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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study was designed to investigate the EXCEL program
model for serving urban gifted students in the Long Beach Unified School District in
comparison to effective program research. The sample for this study included three
of the school sites with EXCEL programs whose academic data indicated the lowest
level of underachievement among EXCEL students within the district. The
variations of implementation within their EXCEL programs was the primary aspect
of research. Data were collected through interviews with district personnel, site
administrators and EXCEL teachers. In addition, each teacher who participated in an
interview was visited for a classroom observation to corroborate the interview data.

The results of the study suggested that there are variations in
implementation of an effective program including the following that decrease the
level of underachievement among urban gifted students: training (pre-service,
training in relation to staffing, and district GATE certification training),
collaboration (among teacher teams, between teachers and site administrators and
between sites and the GATE Office), interventions (lack of specific interventions for
gifted underachievers and an underutilization of district resources) and high
expectations (that are differentiated because of students” identification of
giftedness). The results suggested that through training, alliances with teacher
education programs, effective collaboration, specific interventions and monitoring,

levels of underachievement among urban gifted students can be decreased.



CHAPTER ONE
THE PROBLEM AND ITS UNDERLYING FRAMEWORK

Across the nation our urban schools are forced to address the needs of
a variety of learners. In addition to reaching students of an immensely diverse
racial and ethnic background, an intensely diverse language background and
a widespread socio-economic background, every school across our nation
must consider the range of abilities of its students, if it truly expects to serve
its children well. The sweeping national reform of the No Child Left Behind
Act of 2001 has already begun to impact the way that teachers and
paraprofessionals are chosen, the manner in which interventions are
implemented, the allocation of resources and certainly the way in which
accountability for every students’ learning is monitored. In order for our
nation’s educational reform to be truly successful, a large portion of our
students will demand “something different” of us. Students who are identified
as gifted and talented should expect to be challenged with ‘something
different’ just as students with disabilities are entitled to special services.

Background of the Problem

To truly understand the state of gifted education, we must examine
the historical events that have contributed to the present. Researchers identify
several events in history that enable us to trace the beginning of the need for

gifted education.
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The history of gifted education can be traced back to before the turn
of the twentieth century, yet can be illustrated more clearly from events that
transpired in the early years of the twentieth century. Some researchers credit
the closing of the one-room schoolhouse for the onset of looking differently
at gifted students (Corn, 1999). After one-room schoolhouses closed, students
and schools were divided up into age spans much as they exist today. No
longer were students grouped in situations that would allow gifted fifth
graders to spend time studying eighth grade content when they were put into
“graded” schools. Proximity of students at different age levels to one another
and the greater emphasis on teaching specific content at specified grade
levels did not support students’ receipt of differentiated learning experiences.
This changed the needs of students and the ability of schools to serve gifted
learners (Corn, 1999).

Called the founder of gifted education by some (Delisle, 1999), Lewis
Terman’s work in the 1920’s is noted among researchers as a critical aspect
in the development of gifted education (Imbeau, 1999; Coleman, 1999;
Haensly, 1999; Delisle, 1999; Hargrove, 1999). Terman was the first to study
methods for determining who might be gifted and the intelligence tests that
would support his notions. Some researchers believe that without Terman’s
work, gifted education as we know it, would not exist (Delisle, 1999).

Among Terman’s accomplishments is the development of the Stanford-Binet
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intelligence test which is historically one of psychology’s most recognized
assessment tools (Imbeau, 1999). Terman’s longitudinal research provided
“so much information about the intellectual, emotional, physical, and social
lives of children and adults that the individuals who are still alive from the
Terman study continue to be studied today” (Delisle, 1999).

Without a doubt, 1957 and the Russian success in sending Sputnik
into space marks a milestone in gifted education (Coleman, 1999; Corn,
1999; Cross, 1999; Delisle, 1999; Haensly, 1999; Roberts, 1999).
Researchers in the field of gifted education capture this event by saying,
“When the Russians succeeded in space, and we had not, the race was on”
(Coleman, 1999). “When the Russians showed superiority in the space race,
the United States responded by stimulating the education system to produce
superior mathematicians and scientists” (Corn, 1999). “With this launch, the
most extensive and orchestrated effort toward meeting the needs of gifted
students within public schools began” (Delisle, 1999). What ensued after
Sputnik was the first aggressive local, state and national effort to educate
students in math and science (Cross, 1999). This concerted effort lasted for
about three years (Cross, 1999) and “attempted to rectify the ‘once size fits
all’ approach to education” while addressing the fear and embarrassment that

existed from being beaten in the space war (Delisle, 1999). The United States
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attempted to cultivate the talents of gifted students as a means of establishing
an intellectual position in the world. |

The Civil Rights movement in the 1960’s caused issues to surface that
pervade all aspects of our country’s history, including that of gifted
education. The Civil Rights movement helped to ensure that children of color
were no longer left out of educational efforts to “maximize their talents”
(Cross, 1999) and acknowledge giftedness among all children (Imbeau,
1999). The Civil Rights movement has far reaching implications for the
current state of gifted education. Its influence can be seen in current
identification criteria, curriculum implementation that honors cultures and
diversity as well as “provision for cultural and gender representation within
the “players” in gifted education” (Riley, 1999).

In 1950, Joy Guilford, a noted psychologist of his time, presented his
ideas about ‘creativity’ at a conference of the American Psychological
Association (APA). Guilford’s work, which was later highlighted by his
publication of The Nature of Human Intelligence, in 1973, is seen by many in
the gifted education community as a series of historical milestones. After
presenting on creativity at the APA conference in 1950, “the floodgates
opened, and the identification and nurturance of creativity became a common
topic for research psychologists” (Cross, 1999). Although some sources

suggest that ‘creativity’ is hard to define (Hargrove, 1999), the issue of
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creativity among gifted students remains a topic being researched because of
its implications for learning. Much of Guilford’s research on human
intelligence formed the basis for the work of other individuals such as
Howard Gardner, Joseph Renzulli and Robert Sternberg (Delisle, 1999).
Although the events surrounding Sputnik in 1957 were instrumental
in focusing attention across the nation on gifted students, it wasn’t until the
Marland Report in 1971 that a significant amount of money was allocated to
support or enhance gifted education. After the Marland Report was presented
and then published, monies were allocated to establish an educational office
dedicated to overseeing the education of gifted children in our nation. Sidney
Marland, then the Commissioner of Education, presented the Education of
the Gifted and Talented (commonly known as the Marland Report) to
Congress as a means of illustrating the state of gifted education at the time
(Riley, 1999). His report painted a stark picture of the state of gifted
education and was the impetus for an allocation of $290,000 in federal dollars
for “teacher training, research and the development of the first Office of
Gifted and Talented” in Washington, D.C. (Delisle, 1999). In addition to
funding, Marland’s report provided the first documented definition of
giftedness to be used throughout the nation (Delisle, 1999; Haensly, 1999;

Roberts, 1999).
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A Nation At Risk, published in 1983, opened the doors to a series of
reports about the state of American schools and sub-categories within
schools. According to Delisle (1999), “Without the original Nation at Risk
document, it is unlikely that such a strong emphasis on gifted children’s
needs would have found such a receptive audience.” National Excellence: A
Case for Developing America’s Talent, issued in 1993, asserted that the
needs of America’s gifted children were not being met. In addition to being
the impetus for a resurgence of grant monies available to support gifted
education, the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented was
established during this time period (Delisle, 1999). This Center was, and still
is, directed By Joe Renzulli and operated out of the University of
Connecticut. It has contributed to the ongoing research and development on
gifted education.

Around the same time that the National Research Center opened, the
Javits Gifted and Talented Act was passed by Congress in 1998. The Javits
Act laid the foundation for funding associated with gifted and talented
programs and the research that would ensue in the years that followed. After
the National Research Center opened, the floodgates for research associated
with all aspects of educating gifted and talented students were opened. Its
original mission was “to evaluate current methods of identifying gifted

students, examine classroom practices, evaluate different teacher preparation
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programs, ahd study the progress of gifted students who were not served by
special programs” (Haensly, 1999). Research projects aimed at
understanding a multitude of issues related to gifted education were begun
and continue to date.

Researchers on the history of gifted education note several other
teachers and psychologists whose work greatly contributed to the formation
of our current understanding of gifted students and the programs that serve
those students. Among them are Leta Hollingsworth who, beginning in 1916,
studied gifted children, published a textbook on the subject, and is known for
her contribution to the first developed gifted student curriculum (Delisle,
1999). Several researchers whose contributions are more recent and can be
seen throughout the realm of gifted education include James Gallagher, Joe
Renzulli, Sally Reis, Carolyn Callahan and Sandra Kaplan. All have made,
and continue to make, important decisions that are based on high quality
research that has widespread implications for gifted children today.

Currently, the group of students who are identified as gifted and
talented, comprise approximately 10 to 15% or our student population
(Council for Exceptional Children [CEC], 1990). Legislation supports that
gifted students should expect to receive a school based program that “is part

of the mainstream of education and does not rise and fall with public
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opinions” (Morgan, Tennant, & Gold, 1980, p. 2). The program may include

the following:

o gifted learners in a regular classroom alongside non-gifted
students,

e one that pulls students out of their regular classroom for a
portion of the school day to receive instruction with a group of
gifted learners,

e one that clusters students in a separate classroom for the entire
day, or
o one that holds classes for gifted students in a special school
(Delcourt & Evans, 1994). '
Although research suggests that students who participate in pull-out
programs, separate classes or special schools achieve at a higher rate than
those students who were in within-class programs, participation in any of the
noted programs ensures that students achieve at a higher level than those who
do not participate at all (Delcourt, Loyd, Cornell, & Goldberg, 1994). The
California State Board of education endorses three types of programs that
include: special day classes, part-time groupings or cluster groupings as the
models to be used in programs across the state of California (California

Education Code, section 52206). Table I summarizes the state definition of

the three programs noted above.



Table I

Gifted and Talented Service Delivery Models in the State of California

“A class totaling a minimum school day that is composed of
pupils identified as gifted and talented, is especially designed to
meet the specific academic needs of gifted and talented pupils for

]S)I:;Clal enriched and advanced instruction and is appropriately

Classes differentiated from other classes in the same subjects at the
school, and is taught by a teacher who has specific preparation,
experience, personal attributes and competencies in the teaching
of gifted children.” (3840a)

Part-time “Cl_asses or s-eminars that are organized to provide advanced or

Grouping enriched subject matter for part of the school day. These classes
are composed of gifted and talented pupils.” (3840b)

Cluster “PuPils are grogped wi?hin a re;gular cla§sroom setting and

Grouping receive appropriately differentiated curriculum from the regular

classroom teacher.” (3840c)

The criteria for determining whether or not a student is gifted are

agreed upon at the local level. Regardless of the exact criteria that an

individual school district may use to determine giftedness, approximately 10

to 15% of children in a school system typically can be identified as gifted

(CEC, 1990). Giftedness refers to a set of talents and/or abilities that identify

a particular child as gifted and talented including any combination of

intellectual ability, academic aptitude, creative thinking, leadership ability,

visual or performing arts or psychomotor ability (CEC, 1990). The

California Education Code; section 52202 states that, “each district shall use

one or more of the following categories in defining the capability [of
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giftedness]: intellectual, creative, specific academic, or leadership ability;
high achievement; performing and visual arts talent; or any other criterion
that meets the standards set forth by the State Board of Education”
(California Education Code, section 52202).

Although estimates about the percentage of students who are usually
identified as gifted has not changed dramatically over the last twenty years,
there have been variations in the degrees of agreement surrounding the way
that giftedness is defined. Sometimes definitions of giftedness have skewed
the representation of students with diverse backgrounds in gifted programs
causing certain groups of students to be underrepresented. According to
Former U.S. Commissioner of Education, Sydney Marland (1971), in his
report to Congress,

Gifted and talented children are those identified by professionally

qualified persons and who by virtue of outstanding abilities are

capable of high performance. These are children who require
differentiated educational programs and/or services beyond those
normally provided by the regular school program in order to realize
their contribution to self and society.
A combination of several commonly observed characteristics are typically
used to describe gifted students including: intellectual ability, specific
academic aptitude, creative or productive thinking, leadership ability, visual
or performing arts, and psychomotor ability (CEC, 1990). According to

Renzulli (1986), “gifted behavior is essentially a composite of the interaction

among three kinds of human traits: above average general and/or specific
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abilities, high levels of task commitment (motivation), and high levels of
creativity” (p. 54). Students who possevss or are capable of developing a
composite of these traits are those who should be considered gifted.

