” Professional experiences of the middle school principal participants 

included gifted and talented professional development, gifted and talented teacher, and 

gifted and talented school administrator. 

All middle school principal participants reported that they completed the 

foundational gifted and talented training and the required gifted and talented training 

update. MSP2 and MSP3 shared that their participation in gifted and talented professional 

development focused on differentiating instruction for gifted and talented students. MSP1 

noted that participation in district-level professional development focused on “improving 

different gaps that have been targeted within the district to focus on elevating G/T 

students.”  
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Three of the four middle school principals, MSP2, MSP3, and MSP4, reported 

serving as gifted and talented teachers. MSP2 elaborated on the experience as a fifth 

grade gifted and talented teacher at the study site, “I taught Tier 1 and Tier 2. They 

[students] were operating one year above grade level. I taught math and science and we 

were able to provide instruction at an accelerated level.” In addition to MSP3’s 

experience as a gifted and talented teacher, MSP3 shared “As an associate principal that 

[G/T] was my target demographic at the middle school.” MSP3 who served as the former 

associate principal expressed that the school has a large number of gifted and talented 

students, and their responsibility was to concentrate on the gifted and talented program. 

As principal, MSP3 openly shared that the goal is to provide exposure and increased 

opportunities for gifted and talented students. The middle school principals’ experiences 

serving as former gifted and talented teachers contributed to their experiences in gifted 

and talented education.  

Theme 1. Middle school principals perceived that their gifted and talented 

programs provide instructional and enrichment opportunities despite the constraints of the 

master schedule. The instructional component of MSP2 and MSP3’s gifted and talented 

programs were described as embedded within the core content areas with opportunities 

for acceleration, for example, middle school gifted and talented students may enroll in 

courses to obtain high school credit. MSP2 and MSP3 shared parallel perceptions 

regarding the misconception that gifted and talented student expectations involve 

completing extra work. MSP2 expressed,  
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I don’t want students to think I’m a G/T student and all I have to do is this one 

project or modules then, all of a sudden, I meet that standard. I really want them 

to dive more to the critical thinking and teach them how to inquire and learn.  

MSP3 echoed this position,  

I don’t want them [G/T students] to feel like G/T is just another task or an extra 

assignment. We’re working on ways to build it [the G/T program], so they have 

opportunities throughout the school year that makes them feel more like a ‘gift’ to 

be gifted and talented.  

Gifted and talented student interests were met by participating in enrichment 

opportunities offered outside of the instructional day, in the middle schools led by MSP3 

and MSP4. In addition, MSP2, a former elementary school principal shared, “My 

experience with gifted and talented in this district has morphed and transformed and 

changed into more of an enrichment and acceleration program.” MSP2 also explained 

that the student’s area of giftedness determined their assignment for specific accelerated 

courses. MSP4 mentioned that the new curriculum in reading and mathematics meets the 

instructional needs of all students, including gifted and talented students because the 

curriculum can be adjusted to the student’s level. MSP4 added, “We worked with the 

reading and mathematics curriculum consultants. We made a conscious effort with our 

G/T students who were scoring at the meets level to move them to the masters level.” 

MSP4 also explained the school’s focus on offering an advanced academics 

course during the school day for instruction and enrichment for gifted and talented 

students. The advanced academics course, similar to a pull-out class, is an elective course 
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for gifted and talented students designed to provide opportunities for gifted and talented 

students to engage in learning experiences during the instructional day. Due to the size of 

the school’s gifted and talented enrollment, they combine multiple grade levels to create a 

section within the master schedule. MSP4 expressed the decision to offer the advanced 

academics course because as a former elementary principal, students preferred to be in a 

class with their gifted and talented peers and taught by a gifted and talented teacher. 

MSP4 also shared apprehensions in offering the course, “Initially in middle school 

students didn’t want to take the advanced academics course. That prompted us to identify 

another teacher to make the course more interesting for the students. This year students 

wanted to remain in the class.” MSP4 shared this course has been offered for the last four 

years because, “it is a district expectation.” Although MSP4 explained the advanced 

academics course is a district expectation, MSP1, MSP2, and MSP3 reported that the 

course is not currently offered at their schools due to limitations within the master 

schedule.  

In describing their school’s gifted and talented program, MSP1and MSP3 shared 

different sentiments than MSP2 and MSP4. MSP1 candidly commented, “I can’t say that 

I have a program [G/T]. I have gifted and talented students that meet the criteria to be 

classified and I structure the master schedule and supports around these students to 

promote the best student outcomes possible.” MSP1 transparently shared the experience 

as a novice principal and explained, 

The focus of elevating and pushing G/T students to the next level can be to the  
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untrained an afterthought, particularly to the novice. As a novice, with my 

learning curve that’s not the first thing I’m thinking about. I’m looking at data 

relative to G/T students. I think it is taking me some time to put systems and 

structures in place that are targeted for gifted and talented students. 

In reference to the advanced academics course, MSP1 shared that the course has 

been offered in previous years but not with fidelity. MSP1 explained that they offered the 

course and then had to adjust the schedule based on teacher availability and the master 

schedule. MSP1 voiced, “It was something that I understood needed to be done as a 

charge, but not fully grasping how it fit within the totality of the school.” MSP3 

expressed, “We have a large amount of G/T students. I am in the process of revamping 

the program because we want to make sure we’re meeting their needs.” They also 

communicated that the school’s master schedule dictates whether the school is able to 

offer the advanced academics course because, “in order for students to leave with a high 

school credit, they have to remain in the pathway so they [students] can’t take the 

supplemental course.” The constraints of the master schedule were also reported by 

MSP4 as a barrier to supporting middle school gifted and talented students. MSP4 

explained that as a former elementary principal, they grouped all the gifted and talented 

students in one classroom; however, “At the middle school level the master schedule and 

bell schedule determine how to ensure gifted and talented students are scheduled properly 

into courses as well as electives.” 

The excerpts of the middle school participants support the theme that middle 

school principals implement programs with instructional or enrichment opportunities. 
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One middle school principal participant expressed plans to redesign the school’s gifted 

and talented program, while one middle school principal communicated the lack of a 

gifted and talented program. Nearly all middle school principal participants expressed the 

limitations of their school’s master schedule as a barrier in offering instructional and 

enrichment opportunities during the instructional day.  

Research Question 2 

RQ2 stated, how do elementary and middle school principals perceive the 

problem of the decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the 

transition from elementary to middle school? All middle school principal participants 

reported the occurrence of gifted and talented underachievement. Middle school principal 

participants reported that approximately 30%-40% of their gifted and talented are 

underachieving. MSP4 reported a lower percentage of underachieving gifted and talented 

students and explained, “We made a conscious effort with our G/T students who were 

scoring at the meets level to move them to masters level.” MSP1 was very specific in 

describing their definition of underachieving, “About 30% of the G/T students passed but 

they didn’t score masters level which is considered not meeting the mark.” MSP3 stated, 

“G/T students are underperforming because they [G/T students] score at the approaches 

level, and they’ve embraced the thought that passing is enough.” MSP2 also elaborated 

on the underachievement,  

It [underachievement] depends on the content. While we might see a higher 

number at approaches or higher level at meets, – with our G/T students we’re not 

getting as a high a number at all in masters in science and social studies.  
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Theme 2. Middle school principals identified structural challenges, limited 

teacher capacity, and the asynchronous development of gifted and talented students as 

elements that impact gifted and talented students’ academic performance in the transition 

from elementary to middle school. All middle school principal participants acknowledged 

that the overall structural changes inherent at the middle school level have an impact on 

the students’ transition from elementary to middle school. MSP1 stressed, “Middle 

school is the hardest level from a space of navigating life.” MSP2 and MSP4, both former 

elementary principals shared that gifted and talented students in elementary engage with a 

small group of teachers who know the students in depth and are often more nurturing, but 

in middle school gifted and talented students have to adjust to more teachers and classes. 

