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Each year, the TAGT Research Division 
leadership team works together to explore current 
research in an area of giftedness that is of inter-
est to our membership, and presents the findings at 
TAGT’s giftED (Annual Conference) and Leadership 
Conference during our signature Diving Deeper 
Session. Topics are selected for the following year 
during our division meetings based upon suggestions 
and ideas of our membership. 
	 The topic selected for the 2018 Diving Deeper ses-
sion focuses on gifted students during secondary and 
higher education program years. Most of the research 

on program options for gifted learners focuses on ele-
mentary gifted program options, and in Texas, the 
most prevalent options for secondary gifted learners 
include honors courses, Advanced Placement (AP), or 
International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programs. 
However, Dixon (2009) shared a variety of program 
options for secondary learners. Those program options 
include: 

•• AP and IB programs; 
•• special schools and magnet schools; 
•• honors classes, seminars, university courses, dual 
enrollment programs, and extracurricular course 
offerings; 
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•• early college entrance programs; 
•• talent search programs; 
•• study abroad programs; and 
•• distance education courses. 

Each of these programs has strengths 
and weaknesses relative to the services 
it provides for gifted learners. 

Within higher education, similar 
provisions are offered for advanced 

learners via honors education pro-
grams. According to the National 
Collegiate Honors Council (n.d.), 

Honors education is character-
ized by in-class and extracurric-
ular activities that are measurably 
broader, deeper, or more complex 
than comparable learning experi-
ences typically found at institu-
tions of higher education. Honors 
experiences include a distinctive 
learner-directed environment and 
philosophy, provide opportunities 
that are appropriately tailored to fit 
the institution’s culture and mis-
sion, and frequently occur within 
a close community of students and 
faculty. (para. 2)

In higher education, traditional hon-
ors programs are designed as cohorts, 
where the honors students live together 
in the same residential life building, 
have opportunities for acceleration 

through the curriculum, are provided 
with scholarship opportunities, meet 
a required minimum GPA, and are 
provided other perks unique to each 
institution. 
	 In our 2018 Diving Deeper ses-
sion, we will review four studies 
dealing with gifted students at the sec-
ondary level and three studies dealing 
with gifted students at the university 

level. The relationship between envi-
ronmental factors and student success 
is a theme that was echoed through-
out the research studies published 
in 2018. Brigandi, Weiner, Siegle, 
Gubbins, and Little (2018) found a 
positive relationship between envi-
ronmental factors and student success 
in a Type III Enrichment program. 
Beason-Manes (2018) studied the 
impact of curriculum on motivating 
gifted secondary students to chal-
lenge themselves to become leaders of 
change, determining that providing 
mentoring programs to adolescents is 
key in their identity development and 
success within gifted programs (Ball, 
2018; Beason-Manes, 2018). Mullett, 
Kettler, and Sabatini (2018) found that 
learning environments, instructional 
supports, social supports, teacher qual-
ities, direct involvement in learning, 
self-perceptions of STEM capability, 
and hands-on learning opportunities 

experienced in secondary education 
had the potential to shape students’ 
attitudes toward the field of STEM. 
	 Research suggests that postsec-
ondary gifted students may benefit 
from participating in honors programs 
that afford them the opportunity to 
develop positive relationships with 
peers and experience continued 
academic challenges, resulting in a 
greater probability of retention and 
completion of their degree (Bowman 
& Culver, 2018). The positive effect 
on retention and a 4-year graduation 
rate is impacted by honors programs at 
less selective colleges, especially in his-
torically underrepresented gifted pop-
ulations (Bowman & Culver, 2018). 
Hébert (2018) explored the impact of 
strong faculty and student relation-
ships in the success of high-achiev-
ing first-generation college students. 
Plominski and Burns’s (2018) findings 
support the need for honors programs 
during higher education. In their 
study, they explored the impact of an 
honors program on increasing posi-
tivity and lowering levels of dysthy-
mia (enduring mild depression) when 
compared to the non-honors students. 
Moreover, the need for supporting the 
whole child during the higher educa-
tion experience is a common theme 
found in the 2017–2018 research. 
	 The following annotated sum-
maries share some of the 2017–2018 
research findings on being gifted in 
secondary and higher education. Join 
us at giftED18 to dive deeper into 
these findings and participate in a 
thought-provoking conversation!

ANNOTATED SUMMARIES

Ball, H. B. (2018, February). Starting 
a high school mentoring program 
for the gifted: Opportunities and 
challenges. Teaching for High 
Potential, 13–14. 

