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The Experience of Gifted Girls Transitioning from Elementary School
to Sixth and Seventh Grade.

CHAPTERI
Introduction

Giftedness is an attribute often associated with success and ease of life, and a
notion exists that gifted kids “haveit all” (Bernal, 2003). With this association comes
ageneral view in the field of education and counseling that everyone has gifts, and
there is no reason to separate out those students who are gifted to provide them any
extraservices (Bernal, 2003). Researchers who specialize in working directly with
gifted children hold the perspective that gifted children and adol escents have unique
social and emotional issues related to their giftedness (Moon, 2002). Moon stated
“The most common counseling need of this population is assistance in coping with
stressors related to growing up as a gifted child in a society that does not always
recognize, understand, or welcome giftedness” (p. 213).

From my own experience of being gifted, | found the typical attitude that
gifted children do not need anything different to be minimizing and oppressive. The
majority of my struggles were in sixth and seventh grade, and this struggle fits with
the research of other gifted preadolescents (Kerr, 1994; Moon, 2002; Rimm, 2002).
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the experience of giftedness related to
identity development of girls transitioning from elementary school to sixth and
seventh grade.

Overview of the chapter

This chapter begins with a personal introduction regarding my experience with

giftedness as | formed my identity. After adiscussion of my experiences, this chapter

briefly outlines the scope and need for the study and then discusses the theoretical
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framework from which this study is built. Next, a description of the overall purpose of
the study is provided, concluding with the rational for the use of grounded theory.
Personal introduction to the topic

| wasidentified as gifted when | wasin first grade. | was disruptive in class
and got into alot trouble for doing other students' schoolwork. | remember feeling
proud to be gifted and enjoyed the gifted “pull-out” classes that | attended. When |
was in fourth grade, | went to a school for gifted children provided by the district. It
was for fourth through sixth grades, and my experience there was tremendous.
Because she had spent ayear in Japan, my math teacher had us sit at desks that were
on the floor, my French teacher never spoke to usin English, and my Greek
Mythology teacher let us sit on the cabinets and furniture. | cannot remember my
teachers' names, but | remember feeling good about being smart. Then | entered sixth
grade, and everything changed. It was no longer safe to be smart, and my priorities
changed in order to fit in. Thereality wasthat | never redly felt likel fitin. In high
school, through all the honors and advanced placement classes, | felt unsure of myself,
and most of the time, felt dumb.

My relationship to being gifted changed again as an undergraduate in college,
yet again in my master’s program, and continues to change as | move through my
doctoral program. Once again, | feel good about being gifted and with that comes
feeling good about who | am. | am also raising two daughters. My oldest is ahead of
her peers, and it seemsthat | will beraising at |east one gifted girl. How girls develop
their identity has always interested me. | have often wondered about my process of

identity development and how the challenges and pressure of being a gifted girl
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shaped who | am today. My experience has made me curious about the process of
identity development in other gifted girls and in the related research. My observations
and experiences lead me to believe that gifted girls do develop their sense of self
differently from other children and that there is a distinct change when entering sixth
and seventh grade.

Scope of the study

Theoristsin the fields of psychology and counseling have had an interest in
discovering how individuals develop their identity. Erikson, Gilligan and Kohlberg all
attempted to explain the ways in which children develop into adults (Owens, 2002).
All three provided the field with very different views of the development process. In
general, identity development is seen as a process through which people learn who
they are or develop their self-concepts (Erikson, 1950; Gilligan, Ward, Taylor &
Bardige, 1988; Owens, 2002). These theorists differ in how they understand self-
concept and identity development. This difference centers on the role of relationships
in this process. For feminist researchers, such as Gilligan, relationships are seen as
pivotal to identity development, particularly the maintenance of relationships.

There are several important relationshipsin agirl’slife-- her friends, her
family, and school personnel. Of these relationships, friends and school have the
strongest impact as a gifted girl develops her identity (Kerr, 1994; Rimm, 2002). The
manner in which academics and social pressures influence identity development is
highly debatable, especially for gifted students. Researchers such as McCoach and

Segal (2003) found the influence of academics to be positive and for gifted students,



Gifted Girls 4

leads to a strong self-concept. Other researchers (Bernal, 2003; Bybee, Glick & Zigler,
1990; Jones, 2003) did not agree and found these influencers to be cofounding.