MSP3 expressed, “Often G/T students are not as prepared to take on the structural 

changes that happen, more classes and different people. It takes an adjustment, especially 

for G/T students who were successful in elementary.” 

MSP2, a former elementary principal shared that they implemented the systems 

and structures from the previous elementary school at the current middle school that 

supported gifted and talented students facilitating their own learning. For example, the 

middle school classrooms are set up in cooperative learning structures and contain 

workstations. While MSP2 reported that they incorporated structures from elementary 

school to allow gifted and talented students to facilitate their own learning; however, 

middle school teachers are unfamiliar with their gifted and talented students “at depth 

level” to be able to differentiate and meet their individual needs. A review of MSP2’s 

campus improvement plan indicated an intervention block as a strategy for emergent 
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bilingual students, but there was no mention of an intervention or acceleration block for 

gifted and talented students.  

The excerpts provided by MSP2 and MSP3 provided evidence to support the 

theme that changes in the structures of the school pose challenges for gifted and talented 

students in their transition from elementary to middle school. The adjustment to structural 

changes was linked to the asynchronous development of gifted and talented students. 

Gifted and talented students often have variations in their development; MSP1 and MSP4 

referred to the physical, emotional, mental, and social development along with the 

increased academic standards from elementary to middle school that pose a challenge for 

gifted and talented students. According to MSP4, offering the advanced academics course 

in middle school resembles the cluster grouping structure offered at the elementary level 

and provides a structure to support the academic and social needs of gifted and talented 

students.  

The changes in the content standards between fifth grade and sixth grade was also 

perceived as a challenge. MSP3 explained, “There is an automatic rigor difference 

between fifth grade math and sixth grade math.” This statement regarding a lack of rigor 

was also confirmed by MSP3’s campus improvement plan’s problem statement. The 

change in the content standards between elementary core content courses and middle 

school core content courses coupled with the capacity of the teacher to be able to offer 

differentiation was viewed as challenges related to supporting gifted and talented students 

in the transition from elementary to middle school.  
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All middle school principal participants mentioned, in a variety of responses, the 

importance of the gifted and talented teacher possessing the capacity to engage gifted and 

talented students in higher level questioning and provide opportunities for students to 

explain their thinking process. MSP1 communicated the difficulty of “developing, 

maintaining, and retaining teachers to grow and understand gifted and talented students.” 

They also explained that true differentiation is a complex task for teachers.  

MSP4, also a former elementary principal mentioned that “the teacher level of 

questioning for G/T students has been at a lower level.” To support teachers in this area, 

MSP4 explained that they provide on the spot feedback to teachers and resources such as 

a “booklet of higher order thinking questions and sentence stems to model how to probe 

gifted and talented students’ thinking.” MSP3 also expressed that they would like 

teachers to be able to have the capacity to ask questions to deepen gifted and talented 

students’ understanding rather than seeking an absolute answer and then moving on to the 

next question. MSP3 conveyed the importance of building teacher capacity by providing 

differentiated professional learning experiences for gifted and talented teachers so that 

teachers understand how to differentiate in the classroom.  

The underachievement of gifted and talented students in the transition from 

elementary to middle school was perceived by middle school principal participants as a 

problem related to the changes in school structures between elementary and middle 

school and limited teacher capacity. The asynchronous development, or discrepancy 

between an individual’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development was 

discussed as an individual factor related to gifted and talented students’ academic 
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performance. The challenges described by the middle school principals were perceived as 

challenges that may be supported through fostering a strong learning environment for 

gifted and talented students.  

Research Question 3 

RQ3 stated, “How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their 

leadership to address the decline in the performance of gifted and talented students in 

their transition from elementary to middle school?” Similar to the elementary principal 

case study, I analyzed transformational leadership practices of middle school principals in 

leading gifted and talented programs.  

Theme 3. Middle school principals implemented the transformational practices of 

enabling others to act and provide intellectual stimulation, to support the academic 

performance of students in their transition from elementary to middle school. The 

majority of the middle school principal participants explained that they rely on members 

of their leadership team to ensure the school’s gifted and talented program is 

implemented. Enabling others to act is a transformational leadership practice that fosters 

collaboration in order to meet goals or expectations (Kouzes & Posner, 2017). MSP4 

noted, “The G/T team includes a G/T administrator who oversees the G/T program along 

with the teacher and the literacy coach.” MSP2 was proud to share that, although the 

gifted and talented coordinator plays a significant role in their gifted and talented 

program, “I’m not a principal who sits in the office. I’m out leading and working.” MSP2 

also shared that they collaborate with the gifted and talented coordinator to ensure 

implementation of the program but, the gifted and talented coordinator is responsible for 
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communicating the school’s vision for the gifted and talented program when visiting 

elementary schools. MSP3’s gifted and talented coordinator plays a role in ensuring 

gifted and talented students have access to enrichment opportunities. MSP3 also shared 

that in the future, the gifted and talented coordinator will research opportunities for gifted 

and talented students to expose them to a variety of enrichment activities and learning 

experiences to support their academic performance. These excerpts from MSP2, MSP3, 

and MSP4 illustrate that the majority of the middle school principal participants 

implement the transformational leadership practice enabling others to act.  

Intellectual stimulation, a transformational leadership attribute was reported by 

the majority of the middle school principal participants in their leadership practices to 

address the limited capacity of teachers to differentiate instruction for gifted and talented 

students. Leaders who engage followers in opportunities to engage in professional 

development will encourage new ideas and approaches (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Hallinger, 

2003). MSP1 highlighted that they lead the development of a school-wide professional 

development calendar that provides a framework for the learning that teachers will 

engage in to support different student subpopulations, such as gifted and talented 

students. MSP1explained that the calendar is based on the needs of students and teachers 

using both qualitative and quantitative data; “observation data or assessment data may 

indicate training is needed because teachers are not differentiating enough. We then 

determine if we will offer this training as a school or reach out to the district’s advanced 

academic department.”  
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Similar to MSP1, MSP4 provided evidence to support the implementation of the 

transformational leadership practice of intellectual stimulation. MSP4 explained that they 

encourage and approve teachers’ attendance at gifted and talented professional 

development opportunities outside of the school district’s professional development 

offerings. When supporting teachers with lesson planning, MSP2 explained, “Our unit 

plans include a section for differentiation. We talk about differentiating for our G/T 

students. We offer professional development on implementing choice boards.” MSP2 

described the choice boards as an instructional strategy that provide gifted and talented 

students to extend their learning by providing opportunities to choose the activity and or 

product to demonstrate their mastery of a topic.  