In a Winter 2018 article published 
in Teaching for High Potential, Ball 

(2018) highlighted the benefits, lim-
itations, and other helpful information 
for developing a quality mentoring 
program for secondary gifted stu-
dents. Ball stated that mentoring pro-
grams for secondary gifted students 
can provide a number of opportunities 

to collaborate with family and com-
munity members as recommended by 
the NAGC Pre-K–Grade 12 Gifted 
Programming Standards. These col-
laborations provide opportunities for 
students to make connections within 
their local communities and develop 

Moreover, the need for supporting the 
whole child during the higher education 

experience is a common theme
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social networks for future career con-
tacts. Mentorships allow students 
to view their community members 
as individuals with whom they can 
develop lasting bonds. The students 
may view their mentors as models for 
success and develop hope for their own 
futures. These collaborations can be 
especially beneficial for gifted at-risk 
students by providing them with guid-
ance to a brighter future.

Any given program will have 
challenges to overcome, and Ball 
(2018) offered suggestions for suc-
cess. Because mentorship programs for 
gifted youth are not common, admin-
istrative and community support for 
a gifted mentorship program can be 
difficult to obtain (but are impera-
tive in developing a quality program). 
Reaching out and personally inviting 
individuals to either act as a mentor or 
to suggest other mentors may encour-
age administration and community 
members to be actively involved in 
the mentoring program. 

Ball concluded his article with 
suggestions for steps to be taken in 
order to help prepare mentors for their 
important task. The first step, after 
volunteers fulfill school and district 
requirements for working with stu-
dents, is to set up an informational 
meeting with the qualified mentors. At 
this meeting, expectations of the men-
tors and mentees should be discussed 
in detail. Role-playing opportunities 
for greetings, active listening, and 
difficult conversations should also be 
provided. These informational meet-
ings can be used as a way to establish 
opportunities to schedule meetings 
between the mentors. Providing a 
support system for the mentors is 
important in developing an effective 
mentoring program. Ball believed a 
successful mentoring program will 
allow gifted secondary students to 
reach their full potential.

Beason-Manes, A. D. (2018). Commu-
nity activism as curriculum: How 
to meet gifted students’ needs 

while creating change. Gifted 
Child Today, 41, 19–27.

Gifted students need to engage 
in producing authentic products with 
real-world implications for change in 
the society. Beason-Manes wrote about 
a community activism curriculum that 
she created and implemented with 
seventh-, eighth-, and ninth-grade 
gifted students. The goal was to create 
a curriculum for gifted middle school 
students that would promote commu-
nity activism, “well-rounded citizens,” 
and polished leaders who know how 
to advocate for others and work for 
lasting change. Renzulli (2002), Terry 
(2003), and Terry, Bohnenberger, 
Renzulli, Cramond, and Sisk (2008, 
as cited in Beason-Manes) revealed 
that activism as a learning experience 
produces beneficial results for activist 
students and recipient communities, 
“deeper learning for students” (p. 20), 
and “greater benefits for society” (p. 
20). Stewart, Webster, and Bai (2013, 
as cited in Beason-Manes) reported 
that the school typically encourages 
a passive learning environment where 
students become “passive bystanders 
to their own learning,” unconcerned 
and insensitive about solving problems 
of social significance, and insensitive 
to “social injustices” (p. 20). Renzulli 
(2002) and Terry (2003, as cited in 
Beason-Manes) stated that 

As a society, we should be con-
cerned that gifted and talented 
children grow up to elect to use 
their gifts and talents for the bet-
terment of the world in which they 
live. At present, though, no one 
can explain why some very bright 
individuals choose to work for the 
greater good of society and others 
dedicate their life’s work to their 
own benefit. (p. 20)

Beason-Manes concluded that by 
engaging in community activism proj-
ects and assignments very young gifted 
children can acquire the “social capital” 

needed to develop greater concern for 
others and the society in which we live. 

Brigandi, C. B., Weiner, J. M., Sie-
gle, D., Gubbins, E. J., & Little, 
C. A. (2018). Environmental 
perceptions of gifted second-
ary school students engaged in 
an evidence-based enrichment 
practice. Gifted Child Quarterly, 
62, 289–305.

