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Abstract 

Failure to identify gifted students is an important, yet under acknowledged problem 

facing our nation’s schools (Miller, 2009; Webb, 2000). It is important for teachers to be 

aware of typical and atypical or, unexpected characteristics of gifted students. The 

purpose of this qualitative study was to identify factors that influenced elementary 

general education teachers’ decisions to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. 

Specifically, the current study sought to discover whether or not teachers recognized 

Dabrowski’s (1964) five overexcitabilities (OE) commonly associated with gifted 

students as indicators of giftedness, or if such characteristics are a reason for teachers 

refraining from referring a student for a gifted evaluation. This study included 30 

elementary general education teachers teaching in a large suburban school district in 

central Pennsylvania. Data was collected using an online survey developed by the 

researcher which was adapted from Bouchard’s (2004) ElemenOE observation tool. The 

survey presented student scenarios based on the five OEs. The survey included Likert 

scale, forced-choice and open-ended questions. Voluntary follow up interviews were 

conducted with select participants to further explore survey responses. Three themes 

emerged from the data. The first theme revealed teachers tend to refer a student 

demonstrating typical gifted characteristics for a gifted evaluation. The second theme 

revealed participants refrained from referring a student demonstrating unexpected gifted 

characteristics, specifically Dabrowski’s five OEs. The third theme showed teachers 

wanted more information or training before making a decision to refer a student for a 

gifted evaluation. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Students identified as gifted are statistically uncommon. People who are gifted are 

considered by many to be valuable human beings and are seen as important resources 

(McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012). These students differ from typical students in terms of 

learning style, depth and complexity of understanding and potential (National 

Association for Gifted Children [NAGC], 2010). Gifted experts tend to agree that 

academically gifted students demonstrate abilities that are in the upper 3% to 5% when 

compared to same age peers with average abilities (Pfeiffer, 2012). The National 

Association for Gifted Children expands that estimate and reports that academically 

gifted and talented students make up approximately 6% to 10% of the total student 

population, which amounts to three to five million students in the United States. 

However, no universal definition for giftedness exists. Difficulty in coming to 

consensus does not result from a shortage of definitions; rather it is due to “a bewildering 

array” of them (Coleman & Cross, 2005, p. 5). In fact, each state individually determines 

the definition of giftedness. Yet, the accurate identification of gifted students allows 

gifted students to access supports necessary for their personal development and ultimate 

success. Students must be recognized and correctly identified in order to benefit from 

gifted education policies, procedures and supports (Miller, 2009). In receiving specialized 

instruction, intervention and enrichment opportunities, gifted students can reach their 

fullest potential.  
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Defining Gifted 

 In 2002, the federal government defined Gifted and Talented as students, children, 

or youth who give evidence of high achievement capability in such areas as intellectual, 

creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who need 

services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop those 

capabilities (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2002). 

 The National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC, 2010) defines giftedness as 

individuals who demonstrate outstanding levels of aptitude (defined as an exceptional 

ability to reason and learn) or competence (documented performance or achievement in 

top 10 % or rarer) in one or more domains. Domains include any structured area of 

activity with its own symbol system (mathematics, music, language) and/or set of 

sensorimotor skills (painting, dance, sports). NAGC identified gifted students as 

individuals who demonstrate outstanding levels of aptitude or have an exceptional ability 

to reason and learn (NAGC, 2010).  

A number of gifted authorities now advocate for a developmental model which 

views giftedness as transforming high intellectual ability and potential talent in specific 

culturally valued domains into outstanding performance and innovation in adulthood 

(Feldhusen, 2005; Foley-Nicpon & Pfeiffer, 2011, Pfeiffer, 2012; Subotnik & Jarvin, 

2005). Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Worrell (2011) attempt to define giftedness 

including various domains and perspectives noting the following: 

Giftedness (a) reflects the values of society; (b) is typically manifested in actual 

outcomes, especially in adulthood; (c) is specific to domains of endeavor; (d) is 
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the result of the coalescing of biological, pedagogical, psychological, and 

psychosocial factors; and (e) is relative not just to the ordinary, but to the 

extraordinary (p. 3). 

Various levels of government, professional associations, individual states and 

researchers also each have their own definitions of giftedness. These varying definitions 

create difficulty for educators to correctly and systematically identify students as gifted, 

especially those students who present atypical characteristics commonly associated with 

gifted students. 

Identifying Gifted 

 Historically, gifted students have been identified by obtaining an intelligence 

quotient (IQ) score based on performance on an ability assessment (Pfeiffer, 2012). 

Typically a standard score of 130 or higher, which would be a performance at or above 

the 95th percentile on an IQ test, qualifies a student as gifted (McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012; 

Pfeiffer, 2012).  

 Although each state has its own definition of giftedness, it is generally accepted 

that an IQ test alone is not an adequate means for identifying gifted individuals (Clark, 

1997). Most states require the use of multiple instruments to screen and identify gifted 

students (Clark, 1997; Gallagher & Gallagher, 1994; Tuttle, Becker, & Sousa, 1988).  

Typical Characteristics Associated with Gifted Students 

Characteristics commonly associated with the gifted population include advanced 

language and reasoning skills, conversation skills, and interests that align with that of 

older children and adults. Gifted students typically demonstrate excellent memory skills, 
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intuitive understanding of new concepts, advanced ability to connect contrasting ideas 

and an appreciation for relationships. Insatiable curiosity, rapid learning, desire to excel 

and heightened sensitivity are also common traits of gifted students (Robinson, 2008; 

Pfeiffer, 2009 & 2012; Webb, Gore, Amed, & DeVries, 2007). Renzulli (1978) suggests 

that giftedness is the result of high ability, motivation and creativity. 

Unexpected Characteristics Associated with Gifted Students 

A common myth of gifted education is that students who are bright are 

automatically guaranteed high achievement and success (Vlahovic-Stetic, Vidovic, & 

Arambasic, 1999). However, not all traits commonly associated with the gifted 

population are seen as desirable. When seeking out gifted students, the criteria should not 

necessarily be compliance, great grades or a strong work ethic.  

Gifted students typically love learning, but may dislike school. These students 

commonly have intense interests in preferred subjects; however, they can be absolutely 

uninterested in the topics taught in school. Characteristics such as heightened sensitivities 

or overexcitabilities are commonly associated with the highly gifted population. Those 

with high intelligence can have exaggerated typical behaviors. These overexcitabilities 

can be mistaken as social-emotional or behavioral issues (Bailey, 2010; Robinson, 2008, 

Webb et al., 2007). These feelings and behaviors can lead to difficulties in the school 

setting. 

Kazimierz Dabrowski, a Polish psychologist and psychiatrist, developed a theory 

of psychological development that included the concept of overexcitabilities, called the 

Theory of Positive Disintegration (TPD; Dabrowski, 1964). Ackerman (2009) describes 
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Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration as “a developmental process by which a 

higher-level personality structure replaces a lower-level structure. It is disintegrative 

because the existing personality structure must come apart and positive because it 

contributes to development” (p. 82). 

Dabrowski’s theory describes the overexcitabilities as indicators of the potential 

for higher levels of development. Dabrowski identified five forms of overexcitability; 

psychomotor, sensual, imaginational, intellectual and emotional (Dabrowski & 

Piechowiski, 1977). Dabrowski (1972) defined overexcitabilities (OEs) as “higher than 

average responsiveness to stimuli, manifested either by psychomotor, sensual, emotional 

(affective), imaginational, or intellectual excitability, or the combination thereof” (p. 

303). He also found that gifted students had a greater abundance of OEs than the general 

population (Ackerman, 2009).  

 The five OEs may be perceived by teachers as undesirable, mischievous or even 

pathological (Webb, 2000). Research shows that the five OEs can not only deter teachers 

from referring students for gifted evaluations, but also lead to misdiagnoses of certain 

mental health or social-emotional disorders such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder, Autism or Anxiety (Lind, 2001; Webb, 2000). The concern here is that students 

demonstrating one or more of the five OEs may fail to be correctly identified as gifted. In 

contrast, teachers may perceive students demonstrating one or more of the five OEs as 

troubled, mistakenly prompting a referral for a behavioral or social-emotional evaluation 

rather than assessments to determine gifted eligibility.  
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Problem Statement 

Failure to identify gifted students is an important, yet under acknowledged 

problem facing our nation’s schools. Schools are failing to identify gifted students who 

do not demonstrate typical or expected characteristics of giftedness (Miller, 2009; Webb, 

2000). Without a common definition or proper training, teachers may not be aware of all 

characteristics associated with gifted students. If teachers do not recognize gifted students 

who demonstrate characteristics which do not fit traditional or stereotypical notions of 

gifted, these students may be overlooked (Miller, 2009; Webb, 2000). It is important for 

teachers to be aware of typical and atypical, or unexpected characteristics of gifted 

students. Students’ development may be hindered because of an educator’s inability to 

properly recognize, refer, evaluate and identify gifted students. Gifted students need to be 

appropriately recognized and identified in our school system. 

Purpose of the Study 

Gifted students need to be appropriately recognized and identified in our school 

system. In order for this to happen, a referral for a gifted evaluation must be initiated. The 

purpose of this study was to identify factors that influence a teacher’s decision to refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation.  

This qualitative study included elementary general education teachers in a large 

suburban school district in central Pennsylvania. The study explored factors that impacted 

these teachers’ decisions to refer students for gifted evaluations. The researcher sought to 

gain a better understanding as to how teachers perceive student characteristics commonly 

associated with the gifted population and how they respond to those characteristics. 
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Specifically, the current study sought to learn whether or not teachers recognize 

Dabrowski’s five OEs as indicators of giftedness, or if such characteristics were a reason 

for teachers refraining from referring a student for a gifted evaluation.  

Without understanding what a classroom teacher’s decision to refer a student for a 

gifted evaluation is based on, students may continue to be overlooked in the gifted 

identification process. A better understanding of the factors that influence a teacher’s 

decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation is essential. This study explored factors 

contributing to the root cause of schools failing to identify gifted students at the 

individual student and teacher level. Findings of the current study contribute to the 

knowledge that can promote improved practices of the gifted identification process. 

Research Questions 

This study explored elementary general education teachers’ perceptions regarding 

the following within a sample from a large suburban school district in central 

Pennsylvania: 

1. What factors influence a teacher’s decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation? 

2. What student characteristics do teachers look for when identifying students to be 

referred for a gifted evaluation? 

3. What student characteristics keep teachers from referring students for a gifted 

evaluation? 

4. What are general education teachers’ perceptions of students demonstrating the five 

OEs? 

a. Are they positive, prompting referral for gifted evaluation? 
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b. Are they negative, preventing referral for gifted evaluation? 

c. Are they negative, prompting referral for a special education evaluation?  

Significance 

In order for gifted students to be identified as gifted they must first be correctly 

recognized, referred and evaluated to determine eligibility for the gifted classification. 

Teachers’ conceptualization of what makes a student gifted may impact this process. 

Failure to identify gifted students eliminates a student’s opportunity to receive gifted 

services which may support their development toward their fullest potential.  

Classroom teachers are in a position to significantly impact a gifted student’s 

educational experience. Typically, the first to notice and thus refer students for evaluation 

are elementary general education classroom teachers. Teacher referrals often determine 

which students will be considered for individual testing and subsequent inclusion in a 

program for gifted students (Adderholdt-Elliot, Algozzine, Algozzine, & Haney, 1991; 

Coleman & Gallagher, 1995).  

Additional research is necessary to learn more about teachers’ ability to recognize 

atypical or unexpected characteristics associated with gifted students. Having a better 

understanding of what student traits move a teacher to initiate a referral for gifted 

evaluation will inform the researcher as to the teacher’s conceptualization of 

characteristics associated with gifted students. The success or failure to accurately 

identify gifted students is reliant on teachers’ ability to recognize all attributes of 

potentially gifted students.  
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Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following definitions are used: 

Child Find (Special Education) – All children with disabilities residing in the State,  

including children with disabilities attending private schools, regardless of the  

severity of their disability, and who are in need of special education and related 

services, are identified, located and evaluated (IDEA, 20 U.S.C. § 1414 (a) (1) 

(A)). 

Child Find (Pennsylvania’s Definition for Gifted) – Each school district shall adopt and  

use a system to locate and identify all students within that district who are thought 

to be gifted and in need of specially designed instruction (22 Pa. Code 16.21(a)).  

Elementary level – includes grade levels from first through sixth grade. 

General Education - the curriculum designed for all children which is meant to meet state  

standards. 

Gifted Multidisciplinary Evaluation - A systematic process of testing, assessment, and  

other evaluative processes used by a team to develop a recommendation about 

whether or not a student is gifted or needs gifted education (22 Pa. Code § 16.21). 

Gifted Student – as this research is being conducted in Pennsylvania, the following  

definition taken from Chapter 16 of the PA Code will be followed - A student 

who is exceptional under section 1371 of the School Code (24 P. S. §  13-1371) 

because the student meets the definition of ‘‘mentally gifted’’ in this section, and 

needs specially designed instruction beyond that required in Chapter 14 (relating 
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to academic standards and assessment).The term applies only to students who are 

of ‘‘school age’’ as defined under § 11.12 (relating to school age). 

Mentally Gifted (in Pennsylvania) – Mentally gifted is defined as outstanding intellectual  

and creative ability, the development of which requires specially designed 

programs or support services, or both not ordinarily provided in the regular 

education program. (22 Pa. Code §16.1). The term “mentally gifted” includes a 

person who has an IQ of 130 or higher, when set forth in Department Guidelines 

indicate gifted ability. Determination of gifted ability will not be based on IQ 

score alone. The determination shall include an assessment by a certified school 

psychologist (22 Pa. Code §16.21(d)).  When multiple criteria indicate gifted 

ability. Pennsylvania Code indicates that a person with an IQ lower than 130 may 

be identified as gifted when other educational criteria in the student's profile 

strongly indicate gifted ability (22 Pa. Code §16.21(d)).    

The multiple criteria indicating a student may be mentally gifted include: 

• A year or more above grade achievement level in one or more subjects as 

 measured by nationally normed and validated achievement tests (22 Pa. Code  

§16.21(e) (1)).    

• An observed or measured rate of acquisition/retention of new academic content 

or skills (22 Pa. Code §16.21(e) (2)).    

• Demonstrated achievement, performance or expertise in one or more academic 

areas as evidenced by excellence of products, portfolio, or research, as well as 

criterion-referenced team judgment (22 Pa. Code §16.21(e) (3)).    
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• Early and measured use of high level thinking skills (Guilford/Bloom's 

Taxonomy), academic creativity, leadership skills, intense academic interest 

areas, communications skills, foreign language aptitude or technology expertise 

(22 Pa. Code §16.21(e) (4)).    

• Documented, observed, validated or assessed evidence that intervening factors 

such as English as a second language, learning disability, physical impairment, 

emotional disability, gender or race bias, or socio/cultural deprivation are masking 

gifted abilities (22 Pa. Code §16.21(e) (5)).    

Overexcitability – “higher than average responsiveness to stimuli, manifested either by  

psychomotor, sensual, emotional (affective), imaginational, or intellectual 

excitability, or the combination thereof” (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 303).  

School Code – The Public School Code of 1949 (24 P. S. § 1-101-27- 2702).  