Theme 4. Middle school principals perceived a need to offer effective learning 

environments during the summer to support the academic performance of gifted and 

talented students in their transition from elementary to middle school. Hallinger (2003) 

characterized a leader’s ability to develop a strong learning climate as a transformational 

leadership practice. The questions posed to middle school principal participants during 

the semistructured interviews revealed principal perceptions related to gifted and talented 

education. The interview questions prompted the participants to reflect on their leadership 

practices in gifted and talented education to determine leadership practices and ideas to 

implement in the future to support gifted and talented students. Three of the four middle 

school principal participants reported the need for summer activities to support gifted and 

talented students in their transition from elementary to middle schools.  
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Of the three middle school principal participants who recommended summer 

activities, two middle school principals specifically referred to the activity as a “summer 

bridge activity.” The enrichment opportunities described by the middle school principal 

participants would involve engaging gifted and talented fifth graders in learning 

opportunities to support their transition to sixth grade. MSP1 and MSP4 provided 

detailed ideas on the summer enrichment activity. Currently this leadership practice is not 

offered at the participant’s schools. Funding was mentioned as a barrier to offering 

summer learning opportunities for gifted and talented students.  

MSP1 suggested offering “a district or centralized initiative with a G/T Summer 

Bridge to work to get G/T scholars acclimated to middle school, for example, one- or 

two-week sessions.” The participant envisioned the activity could provide a transitional 

space where gifted and talented students can begin to process with their gifted and 

talented peers. MSP1 further detailed that, “this would provide the student with a 

reference on the quality of work that is required, and the teacher has a reference of the 

student’s capability so that they [teachers] don’t approach them [students] with a deficit 

thinking mindset.” MSP4 shared similar thoughts regarding a summer bridge activity, 

“We’re planning an activity to support G/T students to explain the program offerings and 

the expectations of the advanced academics class.” MSP4 mentioned this type of activity 

was implemented by a former colleague and it was beneficial for gifted and talented 

students transitioning from elementary to middle school. Likewise, MSP3 has plans to 

offer a camp in the future for gifted and talented students to provide opportunities for 

these students to learn the campus culture, understand expectations, meet their gifted and 
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talented peers, and become exposed to middle school literature and to ultimately “build 

resilience.” 

The consensus among middle school principal participants in reference to 

supporting gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school were the transformational leadership practices of enabling others to act and 

intellectual stimulation. However, MSP2 expressed that their leadership practices to 

support gifted and talented students is “probably lacking because we don’t have as much 

information when students are coming from G/T programs up to the middle school.” 

While MSP3 described their leadership practices as “transformational because I’m 

working hard to meet the needs of G/T students” by exposing and engaging gifted and 

talented students in a variety of learning opportunities and to demystify the thought that 

gifted and talented students will inevitably succeed without systems of support. The need 

for developing effective learning environments was mentioned by the majority of the 

middle school participants as a leadership practice that middle school principals aspire to 

implement to support gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to 

middle school.  

The results from the middle school principal interviews and the analysis of their 

campus improvement plans revealed four themes.  

• Middle school principals perceived that their gifted and talented programs provide 

instructional and enrichment opportunities despite the constraints of the master 

schedule. 
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• Middle school principals identified structural challenges, limited teacher capacity, 

and the asynchronous development of gifted and talented students as elements 

that impact gifted and talented students’ academic performance in the transition 

from elementary to middle school.  

• Middle school principals primarily implemented two transformational practices, 

enables others to act and provide intellectual stimulation, to support the academic 

performance of students in their transition from elementary to middle school. 

• Middle school principals perceived a need to offer strong learning environments, 

a component of transformational leadership, during the summer to support the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from 

elementary to middle school. 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Credibility 

I increased the credibility of my findings through multiple perspectives of the 

participants and the triangulation of data sources. I collected data from semistructured 

interviews and campus improvement plans. The elementary and middle school principal 

participants served in various leadership roles that contributed to answering the study’s 

research questions. For example, across both cases, four principal participants had served 

as elementary and middle school principals during their educational careers. Data 

triangulation was achieved by conducting semistructured interviews, an analysis of the 

participant’s campus improvement plans, through within case analysis, and a cross-case 

synthesis (see Yin, 2014). The use of multiple sources of data allowed me to corroborate 
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the findings and increase the likelihood that the elementary and middle school cases were 

represented accurately.  

Upon completion of each interview, I transcribed the responses and engaged 

participants in a member checking session for participants to validate their responses. I 

used the agenda that was created for each session that included a description of the 

purpose of the session, a summary of participant’s responses, and time for transcript 

validation, so participants could share their reactions and validate the transcribed data 

(see Appendix E). I conducted a total of eight member checking sessions in a virtual 

environment and two participants validated their responses through email 

correspondence. The document analysis of the campus improvement plans was used to 

substantiate the data collected during the principal participant interviews and revealed 

that elementary and middle school principals set goals and expectations related to the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students.  

Transferability 

Transferability refers to a study’s generalizability across contexts (Nowell et al., 

2017). I achieved transferability by collecting data through semistructured interviews 

with six elementary principals and four middle school principals and provided thick 

descriptions throughout the explanation of the study’s setting and the participant’s 

demographic and educational backgrounds. Descriptive narratives contained through 

direct quotes incorporated the voices, perspectives, and experiences of the elementary 

and middle school principal participants. I did not expect that this multiple case study’s 

interpretations and findings would be transferable to all school settings because the gap in 
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practice was specific to this study site’s elementary and middle school gifted and talented 

programs. A reader can determine if this study’s results are applicable in the context of 

their school sites because of the use of the thick description.  

Dependability 

According to Lincoln & Guba (1985), dependability is the consistency of the 

research process throughout the duration of the research study. To achieve dependability, 

I engaged a peer reviewer who was not affiliated with the research study or the study site 

to consult with on the progress of the study at various points throughout the research 

process. I shared updates on participant recruitment, data collection, and data analysis. 

The peer reviewer also reviewed the tables and figures that I developed during the data 

analysis phase to provide feedback from the lens of a reader to determine if the 

information was more appropriate as thinking or presentation tools. An audit trail was 

also developed that included how the data were collected and analyzed using codes and 

categories to determine the themes. The audit trail served as a running record of the 

research process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The peer reviewer coupled with the audit 

trail enhanced the dependability of the study’s findings.  

Confirmability 

The degree to which research findings are shaped by procedures and not 

associated with researcher bias is confirmability (Burkholder et al., 2020). As the primary 

research instrument in this study, I acknowledged my experiences and perspectives in a 

reflexive journal beginning at the participant recruitment phase of the study. I continued 

to reflect on all aspects of the research process, including similarities in participants’ 
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responses and my reflections as a novice researcher. I ensured that I focused on the 

problem and purpose of the study while journaling to ensure that my professional 

perspectives or personal experiences did not unduly influence the data collection or data 

analysis. I also conducted a cross-case synthesis to compare the elementary principal and 

middle school principal cases to determine similarities and differences between the two 

cases (see Yin, 2014).  

