
 
 
 

From “What the Research Says About Safe Learning Environments for Gifted Learners,” published in TEMPO+, by Lindsay Ellis Lee, Katie Lewis, Celeste 
Sodergren, Debbie Troxclair, and Seth Rutledge. Copyright © 2024 by Texas Association for the Gifted and Talented, txgifted.org.  
No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the TAGT (please contact tagt@txgifted.org for permissions). 

1 

What the Research Says About 
Safe Learning Environments for 

Gifted Learners 
 

Lindsay Ellis Lee, Katie Lewis, Celeste Sodergren, 
Debbie Troxclair, and Seth Rutledge 

 
Safe learning environments are vital for all classrooms, regardless of whether they 

serve gifted or general education students. It is reasonable to assume that all members of the 

education community want safe learning environments for students, since the greatest 

academic and social growth occurs within these atmospheres. In this article, we define 

learning environments as:  

the complete physical, social, and pedagogical context in which learning is intended to 

occur. The term most often refers to school classrooms but may include any 

designated place of learning such as science laboratories, distance learning contexts, 

libraries, tutoring centres, teachers’ lounges, gymnasiums, and non-formal learning 

spaces. The components and attributes of a learning environment are conceptualized 

in relation to 

their impact on learning processes and outcomes in both cognitive and affective 

domains. (UNESCO, 2012; p. 12) 

The need for safe learning environments has gained international attention and has become 

even more prevalent in recent years to help prevent and address increased school violence 

(e.g., physical, psychological, sexual; see UNESCO, 2023a; UNESCO, 2023b) and to create 

safe spaces for students regardless of their backgrounds (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 

orientation, religion, differently abled; Collins et al., 2021; Fisher & Hawkins, 2013; Flesner & 
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Von der Lippe, 2019). All children deserve to learn without fear in physical and digital 

classrooms (e.g., cyberbullying; Smith et al., 2012).  

With the increased diversity of students in American schools, there is an ever growing 

need to provide safe and equitable learning environments for all students. During the 2017-

2018 school year, the U.S. Office of Civil Rights (2020) reported that 13.45% of students were 

identified for gifted services, and of those identified students, approximately 0.7% identified 

as American Indian/Alaska Native, 9.9% as Asian, 8.2% as Black, 18.3% as Hispanic or Latino, 

4.2% as Two or More races, 0.2% as Pacific Islander, and 58.4% as White. Beyond ethnic and 

racial diversity, 2.4% of students were identified as English Learners and 2.8% were identified 

for Special Education (Individuals with Disabilities Act [IDEA], 2004). Due to this increased 

heterogeneity across the nation, there is a need to ensure we are creating “positive learning 

environments that offer appropriately differentiated, challenging, and equitable learning 

opportunities that celebrate students’ different backgrounds and develop their unique 

strengths” (Gilson & Lee, 2023, p. 236).  

The National Association for Gifted Children set standards for educators of the gifted 

that describe evidence-based recommendations and student outcomes (Corwith et al., 2019). 

Standard 4 focuses specifically on learning environments and describes them as places that 

“foster a love for learning, personal and social responsibility, multicultural competence, and 

interpersonal and technical communication skills for leadership to ensure specific student 

outcomes” (NAGC, 2019, p. 12). Scholars in the field of gifted education continue to describe, 

promote, and advance the creation of learning environments for gifted learners, who have 

different needs than students in general education classrooms.  

 

Physical and Psychological Safety for Gifted Classrooms 

The question of how to create, maintain, and measure the impact of these learning 

environments is complex, since there are physical and psychological safety concerns schools 
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must address. First, districts must create a physical environments that are conducive to 

learning and provide a safe space for work and play. Districts may be challenged to meet 

these needs due to financial constraints and available resources (Lee et al., 2020). Beyond 

physical spaces and resources, it is often the psychological learning environment that is more 

critical for learner growth (Hébert, 2018). Psychological safety can be defined as “the feeling 

that taking interpersonal risks will not result in embarrassment, ridicule, or shame, which 

enables people to engage, connect, change, and learn” (Wanless, 2016, p. 6). Thus, learning 

environments for gifted children should be flexible and provide opportunities for students to 

adapt to new ideas, processes, resources, grouping, and movement, but also foster 

independence (Miedijensky, 2018; Van-Tassel-Baska & Hubard, 2016).  