In urban schools, although there are innumerable outside factors that
affect student achievement, the number of children identified as gifted should
be commensurate with the number of students identified through the district
at large (Slocumb & Payne, 2000). We should not be able to correlate a
student’s socio-economic status with a disproportionate representation in the
gifted student population (Payne, 1998). Furthermore, we must be adept at
recognizing when a school district’s identification processes, that may appear
to be treating all students equally, impose a set of criteria that causes students
from a particular ethnic group to be underrepresented. Ultimately, what may
appear as an equal criteria, may foster an inequitable representation of
minority students (Slocumb & Payne, 2000) because of its narrow nature or
reliance on a particular intelligence measure. “To identify students from
poverty necessitates educators iﬁcluding in the identification process those
environmental factors that contribute to students’ readiness to learn. Not
addressing this issue results in inequity” (p. 6). Historically, the development
and use of Intelligence Quotient (IQ) tests as a means of identifying students
for gifted programs in the early 1900’s was common practice and considered

to be a major event in the onset of gifted education in public schools
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(Coleman, 1999; Cross, 1999; Delisle, 1999; Hargrove, 1999). Specifically,
the Stanford-Binet test, developed by Lewis Terman in the 1920°s has been
identified as one of the major events of the past millennium of gifted
education (Coleman, 1999; Cross, 1999; Delisle, 1999; Hargrove, 1999).
However, although the development of IQ tests was highly influential at its
onset, the current use of 1Q tests in urban schools is steeped in controversy
(Riley, 1999). Currently, in California, the use of IQ tests as a means of
identifying students for gifted programs is not recommended (California
Department of Education, Gifted and Talented Education (GATE), para.7) as,
“IQ tests measure a narrow subset of human characteristics and present only
partial information about cognitive skills. They typically do not measure
important characteristics such as effort, motivation, leadership, or creative
ability, and they have been shown to be racially biased” (California
Department of Education, GATE, para. 2). In order to ensure that minority
students have access to gifted programs, multiple measures for identification
must be in place for a district to receive any funds from the state of California
(GATE Application to the State Board of Education).

Statement of the Problem
The underrepresentation of minority students in gifted programs is

believed to be as high as 70% (Ford, 1996). This study will go beyond the

statistics to examine the level of achievement and underachievement among
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urban gifted students and the effect of site level implementation of a specific
district program on those achievement levels. Furthermore, this study asserts
that, even among those students who are identified as gifted, there is a large
portion of urban gifted students who are underachieving and that something
should be done to change that. By studying both achieving and
underachieving urban gifted students, and the effect of the program in which
they participate, methods of programmatically supporting urban gifted
underachieving students may be explored and developed.

In 1991, Clark and Tollefson, two researchers studying issues related
to gifted and talented students stated that, “although academically talented
students achieve at high levels, some of these students can become
underachievers relative to their intellectual abilities” (p. 16).
Underachievement among urban gifted and talented students mirrors many of
the challenges that underachievement among “other students” in urban
schools face and is further complicated by the fact that gifted students have
some commonalities related to their giftedness that may further affect their
underachievement (Ford & Thomas, 1997). Commonly, underachieving
gifted students may have a high 1Q combined with poor work habits, an
inability to concentrate, a lack of effort, an intense interest in one particular
area, negative attitudes toward self and others and/or a failure to respond to

motivation by usual teacher techniques (Department of Education and
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Training, Western Australia, 2003). The factors associated with poverty, in
combination with the factors associated with giftedness, can combine to
create a colliding academic situation for an urban gifted student (Slocumb &
Payne, 2000). Slocumb and Payne (2000) state that “If the student is
uncomfortable and doesn’t understand the feelings that this new gifted
environment triggers, then very little learning will take place” (p. 242). Just
as many schools and students need to overcome the factors associated with
underachievefnent, so too, do gifted and talented urban students (Slocumb &
Payne).
Purpose of the Study

The research and literature illustrates that underachievement among
urban gifted students is a viable problem (Brown, 1997; Delisle & Berger,
1990; Ford & Thomas, 1997; Reis, 1998; Rimm, 1997). A challenge lies,
herein, for educators to determine the school level programs that currently
exist that most dramatically affect the achievement levels of urban gifted
students. The purpose of this study is twofold. First, it will describe the
characteristics of gifted students, review how poverty affects these students,
and then review a set of criteria that are indicators of the effect of a specific
program on its students. At its conclusion, a set of school and classroom

based conditions (“variations™), that appear to be enhancing specific school
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programs, will be published for schools to use as a resource for enhancing
their school programs.

Classroom teachers of urban gifted students, when asked, can identify
some personal characteristics of successful students (Baker, 2003). These
characteristics affect students to varying degrees. By determining those
characteristics and the classroom conditions that teachers consider most
related to students’ success, educators may be able to incorporate the
teaching of these specific characteristics into their classroom work in both
gifted and regular urban classrooms. Classroom conditions can be observed
through classroom observations and will likely uncover many facets of a
classroom that contribute to an increase in the achievement level of
underachieving urban gifted students. In this study, there will be two primary
questions that serve to guide the research.

1. What types of programs currently exist that aim to serve
the needs of urban gifted and talented students?

2. What variations in the implementation of Long Beach
Unified’s EXCEL model decrease the level of
underachievement among urban gifted elementary

students?
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Significance of the Problem
This study was specifically designed to offer programmatic

recommendations about the effect on underachievement within the schools
that participate in the EXCEL model of delivering a gifted and talented
education program in the Long Beach Unified School District. The EXCEL
program is a separate class program for students in their own neighborhood
schools who have been identified as either gifted or somewhere around the
top 20% of the students at the particular school based on a local norm.
Schools with EXCEL programs are those schools with “lower” API scores
and a preponderance of both urban and English Language Learner students.
Students in this program receive a differentiated curriculum and participate in
their school program through fifth grade. At the conclusion of fifth grade,
students from EXCEL program typically enter middle school programs
designed for high achieving students (or gifted students). It was through
qualitative methodology, that specific classroom strategies and specific
school program variations were identified and shared in order to enhance the
district’s urban gifted and talented program (EXCEL). In addition, the study
of achievement factors associated with gifted students may offer effective
strategies for use in classrooms where educators are searching to close the
achievement gap that continues to exist between minority students and white

students. Currently, in urban schools, much attention is being paid to closing
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the achievement gap between minority students and white students because a
dramatic gap continues to exist (Hertert & Teague, 2003; Schwartz, 2001).
Gifted and talented students are not exempt from this achievement gap.
Among urban gifted students, the achievement gap may be illustrated by a
lack of identification of urban gifted students for program participation or
through a determination that too many minority students are achieving at
levels that are not commensurate with their documented potential, deeming
them underachievers. Although a general definition of underachievement
éccording to Ford and Thomas is “a discrepancy between ability and
performance” (Ford & Thomas, 1997, para 2), thé same two researchers go
on to say that few studies use the same specific definition of
underachievement to track student progress, which creates a problem. Yet,
some estimates indicate that while approximately 20% of gifted students are
underachieving (Whitmore, 1980), approximately 50% of gifted black
students who were surveyed in a 1995 study were underachieving (Ford,
1995), illustrating the existing gap as it applies to gifted and talented
students.

The study of achievement factors associated with urban gifted

students may offer strategies for educators searching to close the achievement
gap in all schools. In the state of California, GATE programs are evaluated

cyclically based on their previous application’s approval (one to three years).
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The State Board approved GATE Plan sets the standard for implementation
throughout local districts. Within the context of the Long Beach Unified
School District GATE Plan, variations in school implementation were
studied. Particular attention was paid to strategies and/or conditions that
appear to positively influence student achievement. Once determined, those
variations were summarized into a compilation of best practices for district

personnel, school site administrators and teachers.

Methodology

This study was conducted as a qualitative research study. The primary
reason for conducting a qualitative study is that this study involves the
exploration of perceptions about learning as well as the effect of the district
program on students’ success. Corbin and Strauss (1998) state that,
“qualitative methods can be used to obtain the intricate details about
phenomena such as feelings, thought processes, and emotions that are
difficult to extract or learn about through more conventional research
methods” (p. 11). The complexities associated with studying
underachievement demand qualitative methodology. Furthermore, the
methods associated with this study warrant the study of phenomenon that

occur in a natural setting (Merriam, 1998).
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Organization of the Study

Chapter 1 of the study has presented the introduction, the background
of the problem, the purpose of the study and the research questions that will
guide the study. Also included in Chapter 1 are a statement about the
significance of the study and a brief description of the methodology to be
used.

Chapter 2 is a review of the relevant literature. It addresses the
following topics: giftedness, urban issues in gifted education,
underachievement among urban gifted students, and a description of effective
programs for gifted students.

Chapter 3 presents the methodology used in this study, including the
research design, population and sampling procedure; and the instruments and
their selection. The chapter goes on to describe, in detail, the procedures used
for data collection and how the data was analyzed.

Chapter 4 presents the results of the study. Chapter 5 discusses and

analyzes the results, culminating in conclusions and recommendation.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Despite the odds against them, many students in urban schools are
successful (as evidenced by their standardized test scores and district level
assessments) (Carter, 2000; Schmoker, 2001; Tucker & Codding, 1998).
Successful urban school classrooms, and the students themselves, illustrate
that there are some key characteristics of students who are successful, despite
the odds against them (Carter, 2000; Schmoker, 2001). Furthermore, urban
students who are identified as gifted often illustrate, even more dramatically,
those same characteristics (Delisle & Berger, 1990). Gifted students who are
successful “are eager to begin the task, become easily engaged, and persist
until the task is finished” (Ablard, 2002). Furthermore, they typically have
four attributes in common: social competence, problem solving skills,
autonomy and a sense of purpose and future (Bernard, 1‘991). Application of
this information may assist urban school leaders in developing high quality
school programs that are built upon classroom conditions that have positively
cbntributed to students’ academic success (as defined by standardized tests
and district assessments).
To lead a large urban school in its upward mobility in academic

achievement (as evidenced by the Academic Performance Index in

California) poses daily challenges for the school’s leader (Schmoker, 2001).
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On a daily basis, an urban school principal, must understand how students
learn, the pedagogical strategies best connected to how students learn and
how to connect all of the school’s resources so that student test scores go up
incrementally over time (Schmoker, 1999, 2001). An urban school principal
must also be adept at introducing critical and sustainable support systems into
the school culture. When taking an in-depth look at urban gifted students (as
a group that can greatly contribute to the formation of high quality learning)
key aspects of the urban leader’s understanding must also be his/her ability to
understand the effect of poverty on children’s learning (Slocumb & Payne,
2000), resiliency factors (Bernard, 1991), what it means to be gifted (Cohen,
1990), the socioeconomic issues that place a child at-risk (Payne, 1998) and
what the research tells us about effective urban GATE programs (Berger,
1991; Delcourt & Evans, 1994).

Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to examine the factors

associated with understanding giftedness, poverty, underachievement, and
school programs that purport to meet the needs of gifted and talented
students. The ability of a district leader (i.e. curriculum leader) or a school
leader (i.e. the principal) to understand these complexities may play a critical
role in the applicability of what is learned from students. In this literature

review I will address key research areas related to giftedness, the influence of
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poverty on gifted students, program options and indicators of the positive
effect of a specific gifted and talented program on student levels of
achievement and underachievement. At the core of my literature review is a
discussion about underachievement and the need to examine specific

variations among urban gifted programs that decrease underachievement.

Giftedness

Although the definition of giftedness varies among educators and
school systems, a school system can expect to identify 10 to 15 percent of its
students as gifted and talented (Council of Exceptional Children [CEC],
1990). The characteristics commonly associated with describing gifted
students include six categories, as introduced in 1971 by former U.S.
Commissioner of Education Sydney P. Marland, Jr. Those categories include:
general intellectual ability, specific academic aptitude, creative or productive
thinking, leadership ability, visual or performing arts, and psychomotor
ability (CEC, 1990). Any combination of these variables can be used to
describe a gifted student. Renzulli (1986) stated that “gifted behavior reflects
an interaction among three basic clusters of human traits: above average
general and/or specific abilities, high levels of task commitment (motivation),
and high levels of creativity” (p. 275). Students who have these

characteristics or the potential to develop them are often gifted and talented.
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Current research (e.g. Ford & Thomas, 1997) suggests that minority
students are underrepresented in gifted programs for reasons that range from
the reliance on IQ tests to a narrow definition of what it means to be gifted
(e.g. Cohen, 1990). One study suggests that while Caucasian and Asian
students are overrepresented nationwide, Hispanic and Black students are
underrepresented in programs nationwide by about 50 percent (Cohen, 1990).
Broadening methods of assessment and incorporating extensive amounts of
teacher input are suggestions for bringing the number of minority students to
a lével commensurate with other student populations (Cohen, 1990). Slocumb
and Payne (2000) state that, “Gifted and talented students from poverty
cannot be identified or served as though they were from non-poverty homes”
(p. 5). Their work centers around the idea that “treating all students equally in
the identification of gifted students all too often results in the extreme under-
identification of an entire segment of the student population who come to
school quite unequal” (Slocumb & Payne, 2000, p. 4).