The manner in which gifted girls are socialized affects the devel opment of
their sense of self. In elementary school, girls are accepted for their giftedness, but
once girls reach sixth and seventh grade, their socialization tends to focus on fitting in,
looking a certain way and acting a certain way (Bain & Bell. 2004; Kerr, 1994;
Kilbourne, 2004; Moore & MacKinnon, 2001; Rimm, 2002). The shift in focus from
being gifted and doing well academically to trying to fit in with peers can be
extremely difficult for preadolescent girls (Kerr, 1994). The experience of trying to
put aside giftedness in order to fit in has a direct impact on how a girl sees herself.
Learning how these experiences relate to identity formation isimportant.

Need for the study

Both anecdotally and theoretically, the literature portrayed adolescence as a
difficult time (Owens, 2002). The literature indicated that adolescence could be even
more difficult for girlswho are gifted (Bain & Bell, 2004; Kerr, 1994; Rimm, 2002).
Counselors working in schools or agencies have a responsibility to understand the
identity development process of gifted girls. This understanding may assist counselors
in providing support for healthy development. If counselors do not understand how
gifted girlsform their self-concepts, they will not be able to assist girlswho are
struggling. Rimm (2002) described a need for a better understanding of this population
when she stated, “counselors need to be trained to understand the peer pressures and
isolations that gifted children feel so that social isolation doesn’t lead to anger toward

themselves and others’ (p. 17). A greater understanding of the experience of gifted
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girls and the challenges they face is pivotal to insuring that counselors serve them
appropriately.

Knowledge of the experiences of giftedness for girls can only be achieved with
an increase in research. Currently, there is very little research on the experiences of
gifted girls (Dai, 2002). Counselor educators and counsel ors who are working with
youth have a responsibility to learn about the experiences and identity issues of
diverse populations. Gifted girls are a population that is largely ignored or minimized
in the current literature, and yet, they are very often the clients that we serve in schools
and agencies (Moon, 2002). Bain & Bell (2004), Kerr (1994), Bybee et a. (1990), and
Dai (2002) all caled for further research of this population. This study attempts to
answer this call and addresses the limitations of the existing research.

Theoretical framework

The concept of diversity relates to individuals who identify themselvesin a
way that differs from the dominant group. This difference often leads to the
domination and oppression of the non-dominant group (Adams, Bell, & Griffin,

1997). One component of oppression is the dominant group’ s discounting or
misrepresenting the diverse group. The oppression of gifted girlsis evident in the
literature, while several researchers found that gifted girls are often minimized or
ignored (Dai, 2002; Kerr, 1994). Gifted girls have unique issues that contribute to their
development (Dai, 2002; Kerr, 1994; Rimm, 2002), yet thereisalack of literature that
clearly explains their experiences. For the field of counseling to serve this population,

research must begin to look at the issues from their perspective.
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One of the difficulties in researching this population is that research on gender
issues often “implicitly judges the adequacy of girls by using boys as standards of
comparison” (Dai, 2002, p. 339). For research to address adequately the issues that
gifted girls experience, the paradigm of researching girls from a dominant standard
must shift (Dai, 2002; Gilligan et al., 1988). For research to reveal the participants
reality, the theory and methodol ogies utilized in that research must be guided by
research questions (Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Gifted girls are adiverse
population, and, in order to research them appropriately, a methodology must be
chosen that validates their experiences. The research perspective that is the least
oppressive to this particular group is the multicultural perspective, because it allows
for an open and equal relationship between the researcher and the participants. This
openness is the only way to learn what gifted girls experience in their lives and how
that forms their identity.

There are several different ways of conducting research with a multicultural
framework, and, for research with gifted girls; the most appropriate is the feminist
perspective. Both multicultural and feminist theories indicate that researchers should
work with participants on amore equal level, and thus, provide an arenafor silenced
populations to speak. Gifted girls are a population that is often ignored in the
literature; they are underserved due to both their gender and age. To truly provide an
open experience for the research participants to express their views, this research study
utilizes qualitative research methods.