Summary 

In this multiple case study, I explored elementary and middle school principal 

leadership practices supporting the academic performance of gifted and talented students 

in their transition from elementary to middle school. I developed three research questions 

to analyze the principal leadership practices through the lens of the conceptual framework 

of transformational leadership. The three research questions sought to understand how 

elementary and middle school principals: (a) perceive their experiences with gifted and 

talented education; (b) perceive the problem of the decline in gifted and talented students’ 

academic performance, and (c) perceive their leadership to address the decline in gifted 

and talented students’ academic performance.  

The elementary and middle school principal participants perceived their 

experiences and perspectives in gifted and talented education from a variety of 

professional roles, including gifted and talented teacher, parent, district gifted and 

talented coordinator, and assistant principal. Elementary principals perceived that the 

decline in the academic performance of gifted and talented students was linked to teacher 

knowledge, lack of rigor, and limited opportunities for acceleration and vertical planning. 



141 

 

Middle school principals also perceived that the decline in the academic performance of 

gifted and talented students was linked to limited teacher capacity in addition to structural 

challenges and the asynchronous development of gifted and talented students. In 

reference to principal leadership practices, I found that collectively, elementary and 

middle school principals use a small number of transformational leadership practices to 

support the academic performance of gifted and talented students. I also found that in 

alignment with the study site’s gifted and talented historical data, middle school 

principals reported higher percentages of gifted and talented underachievement than 

elementary principals. In Chapter 5, I continued analyzing the findings through a cross-

case synthesis and an interpretation of the overall findings. The limitations of the study 

are explained followed by recommendations for future research. Chapter 5 concludes 

with the impact this study has on positive social change.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

 The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore how elementary and 

middle school principals perceive their leadership to address the decline in the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school. This study was relevant because limited research existed on principal leadership 

practiced and supporting gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary 

to middle school. I investigated the perceptions, perspectives, and leadership practices of 

six elementary principals and four middle school principals. A qualitative case study 

design provided me the opportunity to gain an in-depth understanding of participants’ 

experiences through semistructured interviews. Given that the academic performance of 

gifted and talented students at the study site revealed a declining trend as students 

transition from elementary to middle school, a multiple case study allowed me to explore 

the similarities and differences between the elementary and middle school principal 

leadership practices. I developed three research questions that guided the study:  

 RQ1: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their experiences 

with gifted and talented education? 

 RQ2: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive the problem of 

the decline in gifted and talented student academic performance in the transition from 

elementary to middle school? 

 RQ3: How do elementary and middle school principals perceive their leadership 

to address the decline in the academic performance of gifted and talented students in their 

transition from elementary to middle school?  
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 Participants shared their personal and professional experiences in gifted and 

talented education as well as their perspectives about their role as leaders of gifted and 

talented programs at their schools. I asked elementary and middle school participants 

questions pertaining to their leadership practices to support the academic performance of 

gifted and talented students. A key finding was the perception of elementary principals 

that gifted and talented students require fewer academic needs than underperforming 

students. The individual case studies revealed that elementary and middle school 

principals have common perceptions regarding the problem of the decline in the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students in the transition from elementary to 

middle school; the decline in gifted and talented students’ academic performance was 

linked to the capacity of the teacher. Three key findings were related to the conceptual 

framework of transformational leadership. Elementary principals implemented slightly 

more transformational leadership practices in leading their school’s gifted and talented 

programs than middle school principals. Also, a review of the elementary and middle 

school principals’ campus improvement plans revealed goal setting and expectations for 

the academic performance of gifted and talented students. Another key finding was the 

implementation of the transformational leadership practice of intellectual stimulation by 

both the elementary and middle school principal participants.  

An explanation of the key findings of this multiple case study are reported in this 

section through a cross-case synthesis. This structure allows me to produce a 

comprehensive and thorough explanation of the findings that encompasses both the 

elementary and middle school principal case studies (see Merriam & Tisdale, 2016; Yin, 
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2014). The sections that follow include the interpretation of the findings, limitations of 

the study, recommendations, and conclusions. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

This multiple case study reflected the perspectives and leadership practices of six 

elementary principals and four middle school principals who lead gifted and talented 

programs at their schools at a school district. Of the 10 principal participants, half of the 

elementary principal participants and half of the middle school principal participants had 

school leadership experiences in both elementary and middle school serving gifted and 

talented populations. To interpret the findings of this study, the results of both case 

studies were analyzed using a cross-case synthesis in alignment with the conceptual 

framework and in relation to the current research discussed in the literature review in 

Chapter 2. The cross-case synthesis of the elementary principal case study and the middle 

school principal case study revealed patterns of differences in the thematic statements. In 

my interpretations I have grouped the key findings from the cross-case synthesis under 

the corresponding research questions that guided this study. As shown in Table 8, there 

are differences in the thematic statements of the elementary and middle school case 

studies in relation to each research question.  
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Table 8  

Elementary and Middle School Case Study Theme Summary 

Research Questions Focus Elementary Case Study Themes Middle School Case Study Themes 

Principal experiences in Gifted and 

Talented 

Theme 1: Elementary principals 

implement and lead different types 

of gifted and talented programming 

options and identified unique 

strengths and challenges  

Theme 1: Middle school principals 

perceived that their gifted and talented 

programs provide instructional and 

enrichment opportunities despite the 

constraints of the master schedule 

 

Principal perceptions of the decline 

in gifted and talented students’ 

academic performance in the 

transition from elementary to middle 

school  

Theme 2: Elementary principals 

perceived the decline in gifted and 

talented academic performance is 

linked to teacher knowledge and 

skills, a lack of rigor in elementary 

school, and limited opportunities for 

acceleration 

 

Theme 3: Elementary principals 

perceived a need to provide 

opportunities for gifted and talented 

teachers to engage in collaborative 

vertical planning  

Theme 2: Middle school principals 

identified structural challenges, limited 

teacher capacity, and the asynchronous 

development of gifted and talented 

students as elements that impact gifted 

and talented students’ academic 

performance 

Principal leadership practices to 

address the decline in gifted and 

talented students’ academic 

performance 

Theme 4: Elementary principals 

implemented three transformational 

leadership practices: high 

performance expectations, 

intellectual stimulation, and 

individualized consideration 

Theme 3: Middle school principals 

implemented two transformational 

leadership practices, enables others to 

act and provide intellectual stimulation  

 

Theme 4: Middle school principals 

perceived a need to offer effective 

learning environments, a component of 

transformational leadership during the 

summer 
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Research Question 1: Key Finding 1 

The elementary principals emphasized a prior focus on underperforming students. 

The leadership efforts of the principal to narrow the achievement gap focus on the basic 

levels of academic competence has been a national focus of the ESSA federal mandates 

(ESSA, 2015). Gifted educators contend that in addressing the achievement gaps amongst 

student groups, schools fail to address excellence gaps or the differences in the academic 

performance of students at advanced level of achievement (NAGC, 2015; Plucker et al., 

2017).  