The study of successful gifted urban students and the ways that they
learn could dramatically affect the way in which all urban students are taught.
Furthermore, by examining the criteria that an urban district uses to identify
its urban students for participation in its gifted program, light will be shed on

the underlying principles of equity and opportunity to participate.
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Urban Issues in Gifted Education

There is a plethora of research emphasizing the need for continued
reform among America’s urban schools in order to close the achievement gap
that has existed historically and has widened in recent history. There is
equally as much research to suggest that if urban schools could strategically
utilize the funds and resources that are available to them, that they would be
able to close the achievement gap between the diverse groups that our
schools educate. For researchers who study urban students and schools, there
are no easy solutions to overcome the challenges that urban schools face.
Solutions and effective reform efforts demand a close look at the needs of the
specific group of students being served and a deep understanding of the
issues faced by those students.

From a review of the literature, it appears that in many ways, defining
the term “urban” may itself be something that is more easily felt that
described or defined. It is not one distinct characteristic or another that
determines whether a school district is an urban district or whether a
particular school is an urban school. Yancey and Saporito’s study (as cited in
Williams, 1996) suggests that it is “the combined effects of concentrated
poverty, cultural diversity, and isolation of urban neighborhoods according to
race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status” (p. 3) that is central to making a

determination about a district or school’s urban status. Bartlett’s study (as
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cited in Williams, 1996) states that, “Inner city schools are increasingly the
schools of remnant populations and communities trapped by their economic
irrelevance or their links to diminished labor markets. Further, they are
increasingly dependent on an overloaded and endangered fiscal base” (p.4).
For the purposes of this study, urban schools shall be those schools within the
Long Beach Unified School District (an urban district) where there is a
concentration of students who live in poverty (above 80% of the student
population receive free or reduced price lunch) and a significant population
of students who come from ethnically diverse backgrounds (50% or above an
individual school’s population).

Poverty Among Urban Gifted Students.

It is well documented that poverty is directly related to many of the
risk factors that urban students face (Payne, 2000; Williams, 1996). Since
1980, census data indicates that the number of children living in poverty has
increased among all races. Poverty has a documented and dramatic effect on
students’ health care and potential for contracting illnesses, exposure to
crime, and the potential for a child to suffer from physical, social or
psychological trauma (Williams, 1996). Students who attend urban schools,
where there is a concentration of students who live in poverty, are inherently
at risk for educational failure if schools do not determine methods of meeting

students’ needs.
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Within the literature about urban schools, there is a vast amount of
research that focuses on successful reform efforts and the ability of urban
school leaders and school communities to overcome many of the challenges
associated with poverty. That research builds upon the principles of
resiliency, combating underachievement and programs that have an effect
upon the students who are being served.

Resiliency Among Urban Gifted Students.

Although it is widely known, though not completely understood, that
poverty is a determinant of the level of academic achievement for many
children (Slocumb & Payne, 2000), research suggests that there is a direct
negative correlation between high school graduation rates and poverty
(Payne, 1998). Furthermore, there are many school behaviors that have been
linked to poverty including nonconformity and underachievement (Slocumb
& Payne, 2000). Yet, Bernard’s (1997) research on resiliency suggests that
between half and two thirds of children growing up in poverty-stricken
communities overcome their circumstances. Resiliency, according to
Bernard, is a term used to describe “a set of qualities that foster a process of
successful adaptation and transformation despite risk and adversity” (para. 1).
Bernard (1997) builds upon the premise that “We are all born with an innate
capacity for resilience by which we are able to develop social competence,

problem-solving skills, a critical consciousness, autonomy, and a sense of
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purpose” (para. 1). According to Krovetz (1999), “Based on longitudinal
studies, researchers have found that for every child who comes from an at-
risk background who later needs intervention, there is a higher percentage of
children who become healthy, competent adults” (p. 7). Bernard (1991)
identifies four attributes that resilient children usually have: social
competence, problem solving skills, autonomy and a sense of purpose and
future as explained in Table II.

Table 11
Attributes of Resiliency

Social Competence The aspect of resiliency that describes
a student’s ability to relate positively
to both other children and adults with
whom they interact. Social
competence includes a student’s
ability to “elicit positive response”
(Bernard, 1991).

Problem-solving skills The ability of a student to feel in
control of oneself and utilize resources
to solve one’s own problems.
Autonomy The sense that each person has a
distinct level of independence and
some control over his/her
environment.

A sense of purpose and future According to Bernard (1991), students
who have “goals, educational
aspirations, persistence, hopefulness,
and a sense of a bright future” exhibit
a sense of purpose and future.
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Looking at each of these characteristics in light of students who have been
identified as gifted and talented will likely provide us with further
information about how resiliency manifests itself in urban gifted students.
Urban gifted students may be able to articulate the ways in which their own
resiliency has positively affected their ability to be successful (Bernard,
1991) which may allow us to develop classroom conditions and school

programs that better meet the needs of all urban students.

Underachievement Among Urban Gifted Students

Defining underachievement is a complex task that most researchers
cannot completely agree upon (Ablard, 2002; Delisle & Berger, 1990; Ford &
Thomas, 1997). Generally, what is agreed upon, is that underachievement
involves a relationship between a student’s potential and current performance
level (Ablard, 2002; Delisle & Berger, 1990; Ford & Thomas, 1997). In the
case of gifted students, students may also be at risk of being underachieving
if they are unable to focus intensely, set priorities for themselves and set their
own completion and/or academic goals even if their academic ability
suggests that they are on the intellectually gifted scale (Delisle & Berger,
1990). One myth surrounding achievement among gifted students is that
gifted students are always highly motivated and engaged in their academic

challenges (Ford & Thomas, 1997). In fact, one of the challenges among
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gifted students is the potential for underachievement to occur because of a
lack of motivation to complete their work (Ablard, 2002).

Ford and Thomas (1997) estimate that as many as 20 percent of urban
gifted students are underachieving. This number is affected by many factors
including self- motivation, family involvement, and school related factors.

Motivétion Theory.

There are two types of motivation that are generally described in
relation to their effect on student achievement. Danielson (2002) states that
intrinsic motivation, “refers to the learner’s own internal drive for
achievement, fueled by the satisfaction of a job well done” while extrinsic
motivation “is influenced by factors external to the learner, such as praise or
material rewards” (p. 25). Motivation can be a key aspect of achievement, or
underachievement, among gifted students (Whitmore, 1986), and the
development of strong classroom practices designed to motivate students is
an attribute of effective classrooms‘ (Keller, 1983). Motivation among gifted
students takes many different forms. Much of the research that has examined
motivation has illustrated how achieving students often attribute their success
to the effort that they apply to their learning (Carr, Borkowski, & Maxwell,
1991). Reéearch shows that when the level of difficulty is increased for
achieving gifted students, they continue to apply increasing amounts of effort

to the task. The belief that effort is an integral aspect of academic success is
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much more evident among gifted students than non-gifted students (Chan,
1996).

There is much research to support the need to create classrooms that
appropriately challenge gifted students (Halsted, 1988). Gifted students, more
than others, are affected by the sense that they are being challenged and that
their academic learning environment is stimulating (Delisle & Berger, 1990).
In fact, when carefully looking at aspects of underachievement, a lack of
stimulation is a major factor that contributes to gifted students’ lack of
motivation that translates into underachievement (Delisle & Berger, 1990).
According to Halsted (1988), the importance of challenging gifted students to
the level that they are ready to be challenged is paramount. Furthermore,
Halsted (1988) suggests that for gifted children, intellectual development
should be treated like a non-negotiable, something that is required rather than
just something that is just an interest to gifted students’ parents and teachers.
Intellectual development for gifted students is actually a requirement for their
happiness (Halsted, 1988).

There are many classroom strategies that are identified as those which
can affect student achievement in relation to motivation. Whitmore (1980)
captures three types of strategies that have been shown to be effective in
working to decrease underachieving behavior: supportive strategies, intrinsic

strategies, and remedial strategies. Supportive strategies involve making a
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classroom feel like a family, creating classroom activities that are based on
students’ interests and bypassing parts of the curriculum that students have
already shown proficiency in. Intrinsic strategies are those that build upon
creating a classfoom that is focused on encouragement, not just success.
Intrinsic strategies involve students in the process of determining the quality
of their work and in the responsibilities of the classroom. Remedial strategies
include recognizing that even gifted students have areas that they need to be
taught and that the learning environment in which gifted students work must
be a place where students can be encouraged as they take risks (Whitmore,
1980). Ford and Thomas (1997) suggest the following as strategies that help
students to develop internal motivation: (a) provide constructive and
consistent feedback to students, (b) provide options, (¢) focus on personal
interests, (d) ensure that the appropriate teaching style is used for various
learning styles, (e) utilize active and experiential learning, (f) utilize
bibliotherapy and bibliographies, (g) provide mentors and role models, (h)
support multicultural education and (i) provide nurturing énd affirming
classrooms. Bibliotherapy is a means of studying bibliographies that relate to
the population of the group or a specific subjet in order to enhance learning.

Educators and families of gifted students have a great capacity to
decrease levels of gifted students underachievement (Delisle & Berger, 1990;

Rimm, 1997) through means of motivation, by understanding of some key
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aspects of underachievement and the implementation of some key strategics
that will affect students.

Family Involvement.

It is widely known that a student’s home environment contributes to
both their cognitive and academic development (Verna & Campbell, 1999).
Too much parent pressure on a student or too little parent support for
education have been shown to affect on the achievement levels of gifted
students (Rimm, 1997). Furthermore, it is the family structure that supports a
student’s physical, social and intellectual needs which directly relates to their
ability to learn (Verna & Campbell, 1999). Some research has shown that a
family’s level of encouragement and expectation setting is directly related to
socioeconomic status (Song & Hattie, 1984). Other researchers have reported |
that, although socioeconomic status can be related to educational activities in
~ the home, parental involvement can counteract the negative effects of low
socioeconomic background and significantly improve students’ performance
(Schneider, 1993). There is actually much known about family factors that
contribute to gifted students’ success. In ab seminal study, Clark (1983)

examined low SES Black students’ achievement and underachievement in
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their family context. What he found has clear implications for decreasing the
level of underachievement among all gifted students.

Achieving black students had parents who: were assertive in their
parental involvement efforts, kept abreast of their children’s school
progress, were optimistic and tended to perceive themselves as having
effective coping mechanisms and strategies, set high and realistic
expectations for their children, held positive achievement orientations
and supported tenets of the achievement ideology, set clear, explicit
achievement-oriented norms, established clear, specific role
boundaries, deliberately engaged in experiences and behaviors
designed to promote achievement and had positive parent-child
relations characterized by nurturance, support, respect, trust and open
communication (para. 10).

Rimm (1997) suggests that having an effective role model to imitate that can
truly make a difference for an underachieving student. A role model for an
underachieving student can have the greatest effect if he or she can encourage
the child to be independent and creative but not to such an extreme that the
child does not accept adult guidance (Rimm, 1997). It is often what Rimm
(1997) refers to as “overempowerment and adultizement” that can be causes
of underachievement. Gifted students are often affected by these two
elements because they show an early ability to take on things in life that other
students don’t, therefore exposing them to challenges that they are not
developmentally prepared to handle (Rimm, 1997). Both overempowerment

and adultizement are based on what Rimm (1997) explains to be “too much

power too soon” (p. 19).
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In their study of gifted Asian American and Caucasian students,
Verna and Campbell (1999) found that parental pressure was found to have
negative effects on the children’s academic and general self-concepts.
Pressure takes on many forms in relation to the underachievement of gifted
students. Rimm (1997) explains that extreme praise by parents can cause
students to believe that they cannot live up to adults’ expectations. Students
may quit trying or become perfectionists which often leads to intense internal
pressure leading to underachievement. Ford and Thomas (1997) suggest that
involving family members in a substantive way is an integral component for
increasing urban gifted students’ levels of achievement.

School Related Factors.

There have been many studies that have shown that school related
factors and teacher expectations greatly influence urban gifted students’
levels of achievement (e.g. Good, 1981). Many studies have also shown that
student achievement is enhanced when teachers communicate high
expectations to their students (Danielson, 2002). When “certain students are
identified as having performed poorly, regardless of whether they actually
had or not, teachers form preconceptions of the students’ future performance”
(Covington, 1992, p. 6). Considering the number of hours that students spend
with their teachers, there is great importance in the interaction between the

student and the teacher.
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Ford (1995) found that numerous factors in schools can have an influence on
the achievement of gifted minority students. In a study of gifted Black
achievers and underachievers, underachievers reported, “less positive
teacher-student relations, having too little time to understand the material,
less supportive classroom climate
and being unmotivated and disinterested in school” as characteristics of their
school experiences. According to Ford and Thomas (1997), schools who,
“provide opportunities for students to discuss concerns with teachers
and counselors, address issues of motivation, self-perception and self-
efficacy, accommodate learning styles, modify teaching styles, use
mastery learning, decrease competitive, norm referenced
environments, use cooperative learning and group work, use positive
reinforcement and praise, seek affective and student centered
classrooms, set high expectations of students, have multicultural
education and counseling techniques and strategies, involve mentors
and role models, and involve family members in essential ways” (p.