Specially designed instruction – Adaptations or modifications to the general curriculum,  

instruction, instructional environments, methods, materials or a specialized 

curriculum for students who are gifted (22 Pa. Code §16.1). 

Support services – Services as required under § 16.33 (relating to support services) to  

assist a gifted student to benefit from gifted education. Examples of the term 

include:  

     (i)   Psychological services. 

     (ii)   Parent counseling and education. 

     (iii)   Counseling services. 

     (iv)  Transportation to and from gifted programs to classrooms in buildings  
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operated by the school district. (Pa. Code § 16.1). 

Theory of Positive Disintegration (TPD) – developmental personality theory that  

describes the factors contributing to development, the process of development, 

and the characteristics of people at different levels of development (Ackerman, 

2009, p. 81). 

Underachievement - Underachievement is the discrepancy between actual achievement  

and potential or ability (Reis & McCoach, 2000). 

Summary 

If proper referrals for gifted evaluations are not made, gifted students will be 

overlooked (Miller, 2009; Webb, 2000). Failure to identify gifted students is 

unacceptable because their potential may not be developed. These students may become 

frustrated by school experiences and withdraw or drop out of school (Hansen & Johnston 

Toso, 2007). Without proper evaluation and identification, gifted students would miss out 

on supports they are entitled to.  

As noted above, many referrals for gifted evaluations originate from the general 

education teacher who observes and interacts with the student in the educational setting 

on a daily basis. The school system will fail to identify gifted students if classroom 

teachers are not aware of common characteristics associated with the gifted population, 

particularly OEs. A teacher’s failure to recognize and refer students for a gifted 

evaluation is not necessarily due to intentional disregard. It is important to determine if 

general education teachers are prepared to recognize both typical and atypical character 

traits associated with the gifted population. The literature shows that limited training and 
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professional development in the area of gifted learners leaves teachers less able to 

recognize and ultimately meet the needs of gifted learners (Callahan, 2001). 

If it is determined that most teachers are not familiar with the characteristics of 

gifted students, then pre-service training and continued education professional 

development programs must be made available. This is the most appropriate way to be 

sure that schools are making their best effort to seek, identify and properly support gifted 

students.    
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Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

Gifted students are failing to be identified. This study explored elementary 

general education teachers’ practices regarding factors affecting their decision to refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation. The review of literature reveals the lack of universal 

definitions, policies and procedures related to gifted identification. Preparing the next 

generation of leaders in order to solve contemporary civilizations’ problems is a common 

message in the research. Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration suggests that 

gifted individuals demonstrate OEs more often than peers who are not gifted. Students 

experiencing these OEs may not exhibit behaviors typically associated with giftedness 

and therefore teachers may not recognize these students’ needs as gifted learners. This 

failure to refer, assess and identify gifted students may lead to misdiagnosis or 

underachievement. 

Purpose of Gifted Education 

According to Subotnik et al. (2011), “outstanding achievement or eminence - with 

its attendant benefits to society and to the gifted individual - ought to be the chief goal of 

gifted education” (p.4). Similarly, Renzulli (2012) asserts the following: 

The purpose of gifted education is to provide young people with maximum 

opportunities for self-fulfillment through the development and expression of one 

or a combination of performance areas where superior potential may be present.  

The second purpose is to increase society’s reservoir of persons who will help 

solve the problems of contemporary civilizations by becoming producers of 

knowledge and mere consumers of existing information. (p. 151).  
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Further, Renzulli (2012) declares the primary rationale for supporting gifted programs 

and designing specialized learning experiences for gifted students is to prepare them for 

the social roles they will play in hopefully holding responsible leadership roles in the 

future (p. 158). In other words, gifted programs should be producing the “next generation 

of leaders and problems solvers” (Renzulli, 2012). The proper identification of gifted 

students is essential to realizing these goals of gifted supports and programing.  

Definition of Gifted 

There is no universal definition for what constitutes giftedness. Various levels of 

government, professional associations, individual states and researchers each have their 

own definitions of giftedness. This makes it difficult to correctly and systematically 

identify students as gifted, especially those students who present atypical characteristics 

commonly associated with gifted students. 

The federal government defines “Gifted and Talented” as students, children, or 

youth who give evidence of high achievement capability and who need services or 

activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities 

(No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2002).The National Association for Gifted Children  

(2010) defines giftedness as individuals who demonstrate outstanding levels of aptitude 

or competence in one or more of the following domains; structured area of activity with 

its own symbol system and/or set of sensorimotor skills. The NAGC (2010) also states 

that gifted students demonstrate outstanding levels of aptitude or have an exceptional 

ability to reason and learn. Passow (2004) defines gifted students as those who 

demonstrate high achievement or potential, general intellectual ability, specific academic 
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aptitude, creative or productive thinking, leadership ability, visual and performing arts, 

and psychomotor ability. 

A number of gifted authorities now advocate for a developmental model which 

views giftedness as transforming high intellectual ability and potential talent in specific 

culturally valued domains into outstanding performance and innovation in adulthood 

(Feldhusen, 2005; Foley-Nicpon & Pfeiffer, 2011, Pfeiffer, 2012; Subotnik & Jarvin, 

2005). Clark (1997) describes the roots of giftedness as behaviors that are indicative of 

“an advanced and accelerated development of functions within the brain [that] may 

express itself in high levels of cognitive, affective, physical sensing, and/or intuitive 

abilities” (Clark, 1997, p. 26). As noted in their research findings, Subotnik et al. (2011) 

hold that “gifted individuals are different by virtue of their combination of intensity, 

persistence, and ability that results in eminent productivity” (p.21). In 1996, Annemarie 

Roeper, founder of The Roeper School, a nationally recognized independent school for 

the gifted, stated the following: 

It is my belief that the gifted child is emotionally different from others. The Self 

of the gifted child is structured differently. The depth of their awareness is 

different. The center of their inner life is different. Their view of the world is 

more complex in a fundamental way. That is why one cannot say the child is 

“partially gifted” in certain areas only and not in others. (Roeper, 1996, p. 18). 

Pfeiffer (2012) challenges the concept of gifted, suggesting that giftedness is 

difficult to define and describe because “the concepts of normal, subnormal, and 

supernormal (or gifted) are human inventions, not a fact of nature” (p. 3). Further, 
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Pfeiffer (2012) notes, “although we may view giftedness as something real, something 

that certain students either have or do not have, it is nothing more than a social construct” 

(p. 4).  As Pfeiffer (2012) suggests, if we are to view giftedness as a social construct, this 

may be a reason for the absence of a universal definition between agencies and 

disciplines. 

Characteristics of Gifted Students 

Students identified as gifted are statistically uncommon. People who are gifted are 

considered by many to be valuable individuals and are seen as important resources 

(McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012). Gifted students typically exhibit high levels of intellectual 

ability and demonstrate extraordinary performance and accomplishments (McClain & 

Pfeiffer, 2012). Stereotypical characteristics associated with gifted students include high 

level language and reasoning skills, conversation and interests aligned with older children 

or adults, excellent memory, curiosity, understanding of higher level concepts, rapid 

learning, ability to connect complex ideas, and heightened sensitivity (Robinson, 2008).   

As stated by Roeper (1982), gifted children are different from other children 

because they are more aware and sensitive, and they have the ability to understand and 

perceive with depth emotionally and intellectually, which makes them present differently 

than typical children (Harrison & Van Haneghan, 2011). According to Cross (2001) 

“Because they [gifted students] have extraordinary capabilities, gifted students will likely 

experience aspects of the world differently from those who do not share the same gifts 

and talents” (p. 19).  
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Gifted children with high IQs have been found to have a more sensitive 

disposition (Piechowski, 1979; Silverman, 1993; Subotnik, et al., 2011) and perceive the 

world with greater intensity than children who are of lesser IQ or are less creative 

(Harrison & Van Haneghan, 2011; Piechowski, 1979; Silverman, 1993). Some suggest 

vulnerabilities are inherent to a child’s giftedness and therefore gifted children need 

special programming to address these traits (Callard-Szulgit, 2003; Fonseca, 2011; Sisk, 

2009). This is in agreement with Rodell’s (1982) presumption that advanced cognitive 

ability makes them [gifted individuals] “uniquely vulnerable” in many situations 

(Harrison & Van Haneghan, 2011, p. 670).  

Students who do not fit the gifted stereotype of the well-behaved, highly verbal, 

intellectual student who always excels may be missed in the referral and gifted 

identification process. In fact, students demonstrating one or more of Dabrowski’s five 

OEs commonly associated with gifted students may be misidentified or misdiagnosed 

with social, emotional, or behavioral disorders. 

Theory of Positive Disintegration      

The Theory of Positive Disintegration considers the genetic and biological roots 

of giftedness. Dabrowski hypothesized that these very intense response patterns were 

innate and indicative of greater developmental potential (Mendaglio, 2012; Miller & 

Silverman, 1987). Ackerman (2009) describes Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive 

Disintegration as “a developmental process by which a higher-level personality structure 

replaces a lower-level structure. It is disintegrative because the existing personality 

structure must come apart and positive because it contributes to development” (p. 82). 
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Piechowski (2014) states that “Dabrowski’s mission in developing his theory was to 

depathologize the characteristics of intense agonizing experience and instead to show that 

what used to be called psychoneurosis and thought of as mental illness is, in fact, a 

process of personal growth” (p.38).  

Dabrowski’s theory describes the overexcitabilities as indicators of the potential 

for higher levels of development. Perrone-McGovern, Simon-Dack, Bednua, Williams, & 

Esche (2015) report that Dabrowski believed developmental potential was highly 

influenced by one’s intelligence level, talents, motivation to develop, environmental 

resources, and levels of overexcitabilities (p. 345).  

Dabrowskian theory notes that although strong psychotic reactions can be 

potentially negative, resulting in neuroses and existential crises, they are part of the 

necessary conditions that can lead to positive disintegration, which is the developmental 

process of moving from lower to higher levels of emotional and moral development 

(Bouchard, 2004, p. 341). 

The Theory of Positive Disintegration includes the concept of overexcitabilities 

(OEs). The term overexcitabilities was translated from the Polish word napobudliwosc, 

which means to be super stimulated (Falk, Piechowski, & Lind, 1994). Overexcitabilities 

are not abilities; rather they are modes of experiencing the world (Piechowski & 

Colangelo, 1984).  

According to Ackerman (2009), Dabrowski became interested in “the intensity 

and richness of thought and feeling, vividness of imagination, moral and emotional 

sensitivity [of people whose] . . . interactions with the world . . . seemed above average in 
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intensity, duration and frequency of occurrence” (Piechowski & Cunningham, 1985, p. 

154). Dabrowski (1972) defined overexcitabilities as “higher than average responsiveness 

to stimuli, manifested either by psychomotor, sensual, emotional (affective), 

imaginational, or intellectual excitability, or the combination thereof” (p. 303). These 

overexcitabilities are innately characteristic and cannot be helped by the person 

experiencing them (Bouchard, 2004). As stated by Ackerman (2009), Dabrowski’s 

research and clinical study resulted in the identification of five forms of overexcitability: 

psychomotor, sensual, imaginational, intellectual, and emotional (Dabrowski & 

Piechowski, 1977).   

Piechowski and Cunningham (1985) have provided a useful definition of each of 

the five OEs: 

Psychomotor overexcitability is an organic excess of energy or heightened 

excitability of the neuromuscular system. It may manifest itself as a love of 

movement for its own sake, rapid speech, violent or impulsive activity, 

restlessness. 

Sensual overexcitability is expressed in the heightened experience of sensual 

pleasure, the seeking of sensual outlets for inner tension. 

Intellectual overexcitability manifests itself as persistence in asking probing 

questions, avidity for knowledge and analysis, preoccupation with theoretical 

problems. Other expressions are: a sharp sense of observation, independence of 

thought (often expressed in criticism), symbolic thinking. 
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Imaginational overexcitability is recognized through rich association of images 

and impressions, inventiveness, intense living in the world of fantasy, predilection 

for fairy and magic tales. 

Emotional overexcitability is recognized in the way emotional relationships are 

experienced, and in the great intensity of feeling and awareness of its whole 

range. Characteristic expressions are: inhibition, excitation (enthusiasm), strong 

affective recall of past experiences or concern with death, fears, anxieties, or 

depressions (Winkler & Voight, 2016, p 154-156). 

As reported by Ackerman (2009), the five forms of OE can be thought of as 

dimensions of mental functioning (Piechowski, 1979) and are considered independent of 

one another (p. 89). According to Dabrowski (1975), OEs have “the effect of making 

concrete stimuli more complex, enhancing emotional content and amplifying experience” 

(p. 233). These intense feelings are not always positive in nature. The spectrum of 

emotions experienced by one with OEs may not only be felt, but also expressed with 

intensity. It is often the intensity of the expression or reaction to an OE that causes others 

to view those with OEs unfavorably. Often times these intense expressions lead others to 

suspect a presence of mental health disorder and/or other disabilities. Dabrowski (1972) 

suggested that people who have one or more forms experience reality in a stronger and 

more multisided manner (Ackerman, 2009 p. 89). Dabrowski believed that individuals 

could inherit all forms of OE, one or more, or none at all (Mendaglio, 2012, p.214). 

Winkler & Voight (2016) note that Dabrowski regarded intelligence as important 

for development, but insufficient and not necessarily correlated with the OEs (Winkler & 
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Voight, 2016). Mendaglio’s (2012) account of Dabrowski’s work shows that Dabrowski 

measured intelligence by using a test of cognitive ability. It is noted that Dabrowski 

(1972) used the Wechsler Scales, namely the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children 

(WISC) and the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS). It can be assumed that when 

Dabrowski made references in his writing to below average, average, above-average, or 

high level of intelligence, he was referring to intelligence as measured by an intelligence 

test (Mendaglio, 2012, p. 214).  

Dabrowski’s five OEs are associated with the highly gifted population. Many 

educators are trained to recognize typical gifted characteristics such as elevated scores on 

a cognitive ability assessment such as the Wechsler Scales used to estimate an IQ score. 

Unfortunately, less would recognize the behaviors associated with the five OEs as 

indicators of potential giftedness. It is imperative that educators are trained to detect both 

typical and atypical student characteristics associated with the gifted population.  

Overexcitabilities & The Gifted  

Dabrowski’s work was largely unknown in American academia (Tillier, 2008) 

until Michael Piechowski (1979) introduced the five OEs to the gifted education 

community.  Piechowski (1979) argued that OEs might be better predictors of giftedness 

than other methods of identification, such as IQ tests. Other researchers have shown the 

gifted population to be more overexcitable than the nongifted population (Maxwell, 1995; 

Meckstroth, 1995; O’Connor, 2002; Piechowski, 1979, 1991; Piechowski & Colangelo, 

2004; Silverman, 1993, 2000, 2008). Statistically significant differences between gifted 

and nongifted samples have been documented using different instruments, including the 
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Overexcitability Questionnaire I (OEQ I) (Piechowski & Colangelo, 1984), the 

Overexcitability Questionnaire II (OEQ II) (Tieso, 2007), and the ElemenOE (Bouchard, 

2004). Thus, research findings suggest that high levels of OEs can serve as a potential 

method for identifying gifted students (Ackerman, 1997; Bouchard, 2004; Piechowski, 

1979). 