The majority of the elementary principal participants expressed that supporting 

gifted and talented students at the elementary level has often been dominated by a focus 

on students who are not meeting grade level standards. Elementary principals expressed 

their perceptions that while they, in recent years, have set goals for gifted and talented 

students, the focus within a school year can sometimes shift to underperforming students. 

Also, a common response expressed by elementary principals was the perception that 

gifted and talented students require minimal academic supports. However, one middle 

school principal participant, MSP4, a former elementary principal shared that gifted and 

talented students do not receive the additional supports as students who are 

underperforming. MSP4 also stressed that current funding for gifted and talented students 

is misaligned with the funding provided for underperforming students. This perception is 

consistent with Tookes (2020), who concluded that schools with underperforming 

students have fewer opportunities to engage in transformational leadership practices. 

Overall, elementary principals expressed the demands to meet the minimum standards 
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often can become the focus of their leadership efforts, and thus reducing the excellence 

gaps of gifted and talented students becomes a low-level priority.  

Research Question 2: Key Finding 2  

Elementary and middle school principals perceived the decline in the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students is linked to limited teacher capacity to 

differentiate instruction. The role of the teacher, their knowledge and skills and limited 

ability to provide differentiated instruction to gifted and talented students was 

consistently reported by elementary and middle school principals as a factor that 

contributes to the decline in the academic performance of gifted and talented students in 

their transition from elementary to middle school. Promoting the development of staff, a 

transformational leadership attribute was collectively reported by elementary and middle 

school principal participants as a leadership practice to address the limited teacher 

capacity. Although elementary and middle school principals explained their 

transformational leadership efforts to promote teacher development through connecting 

teachers to in-district or out of district trainings as well as providing school level 

professional development, the teacher’s ability to effectively differentiate instruction for 

gifted and talented students was continually reported as a challenge. This perception is 

aligned to the perception of Johnsen and Kaul (2016), who emphasized that while gifted 

and talented professional development may be available to gifted and talented educators, 

there is a lack of professional development experiences related to addressing gifted and 

talented pedagogy that converts to improved gifted and talented students’ academic 

performance.  
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While the elementary and middle school principal participants emphasized the 

importance of teachers having the knowledge and skills to be able to differentiate 

instruction to support gifted and talented students, recent research conducted by Peters 

and Jolly (2018) found that higher participation in differentiated professional learning 

experiences did not transfer into classroom instructional practices. To support gifted and 

talented teacher development, the elementary principal case study suggested the 

implementation of vertical planning between elementary and middle school teachers. 

This collaborative structure is a transformational leadership practice that may have an 

impact on gifted and talented students’ academic performance (see Kouzes & Posner, 

2017). However, vertical planning is not a current leadership practice of elementary or 

middle school principals. In contrast to Johnsen and Kaul (2016), other research indicated 

that a collaboration between general education teachers and gifted and talented teachers 

was found to impact teacher’s capacity to differentiate and improvements in student 

success outcomes (Mofield, 2020). 

Research Question 3 

Key Finding 3 

Elementary principals reported the implementation of slightly more 

transformational leadership practices than the middle school principals in supporting the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students in the transition from elementary to 

middle school. Elementary principal participants implemented three transformational 

leadership practices, while middle school principal participants implemented two 

transformational leadership practices. The most common responses reported by 
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elementary principals were aligned with the transformational leadership frameworks of 

Bass and Avolio (1994) in the practice of individualized consideration and intellectual 

stimulation and with Leithwood (1992) in the practice of establishing high performance 

expectations; whereas, the middle school principals’ leadership practices were aligned 

with the transformational leadership frameworks of Kouzes and Posner (2008) in the 

practice of enabling others to act and with Bass and Avolio (1994) in the practice of 

intellectual stimulation. Similar research by Litchka and Shapira-Lishchinsky (2016) 

found that the incorporation of principal’s transformational leadership practices 

decreased from elementary to middle school.  

Although few, the implementation of the transformational leadership practices 

reported by the elementary principals may hold promise for addressing the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students. For example, Ronksley-Pavia and Neumann 

(2022) found that when applying transformational leadership practices to gifted and 

talented education, shared team goals was an important practice that impacted a gifted 

and talented program. Li and Karankxha (2022) conducted a literature review and found 

that eight of the 14 research studies confirmed that transformational leadership practices 

showed positive impacts on student achievement. Like the leadership practices reported 

by the elementary and middle school principal participants in this study, Li and 

Karanhxha concluded that the most frequently adopted transformational practices were 

aligned to Bass and Avolio’s (1994) transformational leadership framework.  
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Key Finding 4 

A review of both the elementary and middle school principal’s campus 

improvement plans revealed similarities and differences within the elementary and 

middle school cases and across both cases. All elementary and middle school principal 

participant’s campus improvement plans included a school specific mission and vision; 

however, a mission and vision specific to gifted and talented students was not evident in 

any of the documents. Seminal research that explored principal leadership in gifted and 

talented education revealed that principals developed gifted and talented goals, but the 

goals were not incorporated in their school improvement plans (Lewis et al., 2007). 

However, this research study revealed that the collective responses of elementary and 

middle school principals related to goal setting for gifted and talented students were 

confirmed by the contents of their campus improvement plans.  

Four of the six elementary principals’ campus improvement plans incorporated a 

performance objective of at least 40% of gifted and talented students scoring at the 

masters level on the state assessment in mathematics, reading, and science while the 

campus improvement plan for EP4 and EP5 contained a performance objective of at least 

20% of gifted and talented students scoring at the masters level on the state assessment in 

mathematics, reading, and science. In comparison, MSP3’s campus improvement plan 

included the strengths of the gifted and talented program, MSP1’s campus improvement 

plan included gifted and talented data in the campus needs assessment, and MSP2’s 

campus improvement plan included gifted and talented demographic data. Three of the 

four middle school principal participants’ campus improvement plan set a goal of at least 
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40% of gifted and talented students scoring at the masters level on the state assessment in 

mathematics, reading, science, and social studies, while MSP4’s goal set a goal of at least 

20% of gifted and talented students scoring at the masters level on the state assessment. 

The document analysis also revealed only one participant’s campus improvement plan, 

EP3, included a specific strategy related directly to the gifted and talented performance 

goal. I concluded that a lower standard was set for elementary and middle schools with a 

gifted and talented enrollment of 5% or lower. This conclusion is illustrated in Table 9 

below.  

Table 9  

Elementary and Middle School Gifted and Talented Enrollment and Campus 
Improvement Plan Goal Comparison 

Participant Gifted and Talented 

Enrollment 

At least 40% of GT 

students will reach the 

masters level on the 

state assessment. 

At least 20% of GT 

students will reach the 

masters level on the 

state assessment. 

EP1 6% X  

EP2 11% X  

EP3 13% X  

EP4 5%  X 

EP5 3%  X 

EP6 7% X  

MSP1 20% X  

MSP2 16% X  

MSP3 51% X  

MSP4 5%  X 
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Key Finding 5  

Elementary and middle school principals both adopted the transformational 

leadership practice of intellectual stimulation. According to Bass and Avolio (1994), 

intellectual stimulation involves a leader’s ability to encourage new approaches. The 

elementary and middle school principal participants collectively emphasized that they 

engage teachers in professional development to help increase gifted and talented 

teachers’ knowledge base to meet the needs of gifted and talented students. The most 

common area of need reported by the principals was for intellectual stimulation centered 

around differentiating instruction for gifted and talented students.  