7) are schools that will have the ability to increase the achievement
levels of their gifted students.

It is with these characteristics in mind that classroom programs can be
designed to meet the needs of gifted students. It is likely the combination of
an effective program delivery model, combined with some specific and
identifiable classroom conditions and the cultivation of some specific student

attributes that combine to influence success among urban gifted students.
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Programs for Gifted Students

Effective Program Research.

Key to understanding whether or not a program is effective is a clear
understanding of what constitutes a program versus what constitutes a
“provision” (Morgan, Tennant, & Gold, 1980). A “program” designed for
gifted students, “is a comprehensive, sequential system for educating students
with identifiable needs” (The Association for the Gifted [TAG], 1989).
Whereas, “provisions are fragmentary, unarticulated, and temporary
activities, which are neither followed-up in any meaningful way nor preceded
by any meaningful lead-in activity” (Morgan, Tennant, & Gold, 1980).
Programs can usually be identified because of their widespread use across a
district, rather than a classroom design that is developed by a single teacher
and implemented in an individual classroom setting. Furthermore, effective
programs, according to Berger (1991) are comprised of eight components:
needs assessment,
definition of population,
identification procedures,
program goals,
program organization and format,
staff selection and training,

curriculum development and
program evaluation.

NN B P
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Types of Programs.

According to the Learning Outcomes Study in 1994, a longitudinal
investigation of 1,010 elementary school children who had just entered
programs for gifted lf:amers in grades 2 and 3, there are four types of gifted
programs most commonly found in districts across the nation: Within-Class
programs, Pull-Out programs, Separate Classes and Special Schools
(Delcourt and Evans, 1994).

Table Il

Most Common Gifted Programs Across the United States

| Within class programs Regular education classrooms with a group of
students who have been identified as gifted
among the other students.

Pull-Out programs Gifted students being taught in a school setting
other than their regular classroom for a set
amount of time per week. Typical programs have
students in a resource room for approximately two
hours per week.

Separate classes Students who have been identified as gifted
together in a classroom for the school day.
Special schools Students are separated on an identified school

campus for the purpose of differentiating their
entire school experience.

Studies suggest that students in separate class programs, special
school programs and pull-out programs showed higher achievement rates

than students who were in in-class programs. Furthermore, students who
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were in separate class programs scored at the highest level of achievement of
the four groups noted above (Delcourt, Lloyd, Cornell & Goldberg, 1994).

Implementation of Gifted Programs in California.

The California State Board of Education has approved a set of
delivery models for implementation of gifted programs across the state of
California that include three different program model possibilities. The
following text appears on the California Department of Education’s website
as a response to the question, “Do you recommend any particular service
delivery models?”

“AB 2313 requires that services for gifted and talented
students be planned and organized as integrated differentiated
learning experiences within the regular school day. The
following three service delivery models are named in the law
and are appropriate for most districts: special day classes, part
time grouping, and cluster grouping” (California Department
of Education, GATE, para. 8).

The description of the three models approved for implementation in
California are congruent with the program delivery models that were
identified in the Classroom Learning Outcomes Study noted
previously. According to the California State Board of Education’s
description of the three approved program delivery models and as
pursuant to California Education Code (Section 52206), special day

classrooms are comprised of students who have been identified as

gifted and provide an entire day of differentiated learning
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opportunities. Part time grouping entails a class that brings gifted
students together for a portion of the school day for differentiated
learning opportunities. Cluster grouping occurs when a group of
gifted students are clustered together within a regular classroom
allowing for some differentiated learning.

In the state of California, district implementation of gifted and
talented programs are to be guided by a set of eight standards that
each district must address in its application to the state of California.
From the application, within which each of the eight standards is
addressed, districts receive one, two or three year approval of their
district program. State monetary resources are connected to this
approval. The eight standards addressed are: program design,
identification, curriculum and instruction, social and emotional
development, professional development, parent and community

involvement, program assessment and budget.

Conclusion

Current research on successful urban gifted students illustrates that
there are many ways to decrease the number of underachieving students in
the gifted population and increase the number of successful students.

Motivation, family involvement and school related factors all may directly
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influence a student’s ability to be successful. In the urban setting, where the
issues related to poverty further extenuate the need to advocate for enhanced
student achievement, a deep look at resiliency and the ways in which it
manifests itself in students points us to many personal characteristics that, if
understood, could potentially be taught to other students and directly affect
student achievement. Defining giftedness is a challenge that illustrates the
complexity of studying people. There are some commonalties among gifted
students that we can use to help us identify some of the complex
characteristics that can be used to enhance urban gifted students’ levels of
achievement.

In order to improve upon the programs that exist for urban gifted
students, we must look at the programs that currently exist for urban gifted
students and study the specific variations among similar school programs that
decrease the levels of underachievement among those students in order to

inform all school programs.



41
CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In order to examine an urban school district’s gifted program, many
aspects of a study must be taken into consideration. In this chapter, the study
design, sample, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis process of
this study are described. As described in the problem statement and review of
the literature, I establish that among urban gifted programs, there are specific
program design models that have been shown to increase the impact on
student achievement (Delcourt and Evans, 1994). Furthermore, there are
some well-researched and easily identifiable aspects of underachievement
that high quality programs should be prepared to address.

The purpose of this study was to go beyond the statistics that on the
surface indicate that a school district may identify urban students at a level
that is commensurate with students in the total district population. Despite the
number of students identified, levels of underachievement may be excessive
within schools that participate in the particular programs and may need
attention. Furthermore, this qualitative study was designed to use existing
criteria (i.e. Staté of California Standards for Gifted Programs and the GATE
Application to the State of California) that indicate that the LBUSD GATE
program has many exemplary aspects and further examine the site level

implementation of the district’s EXCEL
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model of providing urban gifted and talented education among fifteen of its
urban schools. The following questions were utilized in this study:

1. What types of programs currently exist that aim to serve the
needs of urban gifted and talented students?

2. What variations in the implementation of the Long Beach
Unified School District’s EXCEL model decrease the level
of underachievement among urban gifted elementary
students?

Through a multi-site, qualitative study, I addressed these questions in search
of identifying the effective variations in program implementation. The intent
of this study was to gather information that will be beneficial to share among
all of the existing schools with EXCEL programs throughout the Long Beach
Unified School District.
Research Design

This study was a qualitative study as its purpose was to inform
educators interested in identifying and understanding the variations of
effective urban gifted programs. For the purposes of this study, the three
school sites that had the lowest level of underachievement among their
EXCEL students were studied to determine the variations in their program
implementation that can be positively attributed to affecting their school’s

program. Through qualitative methodology that involves classroom

observations, interviews with teachers, principals, coordinators and district
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level personnel, and an analysis of the interview data, specific strengths were
explored and identified. According to Patton (1987), in comparison to
quantitative methods, “Quantitative methods typically produce a wealth of
detailed data about a much smaller number of people and cases. Qualitative
data provide depth and detail through direct quotation and careful description
of program situations, events, people, interactions, and observed behaviors.”
According to Merriam (1998), “...researchers who conduct these
studies...simply .seek to discover and understand a phenomenon, a process, or
the other perspectives and worldviews of the people involved” (p.11).

In the context of this qualitative study, specific aspects ofl the EXCEL
program were examined through grounded evaluation theory. Grounded
evaluation theory was useful in this study because it allowed the researcher to
address the evaluation of the program(s) by asking if the program being
evaluated should be replicated and if so, how it should be replicated? (Patton,
1987) The consideration of how a program can be replicated is a primary
focus in the clear development of an educational study. To determine
program effectiveness, an existing tool that was previously used for a
program evaluation review in 2002 was utilized as a resource. For classroom

observations, an existing non-evaluative observation sheet was utilized.
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Population

The population of this study consisted of the fifteen urban schools
within the Long Beach Unified School District that have EXCEL programs
designed to serve gifted elementary age students (see Table IV). To be a
recognized district EXCEL program, the school program must have been
presented to and approved by the Long Beach Unified School District Board
of Education. The commitment to have an EXCEL program makes the
expectations for implementation of the district EXCEL program explicit. All
but one of the fifteen schools in the population of this study are considered
“urban”. For the purposes of this study, “urban” is to be defined as those
schools whose free/reduced lunch percentage is at/or above 80%, a measure
that universally can be used to describe schools that are faced with the
challenges associated with educating students who live in poverty.

To more fully illustrate the population and sample for this study, the
Academic Performance Index was used to describe the identified set of
schools. The Academic Performance Index, although superceded by the
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) index as a federal measure of academic
achievement, allowed the researcher to describe the population in a manner
that is consistent across schools. The range of API indices among the
population of schools with EXCEL programs in the Long Beach Unified

School District is from 638 to 732. The statewide rank among the fifteen
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schools ranges from the second decile to the sixth decile. The similar schools
rank for the fifteen schools included in the study population ranges from the
fourth decile to the tenth decile. The total population of schools included in

this study’s population serves students in gifted programs from first through

fifth grades.



Table IV

Long Beach Unified School District Schools with EXCEL Programs

School A

93

56

97

690

113

46

"School B

85

33

97

680

106

School C

100

63

96

722

143

15.1

School D

100

58

99

684

123

1034

11.9

"School E

89

59

99

677

130

1204

10.8

School F

85

49

94

697

83

1563

53

81

46

94

711

62

1300

4.8

fery

81

35

96

732

163

1200

13.6

Sehool I

100

52

98

718

10

124

950

13.1

;Sphdoli} 

100

78

99

663

101

1240

8.1

“School K

100

74

99

717

10

120

1230

9.8

100

71

97

705

10

121

920

13.2

SchoolM

79

39

95

694

94

1160

8.1

100

40

97

638

107

800

12.5

School O

100

60

97

689

106

1100

9.6
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Sample

From the population identified above in Table [V, a sample was
selected to allow for the collection of qualitative data from the existing
population. In an attempt to study the variations that contribute to the level of
achievement among students within a district program, it was necessary to
identify those schools with similar student populations. From the total
population, an analysis of school data for those students who are being served
in the school EXCEL program was used to determine the sample.
Furthermore, only schools that have had existing programs for three or more
years were included in the study’s sample.

Student achievement data was used to determine the three schools
from the total population of schools that have the smallest number of students
who are identified as underachievers. For the purposes of this study,
underachievers were defined as those students who are (a) formally identified
as participants in the school’s EXCEL program AND (b) participate in the
school’s EXCEL program (i.e. separate class) AND (c) have standardized test
data that illustrates that they are not performing up to their potential in
relation to their (d) identification as an EXCEL student. Data from the 2003
California Standards Test in Language Arts and Math was used as the
standardized test data for this study. Identified EXCEL students with

California Standards test scores that are below the Advanced Level (83%
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correct in Language Arts and 84% correct in Math) were considered
underachieving for the purposes of this study. Schools with EXCEL
programs (see Table IV) were analyzed and ranked in five areas: CST
English Language Arts, CST Mathematics, LBUSD End of Course Math
Exam, LBUSD Math Facts Test, API growth in Math and API growth in
English Language Arts (Table V below). The ranking in each area was
averaged to create an overall average rank. The schools that were selected for
this study’s sample were those three schools with the lowest level of
underachievement based on the criteria described immediately above and

illustrated through the table in Table V.
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Table V

Long Beach Unified School District-EXCEL School Level Data

School

Number of students
CST-ELA (% Advanced)
CST-Math (%Advanced)
EOC-Math (Aver. % Correct)
Math Facts (% Advanced)
API Growth-ELA

API Growth Math

Rank
Rank
Rank

Rank

School A 113 | 4 25 5 42

School B 106 1 44 2 53 78 10 | 62 9 30 11 0

O] N

School C 143 5 23 12 34 77 9 65 12 16 8 32

School D 123 14 11 1 57 1 84 1 80 7 36 2 55

SchoolE | 130 |9 191 8 |38 5 |79 7 e8] 13 8 12] 4
School F 83 |8 20 10 |35 | 14 |70 | 4 | 73] 14 ] 5|13 | -6
School G | 62 |2 29 8 |37 6 |81 3 [ 74| 2 | 58| 1 |73
SchoolH | 163 |6 225 |41 {76 2 [ 76 8 |32 [ 10 [ 21
School | 124 |7 21 10 [35) 6 |78 [ 15 [ 48| 10 | 25 | 14 | 7
School J 101 |3 271 5 {421 2 (87 7 [68] L |66 ]| 6 | 36
School K | 120 J 1t [ 17| 3 45| 2 [ 4|52 1019 9 |3
SchoolL | 121 |13 [12] 12 |34 ] 6 [ 78] 13 {54 ] 5 | 40 | 3 | 54
School M o4 1t [ 17|15 ]20] 9 [ 77| 1w0]62] 15 ]-11] 15|34

School N 107 14 11 14 21 14 71 6 69 3 54 6 36

School O 106 10 18 4 44 9 77 12 58 4 48 4 40

*Program Started in 2002
** Sample Site

The first school in the study was an elementary school in north Long
Beach with a total school population of 1,190 students. The student
population of the first school in the sample is as follows: 72.8% Hispanic,

14.7% African-American, 4.1% Pacific Islander, 4.1% White, 3.0% Asian-
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American and 1.4% Filipino-American. Of the entire student body 56% of
the students are English Language Learners and 93% of them receive
Free/Reduced lunch (the indicator of poverty for this study).