The notion that gifted individuals have longer and more pronounced responses to 

stimuli than the general population has been supported in current resources including 

textbooks, websites and research articles. This overexcitable nature of gifted individuals 

has provided a commonly used lens to conceptualize, identify, and understand giftedness 

and gifted persons’ behaviors (Winkler & Voight, 2016).  

Needs of Gifted Students 

 A common misconception about gifted education is that gifted students are a 

homogenous group and need only one differentiated curriculum to meet their needs 

(Callahan, 2001). Gifted students’ learning needs are in fact extremely diverse and 

require services that address all types of giftedness (Renzulli, 2012; Robinson, 2008; 

Scot, Callahan, & Urquhart, 2009; Winebrenner, 2000).  

 Gifted students’ individual strengths and weaknesses need to be recognized 

(Bouchard, 2004) and properly supported. Particularly because different interests, 

learning styles, and motivations of gifted students influence performance in the classroom 

(Callahan, 2001; Renzulli, 2012; Scot et al., 2009; Winebrenner, 2000).  

 The needs of gifted learners are as unique as the students themselves. Some gifted 

individuals with exceptional aptitude may not demonstrate outstanding levels of 
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achievement due to environmental circumstances, such as limited opportunities to learn 

as a result of poverty, discrimination, or cultural barriers; physical or learning disabilities; 

or motivational or emotional problems (NAGC, 2010). It is essential that educators and 

parents understand the cognitive, emotional, and social needs of the gifted and talented 

(Betts & Neihart, 1988). 

The Gifted Identification Process 

Standardized tests and teacher nominations remain the most frequently 

implemented identification tools in American school systems (Coleman & Gallagher, 

1995). The gifted evaluation process typically begins with a referral from general 

education classroom teachers as they regularly see the student in the educational setting 

and have a point of reference for comparison with same age peers. 

The next step in the gifted evaluation process is to administer ability assessments 

which yield intelligence quotients. Students are typically identified as gifted if they earn a 

standard score of 130 or higher, or perform at or above the 95th percentile on an IQ test 

as outlined in state definitions (McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012; Pfeiffer, 2012). Standardized 

achievement assessments are also administered, typically in the broad areas of reading, 

mathematics and written expression. Parent/guardian and teacher input, along with a 

review of student records, are also included in the data gathered during the evaluation 

period.  

It is best practice to consider multiple criteria (i.e., ability assessment, 

achievement assessment, review of records, etc.) when determining student eligibility for 
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gifted identification. However, research shows most state definitions rely primarily on an 

IQ score to define and determine if a student is gifted (McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012).  

Evaluating and Identifying Gifted Students in Pennsylvania 

In the state of Pennsylvania, the school district is responsible for locating and 

identifying all students of school age who reside within the district who are thought to be 

gifted and in need of specially designed instruction. Pennsylvania is one of the few states 

that does outline Child Find procedures for the gifted population although not federally 

mandated (Karnes & Shaunessy, 2004). Child Find in relation to the gifted population in 

Pennsylvania is outlined as such: 

Each school district shall adopt and use a system to locate and identify all students 

within that district who are thought to be gifted and in need of specially designed 

instruction. Each school district shall conduct awareness activities to inform the 

public of gifted education services and programs and the manner by which to 

request these services and programs. These awareness activities shall be designed 

to reach parents of students enrolled in the public schools and parents of school 

age children not enrolled in the public schools (22 Pa. Code § 16.21 (a)). 

 If a student’s screening data indicates a need for further assessment, a permission 

to evaluate is generated to obtain written consent for a Gifted Multidisciplinary 

Evaluation (GMDE). The state of Pennsylvania defines a GMDE as a systematic process 

of testing, assessment, and other evaluative processes used by a team to develop a 

recommendation about whether or not a student is gifted or needs gifted education (22 

Pa. Code §16.1). 
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 Once permission is granted, the student will be administered a battery of 

assessments. Next, a meeting is held with the school team members and the student’s 

parents or guardians. If a student is identified as gifted and demonstrates a need for 

specially designed instruction, a Gifted Individuated Education Plan (GIEP) will be 

developed. The Pennsylvania Code (22 Pa. Code §16.2) indicates that each school district 

must, by direct service or through arrangement with other agencies, provide gifted 

services for the identified student. 

Teacher Referrals 

Teacher referrals are an extremely important part of the evaluation process. 

General education teachers have the opportunity to observe students’ behaviors 

throughout the school day and across school settings. Although anyone can refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation, teachers usually make the recommendation to the school 

team. Teacher referrals often determine which students will be considered for gifted 

evaluation and inclusion gifted programming (Adderholdt-Elliot et al., 1991; Coleman & 

Gallagher, 1995).  

According to Miller’s (2009) findings, when identifying a student for gifted 

referral, elementary school classroom teachers tended to focus on a traditional concept of 

giftedness such as exemplary performance in school and superior abstract reasoning skills 

(p. 96). Research reveals historically, teachers hold very traditional beliefs about 

giftedness based on high performance on aptitude and achievement tests and do not tend 

to include more diverse and inclusive characteristics of giftedness when describing their 

beliefs (Miller, 2009). 
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Pierce et al. (2007) reported that teacher recommendations or referrals “provide a 

window into the classroom performance of the child which a test does not illustrate” (p. 

117). Hunsaker’s (1994) research findings suggest traits most often mentioned as the 

basis for referring students for gifted programming were outstanding academic 

achievement, good work habits, effortless learning, higher order thinking, 

creativity/divergent thinking, high test scores, and leadership (Miller, 2009). 

Pegnato and Birch (1959) challenged the idea that teachers could reliably identify 

gifted students. They reported that teachers were ineffective in identifying students with 

IQ scores above 130 (Siegle, Moore, Mann, & Wilson, 2010). These findings suggest that 

teachers are less equipped than necessary to recognize and refer highly gifted students. 

In contrast, Gagne (1994) reanalyzed Pegnato and Birch’s (1959) data, finding 

that teachers were as effective as other methods of identification for gifted students. 

Gagne’s assertions are supported by other researchers noting teacher effectiveness in 

identifying gifted students (Hodge & Kemp, 2006; Hoge & Cudmore, 1986; Rohrer, 

1995). 

Siegle et al. (2010) suggest that teachers’ own sense of adequacy about the 

process of identification may affect decisions to refer students for gifted evaluation. 

Pierce et al. (2007) share similar findings revealing teachers who were unsure of whether 

students were gifted were also less likely to recognize student strengths. 

More importantly, Pierce et al. (2007) noted that successful referrals for gifted 

evaluations required a solid understanding of characteristics found in gifted children. 

Borland (1978) also claims student identification improves when teachers are provided 
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with specific selection criteria. Kolo’s (1999) research supports the former claims, 

finding teacher referrals to be more accurate when traits or characteristics to be used for 

referral were very clearly outlined. Teacher rating scales have also been shown to be 

effective tools in the identification process. Siegle, et al. (2010) suggests that rating scales 

are effective because they include specific characteristics related to gifted behaviors that 

teachers can easily identify (p. 343). Without a clear definition, those who are asked to 

recognize and refer students for gifted evaluations must rely on previous training and 

stereotypes they have developed (Siegle et al., 2010).  

Failure to identify. Teachers are failing to identify gifted students who do not 

demonstrate typical or expected characteristics of giftedness (Miller, 2009; Webb, 2000). 

Failure to identify gifted students can result in anger, frustration and alienation for the 

student (Hansen & Johnston Toso, 2007). Students must be recognized and correctly 

identified in order to benefit from the gifted education policies, procedures and supports 

(Miller, 2009).  

 Teachers who are not familiar with characteristics indicative of giftedness, both 

positive and negative, may be neglecting to refer students, creating a situation in which 

schools are missing the opportunity to evaluate and identify potentially gifted students. If 

teachers are not prepared to accurately identify a need for a gifted evaluation, failure to 

identify gifted students is inevitable.  

 Unfortunately, the unique characteristics and needs of gifted learners receive little 

attention in general education research. With limited research comes limited training and 

professional development in these areas, leaving teachers and administrators less able to 
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meet the needs of gifted learners (Callahan, 2001). Failure to identify gifted students can 

lead to problems such as misdiagnosis and underachievement. 

Twice-exceptionality. It is important to note that students who are gifted may 

also be disabled. The term for this is twice-exceptional. It is estimated that up to 20% of 

students within the gifted population may also meet the criteria for twice-exceptionality 

(Barber & Mueller, 2011). According to Assouline & Whiteman (2011) up to 7% of 

school-age children may be twice-exceptional. This is believed to be an underestimate 

due to low awareness about twice-exceptionality (Foley-Nicpon, Assouline & Colangelo, 

2013). A major challenge to identifying twice-exceptional students is the fact that 

disabilities and abilities often mask each other. Thus, the concealing of exceptionalities is 

one of the major barriers to proper identification (Brody & Mills, 1997; Foley-Nicpon et 

al., 2013). 

Neihart (2008) stated twice-exceptional students typically do not demonstrate 

typical gifted characteristics such as high levels of academic performance and social 

skills. Rather, they often display disruptive classroom behaviors and a general resistance 

to school and schoolwork (Barber & Mueller, 2011). Coleman (2001) found twice-

exceptional students reported feelings of frustration due to pressure to perform because of 

the gifted identification, but not always having the ability due to their learning disability. 

Dole (2000) reported twice-exceptional students possess socioemotional characteristics 

including “poor self-concept, poor self-efficacy, hypersensitivity, emotional lability, and 

high levels of frustration, anxiety, and self-criticism” (p. 92). Unidentified twice-
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exceptional students are at risk for negative academic, social and emotional outcomes 

(Dare & Nowicki, 2015, p. 209).  

Foley-Nicpon et al. (2014) report that although educators may be the first to 

notice a need for an educational evaluation, awareness about twice-exceptionality is just 

beginning to grow among regular education classroom teachers. In order for teachers to 

properly identify students who should be referred for an educational evaluation, they 

must be aware of twice-exceptionality. Otherwise, educators may fail to identify twice-

exceptional students who will then miss out on services that they are entitled to.  

 Misdiagnosis. The five OEs may be perceived by teachers as undesirable, 

mischievous or even pathological (Webb, 2000). Research shows that the five OEs can 

not only deter teachers from referring students for gifted evaluations, but also lead to 

misdiagnosis of certain mental health or social-emotional disorders such as Attention 

Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Autism or Anxiety (Lind, 2001; Webb, 2000). 

 Underachievement. A misconception of gifted individuals is that those who are 

bright are automatically guaranteed high achievement and success (Vlahovic-Stetic, et 

al., 1999).  According to Subotnik et al. (2011) “gifted individuals are also assumed to 

possess reasoning abilities that allow them to be successful across all academic domains 

and are presumed to remain gifted throughout their lives, whether or not they actually 

achieve” (p. 5). Unfortunately, this assumption can lead to disappointment and 

frustration. 

Reis & McCoach (2000) define underachievement as “students who exhibit a 

severe discrepancy between expected achievement (as measured by standardized tests, 
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assessments, etc.) and actual achievement (as measured by grades and teacher 

evaluations).” Gifted underachievers are a diverse group. Gifted student 

underachievement may stem from emotional distress, family issues or peer pressure. In 

others, underachievement is due to boredom or an absence of academic challenges. 

Perfectionism tendencies make some gifted students vulnerable for underachievement 

because they do not submit work unless it is perfect. Perfectionism can also cause 

feelings of worthlessness and depression when gifted individuals fail to live up to 

unrealistic expectations (Mendaglio, 2008). The NAGC also supports that 

underachievement is a very complex situation with many possible interwoven causes 

(NAGC, n.d.).  

 Underachievement in gifted students may be reflected in low grades, poor 

performance on achievement tests, low levels of effort on extracurricular tasks, lack of 

life goals or direction, or avoidance of challenging or creative projects both in and out of 

school (Morisano & Shore, 2010).  It is estimated that nearly half of gifted students 

achieve significantly lower than their potential, frustrating both parents and teachers 

(Morisano & Shore, 2010; Rayneri, Gerber & Wiley, 2003).  

 Seeley (1993) calculated that 15% to 40% of gifted students are at-risk for serious 

academic underachievement or school failure. Hansen & Johnston Toso’s (2007) study 

revealed that gifted dropouts showed signs of frustration with school as early as the 

elementary years. A common theme among gifted students who dropped out of school, in 

the Hansen & Johnston Toso (2007) study, was having high sensitivity that was not 

acknowledged at school. 
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Summary 

Additional research is needed to learn more about teachers’ ability to recognize 

characteristics associated with gifted students including Dabrowski’s five OEs. The 

current study seeks to understand the reasoning behind general education teachers’ 

decisions to refer students for a gifted evaluation. 

It is imperative that gifted students not go unrecognized.  To ensure students receive 

necessary supports to meet their unique needs, they must first be appropriately identified. 

In order for this to occur, educators must be made aware of all characteristics associated 

with the gifted population.  
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Chapter 3 – Methodology 

 The purpose of this study was to find out which factors influence elementary 

general education classroom teachers’ decisions on whether or not they refer students for 

gifted evaluations.  Specifically, this qualitative study intended to gain a better 

understanding of how student characteristics associated with Dabrowski’s five OEs 

impact teachers’ decisions to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation. Data was 

collected using an online survey incorporating student scenarios based on the five OEs. 

Additionally, a voluntary follow up interview was conducted with select participants.  

Setting 

This study was conducted in a large suburban school district in central 

Pennsylvania. Approximately 25% of the students in this district are considered to be 

ethnic minorities and 30% of the student population is classified as economically 

disadvantaged. Approximately 8% of the students receive gifted education support and 

more than 19% qualify for special education services. Almost 4% of the students in this 

district are supported as English Language Learners representing 40 countries and 27 

different languages. 

The district from which the sample was taken educates approximately 7,200 

students who attend one of the seven elementary schools, two middle schools and one 

high school. The participants in this study were all general educators who were currently 

teaching elementary students in grades first through sixth at the time of the study. The 

schools that were sent the online survey included five school buildings that house 

students from kindergarten through sixth grade, one school building that houses students 
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from kindergarten through third grade and one school building that houses students from 

fourth through sixth grade. 

Sampling 

This study used a combination of convenience and purposeful sampling methods. 

Convenience sampling method was employed as the researcher collected data from 

teachers employed at a local school district. Patton (2015) provides the following 

description of purposeful sampling: “The logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in 

selecting information-rich cases for in-depth study. Information-rich cases are those from 

which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

inquiry” (p. 265). The researcher specifically sought participants who were currently 

elementary level, general education classroom teachers who could purposefully inform an 

understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study (Creswell, 

2013, p. 156). As Patton (2015) suggests, this sample offers information-rich insights 

allowing the researcher to gain a more in-depth understanding of the factors that 

influence the teachers’ decision to refer students for gifted evaluations (Gentles, Charles, 

Ploeg, & McKibbon et al., 2015). Patton (2015) further specifies that, according to his 

use of the term, purposeful sampling applies specifically to qualitative research (p. 265). 

Participants 

All 133 general education teachers employed by the district who were teaching 

first through sixth grade in the school district at the time of data collection had the 

opportunity to participate in this study. This study’s sample included 30 elementary level, 

general education teachers working in a large suburban school district in central 
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Pennsylvania who chose to respond to the online survey. This is a response rate of 23%. 