Collaborative structures, through professional learning communities (professional 

learning communities, were reported by more middle school principals than elementary 

principals as a leadership practice. Collaborative structures refer to the process of 

establishing and engaging followers in building relationships. Building collaborative 

structures is a component of Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) transformational practice, 

enabling others to act and an attribute of Bass and Avolio’s (1994) intellectual 

stimulation. The majority of the middle school principals explained that they implement 

and lead professional learning communities at their schools. Professional learning 

communities were described by middle school principals as a professional development 

structure that involves administrators and teachers in the instructional planning process. 

This collaborative structure was also described as time for teachers and principals to 

review learning standards, analyze data, practice lessons and plan differentiated learning 

experiences for students.  
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While collaborative structures were noted as a common practice among middle 

school principals, only one elementary principal reported the use of professional learning 

communities as a specific practice related to addressing the academic performance of 

gifted and talented students. EP6 explained that during professional learning community 

meetings, the conversations are centered around how gifted and talented students are 

performing on local assessments and ways to implement lessons to challenge and grow 

gifted and talented students. Schildkamp et al. (2019) recommended that transformational 

leaders develop learning teams focused on analyzing student data and that a key element 

of intellectual stimulation was fostering innovation to solve problems of practice. This 

study’s findings suggest that elementary and middle school principals may benefit from 

incorporating professional learning communities with a focus on gifted and talented 

students’ academic performance as well as leadership practices to build teacher capacity 

to incorporate differentiation into instruction.  

Seminal research conducted by Nash (2010) identified intellectual stimulation as a 

predictor of student achievement. The identification of intellectual stimulation as a 

transformational leadership practice adopted by elementary and middle school principals 

is a promising practice that, if continued, could increase the capacity of the gifted and 

talented teacher to become better equipped to support the instructional needs of gifted 

and talented students.  

The cross-case synthesis disclosed patterns of similarity and differences among 

the elementary and middle school principal case studies. The similarities and differences 

between the two case studies provided insight in gaining an understanding of how 
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elementary and middle school principals provided leadership to support the academic 

performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle 

school. The results from the two individual cases and the cross-case synthesis highlighted 

the one overarching finding--the limited implementation of innovative leadership 

practices beyond traditional leadership practices to specifically support gifted and 

talented students. 

Limitations of the Study 

The transferability of the study was limited to the scope of the elementary and 

middle school cases studied in the unique context of a single school district in the 

southern region of the United States. Another limitation to the study was the potential for 

researcher bias because I was the sole researcher conducting this multiple case study and 

I am a current central office administrator at the study site. The organizational structure 

of the study site’s schools, and the central office administrator position that I serve in 

does not include direct supervision or appraisal responsibility of elementary or middle 

school principals. This study was voluntary in nature and the professional relationships 

that were previously established posed minimal risk of unintended biases.  

The accuracy of this study’s findings may be achieved through multiple 

participants and multiple data sources (see Stake, 1995). I took the appropriate steps to 

minimize researcher bias by acknowledging my subjectivity through documenting 

reflexive journal entries, engaging participants in member checking, and using both 

semistructured interviews and document analysis. I recorded journal entries in my 

reflexive journal on a continuous basis throughout the duration of the research process. I 
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engaged participants in member checking sessions to validate their interview transcripts 

within 24-72 hours after conducting the participant interviews. When conducting a 

multiple case study, the results may report the individual case studies within the cross-

case as opposed to detailing the individual cases within the final study (see Yin 2014). To 

ensure transparency in my reporting, I determined that it was more appropriate to include 

the results of both case studies separately and using thick descriptions followed by the 

cross-case synthesis.  

Recommendations  

The results of this multiple case study and the scarcity of research literature 

affirms the lack of specificity related to the principal leadership practices to support 

gifted and talented students and establishes the need for future research. Guilbault and 

Kirsch (2020) suggested that there is a need for more empirical research to determine the 

effective leadership practices of administrators who lead gifted and talented programs. 

The following recommendations for future research may contribute to the body of 

research on the topic of principal leadership in gifted and talented education with 

practical implications for public school districts in supporting gifted and talented students 

in their transition from elementary to middle school.  

Participants in this multiple case study shared the importance of a collective team 

to implement and monitor gifted and talented programs. I recommend exploring the 

leadership practices assistant principals use at the elementary and middle school levels to 

support students in their transition from elementary to middle school. The assistant 

principal responses could validate the principals’ responses and provide insight in 
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establishing effective leadership practices for school-based leaders as they support gifted 

and talented programs.  

The middle school case study identified a gap in practice when offering the 

advanced academics course for gifted and talented students at the middle school level. 

Three of the four middle school principal participants reported that they currently do not 

offer the advanced academics course, or the course had not been implemented with 

fidelity, although one MSP reported the course is a district expectation. One middle 

school principal participant acknowledged offering the course for the past 4 years and 

reported the smallest percentage of underachieving gifted and talented students. 

Additional research is needed to explore the implementation of an advanced academics 

course as an intervention for gifted and talented students in their transition from 

elementary to middle school. A mixed methods design, collecting quantitative and 

qualitative data, could be used to better understand the impact of implementing the 

advanced academics course on sixth grade gifted and talented students’ academic 

performance.  

Implications 

Implications for Positive Social Change 

Gifted and talented students often exhibit uneven development where their 

cognitive ability may surpass their maturity level and can contribute to perfectionism and 

negative self-concept (Szymanski, 2020). To overcome some of the challenges associated 

with perfectionism, self-concept, and underachievement, gifted and talented students 

need opportunities within their learning environments to develop academic and social 



157 

 

skills. Principals who lead gifted and talented programs have the responsibility and 

opportunity to create learning environments that facilitate the academic, social, and 

emotional needs of gifted and talented students. Creating learning environments that 

foster the development of gifted and talented students may build resiliency in students so 

that students experience success beyond the classroom environment and make 

contributions to their communities. To cultivate positive social change, the implications 

of this study’s findings are relevant to principals as gifted and talented practitioners 

develop innovative practices, policies, and procedures for improvements in gifted and 

talented students’ academic performance in their transition from elementary to middle 

school. 

This study’s findings could be used to support the gifted and talented professional 

development of principals and teachers. At the organizational level, leaders may seek 

guidance from ESSA to leverage funds to support professional learning in gifted and 

talented education (see Guilbault & Kirsch, 2020). Facilitating collaborative structures 

while maintaining high expectations through professional learning opportunities may 

decrease the occurrence underachievement of gifted and talented students in their 

transition from elementary to middle school. This study’s findings may also lead to the 

development of professional learning pathways to support gifted and talented teachers 

and leaders of gifted and talented programs to enhance their leadership practices and to 

impact student growth. Closing the excellence gap of gifted and talented students will 

nurture positive social change through ensuring effective principal leadership practices 
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are implemented as educators prepare gifted and talented students to thrive in a global 

society. 