The second school in this study was a central Long Beach elementary
school with a total population of 1,034 students. The student population of
the second school in the sample is as follows: 67.1% Hispanic, 19.0%
African-American, 1.0% Pacific Islander, 1.0% White, 11.5% Asian-
American, .1% Filipino-American and .1% American Indian or Alaska
Native. Of the entire student body 58% of the students are English Language
Learners and 100% of them receive Free/Reduced lunch (the indicator of
poverty for this study).

The third school in this study was a downtown Long Beach
elementary school with a total population of 1,240 students. The student
population of the third school in the sample is as follows: 67.7% Hispanic,
6.7% African-American, .1% Pacific Islander, .8% White, 24.7% Asian-
American, and .1% American Indian or Alaska Native. Of the entire student
body 78% of the students are English Language Learners and 100% of them
receive Free/Reduced lunch (the indicator of poverty for this study).
Instrumentation

This study included the use of various existing instruments that

assisted with providing a conceptual framework at the program level (i.e.
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district program level) and at the school level (i.e. school implementation
level). The state of California has existing GATE standards that identify a
rating scale for the eight standards that comprise the criteria of an effective
gifted and talented program. The standards include: Program Design,
Identification, Curriculum and Instruction, Social and Emotional
Development, Professional Development, Parent and Community
Involvement, Program Assessment and Budget. In 2002, the Long Beach
Unified School District underwent a Coordinated Compliance Review. As a
component of that review, the district’s gifted and talented program
completed its application process for state certification. This process involved
judging the district program against the state standards and illustrating (via
evidence and observation) the achievement of each of the defined standards
for up to three years of accreditation. In this qualitative study, the
achievement levels attained in the district review were used to further study
~ the practices at the individual site level. Also at the site level, interviews
(based on existing protocols examined and protocols created and included as
Appendices A-C) and classroom observations (based on the existing
“Indicators of Differentiation for GATE and EXCEL Students” observation
tool and included as Appendix D) comprised the primary instruments used to

gather qualitative data related to program information.
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Framework for Research Question One

The first question, “What types of programs currently exist that
aim to serve the needs of urban gifted and talented students?” can be best
illustrated through the lens of the Qualitative Extension of the Learning
Outcomes Study conducted by Marcia Delcourt and Karen Evans. According
to Delcourt and Evans (1994), the original Learning Outcomes Study was a
longitudinal study that was conducted to

“(a) formulate a system for selecting exemplary program models; (b)

to further contribute to the knowledge base of gifted education by

conducting in-depth examinations of outstanding elementary school

gifted programs; (c¢) to examine ways in which outstanding programs

address the needs of students from diverse cultures” (viii).
The original study determined that there are four significant types of
programs that occur across the United States to serve students in gifted
programs. A separate class program, one of the four types of programs
discovered in the Learning Outcomes longitudinal study, was examined in
this qualitative project. Although the Learning Outcomes Study does not have
one rubric embedded into its methodology, it utilized multiple profiles and
measures to deduce which aspects of gifted programs are most effective and
most impact student achievement. The synthesis of the Learning Outcomes

Study information provided a framework for understanding distinct aspects of

this study in relation to the state standards for gifted programs.
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In addition to using the Learning Outcomes Study as a framework to
illustrate effective aspects of the district program that have been identified in
previous studies, the state standards for gifted and talented student programs
served as a unifying guide. Sandra Berger’s synthesis on the research on
effective programs for students of high ability was used to determine whether
or not the LBUSD GATE Plan included those eight components that research
has shown should comprise an effective program. At the district level,
interviews conducted with the Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum, the
district GATE Coordinator and the district GATE Psychologist drew upon
information frém all of these sources to gain insights into the LBUSD Gate
Plan.
Framework for Research Question Two

The second research question, “What variations in the
implementation of Long Beach Unified School District’s EXCEL model
decrease the level of underachievement among urban gifted elementary
students?” was studied through distinctly qualitative methodology.
Protocols, based on those within the Qualitative Extension of the Learning
Outcomes Study are attached as Appendices A, B and C. Appendix A
illustrates the guiding questions that were used in interviewing teachers at
each of the identified school sites. Appendix B illustrates the guiding

questions that were used in interviews with site principals. Appendix C
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illustrates the guiding questions that were used in interviewing district level
personnel about the EXCEL program model and specific aspects of its
implementation in the Long Beach Unified School District.

Trustworthiness

The importance of trustworthiness exists in any qualitative study. The
primary concerns of trustworthiness in this study were twofold: to diminish
researcher biases and to ensure that participants in the study who were
interviewed shared information that was truthful and based upon their own
experiences.

In order to diminish researcher biases, I followed the methodology set
forth in this study as it had originally been laid out. The sample sites were
selected based on student data that allowed for no bias. The interviews were
only conducted with the principals and teachers at the school sites where the
data had included the school in the sample and were transcribed to ensure that
interviewee statements were clearly recorded for coding purposes.

A final aspect of trustworthiness was addressed through classroom
observations. Each teacher who participated in an interview was also visited
for the purposes of ensuring trustworthiness and corroborating those aspects
of the school program that were described in the participant interviews. Field

notes from observations were deduced to a one-page summary and kept with
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the interview transcriptions. These field notes served as an additional
resource during the data analysis.

Data collection

For the purposes of this study, data was collected in two phases. The
first phase entailed determining from student data the three schools whose
data indicated that they have the lowest level of underachievement among
their students who participate in their EXCEL program. Student data was
collected through the district Office of Research, in collaboration with the
Assistant Superintendent of Research. Information provided through the
central office data collection system ensures anonymity of student records
and was used only for the purpose of determining levels of underachievement
according to the method presented previously in this chapter. Data is
summarized on Table V.

The second phase of data collection occurred once the determination
had been made of the three schools (out of the 15 school population) that
comprised the sample. The second phase of data collection for this study was
the essential component of the study that was used to answer the second
research question, set forth above. In this phase, I interviewed district level
personnel (Assistant Superintendent Curriculum, Instruction and Professional
Development, GATE Coordinator and GATE Psychologist), EXCEL teachers

and the site administrators from the three school sites. These interviews were
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based on the interview protocols attached as Appendices A and B. Eighteen
interviews were conducted among the three school sites in the study’s
sample. Three district level personnel were interviewed. All interviews were
audiotaped and transcribed to ensure researcher reliability and to assist with
analyzing and coding data. Furthermore, a summary of field notes that were
taken during the observations and were deduced to a one-page summary of
each observation. Classroom observations contributed to the qualitative
analysis of the three school settings. As follow up to the fifteen teacher
interviews and three site administrator interviews that took place, fifteen
classroom observations were conducted to observe those aspects of the
classroom program that the teacher discussed in their interview. By
interviewing and observing teachers in their classrooms, the interview data
was substantiated.
Data Analysis

The purpose of this study was to examine variations among the urban
schools in the Long Beach Unified School District that are implementing the
EXCEL program for their gifted students that have the least number of
underachieving students as a result in order to share effective practices
among schools with similar school programs. This qualitative study relied
upon data that was shared through interviews and observations to explain the

findings.
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Data analysis for this study consisted of analyzing interview
transcriptions and observation notes. As stated abové, a minimum of four
teacher interviews per sample site (see interview protocol in Appendix A),
along with a site administrator interview at each site (see interview protocol
in Appendix B) were conducted. Interviews with district personnel (Assistant
Superintendent, Curriculum and Professional Development, GATE
coordinator and District GATE Psychologist) were also conducted (see
Appendix C). Following school site interviews, an observation in each
classroom took place to corroborate the data that had been collected.

As interview data was collected, interviews were transcribed so that I
could code the data according to those themes that emerged. The emergence
of specific themes indicated that there were some variations of
implementation among the sample schools that could be used to form
recommendations for diminishing levels of underachievement among all
urban gifted students.

As the conclusion to this study, the data was summarized into a
compilation of effective practices and recommendations to be presented to
the Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum, Instruction and Professional
Development and the District GATE Coordinator for use in professional

development and program development.
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Summary

Through carefully designed qualitative methodology, I addressed the
research questions posed in my problem statement. My intent was to create a
bridge from what is known about effective urban gifted program design and
the variations that schools and teachers are implementing. From those
patterns that emerged from the research, I identified variations among
schools’ implementation of a district’s gifted program that can be utilized to

diminish the level of underachievement among urban gifted students across

the Long Beach Unified School District EXCEL program.
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CHAPTER FOUR

FINDINGS

This qualitative study investigated two aspects of gifted education
among urban students. The study’s primary function was to examine the
variations in implementation within the Long Beach Unified School District
EXCEL program. Three schools were selected with the lowest levels of
underachievement amongst
EXCEL students (based on a criteria determined for this study) to determine
the aspects of implementation that have the greatest effect on student
achievement. Also, as part of this study, programs that have been researched
and deemed effective for gifted students (based on current research out of the
National Center for Gifted Education at the University of Connecticut) were
explored.

The findings in this chapter are based on data gathered fI‘OI;l
interviews and observations. From the inception of this study to its
completion, a total of 21 interviews were conducted with district personnel
(3), school site administrators (3) and EXCEL teachers (15). An analysis of
program documents was also conducted including: the current District GATE
Plan, program descriptions, selection criteria, Indicators of Differentiation
(used for classroom obsérvations), a Student Gifted Characteristics Profile

(used for teacher recommendation of students to be tested for entry into
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EXCEL programs) and a Student Evaluation Profile (offered to school sites

by the District GATE Psychologist for use with underachieving students).

The research question used to create a foundational understanding of

gifted programs was:

e What type of programs currently exist that aim to serve the needs of
urban gifted students?

This question will be addressed in the findings through an in-depth program
description of the Long Beach Unified EXCEL program and how it is aligned
to the research on effective programs. While this question served to set a
context for the qualitative study that ensued, the primary research question
that was investigated was:

e What variations in the implementation of Long Beach Unified School
District’s EXCEL model decrease the level of underachievement
among urban gifted students?

The findings of this study illustrate that there are some specific variations of
program implementation that appear to have an effect on lowering the level
of underachievement among the urban stﬁdents who participate in the
district’s EXCEL program. Interviews were conducted, transcribed and coded
which led to the development of specific themes. From the data analysis, four
themes emerged that will be shared in this chapter as findings. Each of the

four themes (training, collaboration, interventions and differentiated
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expectations) will be presented in a separate category. An in depth discussion
of each of the themes is presented in the pages that follow.

Effective program research was used to determine the answer to the
foundational question in this study. In order to determine, “What type of
programs currently exist that aim to serve the needs of urban gifted
students?” a review of effective program research and qualitative data were

utilized.

The Long Beach Unified School District EXCEL program was
developed as an outgrowth of the existing gifted and talented education
(GATE) program that had existed for many years prior to the inception of
EXCEL. In the early 1990’s, distinct efforts were made to address the needs
of an increasingly ethnically and linguistically diverse student population.
Following a series of consultations with experts in the field, the need for a
program that addressed the talents of urban high achieving students became
more evident. According to the Assistant Superintendent, Curriculum,
Instruction and Professional Development, “the program was set-up because
it [the GATE program] was an all white program and we were looking at a
way of growing a group of kids that could result in a more diverse GATE
population.” According to her, the intent of the EXCEL program is to start
accelerating students at the elementary level so that there is an increased

number of students entering programs like AVID at the middle school level.
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Ultimately, creating a diverse group of students who are prepared and enter
Advanced Placement courses at the high school level. The Assistant
Superintendent, Curriculum, Instruction and Professional Development,
shared that the program appears to have had the expected outcome, as the
number of students from diverse backgrounds has increased in Advanced

Placement courses at the high school level.