To fully explore the relationship between gender and giftedness specifically

related to identity development, it is necessary to approach the research in away that
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allows for discovery, rather than confirmation of existing theories or hypotheses.
Qualitative methodology, specifically grounded theory, provides the necessary
research tools for exploring the experiences of gifted girls. Merchant and Dupuy
(1996) supported the use of qualitative research for groups of individuals, such as
gifted girls, who are often marginalized, oppressed or left out of traditional research.
Purpose of the study

The literature provided theory and research findings related to the variety of
ways giftednessis defined and viewed in society (Bernal, 2003; Delisle, 1992;
Gottfried, Gottfried, Bathurst & Guerin, 1994; Sattler, 1992). Additionally, the
literature supported the importance of understanding the identity development
(Gilligan et ., 1988; Owens, 2002) and the process of socialization for girls (Gilligan
et al., 1988; Kilbourne, 2004; Moore & MacKinnon, 2001; Sohoni, 1995). The
literature also identified the transition from elementary school to sixth and seventh
grade asacritical time for agifted girl (Bain & Bell, 2004; Dai, 2002; Kerr, 1994;
Rimm, 2002;). The existing literature did not provide research that adequately
explains what gifted girls experience during this time of transition.

This study addresses the gap in the literature related to the identity
development of gifted girls. Through this research, the counseling community will
gain abroader understanding of the experience of giftednessfor girls asthey develop
their identity. With this additional knowledge, counselors will be able to choose
appropriate interventions to support gifted girls. For counselor educators, this study
will provide information that is valuable as they train new counsel ors working with

this population.



Gifted Girls 8

For thisresearch, | selected girls who were gifted and in the sixth or seventh
grade. Therationale for sampling this age group was literature that indicated a shift in
self-concepts for girls that occursin the transition from elementary school to sixth and
seventh grade (Dai, 2002; Kerr, 1994; Rimm, 2002). Working with participantsin the
sixth or seventh grade allowed insight into their experiences during atime that is
portrayed as pivotal and potentially difficulty by the literature. Working with three
young women who were seniors in high school allowed insight from gifted girls who
have moved through sixth and seventh grade and had some additional perspectives on
their experience of giftedness. | worked with all of the girls over a period of 4 months
conducting interviews related to my grand research question.

The grand research question was a component of grounded theory, which |
used for this study. In grounded theory, the researcher begins the research process by
deciding on one broad question (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This research question
guides the researcher to examine the data from a specific perspective and determines
the data collection and analysis procedures (Strauss & Corbin). This question shapes
the focus of theinitial interviews and narrows in scope as the study progresses. For
this study, the grand research question was: What is the experience of giftedness for
sixth and seventh grade girls?

Rationale for the use of grounded theory

This study utilized grounded theory methodology. Grounded theory allows for
the theory to come from the research and provides freedom for the participants to
shape the theory based on their experiences. Grounded theory frees researchers from

the need to seek out one specific answer and allows the research to unfold in a manner
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that is significant and empowering for the research participants (Strauss & Corbin,
1998).

Grounded theory is aso a disciplined structure, which can provide the
researcher with atheory that is reflective of reality for the participant (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). It is a methodology designed to support the researcher in creating a
research product that is creative but follows specific guidelines to insure the research
is sound and reflective of the participants' views (Strauss & Corbin). These guidelines
set by grounded theory assist the researcher in every aspect of the research, from
choosing the research question to analyzing the data. Grounded theory also provides a
structure for the identification of key concepts, which are then used for developing
theory (Strauss & Corbin). Unlike quantitative methodol ogies, research with grounded
theory begins with a general area of study, and the important information emerges
over the course of the study (Strauss & Corbin).

Feminist theory, qualitative methodology, and specifically grounded theory,
laid the foundation for exploration of thisresearch. In this chapter, qualitative research
is the most appropriate way to study the perceptions and experiences of gifted girls as
they develop their identity. Grounded theory procedures provided a structure for
developing atheory that begins to describe the experiences of giftedness for girls as
they form their identity.

Overview of remaining chapters

Chapter two explores the literature relating to identity development of gifted

girls. It begins with an examination of the multiple definitions of giftedness, followed

by two perspectives of identity development, the traditional and the feminist. Next, the
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academic and social influences upon gifted children are discussed. An exploration of
gender differences follows, aswell as alook at the specific needs of gifted girlsin the
development of their identity. This review also addressed why this area of research is
important to the field of counseling and counselor education.