Theoretical Implications  

This multiple case study confirmed that elementary and middle school principals 

implement transformational leadership practices to support gifted and talented students. 

While transformational leadership practices were first applied to the field of business 

(Burns, 1978); thereafter, transformational leadership was applied to the field of 

education (Leithwood, 1994; Serrin & Akkaya, 2020). Current research has since applied 

transformational leadership to gifted and talented education (Ronksley-Pavia & 

Neumann, 2022), to which this research study has added with its focus on 

transformational leadership frameworks in gifted and talented education programming. 

As an example, the National Standards in Gifted and Talented Education (NAGC, 2019b) 

provide evidence-based practices aligned to five standards. Although NAGC standards do 

not specifically include transformational leadership frameworks, these national standards 

embed various elements of transformational leadership that can be used to guide gifted 

and talented programs within the elementary and middle schools at the study site and in 

similar contexts.  

Methodological Implications 

Transformational leadership has been shown to have both indirect and direct 

effects on student achievement (Leithwood, 1994; Li & Karanxha, 2022). Prior research 

that applied transformational leadership in the education context used either the 

Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) (Kouzes & Posner, 2008) or the Multifactor 
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Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) (Bass & Avolio, 1994). A quantitative study that uses 

either the LPI or MLQ in the context of the study site coupled with qualitative data 

collected through a multiple case study, modeled after this study’s design, could provide 

statistical data that would be beneficial to understanding how elementary and middle 

school principals provide leadership to address the academic performance of gifted and 

talented students in their transition from elementary to middle school.  

Implications for Local Practice 

The academic performance reports compiled and published by the state education 

agency, in which the study site is located, reports student assessment data on the state 

assessment by demographic groups and special populations such as economically 

disadvantaged, emergent bilingual, and special education students. Gifted and talented 

students’ academic performance is only reported at the local level through data analysis 

that is included in the school district’s program evaluation. The elementary and middle 

school principal participants’ campus improvement plans contained goals and strategies 

for the subpopulations that are included in the state’s academic performance; however, 

the campus improvement plans only reflected the development of goals for gifted and 

talented students’ academic performance on the state assessment.  

When discussing gifted and talented students in reference to their academic 

performance, it was natural for elementary and middle school principal participants to 

compare gifted and talented students to other subpopulations for example, special 

education and emergent bilingual students. This perception is connected to the problem 

that gifted and talented students’ academic performance levels are often omitted from 
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state reporting. Two elementary principals and two middle school principals suggested 

leadership practices to support gifted and talented students in their transition from 

elementary to middle school that mirror the protocols that are implemented for emergent 

bilingual and special education programs.  

The elementary and middle school principals who connected the work of 

supporting gifted and talented students to other subpopulations recommended 

collaborative structures through transition meetings, whereby elementary and middle 

school stakeholders connect and collaborate to discuss student profiles and set individual 

gifted and talented goals to support the transition from fifth grade to sixth grade. 

Currently, transition meetings are held for emergent bilingual and special education 

students; however, this is not a practice for gifted and talented students. The elementary 

and middle school principal participants shared creative ideas to support the transition 

from elementary to middle school. Based on their responses and their connections to the 

other subpopulations with mandated processes, I concluded that elementary and middle 

school principals believe the implementation of transition meetings for the gifted and 

talented program is a district level decision rather than a school level decision. There is a 

need to collaborate with the district level leaders of the emergent bilingual and special 

education programs to gather information on their transition meeting structures. Engaging 

in this collaboration may result in the development of gifted and talented transition 

meeting practices that can be implemented district-wide in alignment with other 

subpopulations’ transition practices.  
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Conclusion 

The intent of this study was to fill a gap in practice by identifying the leadership 

practices elementary and middle school principals use to support gifted and talented 

students in their transition from elementary to middle school. The existing research on the 

underachievement of gifted and talented students has focused on conceptualizing gifted 

and talented underachievement and interventions, with limited current research on 

principal leadership practices to support the academic performance of gifted and talented 

students. This study was relevant because limited research existed on principal leadership 

practices to support gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to 

middle school.  

Elementary and middle school principal participants shared their perceptions and 

experiences in leading gifted and talented programs at their schools. The findings of this 

study extend previous research to better understand the principal leadership practices 

elementary and middle school principals use to support the academic performance of 

gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary to middle school. Since 

the reauthorization of ESSA (2015) principals have focused on ensuring all student 

groups meet academic performance standards. The results of this study revealed that 

elementary and middle school principal participants collectively demonstrated attributes 

of transformational leadership in the areas of enabling others to act, high performance 

expectations, individualized consideration, and intellectual stimulation to support the 

academic performance of gifted and talented students. It can be concluded from this study 

that elementary principals implemented slightly more transformational leadership 
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practices than middle school principals. The primary challenge identified by elementary 

and middle school principals revolved around the capacity of the classroom teachers to 

provide differentiated instruction for gifted and talented students.  

Through a review of the multiple sources of data, it appears that these practices 

have not yet resulted in significant increases in the academic performance of gifted and 

talented students in the transition from elementary to middle school. However, 

elementary and middle school principals were optimistic that their leadership practices to 

support the academic performance of gifted and talented students would result in overall 

increases in gifted and talented students’ academic performance in the future. Based on 

the interview responses from both the elementary and middle school principal 

participants, their participation in this study provided the participants with an opportunity 

to be reflective of their current leadership practices and led to the stimulation of ideas for 

more creative leadership practices that can be enacted in their school’s gifted and talented 

programs in the future. 
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Appendix A: Partner Organization Agreement 

 

 
 

Partner Organization Agreement  
for AEAL Dissertation  

(content edits not permitted) 
  

 
April 12, 2022 
 
The doctoral student, Tiffany Deneen Williams will be conducting a dissertation study as 
part of the AEAL (Education Administration and Leadership for experienced 
administrators) EdD program. The student will be completing Walden IRB requirements 
and our organization’s research approval processes.  
 
I understand that Walden’s IRB has given the student tentative approval to interview 
leaders (supervisors, board members, PTA leaders, community partners, state department 
personnel, and similar decision-makers) with whom the student has no power 
relationship. Details will be created for the final proposal, and the informed consent letter 
attached will be used. Depending upon the details of the student’s study, deidentified 
organization data* may be requested.  
 

*At the discretion of the organization’s leadership, the student may analyze 
deidentified records including: aggregate personnel or student records that have 
been deidentified before being provided to the doctoral student, other deidentified 
operational records, teaching materials, deidentified lesson plans, meeting 
minutes, digital/audio/video recordings created by the organization for its own 
purposes, training materials, manuals, reports, partnership agreements, 
questionnaires that were collected under auspices of the partner organization as 
part of continuous improvement efforts (SIPs, for example), and other internal 
documents. 
 