Learning environments for gifted children should include opportunities to develop 

social and emotional skills. A safe learning environment encourages “broadmindedness, 

flexibility, and growth; allows creative expression; and of course, acknowledges and accepts 

the uniqueness of each student and the diversity that exists among them” (Miedijnesky, 2018, 

p. 20). This type of atmosphere, coupled with effective teaching, is essential for gifted learners 

to achieve their potential. The Supporting the Emotional Needs of the Gifted (SENG) 

organization (https://www.sengifted.org/), notes that psychological safety is particularly 

important for gifted students because of their asynchronous development and the potential 

for intensity and sensitivity (e.g., The Columbus Group, 1991). Hébert (2018) highlights the need 

to create learning environments that prioritize building teacher-student relationships and 

creating space for learning based on the theoretical underpinnings of openness, appropriate 

boundaries, and hospitality. This perspective embraces the Invitational Learning concept, 

which suggests that learning spaces should be those in which respect, trust, optimism, and 

intentionality prevail (Purkey, 1978, as cited in Hébert et al., 2018). Hébert (2018) also 

encourages differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 2001) as a means for developing flexible 
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instructional learning groups and strategies for supporting the social and emotional 

development of gifted learners.  

 

Research on Safe Learning Environments in Gifted Classrooms 

Each year, the Research Resource Committee of the Texas Association for the Gifted 

and Talented (TAGT) selects a topic, explores what the current gifted education research 

says, and connects those findings to best practices for gifted and advanced academic 

classrooms. In the 2022-2023 school year, we focused on safe learning environments for gifted 

learners. In our search, we used the keyword “safe learning environment” within the following 

gifted education journals: Gifted Child Quarterly, Gifted Child Today, Gifted Education 

International, and Journal for the Education of the Gifted. This article synthesizes the key 

takeaways from research and evidence-based practitioner articles within the last five years 

(2018-2023). The majority of the research on safe learning environments used qualitative 

inquiry techniques (e.g., narrative inquiry, grounded theory, systematic review). The 

recommendations for designing safe learning environments for gifted students centered 

around two topics, which included flexibility and the importance of establishing inclusive 

classroom communities.  

 

Flexibility 

Several of the included articles (e.g., Gilson & Lee, 2023; Goudelock & Grantham, 2023; 

Guilbault et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2021; Miedijensky, 2018) noted that flexibility is crucial for 

creating safe learning environments. Flexibility in programming, curriculum, and pedagogy is 

essential for creating psychologically safe learning spaces for all children, including students 

identified for gifted services (Hébert, 2018). Gilson and Lee (2023) discuss the Reciprocal 

Learning Environments Model, and specify teacher actions to engage with multiple 

environments (e.g., physical, digital, affective). They emphasize the need for educators to be 
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flexible and adapt to student needs, which involves a “positive affective learning environment 

and overall classroom culture” (p. 245). In a systematic review of gifted practitioner literature, 

Lee et al. (2021) discuss ways that gifted classroom environments can be adaptive and include 

“flexible physical and digital environments [to] allow for student-centered exploration” (Lee et 

al., 2021, p. 23). Adaptive environments, coupled with reflective classroom cultures, create 

learning communities where educators and students can reflect. Goudelock and Grantham 

(2023) also highlight how teachers engaged in advocacy (i.e., research, recognition, planning, 

implementation, reflection) must engage in reflection. The authors note that when working 

with culturally diverse students, “flexibility is crucial” and that the “reflection process will 

require courageous conversations about race in accelerated GATE experiences” (p. 262). 

Miedijensky (2018) found that for educators to effectively teach gifted learners while also 

taking their personalities, cognitive skills, abilities, areas of interest, and prior knowledge into 

account, teachers need (a) in-depth knowledge of the subject matter, (b) a broad interest in 

literature, the arts, and culture, (c) flexibility and openness, and (d) insight into the emotional, 

cognitive, and social needs of gifted students. 

Not only do educators in the classroom need to be flexible, but so do educational 

leaders and administrators (UNESCO, 2012). Miedijensky (2018) encourages principals to 

prioritize hiring teachers who have an open-minded disposition, use flexible teaching methods, 

and love to teach children in general and gifted children in particular. Relatedly, the COVID-19 

pandemic brought challenges that required coordinators and educators to be flexible and 

ensure equitable access to services. Guilbault et al. (2019) explored the experiences of 

district-level gifted education program coordinators during the first year of the pandemic. 

They found that coordinators faced a “rapid need to pivot and adapt to constant change” 

(Guilbault et al., 2022; p. 361). Successful administrators were able to implement COVID-19 

safety protocols for face-to-face instruction, adapt professional learning and teaching to 
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virtual environments, manage programming by focusing on ensuring equitable access to 

resources, and exhibited flexibility.  