Chapter three then focuses on multicultural and feminist theory, which
provided the framework for this study. Following that is a discussion of grounded
theory and the specific techniques that were used for the research. The chapter
concludes with adiscussion of trustworthiness and limitations to the methodology.

Chaptersfour, five and six detail the data analysis for the progressive rounds of
data collection. Each of the chapters contains an analysis of the data supported by
participant quotes, tentative theoretical structure, triangulation, and discussion.

Chapter seven provides the grounded theory of the experience of gifted girls
transitioning from elementary school to sixth and seventh grade. This grounded theory
evolved through the research process. This chapter also contains a discussion of the
findings, limitations to the study and implications for counseling, counselor education,

and further research.
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CHAPTERII
Review of the literature

Overview of chapter

In this chapter, | examine the literature in the field of counseling and education
related to giftedness, identity development, and gender. In qualitative research, the
main purpose of the literature review isto assist in framing the research question
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Thus, this literature search was conducted using both
education and counseling databases but excluded the literature that related to curricula
and academic issues as the primary focus of the research. Research with a combination
of academic and social issues was included, as were studies related to the social issues
alone.

This literature exploration illuminated the need for further research in the area
of giftedness and identity development in girls. The literature review provided a
framework of issues that relate to the experience of giftedness for girls. Those issues
are how giftedness is defined, how identity development occurs, how academic issues
and social issuesrelate to all gifted children, and how social issues influence girls.
This chapter explores each of these issues as they connect to the research question and
discusses how giftedness affects girls' identity development. This chapter culminates
in adiscussion of the importance of this research to the fields of counseling and
counselor education.
The problem in context

Giftednessis an issue in education and counseling that has a broad range of

definitions, understandings, and misinformation. By far, the mgority of gifted
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research is related to curriculum development, to debate over alocation of resources,
and to the academic needs of gifted children. Thereislittle information on the
emotional needs of gifted children, and the research that is available contains
contradictions. The literature in several key areasis critical to understanding the effect
of giftedness on girls. Thisliterature will be addressed next.

Defining gifted

When looking at how giftedness relates to identity development, it is critical to
understand the definition of giftedness. This section reviews the variety of ways that
giftedness is defined, the identification issues for students from diverse backgrounds,
and the current trends in the field of gifted education. The exploration of the literature
revealed that defining giftedness is complex and multifaceted.

The most prominent method of defining giftedness is the utilization of the
Wechdler Intelligence Scale for Children-Revised (WISC-R). A score on the WISC-R
of 130 isthe minimum score for identification as gifted (Gottfried, Gottfried, Bathurst,
& Guerin, 1994). Thistest and other similar ability tests, such as the Stanford-Binet
Intelligence scale-4™ edition are the methods most often used by schools to identify
gifted children. While there are other tests available, such as the Woodcock-Johnson
[11, much of the focusin the literature is on the WISC-R and the Stanford-Binet. Some
researchers see these methods as the only methods with “ strong relationships to other
criteria, such as achievement, and often serves as an indication of academic ability”
(Gottfried et a., 1994, p. 42).

Other researchersin the field of gifted research have expressed a more modern

awareness that using a single test score to define giftedness may be prohibitive and
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have suggested the use of other criteria (Baldwin, 2005; Bernal, 2003; Callahan, 2005;
Delisle, 1992; Ford & Grantham, 2003; Sattler, 1992;). One aternative definition for
giftednessis based upon achievement and outstanding prominence in an area (Sattler,
1992). This area can include one specific academic area, the arts, leadership, or
creativity. Essentially, the term gifted has been used to “describe children with
exceptionally high 1Qs, those who have creative talents, and those who are high on
both dimensions” (Sattler, p. 661). Delisle (1992) reported that it was unlikely that a
single definition of giftedness would be understood in this lifetime and may not be
necessary.

Lewis Terman was the first to define giftedness. His work began in 1925 and
ended in 1959, and, through that time, he not only investigated the relationship
between 1Q and giftedness in children but also how giftedness affected later life (Ziv,
1977). Terman was a pioneer in proclaiming the importance of using one standardized
measure to pinpoint intelligence and to define giftedness (Delisle, 1992). This
pinpointing of intelligence was the first attempt for children to be treated and tested as
equals.