The survey was distributed by each elementary school’s principal via school district 

issued email addresses.  

At the end of the online survey, participants were invited to take part in an 

optional follow up interview. Interested participants were asked to provide their contact 

information via the online survey. The researcher selected and contacted five teachers out 

of the fifteen participants who indicated interest and gave electronic consent to participate 

in the follow up interviews. These participants were chosen based on their years of 

teaching experience. The interview sample included five teachers (2 teachers with 1 to10 

years of experience; 2 teachers with 11 to 20 years of experience; and 1 teacher with 21 

to 30 years of experience). The interviews were conducted after the conclusion of the 4 

week online survey data collection period. Participants were contacted by email to 

schedule the follow up interview. All participants chose to conduct the interview in 

person. 

Instrumentation 

 To gather data regarding factors that influence a teacher’s decision to refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation, the researcher designed an online survey including 

participant demographic information, student scenarios, Likert scale, forced choice and 

open-ended questions. An interview protocol including five open-ended questions was 

developed by the researcher. Individual follow up interviews with select participants 

allowed for a deeper understanding of the teachers’ responses and to further develop 

patterns or themes that emerged from the data collected.  
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Survey. An online survey was used to collect data from the general education 

teachers from the various elementary schools within a large suburban school district in 

central Pennsylvania. According to Creswell (2013), online data collection provides 

participants with time and space flexibility allowing for more time to consider and 

respond to the researcher’s inquires. Further, an online format creates a non-threatening, 

comfortable and potentially anonymous way for participants to share their perspectives or 

practices (Creswell, 2013).  

Demographic data about the participants was collected as part of the online 

survey. The demographic questions included the following;  

• What grade level do you currently teach? This question was asked to ensure that 

only elementary level teachers participated.                                                                                             

• What is highest degree that you currently hold? This was asked in order to 

determine if the teacher’s level of education impacted the decision to refer for 

gifted evaluation.  

• Do you hold a Special Education Certification? This question was asked in order 

to determine if training in special education impacted the decision to refer for 

gifted evaluation.                                                                                                                                  

• How many years have you been teaching? This question was asked in order to 

determine if years of teaching experience impacted the decision to refer for gifted 

evaluation.                                                                                                                         

• Have you completed any coursework on the subject of gifted students or gifted 

education? This was asked in order to determine if completion of coursework on 
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the subject of gifted students or gifted education impacted the decision to refer for 

gifted evaluation.                                                                                                                                                         

• Do you currently work with students who are identified as gifted? This question 

was asked in order to determine if working with students who are identified as 

gifted impacted the decision to refer for gifted evaluation.                                                       

• Have you ever referred a student for a gifted evaluation? This question was asked 

in order to determine if experience with referring a student for a gifted evaluation 

impacts the decision to refer for gifted evaluation. 

o Scenarios describing student characteristics were used in this survey to 

assess the factors that influence an elementary general education teacher’s 

decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. Specific characteristics 

associated with the five OEs were highlighted in the Likert scale survey 

items as well as the open-ended responses.  

The online Student Scenario Survey (Appendix E) was designed by the researcher 

based on an observation checklist tool known as the ElemenOE (Bouchard, 2004). The 

ElemenOE is an instrument used for the identification of gifted children that is not tied to 

academic achievement; rather it is tied to the roots of giftedness (Bouchard, 2004). The 

roots of giftedness, according to Clark (1997) are behaviors indicative of “an advanced 

and accelerated development of functions within the brain [that] may express itself in 

high levels of cognitive, affective, physical sensing, and/or intuitive abilities” (Clark, 

1997, p. 26). Clark’s roots of giftedness overlap with Dabrowskian personality 
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characteristics known as overexcitabilities (Bouchard, 2004), which considers the genetic 

and biological roots of giftedness. 

The ElemenOE was developed by Lorraine Bouchard and uses the Dabrowskian 

overexcitabilities constructs to enhance the identification of giftedness in elementary-

aged students (Bouchard, 2004). This 30 item, Likert scaled observation checklist has 

predictive validity for identifying giftedness in elementary school children by measuring 

five personality characteristics (Bouchard, 2004). The ElemenOE can be used by 

teachers, parents or other significant adults in the child’s life to understand and address 

children’s personality differences (Bouchard, 2004).  

Bouchard’s ElemenOE is an observation tool used by adults who have direct 

contact with students in order to determine if they are demonstrating any of Dabrowski’s 

OEs. The intention of the current study was to gather teachers’ responses to students who 

are, in fact, demonstrating the OEs rather than to determine whether or not the students 

are demonstrating the OEs. In order to target this information, the researcher developed 

an original survey. 

The survey designed by the researcher for the current study incorporated 

Dabrowski’s five OEs by using items from Bouchard’s ElemenOE observation check list 

tool to develop eight student scenarios. The student scenarios all began with a description 

of student characteristics typically associated with a gifted student such as; learning new 

information more quickly than peers; large, advanced vocabulary; excellent memory; and 

making connections that  peers do not typically notice (Webb et al., 2007; NAGC, n.d.). 

Following this, each scenario described characteristics associated with one of 
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Dabrowski’s five OEs which include; Intellectual OE, Psychomotor OE, Emotional OE, 

Sensual OE and Imaginational OE. Finally, the last scenario is comprised entirely of 

characteristics typically associated with a gifted student. 

 Pilot Study. In order to ensure consistency and accuracy of the online survey, the 

researcher conducted a pilot study. The participants of the pilot study panel were asked to 

comment on readability of survey items, clarity of questions and length of time needed to 

complete the survey. The panel also provided feedback on the use of scenarios in 

conjunction with open-ended and Likert scale items to elicit responses in reference to 

student characteristics. 

Furthermore, the pilot study helped to determine whether or not the data 

collection tools had collected the intended information.  Feedback from the panel of pilot 

study participants was reviewed by the researcher. The researcher made appropriate 

changes to the survey and interview protocol before the data collection began. This 

helped to ensure consistency and trustworthiness of the findings. 

Interview. An interview protocol (Appendix F) designed by the researcher was 

used to gather additional information from select participants who have indicated interest 

in participating in a follow up interview. The interview consisted of five open-ended 

questions focusing on student characteristics and whether or not said characteristics 

would prompt teachers to refer said student for a gifted evaluation. In addition, the 

interview inquired about the teacher’s training in the areas of gifted students and gifted 

education. The interviews took between 10 and 20 minutes to complete, depending on the 

depth of the participant’s responses. 
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The researcher obtained electronic consent for the follow up interviews first via 

the online survey and again via verbal consent from each teacher before beginning the in-

person survey. The consent included participation in the interview, audio recording and 

transcription of the interview responses. If consent had not been granted for all three 

conditions, the interview would have been terminated. After the interviews were 

concluded, the audio recordings were transcribed by the researcher. Each interviewee was 

offered an opportunity to review the transcription of their interview to confirm that the 

researcher had accurately represented their responses.  

The interview gave the participants an opportunity to expand upon on their 

experiences with recognizing gifted characteristics, working with gifted students and 

referring students for gifted evaluations. Participants also elaborate on their pre-service 

training and professional development experiences in the areas of gifted student and 

gifted education. 

Data Collection 

The Widener University Institutional Review Board (IRB) granted approval 

(Appendix A) for this research study. The researcher also requested (Appendix B) and 

obtained consent (Appendix C) from the superintendent of a large suburban school 

district in central Pennsylvania to involve the elementary level general education teachers 

in this qualitative study.   

Survey questions, scenarios and interview questions were presented in a neutral, 

unbiased nature to promote the participant’s comfort in sharing their true thoughts and 

practices when deciding to refer a student for a gifted evaluation.  
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When completing the online survey, participants had the option to remain 

anonymous. Only those who indicated their willingness to take part in the follow up 

survey reported identifying information such as name and contact information.  

The researcher sent a participant recruitment email (Appendix D) which included 

a link for the survey to all of the elementary school principals in the school district from 

which the data was collected. Each principal was asked to send the recruitment email 

with the link to the survey to the general education, elementary level teachers via their 

school district issued email address. Teachers who chose to participate were prompted to 

give consent via their response on Google Forms prior to beginning the survey.  Failure 

to consent resulted in termination of the survey.     

 The participants were asked to complete the survey within a four-week period. 

The researcher regularly monitored the status of survey completion and sent a reminder 

email after the first two weeks of the data collection period had passed and again at the 

beginning of the fourth week of the data collection window. The survey was delivered in 

an anonymous format; therefore, all participants could be confident that their identifying 

information would remain unknown to the researcher.   

The survey concluded with an invitation for participation in a follow up interview. 

Interested participants were asked to provide their contact information. Next, the follow 

up interviews were scheduled based on the participant’s availability. The participant had 

a choice of completing the interview in person or over the phone. All participants chose 

to conduct the interview in person. Each participant was asked to give verbal consent for 

the researcher to record the interview, so that responses could be transcribed and verified 
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for accuracy.  Each participant was invited to review and approve the transcription taken 

during the interview process.  

Inter-Rater Reliability 

 To strengthen the consistency of this study’s findings, cross sections of the 

survey’s open-ended responses were coded by an additional doctoral level researcher. 

The second researcher was given a list of typical and a list of atypical characteristics 

associated with gifted students to reference when coding the responses. The responses 

were coded by both researchers as either typical characteristics associated with gifted 

students or atypical characteristics associated with gifted students.  

 The second researcher was asked to also record participant responses suggesting 

the student described in the scenario had an unidentified educational disability or mental 

health diagnoses. Both researchers noted the same educational disabilities and mental 

health diagnoses suggested by the study’s participants. 

This second researcher’s coding of responses and notation of comments regarding 

additional educational disabilities and mental health diagnoses was in agreement with this 

study’s researcher’s coding and notations. The same themes were identified within 

participant open-ended responses from the online survey. 

Triangulation of Data 

 Trustworthiness can be established in a qualitative study through the process of 

triangulation. Multiple methods allow for triangulation, which is the strongest type of 

evidence for the credibility of the findings (McMillan, 2008, p. 300). Triangulation 
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makes use of multiple sources, methods, investigators, and theories to provide 

corroborating evidence (Creswell, 2014). 

In this study, triangulation has been established by collecting data from multiple 

respondents who teach at various grade levels and work in various elementary school 

buildings of a large suburban school district in central Pennsylvania. The forced choice, 

Likert scale and open-ended survey items combined with select individual follow up 

interview responses allowed for triangulation of the data. Furthermore, the open-ended 

data collected via the online survey was coded independently by two researchers which 

resulted in the researchers identifying the same themes in the data. The researcher 

demonstrated consistency of participant responses and promoted the trustworthiness of 

this study’s findings through the process of triangulation. The study has been 

strengthened because the information draws on multiple sources to develop a report that 

is both accurate and credible (Creswell, 2014). 

Data Analysis 

Participants’ survey responses were recorded using the Google Forms platform. 

Demographic data was collected as the first part of the survey. This allowed the 

researcher to identify which demographics the sample was representing. The follow up 

interview responses were audio recorded, with the permission of the participant, to allow 

for a transcription of the interview. The researcher transcribed all recorded interviews. 

The researcher also took notes on the interview protocol during the interview session.    

The researcher followed Creswell’s (2013) “Data Analysis Spiral.” First, the 

researcher organized the data into manageable files or units. The researcher collected and 



44 

 

managed the survey responses using Google Forms. As the survey responses were 

submitted, they were saved to the Google Forms platform and were managed by the 

researcher online.  

Next, the researcher reviewed the overall survey responses and interview 

transcriptions. Memos regarding the survey responses along with the interview transcripts 

were then developed. This allowed the researcher to get a sense of the whole before 

breaking it into parts. 

 The researcher then described, classified and interpreted the data into codes and 

themes from the responses. The researcher looked for commonalities in the responses and 

grouped them together. Each survey item was analyzed to identify patterns or themes 

among all of the participants’ responses. The survey responses were first analyzed by 

types of questions including, forced choice, Likert scale and open-ended questions. Once 

the researcher identified themes within each survey question type, the researcher then 

reviewed each individual survey question. The student characteristics that the participants 

identified as influencing their decisions to refer a student for a gifted evaluation were 

noted and coded by the researcher. Additionally, to strengthen the data, a second doctoral 

level researcher independently coded open-ended survey responses, finding the same 

themes that had been identified by the researcher of this study. 
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 Follow-up interview data. After interviews were completed, the transcriptions 

and the researcher's notes from the interviews were analyzed to find out what 

commonalities or differences arose.  The transcriptions of the follow up interviews were 

reviewed and themes were recorded by the researcher. These themes were also reviewed 

in relation to those revealed in the survey responses.   

The next step was the interpretation of the data. The researcher’s interpretation of 

the data moved beyond the codes and themes to the larger meaning of the data and 

lessons learned. The researcher represented the findings and offered a visualization of the 

findings in the form of charts (Creswell, 2013, p. 182-188). In following these guidelines, 

the researcher has conducted a thorough analysis of these data.  

Summary 

This study has collected qualitative data regarding the factors that influence an 

elementary level, general education teacher’s decision to refer a student for a gifted 

evaluation. Thirty elementary general education teachers responded to a researcher-

designed survey including student scenarios, forced choice, Likert scale and open-ended 

questions. Data was also collected through voluntary follow up interviews with five 

participants selected based on their years of teaching experience. The responses provided 

to the survey and interview questions were recorded, coded and reviewed by the 

researcher. This process allowed the researcher to triangulate the data to demonstrate 

consistency of participant responses and the trustworthiness of this study’s findings. 

Themes that emerged during data analysis have created the foundation for this study’s 

findings. 
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Chapter 4 – Findings 

 This study explored elementary teachers’ perceptions regarding factors that 

influence a teacher’s decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. The participants in 

this study’s sample were general education teachers teaching first through sixth grade in a 

large suburban school district in central Pennsylvania. There were four research questions 

that the researcher sought to answer. The first research question was what factors impact 

a teacher’s decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation? The second research 

question was what student characteristics do teachers look for when identifying students 

to be referred for a gifted evaluation? The third research question was what student 

characteristics keep teachers from referring students for a gifted evaluation? The fourth 

research question was what are general education teachers’ perceptions of students 

demonstrating the five OEs? Specifically, the researcher wanted to know if teacher 

perceptions of OEs were positive prompting referral for gifted evaluation, or negative 

preventing referral for gifted evaluation or negative prompting referral for a special 

education evaluation.   

It is imperative for teachers to be aware of typical and atypical or, unexpected 

characteristics of gifted students. The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify 

factors that influence elementary general education teachers’ decisions to refer a student 

for a gifted evaluation. Specifically, the researcher wanted to know whether or not 

teachers recognize Dabrowski’s five OEs associated with gifted student characteristics as 

indicators of giftedness, or if such characteristics are a reason for teachers refraining from 

referring a student for a gifted evaluation. This is important because gifted students need 
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to be accurately recognized, referred and identified in our school system. In order for this 

to happen, a referral for a gifted evaluation must be initiated. 