I understand that, as per doctoral program requirements, the student will publish a 
dissertation in ProQuest as a doctoral capstone (withholding the names of the 
organization and participating individuals), as per the following ethical standards: 
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a. The student is required to maintain confidentiality by removing names and key 
pieces of evidence/data that might disclose an organization’s or individual’s 
identity. 

b. The student will be responsible for complying with policies and requirements 
regarding data collection (including the need for the organization’s internal 
ethics/regulatory approval as applicable). 
 

c. Via the Interview Consent Form, the student will describe to interviewees how the 
data will be used in the dissertation study and how all interviewees’ privacy will 
be protected. 

 
I confirm that I am authorized to approve research activities in this setting. 
 
Signed, 
 
 
 
This template has been designed by Walden University for the purpose of creating a 
partnership agreement between an education agency or district/division and a Walden 
doctoral student in support of that student’s dissertation. Walden University will take 
responsibility for overseeing the data collection and analysis activities described above 
for the purpose of the student’s doctoral dissertation.  
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol 

Date:  
Start Time: 
End Time: 
Interviewee Code #:  
Interview Location:  
 

Introduction 
Greetings! My name is _________________, doctoral student at Walden University 
conducting a research study in partial fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of 
Doctor of Education, in Educational Administration and Leadership for 
Administrators. Thank you for participating in this interview. I am interested in gaining 
an understanding of how elementary and middle school principals provide leadership 
to address the decline in the academic performance of gifted and talented students in 
their transition from elementary to middle school. This interview will be audio 
recorded for transcription purposes and will last approximately 60 minutes. Your 
identifying information (name, school, etc.) will be masked to maintain confidentiality. 
Participation in this interview is voluntary and at any point during the interview you 
can choose to stop the session. At the conclusion of all principal interviews, I will 
access and review your campus improvement plans as part of my data collection and 
data analysis. Are there any questions before we proceed? Again, thank you for your 
time to participate in this interview. Let’s begin with an introductory question. Can you 
tell me about your background in the field of education? 

Interview Questions 
1. What are your personal experiences with gifted and talented education?  

Probing Question: 
a. What professional development experiences in gifted and talented education 

have you participated in? 
2. Can you describe your school’s gifted and talented program? 

Probing Questions: 
a. Approximately what percentage of your students are identified as gifted and 

talented? 
b. What are the strengths of your school’s gifted and talented program? 
c. What challenges have you experienced with implementing gifted and 

talented programming at your school? 
3. What factors do you feel contribute to gifted and talented students’ academic 

performance of masters level on the state assessment at your school?  
Probing Question: 
a. Approximately how many gifted and talented students are underachieving 

in your school?  
4. What are your perceptions of the decline in gifted and talented students’ 

academic performance in the transition from elementary to middle school?  
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5. What do you feel would support gifted and talented students’ academic 
performance in their transition from elementary to middle school? 

6. How do you describe your leadership practices to support the academic 
performance of gifted and talented students in their transition from elementary 
to middle school? 
Probing Questions: 
a. How do you communicate your school’s vision and mission for your gifted 

and talented program? 
b. How do you engage teachers of gifted and talented students in professional 

development? 
c. What leadership practices do you model for teachers that support gifted and 

talented students? 
Closing Remarks 

Is there anything you would like to add? Thank you for your responses and for taking 
the time to engage in this interview. Your responses will help me gain an 
understanding of the principal leadership practices elementary and middle school 
principals use to address the decline in gifted and talented student academic 
performance in their transition from elementary to middle school. As a participant in 
this interview, you will have an opportunity to review your responses to ensure your 
responses were captured accurately. If you have any questions after our time together 
today, please feel free to contact me by email at ________________ or phone 
__________. I appreciate your time.  
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Appendix C: Research Question and Interview Question Alignment Table 

 
Research Question (RQ) Interview Questions 

RQ1: How do elementary and middle school 
principals perceive their experiences with 
gifted and talented education? 

• What are your personal experiences 
with gifted and talented education?  

               Probing Question: 
o What professional development 

experiences in gifted and 
talented education have you 
participated in? 

• Can you describe your school’s gifted 
and talented program? 

               Probing Questions: 
o Approximately what 

percentage of your students are 
identified as gifted and 
talented? 

o What are the strengths of your 
school’s gifted and talented 
program? 

o What challenges have you 
experienced with implementing 
gifted and talented 
programming at your school? 

RQ2: How do elementary and middle school 
principals understand the problem of the 
decline in gifted and talented student 
academic performance in the transition from 
elementary to middle school? 

• What factors do you feel contribute to 
gifted and talented students’ academic 
performance of masters level on the 
state assessment at your school?  
Probing Question: 

o Approximately how many 
gifted and talented students 
are underachieving in your 
school?  

• What are your perceptions of the 
decline in gifted and talented students’ 
academic performance in their 
transition from elementary to middle 
school?  

• What do you feel would strengthen 
gifted and talented students’ academic 
performance in their transition from 
elementary to middle school? 

RQ3: How do elementary and middle school 
principals provide leadership to address the 
decline in academic performance of gifted 

• How do you describe your leadership 
practices to support the academic 
performance of gifted and talented 
students? 
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and talented students in their transition from 
elementary to middle school?   

            Probing Questions: 
o How do you communicate your 

school’s vision and mission for 
your gifted and talented 
program? 

o How do you engage teachers of 
gifted and talented students in 
professional development? 

• What leadership practices do you model 
for teachers that support gifted and 
talented students? 
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Appendix D: Document Analysis-Campus Improvement Plan Checklist  

 
The campus 

improvement plan 
includes… 

Included: 
Y (Yes) or N (No) 

Campus 
Improvement Plan 

Evidence 

Participant Interview 
Response 

gifted and talented 
student enrollment and 
prior academic 
performance data. 

   

the school’s mission and 
vision. 

   

the school’s mission and 
vision for gifted and 
talented students.  

   

strengths of the school’s 
gifted and talented 
program. 

   

academic goals for gifted 
and talented on the state 
assessment 

   

principal leadership 
strategies to support 
teachers of gifted and 
talented students 

   

Researcher’s Reflections 
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Appendix E: Member Check Agenda  

 
I. Introduction (2-3 minutes) 

Greetings and Happy _________ (insert day of the week)! Thank you for 
your participation in this research study. The purpose of our time today is 
to engage in transcript validation, a type of member checking that allows 
the research participant the opportunity to review your interview responses 
for accuracy. This process will enhance the credibility of the research 
study. Prior to our time today, I shared your transcribed responses by 
email. If needed, I will re-send the document to you at this time. (Allow 
time for participant to access the document.) 
 

II. Summary of Participant Responses (5 minutes) 
 

III. Transcript Review and Validation (15-20 minutes) 
a. At this time, I will pause to allow you time to review your transcript 

responses (in blue font) on the transcript that was emailed to you.  
b. What are your reactions to the transcribed responses? 
c. Do you have any questions? 

 
IV. Closing (2 minutes) 

Again, thank you for your time today to engage in validating your 
interview responses. Your responses will help me gain an understanding 
of the principal leadership practices elementary and middle school 
principals use to address the decline in gifted and talented student 
academic performance in their transition from elementary to middle 
school. If you have any questions after our time together today, please feel 
free to contact me by email at __________or by phone ___________.  
I appreciate your participation.  
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