Since Terman’ s groundbreaking work, other researchers have attempted to de-
emphasize 1Q score as the defining characteristic of giftedness and have drawn
attention to other abilities children may poses (Delisle, 1992). A modern view of
giftedness includes aspects such as creativity, leadership, and artistic ability.
Intelligence has been described as a*“ more global concept than was earlier imagined”

(Sattler, 1992, p. 56).
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In spite of conflicting views and definitions, there remains a heavy reliance on
IQ tests for identification of gifted children in schools (Bernal, 2003). Bernal reported
that giftednessis not asingular trait; therefore the use of asingle test is not
appropriate. Bernal stated “ giftedness as a singular or multifaceted trait, as something
that isinherent or acquired, it is clear that manifested giftedness is much more
complex than the possession of high intelligence alone” (p. 187). The complexity of
identification makes the task difficult for educators, researchers, counselors, and
parents.

The fields of counseling and education have relied on test scores to identify
gifted children in schools for economic and standardization purposes. However, the
use of one test score may exclude children who do not perform well on standardized
tests; this exclusion has affected children of color and girls at high rates (Bernal,
2003). When defining giftedness, researchers must consider all aspects of achild and
remember that one score does not give afull picture of achild’s abilities (Sattler,
1992). Giftedness should be reflected in both a high score on an 1Q test and by
considering the ways in which gifted children see and interact in the world (Sattler). A
large part of the way gifted children see and interact with the world comes from their
cultural background. The identification issues for children from adiverse group pose a
unique set of variables for defining giftedness.

Multicultural considerations for defining gifted

Students of color are severely underrepresented in gifted programs nationally,

and it isaproblem that is beginning to generate discussions related to the methods and

procedures in place for identifying gifted students. Also included in these discussions
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in the literature are the inherent biases in the education system in general and the type
of curriculum and services offered to diverse students that may contribute to the
identification of gifted students. (Baldwin, 2005; Callahan, 2005; Castellano, 2002;
Ford, & Grantham, 2003).

While there has been an increase in representation of students of diverseracial
backgrounds in the school systems, there has not been an equal increase in the
numbers of students of diverse racial backgroundsin gifted programs (Baber, 2003;
Callahan 2005). The main area of contention is in the methods of identifying gifted
students. As stated earlier, the primary method of evaluation for identifying gifted
students is a standardized 1Q test. “More than 90% of school districts use test scores
for placement decisions. This nearly exclusive reliance on test scores keeps the
demographics of gifted programs resolutely White and middie class’ (Ford, &
Granthas, 2003, p. 218). These tests have been able to effectively identify white male
students, but are less effective in identifying culturally diverse students who are gifted
(Bernal 2003; Castellano, 2002; Ford, & Granthum, 2003), and girls who are gifted
(Bernal, 2003). Thislack of effectiveness poses the question of why these tests
continue to be used. It isthis question that is at the center of the debate about how to
be more inclusive in gifted programs.

Another contributing factor to the lack of diversity in gifted education isthe
systemic belief that children of diverse cultures have generally lower levels of
intelligence. An inherent belief still exists that very few children who come from
ethnically diverse cultures are capable of developing into gifted children (Baldwin,

2005; Callahan, 2005; Ford & Granthas, 2003). Despite evidence that debunks this
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belief, it is still pervasive in the education system. In fact, the belief goes even farther
than to assume that these children will not perform at the gifted level. “Thereisa
strong, erroneous belief that most of these children are so lacking in prerequisite basic
skills or abilities that such development is highly unlikely” (Callahan, 2005, p. 99).
The result of this belief isthat the curriculum in place for children of color consists of
remedial, low-level, uninteresting, unmotivating learning tasks.

Children of diverse cultural backgrounds are not given the opportunity to
explore their abilities, to be creative, or to become critical, anaytic thinkers (Callahan,
2005). If students are not given an opportunity to demonstrate their skills, how can
they be identified as gifted? Ford (as cited in Ford, & Grantham, 2003) found that
many African- American students with high achievement scores had not been referred
for screening for giftedness. Teachers are the primary referral source, and teachers do
not seem to be referring diverse students for testing (Ford & Gantham, 2003). It is
unclear if thisfailure to refer students for testing is due to the students not having an
opportunity in class to demonstrate their intelligence, or if it is because of the
pervasive belief that students of color do not have the capacity to be gifted. Either
way, the result isalack of diversity in gifted programs.