The researcher developed an online survey depicting eight student scenarios based 

on Dabrowski’s five OEs to identify how the five OEs impacted teachers’ decisions to 

refer students for gifted evaluations. A total of 30 participants completed the Student 

Scenario Survey and 5 participants were chosen to complete a voluntary follow up 

interview based on their years of teaching experience. The researcher triangulated the 

data collected and identified three common themes that emerged regarding factors that 

influenced this sample of teachers’ decisions to refer students for gifted evaluations. The 

first theme was that student scenarios depicting characteristics typically associated with 

gifted students such as intellectual ability and academic achievement were more likely to 

influence teachers in this sample, to make a referral for a gifted evaluation. The second 

theme was that student scenarios describing unexpected or atypical characteristics 

associated with gifted students influenced this sample of teachers’ decisions to refrain 

from making a referral for a gifted evaluation. The third theme revealed was the teachers 

who participated in this study wanted more information or training before making a 

decision to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation based on the eight student 

scenarios.   

Participant Demographics 

 The survey began with demographic questions about each participant. Survey 

questions 3 through 9 were designed to gather each participant’s demographic 

information. This information was collected to provide the researcher with a better 
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understanding of the sample from which the data had been collected. Further, the 

researcher believed that knowledge about the sample’s demographics allowed for a 

deeper understanding of the factors that influence teachers’ decisions to refer students for 

gifted evaluations.  

 Survey question 3 asked participants to indicate what grade level they were 

currently teaching. Of the 30 participants, 13 % were teaching 1st grade, 20% were 

teaching 2nd grade, 10% were teaching 3rd grade, 23% were teaching 4th grade, 17% 

were teaching 5th grade and 17% were teaching 6th grade. 

Table 1                                                                                                                                       

Grade Level Participants Were Teaching at Time of Survey 

Grade Level Number of Participants 

1st grade 4  

2nd grade 6  

3rd grade 3  

4th grade 7  

5th grade 5 

6th grade 5  

Note. n=30 

 Survey question 4 asked participants to indicate the highest educational degree 

that they held in order to determine if the teacher’s level of education impacted their 



49 

 

decision to refer for gifted evaluation. The majority, 87% of the participants, reported 

having a Master’s level degree. Only 13% reported having a Bachelor’s level degree.  

Table 2                                                                                                                                       

Participants’ Education – Highest Degree Held 

Degree Held Number of Participants 

Bachelor 4 

Master 26  

Doctoral 0 

Note. n=30 

 Survey question 5 asked if the participant held a certification in special education 

in an effort to determine if training in special education impacts the decision to refer for 

gifted evaluation. Only 17% of the respondents reported having this additional 

certification, 83% did not. 
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Table 3                                                                                                                                      

Participants’ Education – Special Education Certification 

Special Education 

Certification Held 

Number of Participants 

Yes 5 

No 25  

Note. n=30 

 While survey questions 4 and 5 sought to learn of the participants’ credentials, 

question 6 asked about the participants’ years of experience teaching. Thirty percent of 

the participants reported teaching for 1 to 10 years, 50% reported teaching for 11 to 20 

years and 20% reported teaching for 21 to 30 years. There were no participants in this 

study who indicated having 31 or more years of experience teaching. 
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Table 4                                                                                                                                  

Participants’ Years of Teaching Experience 

Years of Experience Number of Participants 

1 – 10 years 9  

11 – 20 years 15 

21 – 30 years 6  

31 or more years  0  

Note. n=30 

 Survey question 7 gathered information regarding the impact of teachers having 

taken course work on the subject of gifted students or gifted education on the teachers’ 

decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. Only 27% of the teachers surveyed 

indicated that they had taken course work specifically on the subject of gifted students or 

gifted education. Survey question 8 went on to ask if the teacher was currently working 

with students who are identified as gifted. The majority, 93% of participants indicated 

that they were currently working with gifted students. Further, when asked if they had 

ever referred a student for a gifted evaluation, 87% reported that yes, they had referred a 

student for a gifted evaluation.  
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Table 5                                                                                                                                       

Participants’ Education – Coursework on Gifted Students or Gifted Education 

Gifted Coursework Number of Participants 

Yes 8 

No 22 

Note. n=30 

Table 6                                                                                                                                       

Participants Currently Working with Gifted Students 

Currently Working With 

Gifted Students 

Number of Participants 

Yes 28 

No 2 

Note. n=30 

Themes 

The overall results of the current study showed teachers tend to refer students 

demonstrating typical gifted behaviors for gifted evaluations. The data also suggests 

teachers tend to refrain from referring students who demonstrate atypical or unexpected 

gifted characteristics for gifted evaluations.  
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The data revealed only three of the participants decided to refer all students 

described in the Student Scenarios regardless of the OEs. All three of these teachers 

reported having a Master’s degree. These three teachers all teach different grade levels 

and had different levels of experience (2nd grade teacher had 1 to 10 years of teaching 

experience; 5th grade teacher had 11 to 20 years of teaching experience and 6th grade 

teacher had 21 to 30 years of experience teaching). The 2nd grade teacher reported not 

currently working with gifted students whereas the other two teachers reported they were 

currently working with gifted students. The 5th grade teacher reported never having 

referred a student for a gifted evaluation whereas the other two teachers reported 

previously referring students for gifted evaluations. These findings do not reveal a pattern 

or theme related to the type of teacher who decided to refer all students regardless of the 

OEs described in the Student Scenarios.   

Some of Dabrowski’s five OEs have both positive and negative associations. 

Findings indicate teachers are more likely to refer a student demonstrating OE 

characteristics associated with favorable behaviors. Table 7 shows participants’ decision 

to refer or not refer students for a gifted evaluation based on the characteristics described 

in each student scenario. 
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Table 7                                                                                                                                       

Participant Decision to Refer or Not Refer Student for a Gifted Evaluation 

Scenario # Type of OE Refer Do Not Refer 

1 Intellectual (positive) 96%  4% 

2 Intellectual (negative) 37%  63% 

3 Psychomotor 50% 50% 

4 Emotional (negative) 43%  57% 

5 Emotional (positive) 60% 40% 

6 Sensual 43%  57% 

7 Imaginational 63% 37% 

8 Typical Gifted Characteristics 90% 10% 

Note. n=30 

Through further analysis of the data, three main themes emerged from the sample 

of elementary general education teachers working in a large suburban school district in 

central Pennsylvania who chose to participate in this study. The first theme showed that 

teachers were influenced to refer students for a gifted evaluation if the student 

demonstrated typical characteristics associated with gifted students. This answers the 

research question regarding which student characteristics teachers look for when 

identifying students to be referred for a gifted evaluation. The second theme revealed 
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participants were more likely to refrain from referring a student who demonstrated 

atypical or unexpected characteristics associated with gifted students, specifically the five 

OEs. The second theme addresses the research question regarding student characteristics 

that keep teachers from referring students for gifted evaluations as well as the research 

question inquiring about general education teachers’ perceptions of students 

demonstrating the five OEs. The third theme showed that the teachers surveyed were not 

completely confident in their decision to refer or not refer. Teachers in this study wanted 

more information from additional resources beyond the description of the student in each 

survey before making a decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. All three 

themes contribute to the answer to the overarching research question seeking to find what 

factors impact a teacher’s decision to refer a student for a gifted evaluation.   

Theme 1: Typical characteristics associated with gifted students prompt 

referrals. The first theme revealed in this study was that student scenarios depicting 

characteristics typically associated with gifted students such as intellectual ability and 

academic achievement were more likely to influence teachers in this sample, to make a 

referral for a gifted evaluation. The teachers who participated in this study recognized 

and were comfortable making referrals for gifted evaluations when they read scenarios 

depicting typical gifted characteristics.  

 After deciding to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation, the 

participants were asked to rate to what degree they agreed or disagreed with whether or 

not a particular trait influenced their decision to refer, for each scenario using a Likert 

scale. There were only two scenarios that showed notable Likert scale ratings; one 
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scenario included favorable traits associated with Intellectual OEs and the other scenario 

included only typical gifted characteristics.  

Typical gifted characteristics prompting referral. When using only 

characteristics typically associated with gifted students 90% of the teachers surveyed 

referred the student described in Scenario #8. A majority 83% of respondents agreed or 

strongly agreed that the description of the student learning more quickly than peers 

influenced the decision to refer. The teachers in this sample also agreed or strongly 

agreed that there was an influence on their decision to refer due to the student 

characteristics of having high levels of motivation 73%, having an excellent memory 

70%, and having a long attention span and demonstrating intense concentration 60%. 

When incorporating typical gifted traits with desirable traits associated with Intellectual 

OEs as described in Scenario #1, 97% of the teachers surveyed referred the student for a 

gifted evaluation. The majority of participants agreed or strongly agreed that the 

Intellectual OE characteristics represented in Scenario #1 including having intense 

curiosity 90% and finding commonalities or solutions to problems from random or 

disorganized ideas 87% influenced their decision to make the referral for gifted 

evaluation.  

 As previously mentioned, all scenarios began with the exact same paragraph 

which included characteristics typically associated with gifted students. The first seven 

scenarios also incorporated characteristics associated with one of Dabrowski’s five OEs. 

The eighth scenario was comprised of only typical gifted characteristics to describe the 

student. Across all eight scenarios respondents identified the characteristics from the 
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beginning paragraph as characteristics that led them to their decision to refer the student 

for a gifted evaluation. The traits identified by the participants via the open-ended 

response included; having an advanced vocabulary, learning more quickly than peers, 

having an excellent memory, having strong background knowledge and making 

connections that their peers do not typically make. Of all of these characteristics 

associated with gifted students, advanced vocabulary was the trait listed the most by 

participants across all scenarios. 

 These typical gifted traits were also mentioned in the follow up interviews. When 

the teachers who participated in the follow up interviews were asked how they would 

describe a gifted student and what they look for when deciding to refer a student for a 

gifted evaluation, they gave very similar descriptions. Responses included reference to 

intellectual ability and high academic achievement. The teachers interviewed said that 

they would describe a gifted student as “high achieving” and that they look for student 

“achievement” when deciding to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. A second grade 

teacher with 21 to 30 years of experience said, “I look academically at them and 

generally consider students who I think are above level in reading and math.” A newer 

teacher, with 1 to 10 years of experience shared the following, “I would say a gifted 

student is one who is above and beyond the other students… he or she has qualities that 

show they are up for more challenging work.”  A third grade teacher with 1 to 10 years of 

teaching experience described a gifted student as one who “many academics come easily 

to them.”  



58 

 

 In reference to associating gifted traits with students who have an advanced 

vocabulary, a second grade teacher who has been teaching for 21 to 30 years noted that 

she looks for “language development, their [student] expressive as well as receptive 

language abilities.” The significance of background knowledge, strong memory and 

making connections was evidenced through the following quotes. A fourth grade teacher 

who has been teaching for 1 to 10 years noted, “I usually look for their grades to be 

mostly A’s and could probably get mostly A’s if I didn’t even teach them just because 

they have that background knowledge and they do a lot of reading and studying on their 

own.” A fifth grade teacher with 11 to 20 years of teaching experience shared that she 

looks for characteristics such as “a really strong memory” and if the student is able to 

“apply something taught a week ago to a new concept that we’re learning today and see 

the parallels in them… making those connections… a lot of times that also comes with a 

large background knowledge because they go together.”  

 Additional typical gifted characteristics identified by the teachers via open-ended 

survey responses included; long attention span, intense concentration, high levels of 

motivation, exceeding expectations and advanced comprehension of word nuances, 

metaphors and abstract ideas.  

 When interviewed, teachers tended to focus on the student characteristics of 

strong motivation and exceeding expectations. A first grade teacher with 11 to 20 years 

of experience said that she looks for a student who is “motivated to learn” and “wants 

some extension activities” when deciding to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. 

During the follow up interview a fourth grade teacher with 1 to 10 years of experience 
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described a gifted student as students who “don’t get overwhelmed by having extra things 

that are more challenging.” She also added that she sees gifted students as “always 

thinking to the next level.” A first grade teacher with 11 to 20 years of experience shared 

that she looks for students who are “in charge of driving their own learning.” A fifth 

grade teacher described a gifted student as one who needed challenge beyond the general 

curriculum noting that “the questions that I’m asking do not challenge them enough in the 

classroom.” Further, a veteran second grade teacher described a gifted student as “a 

student who isn’t challenged by the regular curriculum… needs more than regular 

curriculum and what they get within the regular class setting.”  A fourth grade teacher 

with 1 to 10 years of experience noted “they [gifted students] are the outside the box kind 

of thinkers that are always thinking to the next level or have a lot of background 

knowledge before you teach a new topic.” 

Intellectual OE characteristics prompting referral. Characteristics associated 

with Intellectual OEs in Scenario #1 such as; intense curiosity, finding solutions to 

problems, finding similarities and differences presented in a lesson, and asking deeper 

level questions were also identified by participants in the open-ended responses as traits 

which influenced teachers to make a referral.  

Intellectual OE traits were also identified during the follow up interviews. A first 

grade teacher with 11 to 20 years of experience and third grade teacher with 1 to 10 years 

of experience both listed “curious” as a trait that they would use to describe a gifted 

student. The third grade teacher further described a gifted student as one who is 

“interested in many topics.” This same teacher said that she would describe a gifted 
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student as one who has an “extreme interest in a topic.” Problem solving and thinking 

“outside of the box” were common responses when asking participants about student 

traits that led them to making referrals for gifted evaluations during the follow up 

interviews. A second grade teacher with 21 to 30 years of teaching experience described 

a gifted student as “someone who is a divergent thinker and is persistent and 

demonstrates creativity and problem solving skills.” A fourth grade teacher with 1 to 10 

years of experience noted “they [gifted students] are the outside the box kind of 

thinkers.” A Fifth grade teacher with 11 to 20 years of teaching agreed with the others 

noting a gifted student “thinks differently, have a different way to approach a problem… 

outside the box thinking.”  

The first grade teacher with 11 to 20 years of experience recognized asking 

deeper level questions as a characteristic associated with a gifted student noting, “they 

[gifted students] have a specific interest or the types of questions they ask me.” A third 

grade teacher who has been teaching for 1 to 10 years shared that she looks for students 

who “seems to ask questions that are higher order than from their peers and more 

interested than their peers.” 

The findings of this study reveal that when describing a student using typical 

gifted characteristics the majority 90% of the teachers surveyed would refer the student 

described using only typical characteristics for a gifted evaluation. Moreover, 97% of 

teachers surveyed were influenced to refer a student described as demonstrating positive 

traits associated with Intellectual OEs for a gifted evaluation. Furthermore, this was the 

only scenario to incorporate OEs and have a strong majority of participants deciding to 
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refer the student for a gifted evaluation. It is the researcher’s belief that Intellectual OE 

descriptors are the most closely related to typical gifted characteristics, which is why 

participants felt confident in identifying said characteristics as being associated with 

giftedness. 

In summary, the first theme of teachers being influenced to refer students for a 

gifted evaluation if the student demonstrated typical characteristics associated with gifted 

students, answers the research question regarding which student characteristics teachers 

look for when identifying students to be referred for a gifted evaluation. As the data 

shows, typical gifted student characteristics are recognized by the majority of teachers 

prompting a referral for a gifted evaluation, thus allowing for the proper assessment, 

identification and supports for gifted students. 