The EXCEL program is overseen by the GATE Coordinator, who
reports to the Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum, Instruction and
Professional Development. The GATE Office is a self-contained office that
employs two certificated staff members: the GATE Coordinator and the
GATE Psychologist. The primary responsibility of the GATE Coordinator is
program coordination, curriculum development, teacher training, and parent
education. The GATE Psychologist is responsible for testing, student

identification and coordination with School Counselors.

Fifteen schools from among the 60 elementary level schools in the
Long Beach Unified School District have Board approved EXCEL programs
at their school sites. Schools with EXCEL programs can generally be
characterized as schools with low Academic Performance Index scores.
EXCEL programs are meant to serve the high achieving students who reside

in the school’s immediate neighborhood. The Long Beach Unified School
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District EXCEL program can best be described as a separate class or special
day program. This kind of program is aligned to the research that suggests
that students who are in separate class programs show higher levels of
achievement than those students who are in a regular classroom, even if the
teacher in the regular classroom is aware of their high achieving status
(Delcourt, Lloyd, Corness, & Goldberg, 1994). Although EXCEL classrooms
are not comprised of all GATE identified students, the Long Beach Unified
program follows the classroom model described in the California Education
Code as a special day delivery model for gifted students. Students remain in

their self-contained EXCEL classroom for the entire day.

Key to understanding the EXCEL program and its relation to the
GATE program are the parameters of the student selection criteria for entry
into EXCEL. According to the District GATE Psychologist, there is not an

exact criteria for selecting students into EXCEL.

When you are dealing with EXCEL, you are dealing with what is
unusual at that school. So, you are essentially doing an informal local
norm. What we do is start with teacher nominations. Anyone who is
nominated gets evaluated. We also ask the Research Department for
test scores for older children...third, fourth and fifth graders...so that
children who may not get nominated don’t get overlooked.

The District GATE Coordinator described the criteria to include, “about the
top 20% of students in the school...and we are saying these kids are ‘the

most able’ at this school.” Because most of the schools with an EXCEL
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program, have a preponderance of English Language Learners, the initial
testing (other than district or state assessments) is based on non-verbal
assessment. The GATE Psychologist described the reliance on non-verbal

reasoning in describing part of the assessment for EXCEL.

We rely mostly on non-verbal reasoning because of the language
abilities of the students in those schools. By that [ mean that many
children who are in those schools, even English only students, don’t
have higher-level vocabulary.

To initiate the testing for an individual student, teachers or other staff
members make an initial recommendation to the School Counselor by
submitting a Student Profile of Gifted Characteristics Form (See Appendix
G). This profile requires a teacher to rate a student in six areas of giftedness:
intellectuality, creativity, task commitment, extraordinary development in the
arts and leadership ability. The total score for each student is calculated and
is considered “against” the other scores for students who were recommended
for the EXCEL program at that particular school site. The District GATE

~ Psychologist described the entire process when asked, “What does it mean
when a school site gets back the list of their students who have either been

“selected” or “not recommended” for EXCEL?”

It means that we have looked at a variety of data. We have given the
student a test. We have had the student draw a picture. We look at any
existing test scores including the STAR testing and the Reading
Benchmark and sometimes the End of Course Math Exam. If the
STAR writing sample is available we look at that too. We look for the
referral from the teacher and any additional commentary from the
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teacher. So, we are looking for a variety of things. What we do is, we
have a whole list of children who have been nominated. As we
evaluate all of those kids, there seems to be a group that stands out
and those are the ones that we select, in comparison with the whole
group. The school can second guess us and place children based on
clustering and try them out and later on the following year, based on
another evaluation, we might select them. As you see, in many ways it
seems this is a loose process, but it’s not. It is a way of us allowing
for the variety of attributes that come to us to be able to shift and
evaluate that.

Table VI illustrates a common set of data that is reviewed in order to
determine who is selected for entry into a school’s EXCEL program. These
five areas generally comprise those areas that are used to select, deny or

deem a student an alternate for entry into the school’s EXCEL program.

Table VI

EXCEL Program Selection Components

California Standards Test

(English Language Arts and Math)

California Language Development Test

District Reading Benchmark Test

Non-verbal screening test

Teacher Recommendation of Unique Talents

(Student Profile of Gifted Characteristics)
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The selection process for EXCEL has many strengths, namely its use of
multiple sources of student information. However, as illustrated by the GATE
Psychologist and District Coordinator, the selection process also creates
challenges for schools. The GATE Psychologist described one aspect of why

the selection criteria is challenging.

We are doing a large scoop of high achieving children compared to
the other children at that particular school. We may even be scooping
down to the average level and sometimes I am not sure teachers
understand that. Not everyone is going to rise to the occasion. We
know that the children have not had opportunities from a very young
age so we are going to immerse them in the richness that comes forth
in an EXCEL class and hopefully they will rise above the level where
they are currently working.

The GATE Coordinator shared, that because the selection criteria has some
“wiggle room,” there is often an “opportunity to give a student a shot because
you think they’ll do well.” She described that a challenge ensues when a
student struggles and the school site quickly makes a move toward removing
the student from the program rather than focusing on supporting the student
in the EXCEL classroom. The District GATE Coordinator described the

highlights of the Long Beach program to include its selection criteria.

I think the EXCEL model, where we are now, has really added a
dimension to our traditional GATE program that was lacking. That is
by building in a more flexible selection process, by bringing in the
multiple criteria for selection, we are servicing so many more students
who before wouldn’t have been referred for screening because the
identification was so narrow.
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The District GATE program and the District EXCEL program share

several common traits and have some program traits that differentiate them

from one another. Table VII illustrates the commonalities and the differences.



Table VII

GATE Programs-A Common Perspective

i Identification through
multiple criteria

68

Districtwide identification
uses multiple set criteria

Selection of approximi
10p.20% of students a

Selection of approximately
top 6% of students in
district

_school site

Application to GATE
classes at any GATE or
EXCEL school

| Instruction follows state
| content standards and core
1 curriculum

ated in schools
e

Igw

Located in schools across
the district

Goal for all
EXCEL/GATE is for
teachers to pursue formal
and informal GATE
certification through

| professional development

| EXCEL & GATE receive
matching annual budget

Combined GATE, EXCEL
and High Achievers at
some middle schools
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The entire LBUSD Gifted and Talented program, which includes the
District EXCEL program, is based upon the California Recommended
Standards for Programs for Gifted and Talented Students. A District Plan
(Gifted and Talented Education Application for 2002-2005) was written to
describe the way that each of the state standards is being addressed. The
Long Beach Unified GATE application was one of only two in the state of
California to receive a five-year program approval (on a scale from one to
three years) exceeding the “normal” three-year exemplary approval. Central
to the plan is a series of effective program attributes used to describe the
Long Beach Unified program. The following characteristics describe the
attributes that the Long Beach Unified School District program has been
based upon. These characteristics were used to compare the district program
to the research on effective gifted programs. The following capture how the
Long Beach Unified School District describes its GATE Plan.
Higher order thinking skills are taught and implemented.
Differentiation is evident through student discussions, student
assignments and student products.
e Depth and complexity of the core curriculum is evident through the
use of icons, open- ended assignments, and independent study.
o Students participate in an enriched literacy program through the use
of literature circles, Jr. Great Books and Socratic Seminars.
e Flexible grouping, based upon ability, interest or learning styles is

evident.

e Curriculum Compacting is applied when appropriate in Math and
other skill-based subject areas.

o Teachers incorporate a grade level thematic approach using global
themes to teach the “big ideas”.
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¢ Displayed student work, the use of flexible grouping, and interest and
learning centers all provide evidence of an enriched classroom
environment.

e Advanced Technology.
A classroom that includes a differentiated curriculum that is responsive to the
needs, interests and abilities of gifted students is a districtwide expectation
based on the state standards (Standard 3.1) and District GATE Plan. In the
Long Beach Unified School District, differentiation is communicated and
taught to teachers through several means: district training for GATE teacher
certification, Lead Teacher meetings, site training, Principals’ meetings and
through on-going communication and coaching. Based on the state standards,
a tool was developed to be used to coach teachers at schools throughout the
district and as a means of encouraging self-reflection among GATE/EXCEL
teachers. The “Indicators of Differentiation for GATE and EXCEL Students”
identifies those aspects that should be evident in all GATE and EXCEL
classrooms (See Appendix D). Observations revealed that fifteen of the
fifteen classrooms that were a part of this study had evidence of some
aspect/s of differentiation as described on this informal guideline. The range
of evidence included a classroom where 14 out of the 16 indicators were
present or observed to a classroom where three of the indicators were present
or observed.

Interviews with teachers produced a plethora of data explaining how

the use of specific strategies and differentiated methods of delivering the
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EXCEL curricula make their classroom different from others at their
respective grade levels. The strategies that were most often described in
interviews are included in the following table (Table VIII) with comments
that illustrate their classroom use and effect. The strategies illustrated in
Table VIII were also noted in classroom observations during the data
collection phase of this study. These methods of differentiating were
observed in many different combinations in EXCEL classrooms during this
study. The range of implementation of the noted indicators included a
classroom with only one indicator present to a classroom with all seven

indicators present in combination.



72

Table VIII
Teacher Descriptions of Implementation of Differentiation

Scholarly traits and intellectual traits are my behavior plém.”-

“I definitely adhere to the Kaplan theories with depth and
complexity.”

“We differ [from other classrooms] in that we use depth and
complexity in all of our areas of study.”

This indicator was mentioned several times, but each time the
teacher explained that with this year’s implementation of Open
Court, they have had to put the use of a universal theme on hold.

“Independent studies [make my classroom different from the
others at my grade level]. [ don’t think I necessarily have to
teach all of the standards because a lot of them already have it. 1
just quickly review and then they work in groups a lot of the
time or individually. I monitor, but I try to fade back. If they
have questions, I help them, but I don’t sit right next to them.”

“To address the needs of my students I do a lot of curriculum
compacting where students test out of a chapter and don’t have
to sit and go through a lesson they already know. This gives me
time for other things.”

“Compacting especially gives me a chance to really push those
high kids.”

“I am able to give the pre-test and determine according to the
lesson who needs what skill. If they have already passed that
skill, then they can work on a challenge activity.”

“Differentiation is the most important way that I meet the needs
of my students. I have some groups with very high ability and I
give them different tasks based on their ability.”

“ 1 differentiate by using tiered assignments. I’ll decide what
they can do on their own and I usually give more support to
lower students and then it is all independent for the higher
students.”

“I think differentiation is the most obvious way [that I meet the
needs of the high ability students.”

“Differentiation is the most important way [that | meet the needs
of the high ability students. I have some groups with high ability
and I give them differentiated tasks.”

“Differentiation makes the biggest difference in my class
because it lets me work with students who 1 know need me
more.”

“Differentiation definitely makes the biggest difference.”
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The second research question used in this study, “What variations in
the implementation of Long Beach Unified School District’s EXCEL
model decrease the level of undefachievement among urban gifted
students?” was answered through in-depth interviews with district leaders,
site administrators and EXCEL teachers. The following themes emerged as
the variations that decrease the level of underachievement among urban

gifted students in the schools studied.

Training

Teacher training is known as a variable that positively affects the
educational experience of students. Throughout the interviews that took
place, the kinds of training that benefit a particular group of students (i.e.
urban gifted students) and the need to cultivate those types of training were
evidenced in this study. Fifteen out of 15 teachers who were interviewed
mentioned participating in some kind of training that has helped them,
specifically in working with urban gifted students. Three out of 3 site
administrators attribute a part of their school’s success to either pre-service,
district or site level training that their teachers and support staff have
participated in. Furthermore, teachers, site administrators and district
personnel frequently stated, that the alliance with a teacher education
program that incorporates strategies to assist teachers in meeting the needs of

urban gifted students is having an impact on the district EXCEL program.
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The following describes the three trends within the context of training that
emerged in this study as contributors to the students’ and the schools’
success: (1) pre-service training, (2) the connection between training and
staffing within urban school programs in the Long Beach Unified School
District and (3) district training that teachers participate in.
Training: Pre-service

Teacher preparation was one of the key factors described by
administrators and teachers as playing a role in the success of their program.
Both EXCEL teachers and site administrators who were interviewed,
described teacher preparation as having an effect on the level of success of
their students. In this study, six out of the 15 teachers who were interviewed
obtained their teaching credential through the University of Southern
California’s credential program. They further stated that they were highly
influenced by Dr. Sandra Kaplan, a USC professor known for her work
related to gifted education. One site administrator stated her belief that the
training that four of the five EXCEL teachers at her site underwent, while
they were students at the University of Southern California, was the highlight
of her school’s program.