This section has provided only a brief review of some of the issues of
identifying gifted students from diverse populations. The literature on the struggles of
diverse gifted students focused on racial diversity rather than gender, socioeconomic
status, or other variables of diversity. For students who have multiple diversities, the

issue would be confounded.
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In general, the literature on giftedness described two predominant methods of
identifying giftedness — via 1Q scores and recognizing exceptionality in a specific area.
The literature also showed the majority of schools dependent on the |Q score for
identification. The debate over how to define giftedness and how to be more inclusive
to diverse students will undoubtedly continue.

Current trends in the field of gifted education

In general, the vast majority of gifted education research is related to
curriculum development, classroom instruction, and identification issues. Research on
procedures for identification, for referral to testing, and the debate about the most
appropriate method of identification abound (Brown et al., 2005). With the creation of
the No Child Left Behind program, schools across the country have tried to ensure that
every student has access to the minimum education requirements set forth by the
program. Schools now have agoal to educate all studentsto their appropriate level, yet
for gifted students these school-wide goals are not met (VanTassel-Baska, 2005).
Rather, the push to ensure all students are educated at asimilar level hasled in genera
to the “dumbing down” of textbooks and classroom experiences, so that the lowest
level students are the ones now setting the standards (Reis, 2003). The growing
awareness of the lack of appropriate education for all students and the flawsin the
current system of identifying gifted students has led to a small percentage of the
research to examine these issuesin more depth. There are currently several issues
being explored in the literature.

The first and most prominent issue in the literature is the inequity of services

and identification of students of the non-dominate culture. Asdiscussed in the
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previous section, there is a growing awareness that children from diverse backgrounds
are not being identified or served, as they should be. “One of the most pressing and
controversia topics is the under representation of culturally and linguistically diverse
students in gifted education. Few topics have the power to spark debates, denial and
defensiveness’ (Ford, 2003, p. 220). The lack of gifted education for diverse students
seems to be the most pressing issue facing the current researchers of gifted education.

Another trend in the literature is related to how curriculum is created. Thereis
acall for schoolsto look at the individual needs of the gifted students and to allow
them to move through school at a pace that is appropriate for them (VanTassel- Baska,
2005). Thereisan understanding that gifted students develop and grow differently
and that a good program will help a student devel op their unique skills (Feldhusen,
2003). When students are not given an opportunity to grow and be challenged, their
achievement declines. Underachievement in gifted students is also widely researched.
There are many theories on why gifted students underachieve, but inappropriate
curriculum is a component that is often discussed (Reis, 2003).

Thefinal issue that is currently in the education literature is the needs of
teachers to have higher levels of training in recognition of giftedness and how they
foster giftednessin their classrooms (Baldwin, 2005; Callahan, 2005; Ford &
Grantham, 2003; VanTassel-Baska, 2005). These authors discuss the importance of
training teachers to design classroom material adequately for gifted learners. Thereis
some discussion about training teachers to recognize gifted students based on
performance in aclass rather than by one standardized test score. Teacher training

continues to be one of the topics at the center of the literature on gifted education.



Gifted Girls 19

This section provides only a glimpse into the current trends in gifted education.
To explore these issues in depth is beyond the scope of this literature exploration. The
purpose in discussing these issues is to begin to examine the issues that face gifted
girls as they move through the education system. There are several aspects that make
up the experience of a gifted girl, and the conflicting views of giftedness, the
multicultural, curricula, and teacher issues al play arolein the gifted girls
experiences at school. These experiences are just one part of the process for gifted
girlstransitioning from elementary school to sixth and seventh grade.
| dentity Devel opment

Understanding the general process of identity development is crucial to
understanding how giftedness might affect that process. Asistrue for the definition of
giftedness, there are many ways to understand how children form their identity. The
next two sections look at identity development from atraditional viewpoint and from a
feminist viewpoint.
|dentity Development: Traditional view

Identity development is the process of children learning who they are,
devel oping a self-concept, and devel oping a sense of self (Owens, 2002). How
children see themselves begins to solidify in late elementary school. Children go from
describing themselves in terms of concrete and observable behaviors, skill sets, and
preferences to describing themselves with genera