Theme 2: Unexpected characteristics associated with gifted students prevent 

referrals. The second theme found in the data was that student scenarios describing 

unexpected or atypical characteristics associated with gifted students influenced this 

sample of teachers’ decisions to refrain from making a referral for a gifted evaluation. 

The teachers who participated in this study tended not to recognize unexpected or 

atypical gifted characteristics. Teachers reported feeling less comfortable making 

referrals for gifted evaluations when they read scenarios depicting gifted characteristics 

associated with Dabrowski’s OEs.  

Student characteristics associated with each of the five OEs were noted in the 

open-ended responses of the survey. After each scenario, participants were asked to share 

which student characteristics led them to their decision to refer or not refer a student for a 
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gifted evaluation. Teachers who participated in this study shared concerns about 

unexpected gifted characteristics associated with each of the five OEs leading to their 

decision not to refer students for gifted evaluations.  

Intellectual OE characteristics preventing referral. The data shows 63% of 

teachers surveyed would refrain from referring the student described using Intellectual 

OEs in Scenario #2. Participants identified the two less desirable Intellectual OE traits 

depicted in Scenario #2 as reasons not to refer a student for a gifted evaluation; being an 

expert in a particular topic and being so absorbed in a topic that he or she did not want 

to move on. The data shows 47% of participants reported being an expert in a particular 

topic influenced the decision to refrain from referring the student for a gifted evaluation. 

The same percentage of participants reported the description of the student being so 

absorbed in a topic that he or she did not want to move on influenced their decision to 

refrain from making a referral. Participants shared they were influenced not to refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation because the student in the scenario was “disengaged,” “not 

completing assignments outside of topic of interest” and the student was “so absorbed or 

fixated on one topic that he or she does not want to move on” All of these traits are 

descriptors associated with Intellectual OEs.  

 Psychomotor OE characteristics preventing referral. Unexpected gifted 

characteristics associated with Psychomotor OEs described in Scenario #3 influenced 

50% of the respondents to refrain from making a referral for gifted assessment. These 

characteristics included making dramatic gestures to gain attention, touching everything 

within reach and demonstrating nervous habits. The open-ended survey responses given 
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for making the decision not to refer the student described in the survey included 

“dramatic gestures,” lack of “focusing ability,” and having a “hard time not touching 

everything within reach.” Teachers also reported that “behavioral concerns” including 

“lack of coping skills,” student “reaction to stressful situations” and the possibility that 

“he or she may throw a tantrum, disrupting the rest of your students from learning” were 

cause for not making a referral for gifted evaluations. Specific nervous habits commonly 

associated with Psychomotor OEs were not identified in the open-ended survey response. 

In addition, some respondents suggested that the student described in the scenario may 

have a mental health disorder. Teachers noted that the student seemed to have “more of 

an ADHD or ADD issue” and “although a seemingly bright child, the hyperactivity and 

over-excitability seem more like indicators for ADD/ADHD than a gifted evaluation.”  

  Emotional OE characteristics preventing referral. The following unexpected 

gifted characteristics used to describe students with Emotional OEs in the survey 

Scenario #4 included; having a wide range of emotions, being self-centered and being 

judgmental about what is right and wrong. Responses to the scenarios describing the less 

desirable Emotional OEs in Scenario #4 influenced 57% of the teachers surveyed to 

refrain from referring a student for a gifted evaluation. The more positively regarded 

Emotional OE characteristics such as being other centered and having a strong empathic 

nature described in Scenario #5 influenced 40% of the participants to refrain from 

making a referral for a gifted evaluation.  

A prevalent concern reported was associated with how the student handled 

frustration. Teachers noted that they were influenced not to refer because of the student’s 
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“intensity of feelings,” the fact that the student “cannot handle frustration or criticism,” 

he or she “overreacts to their frustrations,” have a “lack coping skills” and display a 

“wide range of emotions.” There was also a shared concern about the student’s behavior 

disrupting the learning of self and others noting that the student described “disrupts the 

learning environment” and “disrupts the learning of others.”  Another teacher suggested a 

need for additional supports stating, “the emotional observations sound like this student 

could perhaps benefit from some emotional support or counseling.” Further, respondents 

shared worry regarding the student’s own work completion sharing the following 

behaviors, “empathic nature may distract students from completing their own classwork,” 

“shuts down, difficult to complete daily tasks” and “student does not complete their own 

classwork.” There was only one comment directly addressing the student trait of being 

“judgmental” and one comment stating “self-centered” as unexpected gifted 

characteristics influencing a teacher to refrain from putting in a referral for gifted 

evaluation. Being other-centered was not directly noted in the open-ended responses as a 

reason to withhold a referral for gifted evaluation in any open-ended responses on this 

survey as it is a desirable trait associated with Emotional OEs.  

 Sensual OE characteristics preventing referral. The survey data revealed that 

57% of teachers refrained from referring students for gifted evaluations who 

demonstrated behaviors associated with Sensual OEs in Scenario #6. The characteristics 

described in Scenario #6 included; responding to noises that others do not hear and being 

fearful of loud noises elicited suggestions for mental health or special education 

evaluations, rather than gifted evaluation referrals. Participants tended to associate 
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Sensual OE traits with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Four participants directly noted on 

their open-ended responses that they believed the student in Scenario #6 was on the 

Autism spectrum. Other open-ended responses to the survey included the following, 

“sensitivity to loud noises and distractibility might perhaps be symptoms of the student 

being somewhere on the autism spectrum,” “description makes me think of a student who 

might be on the autism spectrum, rather than the gifted spectrum” and “this almost 

sounds like someone on the autism spectrum.” Another teacher noted concerns about 

heightened sensitivity about the student’s “inability to be at ease in the environment” 

while another teacher shared that “sensitivity to sound would not make me consider 

giftedness.”  

 Imaginational OE characteristics preventing referral. Atypical characteristics 

including enjoying imaginational play with others, inventing situations and characters 

and believing that animals and inanimate objects can talk were used to describe a student 

with Imaginational OEs in Scenario #7. The Imaginational OEs described in Scenario #7 

kept 37% of the teachers surveyed from making a referral for a gifted evaluation. The 

atypical gifted characteristic that kept participants from referring the student in the 

scenario for a gifted evaluation were linked to concerns about the academic impact of 

missing instruction. One respondent noted, “a great imagination would seem to be an 

asset, if the student already misses instruction due to their altered reality, this could create 

holes in their learning that might impact them academically long term.” Another teacher 

participating in this survey shared a concern associated with Imaganinational OEs stating 

that if the, “student is focused on imaginary work and misses instruction” she would not 
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refer the student for a gifted evaluation. Additionally, open-ended responses addressed 

students being “immersed in their fantasy” and “student’s inability to distinguish reality 

from fantasy” as reasons to refrain from making a referral for a gifted evaluation.  

 Typical gifted student schema preventing referral. All of the five OEs have 

positive and negative associations. Most of the concerns revealed in the survey responses 

preventing teachers from deciding to make a referral for gifted evaluation focused on 

possible barriers to student success. Findings suggest that teachers equate student success 

with academic achievement and pro-social behavior.  Participants seemed to associate 

lack of student success to scenarios depicting students who did not fit the schema that 

teachers have for what a gifted student is or looks like. These same ideas emerged from 

the follow up interview data. 

  The teachers who participated in the follow up interviews noted characteristics 

which were the inverse of their descriptions of a gifted student as traits that would keep 

them from referring a student for a gifted evaluation. In reference to academic 

achievement, a third grade teacher with 1 to 10 years of experience noted she would not 

refer a student for a gifted evaluation if “they struggle academically.” A first grade 

teacher with 11 to 20 years of experience stated that she would not refer a student who is, 

“not necessarily motivated to enrich their own learning.” A fifth grade teacher with the 

same level of experience said that if she sees the student, “struggle with day-to-day work 

I am not as likely to refer them” and if the student seems to be “stressed out by the work I 

am giving them, then I would probably not refer them.” Again, the focus is on academic 

performance and emotional wellbeing.  
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 Sixty-seven percent of the teachers interviewed said they look for students to 

demonstrate motivation. Teachers noted a lack of student motivation as a reason to 

withhold a referral for a gifted evaluation. This was evidenced by the following interview 

responses to the interview question, what would keep you from referring a student for a 

gifted evaluation. Participant responses referencing lack of motivation included “a 

student who I don’t see a lot of self-motivation in any area” and “students who don’t put 

forth any effort or who are appearing not to put forth any effort.”  

 Findings also suggest that teachers expect gifted students to keep up with the pace 

of instruction and of their peers. A younger teacher, with 1 to 10 years of experience 

shared that she would not refer students for a gifted evaluation who “have trouble getting 

their work done… because student would be missing classes and probably wouldn’t be 

able to keep up with the more challenging kinds of tasks.” A fifth grade teacher with 11 

to 20 years of experience would not refer “a kid who consistently needs more time for 

activities and to think them through.”  

Additionally, the teachers in this study share the expectation that gifted students 

demonstrate appropriate behaviors. The second grade teacher with 21 to 30 years of 

experience who was interviewed said that she would not refer “students who are behavior 

problems in the class” and students who “don’t take direction well and correction well 

because I think about what they would be adding to the gifted setting.” 

Atypical or unexpected characteristics associated with gifted students tend to 

include behavioral and social-emotional factors. In fact, four of the OEs including 

Psychomotor OEs (Scenario #3), Emotional OEs (Scenario #4), Sensual OEs (Scenario 
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#6) and Imaginational OEs (Scenario #7) led teachers to believe that the student in the 

scenario may have an undiagnosed mental health disorder or an unidentified educational 

disability. In the survey’s open-ended responses as well as the follow up interviews, 

participants suggested the possibility of the student having Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder or Attention Deficit Disorder based on the student described 

using characteristics associated with Psychomotor OEs. Other respondents shared that 

they thought the student described with Emotional OEs traits, had a lack of coping skills 

and a need for Emotional Support. Responses to the student scenario demonstrating 

Sensual OE characteristics prompted teachers in this sample to suggest the student had 

Autism or a Learning Disability. The teachers who participated in the follow up 

interviews noted characteristics which were the inverse of their descriptions of a gifted 

student as traits that would keep them from referring a student for a gifted evaluation. 

The major ideas that were shown in the data include academics, motivation and meeting 

expectations. 

In summary, this data answers the research question, what student characteristics 

keep teachers from referring students for a gifted evaluation. Furthermore, this theme also 

answers the research question regarding general education teachers’ perceptions of 

students demonstrating the five OEs. Data shows that perceptions of students 

demonstrating less desirable behaviors associated with the five OEs are negative thus 

often inhibiting referral for gifted evaluation. In some cases, as evidenced above, OE 

characteristics prompted an inquiry about or referral for a mental health or special 

education evaluation. It is important to note that although the data shows that each of the 
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five OEs were represented in student scenarios which influenced the participants to 

refrain from making a referral for a gifted evaluation, the decision not to refer a student 

did not exceed 63% for any of the scenarios responses. This further supports the third 

theme revealed which is, teachers in this study wanted more information or training to be 

more confident in their ability to accurately recognize and refer students demonstrating 

unexpected or atypical gifted characteristics.  

 Theme 3: Teachers want more information or training. The third theme that 

emerged from the data was teachers in this study wanted more information or training 

before making a decision to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation based on 

the eight student scenarios. Findings reveal many teachers were not completely confident 

in their ability to correctly recognize and refer students for gifted evaluations in the open-

ended response section of the survey. On the open-ended survey responses, teachers 

shared that they “need more information,” “not enough data” or that there was “not 

enough information about student” to make a decision to refer or not refer for a gifted 

evaluation. Interestingly, Scenario #8 which used only traits typically associated with 

gifted students had just one comment, “need more information, but maybe a closer look 

would be worthwhile” in reference to needing more information. Student Scenario #1 

depicting positive character traits associated with Intellectual OEs did not have any 

comments regarding needing more information to make the decision to refer the student 

described in the scenario. These comments further connect all three themes together 

showing the typical gifted traits are easily recognized by teachers prompting referral for 

gifted evaluations, unexpected gifted traits cause hesitation or lack of referral for gifted 
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evaluations and that teachers would feel more confident in their decisions to refer 

students for gifted evaluations if they had more information about gifted students and 

more training on the topics of gifted students and gifted education.  

 Lack of teacher training in the area of gifted. Only 27% of the teachers in this 

sample reported that they have completed any coursework on the subject of gifted 

students or gifted education. Many of the participants noted that they were not confident 

in their ability to recognize and refer students for gifted evaluations based their training 

on the topics of gifted students and gifted education on the open-ended questions of the 

survey. This may be another reason for the open-ended responses such as “possible” and 

“information doesn’t include enough information about student ability.” This is another 

example of teachers reverting back to their comfort with associating student ability with 

the definition of gifted.  

During the follow up interviews, this trend continued. When the teachers in this 

study were asked about whether or not they had any coursework or professional 

development specifically on the topic of gifted students or gifted education, they reported 

having little to no specific training. The teachers in this sample consistently reported on 

the open-ended survey questions as well as the follow up interviews having been trained 

in differentiation, but that they have more knowledge as to meeting the needs of slower 

learners. Here are some of the interviewees’ responses about their coursework, “I didn’t 

really have anything in college about it,” “None,” “I don’t think I took any specific gifted 

courses” and “I did not take any classes specific to gifted education.” When referring to 

professional development opportunities within the school district that they worked for the 
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interviewees noted, “There have been some choices for in-services that have been 

specifically related to gifted learners” and “We had our gifted teacher present at a faculty 

meeting.” 

Teachers want more information about the student. When asked on the survey, 

what other information would you want to know in order to feel more confident in your 

decision to refer or not refer, in the open-ended response section of each scenario 

participants reported wanting both objective and subjective data before making a decision 

to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation. Teachers noted wanting to get to 

know the student better before making a decision about a gifted evaluation referral. The 

common open-ended responses requested objective data including ability or IQ scores, 

academic levels based on assessment and grades. Teachers in this study wanted to know 

about “cross curricular grades/success,” “academic performance in all areas,” 

“performance on assessments,” and “student progress over time.” The subjective data that 

participants wanted to have before making a decision about referral included information 

from other teachers who had worked with the student including parent input. Open-ended 

responses seeking subjective data included; wanting “discussion with parents and other 

teachers who have worked with the student,” “gifted teacher’s input” and “guidance 

counselor and school psychologist’s input.”  Teachers in this study were also interested in 

learning about the student’s social interactions, work ethic and leadership skills. 

Participants wanted to know about the student’s “peer social interactions, relationships, 

ability to work in groups,” “I would want to know if this student is getting his or her 

work done” and “how does the student work with peers, any leadership skills?” 
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Suggestions to improve the recognition of gifted student characteristics. As part 

of the follow up interview, the teachers in this sample were asked what suggestions or 

ideas do you have to improve the recognition of gifted students ultimately leading to a 

teacher referral for a gifted evaluation. One interviewee replied, “I’d say if there was a 

[gifted] course required by teachers to take as part of their gen eds [general education 

courses] or something that would be helpful.” Another was interested in a focus on 

social-emotional characteristics of gifted students noting, “Some of them [gifted students] 

can get frustrated when their peers can’t keep up with them… and I don’t know that I 

have a lot of training in that… that would be a really neat workshop or lesson or some 

support that we could have here to support our students.” The participants had many 

recommendations ranging from required pre-service coursework to co-teaching with a 

gifted teacher. Overall the main focus was centered on having specific training on the 

topic of gifted students and gifted education. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to identify factors that influence general education 

teachers’ decisions to refer a student for a gifted evaluation. Findings suggest that 

characteristics typically associated with gifted students tend to prompt referrals whereas 

unexpected or atypical characteristics associated with gifted students tend to create 

hesitation or lack of referrals for gifted evaluations. When the teachers in this study’s 

sample were asked to review eight student scenarios and decide whether or not they 

would refer the student described for a gifted evaluation, the responses were mixed for all 
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scenarios. None of the scenarios received total agreement as to the decision to refer or not 

refer based on the characteristics used to describe each student scenario.  