	 In this qualitative case study, the 
relationship between participating 
in enrichment experiences and envi-
ronmental perceptions of gifted sec-
ondary school students was explored. 
Participants in this study included 
10 gifted secondary students, their 
teachers, and their parents. Students 
were enrolled in a gifted program 
based on the Schoolwide Enrichment 
Model Type III Enrichment. This 
was a unique setting in secondary 
education, as the majority of program 
offerings are acceleration-based. Semi-
structured interviews were used to col-
lect data from participants. Interviews 
varied between 20 to 40 minutes in 
length. Interview questions were 
developed by the researchers. Data 
were analyzed using inductive and 
deductive thematic analysis. Findings 
of the study indicated positive per-
ceptions of participant environment 
and learning experience. Brigandi et 
al. (2018) identified several environ-
mental factors important to student 
success: the pillars of support; homoge-
neous grouping with like-ability peers; 
gifted trained teachers who challenge 
and supported students’ social-emo-
tional well-being; supportive parents 
who are actively involved; and men-
tors who shared expertise, guidance, 
and support. These environmental 
factors combined create a learning 
environment that fosters a mindset of 
achievement. Students responded pos-
itively to this environment, focused on 
achievement, and successfully learned 
to self-regulate and navigate through 
challenges. When an academic envi-
ronment provides a challenge and 
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students have environmental support, 
the gifted secondary student excels. 
The limitations of this study included 
focusing only on secondary students 
and only one type of enrichment. 
Brigandi et al. recommended further 
research to explore grouping strategies 
and pillars of support, as well as the 
impact of environmental factors on 
diverse student populations.

Hébert, T. P. (2018). An exam-
ination of high-achieving 
first-generation college students 
from low-income backgrounds. 
Gifted Child Quarterly, 62, 
96–110. Retrieved from http://
DOI: 10.1177/0016986217738051

The experiences of 10 high-achiev-
ing, first-generation college students 
from low-income backgrounds, who 
attended a higher education institu-
tion in the Southeast, were the focus 
of this qualitative research study. The 
goal of the study was to understand 
the psychological and social factors 
that played a role in their success in 
higher education. The study used a 
phenomenological interview research 
design. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, 
as cited in Hébert) defined phenome-
nology as a study “to understand social 
phenomena from the subjects’ own 
perspectives and describe the world as 
experienced by them” (p. 97). Students 
were selected using a reputational 
case selection and network sampling. 
Researchers conducted interviews and 
reviewed information in informal doc-
uments over the course of three semes-
ters. Hébert conducted data analysis, 
through which he identified themes 
and relationships among themes to 
explain the examined phenomenon. 
Findings from this study support the 
current resilience literature, which 
identifies the impact of multiple envi-
ronmental factors on student success. 
Family adversity and difficult personal 
experiences during adolescence were 
major themes that emerged; however, 
students benefited from emotionally 
supportive K–12 educators and aca-

demic rigor in high school. Sustained 
family pride helped to keep the stu-
dents focused on reaching their goals. 
Intellectual engagement at the univer-
sity and influential mentors also played 
key roles in these students’ success. 
The participants developed a strong 
sense of purpose at the university and 
graduated well-prepared for careers 
and graduate school. The author noted 
that “the essential findings of the study 
can be succinctly captured in the fol-
lowing statement: ‘It’s all about rigor 
and relationships’” (p. 108).

Miller, A. L., & Smith, V. A. (2017). 
Exploring differences in creativ-
ity across academic majors for 
high-ability college students. 
Gifted and Talented Interna-
tional, 32, 44–58. 

Miller and Smith (2017) exam-
ined differences in the self-percep-
tions of creativity among 434 students 
from a variety of majors enrolled in 
an Honors College program at a 
Midwestern university. Utilizing 
the Scale of Creative Attributes and 
Behaviors (Kelly, 2004), the research-
ers looked at students’ beliefs in their 
own, and opportunities for expres-
sion of, creativity within their majors 
across the dimensions of (a) Creative 
Engagement, (b) Creative Cognitive 
Style, (c) Spontaneity, (d) Tolerance, 
and (e) Fantasy. Participating students 
rated their self-perceptions in these five 
dimensions using a 7-point Likert-type 
scale ranging from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree. The researchers noted 
that the findings of this study may 
have implications for university cur-
riculum, faculty instructional practice, 
and academic and career advising. 