I really believe that the fact that our teachers are highly trained and

deeply committed to their work is a signature of our program They

are continually building our program through their own continuation
of learning and collaboration.
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Another site administrator referred to training when asked, “Why is this
group the best group that you have ever worked with as an EXCEL team?”
He stated that, “Two of them [out of four] came out of Sandra Kaplan’s
~ program, who I captured.” This same administrator attributes consistency
within his school’s program to having an influence on their success by
stating, “Teacher training has brought consistency to the program.”

All of the six teachers interviewed who were trained in the University
of Southern California credential program named Dr. Sandra Kaplan as a
person whose work has influenced their entry into teaching and positively
influenced their teaching. They attribute much of their interest in teaching
gifted students to their work with Dr. Kaplan. One of them shared the
following.

It was through Sandra Kaplan because I went into teaching and she

emphasized the depth and complexity stuff with us. 1 figured, okay, I

can do this. I did my student teaching in a class that had EXCEL kids

so that helped me also. After my first six months of getting my feet on

the ground, I realized that I had strategies under my belt that I had

been using and I finally realized, this all makes sense now. I started

reading because [ wanted to find out more about it [gifted education]

and then I realized that my training [at USC] was geared toward them.
Another teacher attributes her interest in gifted education as being directly
related to Dr. Kaplan’s teaching and discussion of gifted education.

I didn’t have an interest in teaching gifted students prior to my

program. That just happened because of Dr. Kaplan. I had never

really thought about it, but because that is such her focus, she got me
interested in it. When I was interviewing with Long Beach Unified,
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that is what got my attention, because of Dr. Kaplan. I wouldn’t have
known that it was something to be interested in other than that.

Although EXCEL teachers explained that their teaching credential program at
USC was not exclusively designed to learning about gifted students, teachers
also stated that much of the work that they did in their credentialing program
has helped them to meet the needs of the urban EXCEL students who they
currently work with.
Dr. Kaplan from SC was so inspiring about what you can do. The
focus [of the program] was on teaching methodology and using what
you can do with gifted kids with all kids. Now that I am teaching in
EXCEL, I use all of what I learned and it really works with my kids.
Training: Staffing
Two of the three site administrators described collaborating with the
District GATE Coordinator when selecting a teacher because they are able to
secure teachers who were trained in the University of Southern California’s
credential program, specifically, who have worked with Dr. Sandra Kaplan.
I really love the work that Dr. Kaplan does. So, I look for teachers
who are trained by her and I have been fortunate to have found great
people. That’s through working with [GATE Coordinator] and just
through word of mouth.
One school administrator describes how teacher training even caused her to
expand her program from a second through fifth grade program to a first

through fifth grade program. When asked, “What was the reason for adding

the first grade classroom to your EXCEL program?” the site administrator
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stated, “One is that I found a fabulous teacher who came out of Sandra
Kaplan’s USC program who I thought would be dynamite.”

Teachers also understand the connection between Long Beach
Unified School District and University of Southern California and have
utilized the connection for career information and recommendations.

When we actually started looking for jobs, we asked Dr. Kaplan

where we should look for good EXCEL programs and she mentioned

Long Beach Unified. We got a hold of [GATE Coordinator] and she

put us where we are.

For students who had been trained in USC’s teacher credentialing program
and were open to going to a nearby district to work, but were uncertain about
where to apply, Dr. Kaplan had a direct influence on their decision making
too.

I had no interest when I was going through my teacher preparation

courses in teaching gifted students. It wasn’t even a thought. But, |

went to USC and Dr. Kaplan, I had no clue who she was, was just

teaching me how to be a teacher. She told me about Long Beach and

the EXCEL program and it interested me so I came and I interviewed.
Training: District Training/GATE Certification

Of the fifteen teachers interviewed, all but one has either completed
or is in the process of completing the Long Beach Unified School District
GATE certification program. The Long Beach Unified GATE Certification
requires participation in 45 hours of dedicated training and/or research time

that focuses on working with gifted learners. It also requires the preparation

and presentation of a portfolio that illustrates the teacher’s/administrator’s
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work in relation to the District certification standards. The value of
participating in District training sessions as part of the certification process is
evident through teachers’ comments.
I saw that there was going to be a district class on teaching Socratic
Seminar and I went and took notes. I applied them the very next day
in the classroom. It will be the same when I go tonight to the models
of instruction.
A second year teacher who was credentialed in the USC program expresses
how the training continues to help her build upon her pre-service training.
I learned a lot in my courses at USC about working with gifted kids.
But, now that [ am in the classroom, I am really able to figure out
what works and make it affect my teaching. The District training is
aligned to what I learned and helps me continue my learning. I have
even been asked to present one of the District classes.
Site administrators also value district training. When asked about where her
teachers were in the process of becoming GATE certified, one administrator
described her school’s scenario.
They haven’t finished their certification, but they are working on it.
One of the things that they were told is that if they are not going to
finish their certification or I don’t start seeing what I want to see, that
they won’t be teaching in that program anymore. It’s not just a given

because you are already in it.

At this same school site, the Vice Principal, who oversees the EXCEL team,



79
is working on her GATE Certification as well. One of the other site
administrators expressed her own positive experience in relation to attending
training.
I, myself, have become more knowledgeable about the depth and
complexity model and I go to the GATE Office meetings to increase
my knowledge and then to really be able to push the envelope in my
school’s implementation.
Training is not only seen as a way of helping teachers to teach “better.” It is
clearly expressed as a means of increasing student achievement. This aspect
of training is evidenced in a statement by the District GATE Coordinator
when asked, “What supports are offered to schools to monitor and/or enhance
the school program?”
There is so much training available. Besides the annual conference
[California Association for the Gifted], there is training offered every
single month. People can come or not come, so if you miss it one
month, you can come back the next month. There’s also our Summer
Institute where teachers get trained in new methodology and work
collaboratively to learn new things.
The Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum, Instruction and Professional
Development shared her belief that the District Coordinator’s work with
consultants, namely Sandra Kaplan, has been instrumental in the
development of the GATE Certification plan and that the partnership has

“given us information feedback from an outside lens that has helped.” She

noted that it is the District Coordinator’s leadership that has actually allowed
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the plan to be realized. However, her collaboration with many agencies and
knowledgeable people that has enhanced the plan.
Collaboration

Collaboration between schools’ EXCEL teams, site administrators,
district GATE personnel and school sites, also emerged as contributors to
student success. The value of a particular type of collaboration seemed to be
dependent on the perspective from which the person works.
Collaboration: Teachers and Site Administrators

The way that site administrators support EXCEL programs varied
from school to school. An overall sense of support was evident in all three
schools in this study and the data suggests that there is a distinct style of
support in each school. Although site administrator support in the three
schools was often described as lacking direct involvement, teachers
expressed feeling supported and did not specifically state ways that they wish
the site administrator would become involved differently with the EXCEL
program.

I would actually like more involvement. I feel like we have a great

deal in place, but I kind of feel like at a school like this, we are the

program that kind of runs on autopilot. We are doing fine, but at the

same time, it would be nice to have more input.

When asked how the administrative staff gets involved with the EXCEL

program at their school site, one teacher describes knowing that expectations
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and support exist, but also expressed a sense that the success of their students

has been left up to the teacher team.

I think we have a little latitude as far as things that we do in our
classrooms. Certainly, [Principal] has a set of expectations and things
that she wants us to do, but the EXCEL classrooms tend to put their
own twist on it. [Principal] has more to worry about than our kids. So,
she has turned that over to [Vice Principal] and she has confidence in
our abilities. We work together and so she has just sort of let it up to
us.

One school site EXCEL team receives their direct support from the Vice

Principal who oversees the EXCEL program.

Our Vice Principal is over the EXCEL program. She is our
coordinator, so she is always at our meeting and that type of thing. I
think she really helps us to stay focused and stay on track and keep up
with what our EXCEL goals are for the year, so that we are all kind of
on the same page and that all of our kids’ needs are met throughout
the year. I think that our Principal definitely supports that too.

According to the site administrator at this school, the Vice Principal “is in

charge of that program,” yet she, too, interacts with the teachers on a regular

basis.

On the Thursday when we have differentiated meetings, then they all
meet together and she facilitates that meeting. Plus, there is a teacher
leader and she helps the Vice Principal come up with the things that
they should be discussing and doing. So, I interact with their
meetings, but usually I am at the Literacy meeting. I look over their
agendas, their finished products, I tell her the things that I am not
seeing in the classroom when I go in for a visit and talk with them
about that kind of stuff. Then, just my regular evaluation of
instruction.

Teachers at another school site describe the kind of support that they receive

as having discretion to make decisions about their program. One teacher at
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the site stated, “I would say that they give us the freedom to do what we
want, but at the same time it is very minimal.” Another teacher at the same
school site describes support as opportunities to attend training.

They let us go to CAG [California Association for the Gifted
Conference] and to the Long Beach Summer Institute [district
training}. We were able to get subs for those days and be able to go to
those things and I think that is very helpful to my teaching.

At the third school site in this study teachers describe their administrative
support as being responsive to the needs of the team, yet that the team was

open to more direct program input from administrators.

We are supported. Anything we ask for within reason. In terms of
wanting, we all sat down at the beginning of the year and said that we
wanted to see more continuity between the programs and we basically
asked [Vice Principal] if we could have time to go see what other
people are doing. And..we told her that wanted to get our kids
involved with each other. They were all for that with subs and
working stuff out for us. I feel like they have a great deal in place, but
I kind of feel like at a school like this, we are the program that kind of
runs on autopilot. We are doing fine, but at the same time, it would be
nice to have more input.

All three of the site administrators stated that the interaction that they have
with their EXCEL teams is similar to the interaction that they have with other
components of their school sites. A site administrator described her everyday
interaction with EXCEL teachers in the following way.
We all [staff] meet regularly to talk about assessment and student
progress and monitoring the results. We have formal Key Results
meetings three times a year in groups. Sometimes I meet individually
with teachers. I remember two years ago when [third grade EXCEL

teacher] was devastated with her reading results. So, we analyzed
what were the things that needed to change in her program so that her
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results could change. It was obvious that the kids didn’t come with a

lot of background and vocabulary. So, she really worked on

developing schema and we talked about different ways to increase

kids’ vocabulary.
Another site administrator stated that, “The program is pretty much our
school program. We are doing Open Court, so they are doing Open Court
etc.” The third site administrator in the study described her interaction with
the EXCEL team as indicative of the way she interacts with any school
program. She stated, “My interaction with the EXCEL team is pretty much
the same way that I interact with any of the programs or classes at the
school.”
Collaboration-Site EXCEL teams

The strongest illustrations of collaboration appear to be those
examples of teachers working with other teachers. Members of all three
teams of teachers shared that they meet regularly in some form. An
interesting finding that emerged when teams described the kinds of meeting
that they had was that the team meetings focused intensely on planning and
curriculum implementation with very little (or no) time spent talking about
student needs or issues such as underachievement (as will be discussed in the
Interventions section of this chapter). When asked about how the District

GATE Plan influences his/her classroom, some aspects of collaboration are

also evident.
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I would definitely say that when we have EXCEL meetings we make
sure that we are doing what is on that scope and sequence and that has
been our outline for our school since it began. It is great for us to talk
about the scope and sequence because you can make sure that you
don’t step on each other’s toes and that you don’t repeat too much. It
is more of a building process.

Collaboration also provides a time for the aspects of being a team to play out.
Team meetings are not without some challenges as evidenced by the
following teacher’s comment.

We have GATE/EXCEL team meetings with our team and that is kind
of a fun time to talk about what is working and what is not and help
each other out with next steps, but it is kind of hard because you have
different people who feel they cannot really benefit from that.

For a new teacher, the issue of collaboration can be critical for a successful
EXCEL classroom program.

We have EXCEL meetings. We talk about what kinds of things we
are working on like, “Think Like a Disciplinarian.” So, recently, we
talked about those and other things that we can do. Then we were
talking about “Think Like an Economist” to give each other tips. We
just meet and discuss our questions. Since I am the new kid on the
block, they are really helpful and supportive. I also have [third grade
teacher] as my BTSA coach, so when we meet for BTSA we can also
build upon the things that were discussed in our EXCEL team
meeting. This really helps me to know the best way to implement
stuff in my classroom.

Other teachers note the effect that meeting consistently has upon their
program.
The first few months we managed to meet almost every Tuesday. It’s
really the only way to talk about things and make sure that we are all

on the same page and that we are doing our universal themes in our
classroom.
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Another teacher describes how curriculum implementation is enhanced by the
time to meet with the entire team.

We have a monthly EXCEL meeting and we collaborate a lot on some
of the strategies that are working for us and different ways to use
some of the higher level thinking and the icons and the independent
studies and all of that stuff. Since I am new to this, it really helps me
to understand the things that I am trying to teach.