Two scenarios that demonstrated noteworthy influence on the participants’ 

decision to make a referral based on student characteristics described were Scenario #1 

Intellectual and Scenario #8 Typical Gifted Characteristics. Both of these scenarios also 

showed notable Likert scale ratings in reference to the degree to which they agreed that 

the traits identified in the scenarios influenced their decision to refer the student for a 

gifted evaluation. 

All data collected from the Student Scenario Survey including forced choice, 

Likert scale and open-ended responses along with the transcriptions from the follow up 

interviews was analyzed. The data revealed three reoccurring themes. The first theme 

answered research question #2, what student characteristics do teachers look for when 

identifying students to be referred for a gifted evaluation. Data revealed most teachers 

were influenced to refer students for a gifted evaluation if the student demonstrated 

typical characteristics associated with gifted students. These findings answer research 

question #1, what factors influence a teacher’s decision to refer a student for a gifted 

evaluation. The second theme was most teachers were influenced to refrain from 

referring a student for a gifted evaluation if the student demonstrated atypical or 

unexpected characteristics associated with gifted students, specifically Dabrowski’s OEs. 

This theme answered research question #3, what student characteristics keep teachers 

from referring students for a gifted evaluation. It also answered research question #4, 

what are general education teachers’ perceptions of students demonstrating the five OEs. 
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The overall perception is that they are negative, preventing referral for a gifted evaluation 

and at times, prompting referral for a special education evaluation. The third theme that 

emerged from the data was that most teachers who participated in this study, wanted 

more information or training before making a decision to refer or not refer a student for a 

gifted evaluation. This theme directly connects with the researcher’s recommendations 

for application in current practice. 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to discover factors that influence general education 

teachers’ decisions to refer students for gifted evaluations. The current study’s research 

questions include; what factors impact a teacher’s decision to refer a student for a gifted 

evaluation; what student characteristics do teachers look for when identifying students to 

be referred for a gifted evaluation; what student characteristics keep teachers from 

referring students for a gifted evaluation; and what are general education teachers’ 

perceptions of students demonstrating the five OEs?  The fourth research question 

specifically asked if teacher perceptions of OEs were positive prompting referral for 

gifted evaluation, or negative preventing referral for gifted evaluation, or negative 

prompting referral for a special education evaluation.  

The data revealed three themes which answered this study’s research questions. 

The first theme showed that teachers are more likely to refer a student for a gifted 

evaluation who demonstrates characteristics typically associated with gifted students such 

as intellectual ability and academic achievement. The second theme indicated participants 

were influenced to refrain from making a referral for a gifted evaluation when students 

demonstrated unexpected or atypical characteristics associated with gifted students. The 

second theme also revealed that teachers’ perceptions were generally negative regarding 

the five OEs inhibiting referrals for gifted evaluations. The third theme revealed teachers 

wanted more information or training before making a decision to refer or not refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation. This study’s findings indicated no only a lack of training 

the area of gifted, but teachers lack of awareness regarding twice-exceptionality as well.  
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Relationship to Other Research 

This study provided insight into factors that influence elementary general 

education teachers’ decisions to refer students for gifted evaluations. Data were collected 

using an online survey developed by the researcher which has been adapted from 

Bouchard’s (2004) ElemenOE. The ElemenOE is an observation tool that uses the 

Dabrowskian overexcitabilities constructs to enhance the identification of giftedness in 

elementary-aged students (Bouchard, 2004). The survey used in this study included eight 

scenarios that described students demonstrating behaviors associated with the gifted 

population. However, only one scenario was made up of only characteristics associated 

with gifted students. All other student scenarios were developed using atypical or 

unexpected characteristics associated with one of Dabrowski’s five OEs which are also 

associated with the gifted population.  

 Typical gifted characteristics lead to referral for gifted evaluation. The 

majority of teachers in this study’s sample decided to refer the student described in the 

Scenario #8 depicting typical characteristics associated with gifted students. The findings 

further support Miller’s (2009) assertion that when identifying a student for gifted 

referral, elementary school classroom teachers tended to focus on a traditional concept of 

giftedness such as exemplary performance in school and superior abstract reasoning skills 

(p. 96). This study’s data also supports previous research which found teachers hold very 

traditional beliefs about giftedness based on high performance on aptitude and 

achievement tests and do not tend to include more diverse and inclusive characteristics of 

giftedness when describing their beliefs (Miller, 2009). 
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The current study’s open-ended and follow up interview responses support 

Robinson’s (2008) assertion that stereotypical characteristics associated with gifted 

students include high level language and reasoning skills, conversation and interests 

aligned with older children or adults, excellent memory, curiosity, understanding of 

higher level concepts, rapid learning, ability to connect complex ideas, and heightened 

sensitivity.  Findings indicate that most teachers recognize typical characteristics 

associated with the gifted population. Teachers in this study reported the characteristics 

of having an having an advanced vocabulary, learning more quickly than peers, having 

an excellent memory, having strong background knowledge and making connections that 

their peers do not typically make influenced their decision to refer students for a gifted 

evaluation. During the follow up interviews, participants reported they would refer a 

student who had good grades, was motivated and was seeking an academic challenge for 

a gifted evaluation. 

The current study’s findings that teachers recognize typical gifted characteristics 

and tend to refer students demonstrating strong academic achievement for gifted 

evaluations are consistent with McClain and Pfeiffer’s (2012) claim that gifted students 

typically exhibit high levels of intellectual ability and demonstrate extraordinary 

performance and accomplishments. It also supports Hunsaker’s (1994) research findings 

suggesting traits most often mentioned as the basis for referring students for gifted 

programming were outstanding academic achievement, good work habits, effortless 

learning, higher order thinking, creativity/divergent thinking, high test scores, and 

leadership (Miller, 2009).  
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 Atypical gifted characteristics do not lead to referral for gifted 

assessment. The second theme that emerged from the current study’s data analysis was 

that unexpected or atypical gifted characteristics, specifically associated with each of the 

five OEs, influenced this sample of teachers’ decisions to refrain from making a referral 

for a gifted evaluation. Only three teachers in this sample decided to refer all students 

described in all Student Scenarios regarless of the OEs present for gifted evaluations. 

This theme directly addresses the research question, what student characteristics keep 

teachers from referring students for a gifted evaluation? This theme also answers the 

research question, what are general education teachers’ perceptions of students 

demonstrating the five OEs? As data shows, teacher perceptions are negative, preventing 

referral and at times prompting a referral for special education rather than a gifted 

evaluation. These findings also suggest a naiveté regarding twice-exceptionality 

regarding a student with both exceptional strengths and exceptional needs, thus indicating 

a need for an evaluation to include gifted assessment. A common misconception about 

gifted education is that gifted students are a homogenous group (Callahan, 2001). Gifted 

students’ individual strengths and weaknesses need to be recognized (Bouchard, 2004) 

and properly supported. Particularly because different interests, learning styles, and 

motivations of gifted students influence performance in the classroom (Callahan, 2001; 

Renzulli, 2012; Scot et al., 2009; Winebrenner, 2000).  

 As Dabrowski’s five OEs are associated with the highly gifted population, this 

study’s findings support Pegnato and Birch’s (1959) claim that most teachers were 

ineffective in identifying students with IQ scores above 130 (Siegle, Moore, Mann, & 
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Wilson, 2010). These findings suggest that teachers are less equipped than necessary to 

recognize and refer highly gifted students. 

 Findings suggest that teachers in this sample did not recognize characteristics 

related to the five OEs as traits associated with gifted students. In fact, none of the 

teachers indicated having knowledge of Dabrowski’s five OEs nor did they demonstrate 

any knowledge that Dabrowski’s five OEs could be indicators of giftedness.  The 

presences of traits associated with the five OEs were noted as a reason to refrain from 

making a referral. This further supports the literature showing teachers are failing to 

identify gifted students who do not demonstrate typical or expected characteristics of 

giftedness (Miller, 2009; Webb, 2000).  

Atypical or unexpected characteristics associated with gifted students tend to 

include behavioral and social-emotional factors. In fact, four of the five OEs led teachers 

to believe that the student in the scenario may have an undiagnosed mental health 

disorder or an unidentified educational disability. This study’s findings support 

Dabrowki’s (1975) assertion that often the intensity of the expression or reaction to an 

OE causes others to view those with OEs unfavorably. Often times these intense 

expressions lead others to suspect a presence of mental health disorder and/or other 

disabilities. These findings also uphold Webb’s notion that the five OEs may be 

perceived by teachers as undesirable, mischievous or even pathological (Webb, 2000). In 

the open-ended responses participants suggested the possibility of the student having 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder or Attention Deficit Disorder, Autism or a 

Learning Disability. These findings support previous research showing the five OEs not 
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only deter teachers from referring students for gifted evaluations, but also lead to 

misdiagnosis of certain mental health or social-emotional disorders such as Attention 

Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Autism or Anxiety (Lind, 2001; Webb, 2000).  

Table 8 shows which characteristics were noted by the participants to have 

influenced their decisions to refer or to refrain from making a referral for a gifted 

evaluation on the Student Scenario Survey. Table 8 may be used as a reference for 

teachers as they increase their knowledge of typical and unexpected characteristics 

associated with gifted students.  
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Table 8                                                                                                                                   

Student Characteristics Influencing Referral 

Prompted Referral Prevented Referral 

Learning more quickly than peers Absorbed/fixated on topic (does not move on)* 

High levels of motivation Dramatic gestures to gain attention* 

Excellent memory Touching everything within reach* 

Long attention span and intense concentration  Demonstrating nervous habits* 

Advanced vocabulary Demonstrating wide range of emotions* 

Strong background knowledge Self-centered* 

Making connections that peers don’t make Judgmental about what is right and wrong* 

Exceeding academic expectations Being other-centered (miss instruction)* 

Advanced comprehension of abstract ideas Strong empathic nature (miss instruction)* 

Intense curiosity* Responding to noises others do not hear* 

Finding commonalities in random ideas* Being fearful of loud noises* 

Finding solutions to problems* Believing animals and inanimate objects talk* 

Asking deeper level questions* Difficulty separating reality from imaginary* 

Note. * denotes Dabrowski’s five OE characteristics 
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 Teachers want more information before making the decision to refer for 

gifted evaluation. The third theme found in this study’s data was that the teachers who 

participated in this study, wanted more information or training before making a decision 

to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation. Theme three exposes a lack of 

training as the primary reason for teachers not recognizing and referring students 

demonstrating gifted characteristics for gifted evaluations. Participants reported that they 

were not completely confident in their ability to correctly recognize and refer students for 

gifted evaluations. Interview responses from the current study recommended requiring 

coursework for pre-service teachers on the topic of gifted students and gifted education. 

The data from the survey responses shows that 73% of the teachers reported that they 

have not completed any coursework on the subject of gifted students or gifted education. 

However, when asked if they had ever referred a student for a gifted evaluation, 87% of 

the 30 teachers surveyed in the current study, reported that yes, they had referred a 

student for a gifted evaluation. This is a cause for concern because these teaches who are 

asked to make referrals have not been trained on how to accurately recognize typical and 

atypical characteristics associated with gifted students.  

 This theme is consistent with previous research suggesting that teachers’ own 

sense of adequacy about the process of identification may affect decisions to refer 

students for gifted evaluation (Siegle et al., 2010). Pierce et al. (2007) share similar 

findings revealing teachers who were unsure of whether students were gifted were also 

less likely to recognize student strengths. Pierce et al. (2007) also noted that successful 
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referrals for gifted evaluations required a solid understanding of characteristics found in 

gifted children.  

With limited research comes limited training and professional development in the 

areas of gifted students and gifted education, leaving teachers and administrators less able 

to meet the needs of gifted learners (Callahan, 2001). Data gathered through the current 

study’s follow up interviews reflect Callahan’s sentiments. During the follow up 

interviews, teachers were asked what suggestions or ideas they had to improve the 

recognition of gifted student characteristics ultimately leading to a teacher referral for a 

gifted evaluation. All responses incorporated the desire for more training on how to 

recognize gifted characteristics. One interviewee suggested having the gifted teacher 

meet with each grade level team at the beginning of the school year to review examples 

of what to look for when screening and referring students for gifted evaluations. Another 

suggestion was co-teaching with the gifted teacher allowing the gifted teacher to observe 

students and to identify students who demonstrated characteristics associated with gifted.  

Borland (1978) claims student identification improves when teachers are provided 

with specific selection criteria. Another recommendation from the follow up interview 

was to present scenarios, similar to those developed for the survey which describe typical 

and atypical gifted characteristics at a faculty meeting. Supporting Borland’s idea that 

identification improves with clearly defined criteria. The teacher who suggested this type 

of training also added that it would be best presented in person to allow for discussion 

and clarification if needed.  
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Borland’s (1978) findings support the researcher’s decision to use student 

scenarios with specific characteristics as a tool for data collection. The Student Scenario 

Survey was developed with intentional wording which incorporated typical and atypical 

characteristics associated with the gifted population. After reading each scenario, 

participants were asked to give a Likert scale rating on how specific characteristics 

influenced their decision to refer or not refer the student described for a gifted evaluation. 

By clearly noting the characteristics to consider, teachers should have been more accurate 

in their response to student characteristics associated with the gifted population.    

Recommendations for Application in Current Practice 

 The present study revealed teachers are most comfortable recognizing typical 

characteristics associated with gifted students; do not regularly recognize unexpected or 

atypical gifted characteristics associated with the five OEs; and seek more information 

and training on the topic of gifted to feel more confident in their decisions to refer 

students for gifted evaluations. The researcher offers the following recommendations for 

application of this study’s findings to current practice.  

 Preservice coursework on the topic of gifted. The researcher’s first 

recommendation is to offer more preservice coursework specifically on the topics of 

gifted students and gifted education. As Reid and Horvathova (2016) state, very little 

consideration is given to the training of teachers for gifted children (p. 66). This study’s 

data reveals, most teachers did not have any formal preservice training on the topics of 

gifted students or gifted education. As suggested by the teachers who participated in the 

follow up interviews, gifted education courses were viewed as beneficial. Gear (1978) 
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asserts teachers can be twice as effective in identifying gifted children with specific 

training on the definitions of giftedness, selection criteria, role of intelligence tests and 

characteristics of gifted children. Previous research shows significant differences exist 

between teachers with specialized training in gifted education and those without training 

(Hanninan, 1988; Hultgren & Steeley, 1982; Maker, 1975). Berman, Schultz & Weber 

(2012) express concern regarding general educators having very little awareness of gifted 

students’ needs in the classroom. Berman et al. (2012) notes many general education 

teachers are in a “state of ignorance” in reference to support gifted students (p. 19).” This 

is evidenced in the current study’s findings revealing teachers’ lack of awareness 

regarding Dabrowski’s five OEs associated with the gifted population as well as teachers’ 

lack of knowledge regarding twice-exceptionality. 