 

Establishing Inclusive Classroom Communities  

Several articles discussed the importance of establishing inclusive classroom 

communities (Anderson, 2020; Cornejo-Araya & Kronborg, 2021; Goudelock & Grantham, 

2023; Lee et al., 2021; Lo et al., 2021; Miedijensky, 2018). There are barriers that may prevent 

equitable access to gifted programs (e.g., poverty, economic instability; Anderson, 2020); 

however, once identified, it is critical to address factors that help retain students, including 

safe learning environments where they feel a sense of belonging. Anderson (2020) explored 

“the narratives and experiences of three gifted-identified Black women with doctoral degrees” 

(p. 90-91) and noted academic barriers, including educator perceptions and cultural beliefs 

that led to their perceptions of marginalization in gifted programs. Anderson found that 

utilizing talent identification and development frameworks, such as Frasier’s Four As (Attitude, 

Access, Assessment, Accommodation) can address the “historically pervasive barriers” (p. 93) 

faced by gifted minority students, particularly gifted Black girls and women. Both Anderson 

(2020) and Goudelock and Grantham (2023) discuss using Frasier’s Four As to help teachers 

change their attitudes and build classroom communities to support gifted Black students. 

Upstanding teachers can critically reflect on their practice and initiate accelerated learning 

opportunities for all students (Goudelock & Grantham, 2023). Critical reflection can also help 

students establish an inclusive classroom community.  

Lee et al. (2021) found adaptive environments and reflective classroom cultures are 

essential to establishing learning environments that are conducive to creativity. Effective 

gifted classroom environments “allowed and encouraged failure, provided a sense of safety, 

encouraged perseverance through difficult tasks, and cultivated the psychosocial foundation 

students need for delving into the creative process” (Lee et al., 2021, p. 26). Learning 



 
 
 

From “What the Research Says About Safe Learning Environments for Gifted Learners,” published in TEMPO+, by Lindsay Ellis Lee, Katie Lewis, Celeste 
Sodergren, Debbie Troxclair, and Seth Rutledge. Copyright © 2024 by Texas Association for the Gifted and Talented, txgifted.org.  
No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the TAGT (please contact tagt@txgifted.org for permissions). 

7 

environments that support creativity allow students to consider possibilities. Multiple authors 

in this review support the notion that teachers play a key role in the academic and social 

wellbeing of learners (Anderson, 2020; Cornejo-Araya & Kronborg, 2021; Lo et al., 2021). For 

instance, Lo et al. (2021) found the learning environment to be a significant factor in the 

positive conceptualization of LGBTQ+ identities. Gifted individuals were enrolled in a learning 

environment that cultivated divergent thinking so the students were able to question their 

identities, societal norms, as well as to reflect, consider, and come to their own 

understandings of their identity. Specifically, they found individual factors (e.g., cognitive 

complexity, questioning the status quo, thinking meta-cognitively) and structural factors (e.g., 

hostile environment outside of school, Turkey’s cultural views towards individuals who identify 

as LGBTQ+) impacted the mental health of  LGBTQ+ students. Additionally, creating learning 

environments where students are able to critically think and experience positive 

disintegration (i.e., reflect on internal struggles; Dabrowski, 1964) were essential.  

Cornejo-Araya and Kronborg (2021) discuss teacher characteristics that were 

influential in helping students develop their identities, including being a knowledgeable and 

passionate teacher, creating an academically safe learning environment, and teaching beyond 

the regular curriculum. Miedijensky (2018) also found that administrators need to hire teachers 

who are familiar with a variety of topics, can understand what it entails to be a gifted student, 

and can meet these students’ cognitive, emotional, social, and cultural needs. Cornejo-Araya 

and Kronborg (2021) found that inspirational teachers used a multiphasic process, which 

included expanding students’ knowledge and understanding (Phase 1), fostering positive 

attitudes (Phase 2), and encouraging students to take action (Phase 3). Contextual 

determinants that impact gifted classroom environments include student developmental 

characteristics (e.g., beyond grade-level maturity), a culture that believes mistakes are part of 

excellence, differentiated curriculum, acceleration, sdvanced placement, and other provisions 

for gifted students (e.g., IB or other selective environments). Developing positive pathways for 
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talent development requires creating spaces of affirmation, developing strong relationships 

between educators and parents, and incorporating anti-racist policies and curriculum 

(Anderson, 2020; Hertzog, 2017; Goudelock & Grantham, 2023; Lo et al., 2021).  

 

Implications for Practice 

To creating safe learning environments, educators need to be flexible in both their 

thinking and teaching. The concept of flexibility is not new to gifted education; however, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has illuminated the need for flexibility across different learning 

environments. Educators and administrators need to carefully consider outdated classroom 

policies that may not support diverse groups of students who may have concerns about 

physical and psychological safety in classroom learning contexts. Administrators can review 

policies that may be inflexible and unintentionally perpetuate inequities and consider ways to 

create safe learning environments in which to develop talent (Hertzog, 2017). Although some 

states may impose structural barriers about the content that can be discussed in classrooms, 

it is vital for policymakers, administrators, and educators to make age-appropriate information 

related to anti-discrimination and inclusive practices available (e.g., race, ethnicity, religion, 

gender, sexuality). Educators need to critically reflect upon their own structures and 

classroom pedagogy. Inclusive classroom communities allow student voice and celebrating the 

differences of individuals within the classroom learning community.  
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