Unsurprisingly, arts majors 
self-reported significantly higher 
incidences for Creative Engagement 
(compared to all majors) and Creative 
Cognitive Style (compared to edu-
cation majors only). As the authors 
stated, “Given that there is a cultural 
presupposition connecting creativ-
ity and the arts . . . People perceive 

artistic and creative identity to be 
somewhat synonymous” (p. 51). The 
authors noted that Honors curricula 
is often concentrated on acceleration. 
Citing research regarding the impor-
tance of creativity training, Miller 
and Smith suggested that universities 
consider “innovative interdisciplinary 
curricula to encourage creative poten-
tial” (p. 53). Further, rather than 
relying primarily on written assign-
ments and tests, the authors encour-
aged university faculty to incorporate 
more open-ended options that will 
support student creativity to better 
address the motivational and develop-
mental needs of high-ability students. 
Finally, the authors suggested that 
academic and career advisors take a 
more holistic view of gifted students 
that focuses on their strengths and 
“encourages students to think about 
future careers in the context of their 
overall life values and goals” (p. 53). 

Mullett, D., Kettler, T., & Sabatini, A. 
(2018). Gifted students’ concep-
tions of their high school STEM 
education. Journal for the Educa-
tion of the Gifted, 41, 60–92.

Mullett, Kettler, and Sabatini 
(2018) investigated the perceptions 
of secondary STEM learning experi-
ences of seven gifted Honors College 
students of a Southwestern research 
university (5 females, 2 males) in 
a qualitative, phenomenographical 
research study in order to determine 
the impact of their secondary school 
experiences on future STEM aspira-
tions and talent development. Research 
questions included: “a) In what ways 
do gifted students conceptualize their 
advanced high school STEM educa-
tion? and b) How do such experiences 
influence their STEM aspirations and 
talent development?” (p. 62). A five-
stage analytical, empirical, inductive 
framework was developed for analysis 
of interview data.

A categorized snapshot of the par-
ticipants’ perceptions was provided by 
the findings of the study. Learning 
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environments emerged as having the 
most meaning for the participants, 
especially with respect to affective 
aspects, intellectual challenges, epis-
temological orientation, and academic 
freedom. The participants also shared 
perceptions about instructional sup-
ports, social supports, teacher quali-
ties, direct involvement in learning, 
and self-perceptions of STEM capa-
bility with respect to their STEM 
secondary experiences, which closely 
mirrored those concepts discussed 
within the literature review for the 
study. 

Additionally, participants’ percep-
tions of the impact of secondary STEM 
educational experiences on STEM 
aspirations at the college level and 
beyond in STEM careers were shared. 
Participants of this study were high 
achievers, passed AP credit exams, and 
earned college credit for STEM courses 
taken in their secondary education. 
Only three of the participants in the 
study committed to majors in STEM 
fields, and four of the female students 
pursued majors in other fields outside 
of the STEM arena. Mullett et al. rec-
ognized limitations of generalization of 
these findings because of the small sam-

ple size and called for further research 
to investigate student experiences across 
organizations and cultures, as well as an 
examination of the experiences of emi-
nent females in STEM fields in order 
to better understand their success in 
traditionally male-dominated fields.

Plominski, A. P., & Burns, L. R. (2018). 
An investigation of student 
psychological wellbeing: Hon-
ors versus nonhonors under-
graduate education. Journal of 
Advanced Academics, 29, 5–28. 
doi:10.1177/1932202x17735358

This study compared the psycho-
logical well-being of Honors College 
and non-Honors College undergrad-
uate students and examined the levels 
of stress and depression reported by 
the two groups. The study consisted 
of 1,027 undergraduates from a large 
Midwestern public university; 641 of 
the participants were enrolled in the 
university Honors College program, 
and 386 were not involved with the 
program. Data collected began with a 
general demographic survey that also 
incorporated questions about procras-
tination and sleep habits. Additionally, 
eight multiple measures reliant upon 
self-reporting were utilized, including 

the Perceived Stress Scale, the Center 
for Epidemiologic Studies Depression 
Scale, and the Patterns of Adaptive 
Learning Scales.

Overall findings suggested that 
the undergraduate Honors College 
students experienced higher levels of 
positivity and lower levels of dysthymia 
when compared to the non-Honors 
College students. Plominski and Burns 
(2018) suggested that this is due in 
part to the variance of educational and 
social environments that the Honors 
College program provides. Program 
elements included a framework of 
mentorship, autonomy of direction of 
education, and the accelerator model 
approach to curriculum. Engagement 
lead to less isolation and support, a 
missing element for the non-Honors 
College student and a possible con-
tributing factor to the non-Honors 
College students’ perceived stress and 
anxiety. An interesting commonality 
between the two groups was evidence 
supporting “sophomore slump,” with 
both groups reporting greater levels 
of a dysthymic affect. Plominski and 
Burns (2018) suggested this informa-
tion can support universities’ efforts to 
assist second-year students. 
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