The inclusion of gifted education courses at the preservice level would require 

cooperation and collaboration with higher education institutions, however it is the 

researcher’s assumption that such courses would be seen as beneficial to universities as 

well.  If gifted education courses were required, just as special education courses are 

required for preservice teachers this may decrease the failure to identify gifted students. 

 In-service professional development on the topic of gifted. The second 

recommendation for applying this study’s findings to current practice is to offer in-

service professional development on the topics of gifted students and gifted education for 

practicing teachers. These professional development programs should also include 

training on the topic of twice-exceptionality. Reid & Horvathova (2016) stress the need 

for courses in teacher training, graduate and post graduate level programs as well as in-
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service training programs specializing in gifted education. These researchers go on to 

note “all faculties of education should offer courses on giftedness, peculiarities of gifted 

children, principles on working with the gifted, etc.” (Reid & Horvathova, 2016, p. 72). 

Kabadayi (2016) notes in-service trainings are important for teachers not only to escalate 

their knowledge, but to re-examine and re-evaluate their beliefs [regarding gifted 

students] leading teachers to self-reflective awareness.  

Teachers surveyed and interviewed as part of the current study noted that they 

have not, but would like to have more in-service professional development opportunities 

specifically related to gifted students and gifted education. These in-service professional 

development programs could be presented in various formats. As suggested by this 

study’s participants, district-wide, faculty meetings or grade level meetings would be 

effective means to share information about the gifted population of students that teachers 

serve. Offering student scenarios similar to those presented in the Student Scenario 

Survey as a training tool was also recommended by those interviewed as part of the 

current study. These student scenarios could be presented in written form as they were in 

this study’s survey, be modeled in person using roleplay or watched in a pre-recorded 

video format.  

 Consultation and collaboration regarding gifted students. The researcher 

recommends offering consultation and collaboration with general education teachers to 

improve skills in recognizing gifted characteristics and thus referring students for gifted 

evaluations. Berman et al. (2012) note their research shows the vast majority of general 
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educators have little (if any) insight about the needs of gifted learners in their classrooms 

(p. 19).  

 The National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) Gifted 

and Talented Education Program Standards note the following expectation, educators of 

the gifted collaborate with families, other educators, and related service providers to 

enhance comprehensive program options across educational levels to ensure meaningful 

learning activities and interactions (NCATE, 2008, p. 59). The NCATE Gifted and 

Talented Education Program Standards also note educators of the gifted develop plans 

anchored in both general and special curricula (NCATE, 2008). These teachers of the 

gifted are trained to understand the effects that gifts and talents can have on gifted 

students and can share this knowledge through collaboration and consultation. 

Furthermore, Hertzog (1998) and Schack (1996) proclaim gifted education teachers need 

to collaborate with classroom teachers to coordinate curriculum efforts. 

 Archambault et al. (1993) proclaim general education teachers typically rely on 

gifted education teachers to meet the unique needs of gifted learners. Previous research 

has shown the general educators want more access to gifted education teachers and more 

training and assistance in procuring appropriate educational materials for their gifted 

learners (Renzulli & Reis, 1994). Landrum (2001) agrees stating the classroom teacher’s 

desire to collaborate has led to consultative and collaborative approaches to serving gifted 

learners.  

Although consultation and collaboration would most likely be between general 

educators and teachers of the gifted, they are not the only support available to general 
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education teachers in reference to recognizing characteristics associated with gifted 

students. School psychologists who assess and identify gifted students or other education 

professionals with training in the areas of gifted students and gifted education would also 

be good resources for general education teachers to access.  

 More preservice coursework, in-service training as well as teacher collaboration 

and consultation is necessary for teachers to be properly educated on the topics of gifted 

students and gifted education. Data from this study can be used to guide pre-service 

coursework and in-service professional development programing. As findings of the 

current study suggest, teachers are most familiar and therefore more likely to recognize 

and refer students demonstrating typical gifted characteristics for gifted evaluations.  

Limitations 

Qualitative research naturally lends itself to limitations, impacting the ways in 

which the data may be interpreted. The results found within this study may not be 

generalizable to all circumstances and should be interpreted with this in mind.  

Generalizability. This sample of elementary general education teachers surveyed 

and interviewed restricts the generalizability of the data. The small sample surveyed (n = 

30) and interviewed (n = 5) were taken from the one large suburban school district in 

central Pennsylvania. The response rate was 23% as the survey was sent out to 133 

teachers. Baruch & Holtom (2008) research on response rates indicate online survey (via 

email) response rate minimum is 23.7% and maximum is 89% with a standard deviation 

of 23.9 (p. 1153). These findings suggest that a response rate of 23% is an acceptable 

response rate for an online survey. It is important to note that the researcher made 
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attempts to include rural and urban school districts in central Pennsylvania to expand the 

generalizability of the findings. Unfortunately, the rural and urban districts contacted did 

not choose to offer this research opportunity to their teachers. Therefore, the study’s 

findings can only be seen as truly representative of this specific sample. 

Another restriction is the generalizability of findings to different levels such as 

secondary, post-secondary and higher education settings. The researcher decided to 

restrict the data collection to elementary general education teachers who were teaching 

first through sixth grade at the time of data collection. This was decided based on the fact 

that most gifted referrals are completed while students are in elementary school.  

The use of purposeful, convenience sampling may have impacted the findings. 

The online Student Scenario Survey was sent out via email to one large suburban school 

district in central Pennsylvania. Participation in the survey portion of this study was 

voluntary and anonymous; however participation in the follow up interview required the 

participant to share contact information and give of their personal time to schedule and 

participate in the interview. The loss of anonymity and investment of additional time may 

have deterred some survey participants from volunteering for the follow up interview. 

Those survey participants who chose not to volunteer for the follow up interview may 

have had similar or contradictory responses to the interview questions. 

Additionally, the teachers who were selected to participate in the voluntary follow 

up interview were chosen based on years of teaching experience. This was based on the 

researcher’s assumption that teachers who are at different levels of teaching experience 

would have different responses to the interview questions. This was not shown in this 
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study’s data as all interviewees’ answers were similar. Based on this sample of teachers, 

both the survey responses and interview responses supported the same three themes.  

Individual bias may have occurred as teachers who chose to participate in this 

study responded to survey questions, scenarios and interview questions. The participants’ 

responses to scenarios depicting gifted student characteristics may be varied based on the 

teacher’s individual conceptualization of gifted students, years of teaching experience, 

pre-service training and continued professional development interests.   

The survey did not ask teachers to identify their race, ethnicity or cultural values. 

These demographics could impact a teacher’s attitudes and beliefs regarding gifted 

students and gifted education. This opportunity to gather data on how cultural values 

impact decisions for gifted referrals was missed and should be noted as a limitation of 

this study. 

Data collection tool. The data collection tool may have skewed the data as well. 

Beginning each student scenario with the exact same paragraph describing characteristics 

typically associated with gifted students seemed to be impactful. Very few of the 

decisions to refer or not to refer were remarkable. The researcher believes this sample of 

teachers’ decisions were influenced, once again, by the traits including strong intellectual 

ability and academic achievement. It is the researcher’s presumption that had each 

scenario included only the OE descriptors, more of the responses would have indicated 

the decision not to refer students demonstrating OEs. With that said, the researcher 

proposes that, consistent with this study’s findings, positive traits associated with 

Intellectual OEs (curiosity, problem solving) and possibly positive traits associated with 
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Emotional OEs (empathy) as well as Imaginational OEs (creativity) may continue to 

influence teachers to refer students for gifted evaluations. Unfortunately, the researcher 

continues to suspect that the less desirable traits associated with all five OEs will 

continue to influence teachers to refrain from referring students demonstrating these 

unexpected gifted characteristics for a gifted evaluation. Consequently, as educators, we 

will continue to miss recognizing and referring a potentially gifted student resulting in 

not identifying and supporting gifted learners. This further demonstrates the need for pre-

service coursework and continued professional development programing on the topics of 

gifted students and gifted education. The more informed and prepared our educators are, 

the more confident they will be in their practices, thus better serving our students. 

In order for this study’s findings to be generalized to a larger population or a 

population with different demographics, this study would need to be replicated with a 

sample from the population of interest. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Based on previous research and the current study’s findings, the researcher offers 

the following recommendations for future research. To address the limitation of 

generalizability due to sample location, a study gathering data from different geographic 

locations including rural and urban school districts is recommended. This type of study 

could gather information regarding the influence of geographic location on teachers’ 

decisions to refer or not refer students for gifted evaluations. This researcher was not 

successful in securing school districts in rural or urban areas to participate in the current 

study. If this study were to be replicated in a rural or urban setting, would the teachers’ 
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practices and perceptions be different from those surveyed and interviewed as part of the 

current study’s sample taken from a large suburban school district in central 

Pennsylvania? Findings from this proposed study could be used to determine the most 

effective use of resources and training on the topic of gifted for teachers in these 

environments. 

 To mitigate the limitation of generalizability to other levels of education, a study 

including teachers at the secondary and post-secondary levels is recommended. As most 

referrals for gifted evaluations occur at the elementary level, this was the population from 

which this study’s sample was taken. If this study were to be replicated with general 

education teachers at the secondary and post-secondary levels, would the findings show 

the same three themes? Would secondary and post-secondary teachers also be more likely 

to recognize and refer students demonstrating typical characteristics associated with 

gifted students, less likely to recognize and therefore not refer students demonstrating 

atypical or unexpected characteristics associated with gifted students and would the 

secondary and post-secondary teachers report a lack of training on the topics of gifted 

students and gifted education? Findings from this proposed study could be used to 

determine if there is a difference between elementary, secondary and post-secondary 

teachers’ practices in recognizing and referring students for gifted evaluations. This 

proposed study could also provide data comparing and contrasting the different levels of 

teachers’ knowledge and levels of teachers’ training in the areas of gifted students and 

gifted education. 
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 To lessen the limitation of missing demographic data which may impact teachers’ 

decisions to refer students for gifted evaluations, demographic questions regarding race, 

ethnicity and cultural values toward gifted students and gifted education should be added. 

With the addition of these survey questions, data may reveal a cultural impact on 

individuals’ decisions to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation. This change 

could also help to limit any socio-cultural bias. 

 To address the limitation of the data collection tool, a study using a survey that 

used only Dabrowski’s five OEs to describe student scenarios is recommended. The 

current study began all student scenarios with the same paragraph which incorporated 

some typical characteristics associated with gifted students. This was intentionally done 

by the researcher to encourage participants to see both typical strengths associated with 

gifted student characteristics and atypical characteristics associated with gifted students 

which can be perceived as undesirable behaviors or areas of need. If the Student Scenario 

Survey would be edited to reverse the order of the paragraphs (OE descriptors first, 

typical gifted characterisitcs second) or to exclude the first paragraph including typical 

gifted descriptors, would the influence to refer or not refer be more impactful? It is the 

researcher’s assumption that it would be more significant in the direction of not referring 

students demonstrating behaviors associated with the five OEs. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to discover factors that influenced 

elementary general education teachers’ decisions to refer students for gifted evaluations. 

The data was collected from a sample of teachers working in a large suburban school 
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district in central Pennsylvania. Overall findings show typical and atypical or unexpected 

student characteristics associated with gifted students influenced teachers’ decisions to 

refer students for gifted evaluations. The data also exposed teachers do not receive much 

training on the topics of gifted students and gifted education. As such, teachers in this 

study revealed that their decisions to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation are 

influenced by their lack of training and lack of confidence in their ability to accurately 

recognize gifted characteristics. 

Findings of the current study answered the research questions via the three themes 

that emerged from the data. All three themes contribute answering the overarching 

research question seeking to find what factors impact a teacher’s decision to refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation.   

The first theme revealed teachers’ decisions to refer students for gifted 

evaluations were influenced by typical gifted characteristics.  The second theme showed 

teachers refrained from referring a student who demonstrated atypical or unexpected 

characteristics associated with gifted students, specifically Dabrowski’s five OEs. 

Atypical or unexpected gifted characteristics associated with Dabrowski’s five OEs were 

perceived by the teachers in this sample as negative, thus preventing them from referring 

a student for a gifted evaluation. In some cases, participants suggested students 

demonstrating OEs may have an educational disability or mental health diagnosis. It is 

important to note the presence of an educational disability or mental health diagnosis 

does not exclude a student from also being gifted. The third theme indicated teachers who 
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participated in this study, wanted more information or training before feeling confident in 

making a decision to refer or not refer a student for a gifted evaluation.  

Data shows that teachers are more likely to refer a student demonstrating typical 

characteristics associated with gifted students than they are to refer a student 

demonstrating atypical or unexpected characteristics associated with gifted, specifically 

Dabrowski’s five OEs.  The data also indicated that teachers in this sample wanted more 

information and training to increase their confidence in recognizing typical and atypical 

or unexpected gifted characteristics. Data also revealed a naiveté regarding twice-

exceptionality. Consequently, a need for more preservice coursework, in-service 

professional development as well as consultation and collaboration opportunities for 

educators on the topics of gifted students and gifted education was exposed. 

As previous research shows, failure to refer leads to failure to identify gifted 

students. If students are not properly identified they will not receive appropriate supports, 

which could stifle their ability to reach their full potential. Offering training specifically 

on the topic of typical and atypical gifted characteristics would greatly benefit our 

educators and more importantly, better meet the needs of gifted students.   
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Appendix D – Recruitment Email 

 

Dear Colleague, 

 

My name is Kristina Strohm and I am a doctoral candidate at Widener University. I am 

collecting data for my doctoral dissertation. My research is exploring factors that impact 

an elementary level (1st - 6th grade), general education teacher’s decision to refer a 

student for a gifted evaluation.  

 

I am hoping you would be willing to share your thoughts and practices regarding your 

decisions to refer students for gifted evaluations. Please note, only those currently 

working as elementary level (1st - 6th grade), general education teachers should 

participate in this study. 

 

Please read the Informed Consent Form attached to this email. You may print a copy of 

the Informed Consent Form attached to this email for your records. If you choose to 

participate in my study you will be asked to complete an online survey. At the beginning 

of the survey, you will be asked to give your consent electronically.  

 

The survey should take approximately 15 minutes to complete. This survey will include 

some demographic questions about your experiences as a teacher, forced choice, open-

ended and Likert scale questions regarding student scenarios.  

 

After completing the brief online survey, you will be invited to participate in an optional 

follow up interview. At the end of the survey there will be an opportunity for you to 

indicate your interest and share your contact information.  

 

If you offer your contact information, I, the researcher may contact you to schedule an 

interview at a time and place convenient for you. If contacted for the follow up interview, 

you will be asked to give your verbal consent for the interview portion of the study. 

 

Please understand that you may ask questions, take a break or discontinue your 

participation in this study at any time without penalty or consequence.  

 

Thank you in advance for your time and consideration. Please feel free to contact me at 

any time with any questions at kstrohm.widener@gmail.com. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Kristina Strohm 

 

Please click this link to begin the survey: [insert link here] 
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