When asked, “What the most helpful part of meeting is?” one teacher stated

the following.
We get together and we share what we are working on in our
classrooms. We share different strategies and things or maybe
someone attended a seminar that they want to share about. One of the
members attended a conference and she brought back lots of good
stuff. This allows us to plan new things together based on what we’ve
learned.

When asked about how meeting helped him in his classroom, one teacher

noted the indirect influence of another teacher’s preparation program on his

classroom implementation.
Two of the teachers came through USC with Sandra Kaplan, which is
the model that the EXCEL program uses. When 1 talk to them they
say, “Well, Kaplan told me this and her is something that Kaplan
showed us.” Then they will show me what she said and I can kind of
get that and use it in my classroom.

Collaboration-District

The GATE Coordinator is also credited with contributing to the

collaborative culture that to exists at school sites. In describing a challenge
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with the implementation of Open Court, a site administrator noted that, even
given a challenge, collaboration exists.

The challenge of having to give up Jr. Great Books to embrace Open
Court was huge...They accepted it because of [GATE Coordinator’s]
work to help them see how they can compact lessons and to see how
they can make this work. And then the collaboration that she nurtures
within the community of teachers has made a huge difference.
The District GATE Plan is a working document that is based on standards
that provide a structure for all aspects of serving gifted students in the
district. Teachers noted, when asked about their knowledge of the District
GATE Plan, that they had heard about the plan through District training and
that the District GATE Coordinator.
I have seen documentation on it [the written GATE Plan] in terms of
what I am doing with it I would say is more along the lines of
training. I know what the outline is per grade level and I know how
we are doing it. [GATE Coordinator] is good about talking about the
Plan at trainings.
Interviews revealed that the GATE Coordinator is known as a person who
stays in touch with school programs and makes herself available to site teams
who request her assistance in implementation of their program.
[GATE Coordinator] is just fabulous in terms of providing us with the
information and the standards. And, the other thing is that she brings
us along. She raises the bar, she helps all of us.
The District Coordinator self-reported that one of the main ways that she

feels that she can influence implementation of EXCEL programs is through

direct involvement and collaboration with school site teams. She noted that
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working with teachers on release time and coaching them in their classrooms
are critical to ensuring consistency of implementation across the district.

I think that the number one thing that ensures the implementation of
the things that we are trying to do is the team having time to meet
with me. I think that we should meet each year...revisit the site plan,
set some new goals. It really kind of forces some issues because it is a
small group meeting and they have to come and work on their stuff
and update what they want to do and evaluate how well they are
doing. As far as program-wise, last year | walked through almost all
of our schools and my goal is to do the same this year. Walk-throughs
are the best way because you get to see things firsthand and then can
work with the team right where they are.
In addition to collaboration on teaching methodology and curriculum
development, the relationship between the District GATE Office and school
sites also involves working to assist students. When asked about how a
teacher might support an underachieving student in her classroom, a teacher
shared the following perspective.
I would ask the Counselor to come and observe the student. I would
ask another GATE teacher from the school or I would get [GATE
Coordinator] from the GATE Office to come and we would try to put
together some strategies to help that student.
Interventions
The data from this study suggests that teachers and school teams are
interested in helping urban gifted students to be successful, both academically
and socially. A high degree of teacher efficacy exists as evidenced from

interviews and follow-up observations. Teachers feel responsible for the

success of their students and take steps to “assist their underachievers.” In
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fact, in analyzing the interview data, it was evident that teachers rely upon
themselves as the primary means of assisting underachievers to improve. It is
also evident that there is a lack of connectedness between school and district
level interventions. Interviews revealed that district personnel and site
administrators state the availability of support resources, yet teachers do not
access those resources on a regular basis. An example of this is illustrated in
a teacher’s comment. When asked about whether or not she had utilized the
school’s SST process to discuss the needs of any student who is struggling,
one teacher noted the following.
[ haven’t [used the SST process]. I haven’t felt like I’ve had any
[underachievers] yet where I needed to take it to that level. Mostly the
problems I have had are “not quite getting it” yet. I have had a couple
of other interventions that I dealt with this year, but not through the
SST process.

Another teacher’s sense of efficacy is evident in her comments. Yet, her

comment also suggests the need for a forum to discuss the specific needs of

urban gifted students’ challenges.
We do have that opportunity [to bring a student to the SST]. We could
do that but it would take a lot because you know it takes a lot to get
OUR kids there. I am one that really tries to work with my kids within
my classroom setting with the parents and myself unless there is a
severe reason why I can’t and the student needs to go for an SST
because of learning or behavior difficulties that are really hindering
their work in the classroom. I really try within my classroom setting
to deal with my students in the best way possible.

Ten out of the 15 teachers interviewed stated that they currently have a

student who they consider to be an underachiever. However, not one teacher
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referenced an intervention that was specific to a gifted learner or referred to a
skill that was learned through training or school site discussion specific to
gifted students. Furthenﬁore, it became clear throughout the interviews that
there is a lack of understanding about what criteria, if any, exists to determine
whether or not a student is underachieving within the EXCEL program. This
finding may lead us to areas that are open for further study as we ask
ourselves, “Are there interventions that are best matched to urban gifted
learners?” that might be implemented at the classroom level to diminish
underachievement.
Interventions-District Level

All three district level personnel described processes and support
systems that are in place to support underachievers. In a discussion centered
around the issues of underachievement in Long Beach Unified School
District, the Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum, Instruction and
Professional Development described what she feels is being done to address
some of the specific issues.

[GATE Coordinator] has set up a number of trainings for schools on

how to address the unmotivated student, how to address the

underachiever. She has brought in outside consultants to do that kind

of work. So, she has been trying. The GATE Certification also

addresses all of these different categories that are challenges because

gifted students are at risk in so many ways. [GATE Psychologist] and
[GATE Coordinator] have also done training.
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The GATE Psychologist described two main avenues in which she provides
support to school sites. The first is a direct connection to the School
Counselor who is typically responsible for managing the selection, placement
and monitoring of EXCEL students.
When we meet with Counselors, one of the forms that I give them is a
form asking for a team meeting at the school to discuss a child who
has been brought to their attention who is underachieving in the
EXCEL program. The form is to pull a team together, to look at the
strengths and weaknesses and the particular needs of the student and

then develop some strategies to try for at least six weeks before a

decision is made to remove the child from the classroom if that should
be.

This meeting does not typically involve the District Psychologist unless she is
called speciﬁcally to participate. The District Psychologist describes the
GATE Office to be somewhat of an “outside agency” in terms of direct
involvement in interventions. The second avenue that the District
Psychologist uses to address underachievement is training. Through the
GATE Certification offerings, the District Psychologist offers sessions on
identification, characteristics of gifted students and various intervention
topics. The District GATE Coordinator shared that the workshops on
underachievement are also available to school site teams, either EXCEL or
other, because the strategies are not only for gifted students. She also noted
that consultant work, specifically the influence of Maureen Neinhart, has
been offered to schools to increase district staff members’ understanding of

gifted students’ social-emotional needs.
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Interventions-School Level

At the school level, site administrators and teachers reported that
EXCEL students are not treated any differently than those students who are
struggling in other classrooms. However, the data suggests that EXCEL
students often are not discussed beyond their classroom or an informal setting
unless they exhibit severe behavioral issues. Although school sites in Long
Beach Unified have an SST process, according to the data only two teachers
reported ever using this process for the benefit of their EXCEL students.
According to the Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum, Instruction and
Professional Development, school sites are responsible for providing some
specific things that “we do for all kids.”

...to monitor their achievement through multiple measures, to provide

re-teaching opportunities, to determine what the cause is if it’s not an

instructional thing, to bring in the appropriate interventions whether it

be counseling or working with the parent and getting some extra

support for the student. So, it’s almost in a way building an [EP type

of thing for kids who are really struggling in the program because it

could be a social emotional area that the student is struggling with or

it could be social interactions.
The District GATE Coordinator described the expectation for schools when

asked what schools should be doing to address underachievement at their

sites.



92

It’s really no different than any school’s SST process. One thing that
they should not be worrying about is how you exit a student from the
EXCEL program because EXCEL has a lot of wiggle room. I think
that schools have to be clear about the interventions and what they
will do with kids who stop achieving or who this is not the right place
for.
A site administrator described her SST process to “work brilliantly here.”
Yet, when asked if EXCEL teachers regularly bring an underachiever through
the process, she stated, “No, there are far fewer conversations about EXCEL
kids than our other kids. We have a much smaller percentage of our students
in EXCEL. But, I guess I need to look at that.” At that same site, the site
administrator explained that the school psychologist does work with EXCEL
teachers who have students that need behavior plans formed. However, not
one of the five teachers interviewed at the site noted their work with the

School Psychologist when describing school support systems.

We have a School Psychologist who is fabulous. She might go in,
without having a formal SST or anything, say “Why don’t you try

or maybe if you did ” and all of the sudden the child
improves and you have a teacher who goes, “Oh, I can’t believe the
change.”

Another site administrator, when asked about EXCEL teachers’ opportunities
to refer students for the school interventions (i.e. after school program,
tutoring) stated, “Whatever support we have here is available to them t00.”
Further description of any support systems that were in place specifically for

EXCEL students was not available.
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At one of the schools studied, an intervention-oriented connection
existed between the classroom teacher and a support teacher as a means of
intervening for students who are struggling, including EXCEL students. The
site administrator described the purpose of the alliance.

Those students are discussed between the Specialist that’s assigned to

that teacher at conferences that we call knee to knees. So, then the

teacher has to say in their plan [that they turn in to the site

administrator] how they are going to remedy and what small group

the child is in and how they are addressing that need. On top of the

plan, they might receive additional support from the Specialist.
Teachers at all three school sites were not able to describe school support
systems other than referring to schoolwide tutoring or general after school
programs. Several comments that are similar to the following comment
capture what appears to be teachers’ beliefs about why EXCEL students are
not availed of school opportunities that are tailored to the needs of
underachieving gifted students.

I don’t think that there is anything for low achieving EXCEL students

because if they are reading on grade level, they don’t get the after

school interventions that are targeted to our literacy and ELL students

even if they are underachieving.
At another school, an EXCEL teacher stated, “I don’t think there are specific
systems for gifted underachievers. There is kind of an informal system for
our students who are just underachieving in general. But, there isn’t a safety

net specifically for underachieving gifted students.” Very few teachers (3)

stated that they utilize their school’s SST process and those who did thought
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the process was primarily for students who might “have a condition.” One
teacher describes an experience with the school’s SST process.

I guess there is SST, but that is supposed to be more if they have a
condition. I used the SST process on a bright gifted student who was
completely hyperactive and what I got out of it was they either needed
to be medicated or we needed to find something in class that we could
do to focus them. It was something that could have been done for any
student in the school, but it definitely was not spec1ﬁc to
underachieving gifted students.
Other teachers expressed frustration with the outcome of the SST process in
her statement, “I did have a student who I brought to the SST, but he ended
up not being in the gifted program.” Another teacher expressed uncertainty
about what to do with an underachieving gifted student.
I brought the student up with another teacher. I tried to do some
things to help the student, but what ended up happening is that he was
exited from EXCEL for the next year.
The issue of exiting unsuccessful EXCEL students emerged as an area of
concern and confusion. Although it was stated by the District GATE
Coordinator and District GATE Psychologist that the GATE Office advocates
for keeping students in EXCEL “unless it is strongly believed that the other
classroom and the other teacher would be a better position to address the
student’s needs,” five out of the 15 teachers interviewed referred to students
being exited from the EXCEL program when they were “challenging.”
If a child’s behavior is influencing how well they are performing in
their classroom and not their ability, then it would be the advice of

this office to not remove them from the classroom, but to develop
interventions to deal with the behavior. We are emphatic about that.
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And so, it if is strictly behavior, why would a regular ed. teacher be
more capable of dealing with those issues than a GATE teacher?

One site administrator stated how she advocates for students who were placed
in EXCEL to stay in EXCEL.
There is a tendency in GATE/EXCEL to not want to include those
kids [who have behavior issues] because you know they won’t do the
work. They just don’t have the study habits that they need to succeed
in this program. My answer is, “Yes they do. Just like every other
teacher has challenging children, your job is to develop those children
so they can excel.”
When this same site administrator was asked about whether or not students
with behavior issues were kept in her school’s EXCEL program, she stated,
“Absolutely. They would be bored to death because these kids need
interventions. They [teachers] have got to work really hard to figure out what
itis.”
Interventions-Classroom Level
As stated, the data collected in this study suggests a high degree of
interest (from teachers and site administrators) in positively affecting student
achievement. Furthermore, observations revealed that there is a high degree
of teacher efficacy among those who participated in this study. However, a
finding within this study is that teachers infrequently reach out beyond their

own classrooms for student support, even when they have exhausted their

own repertoire of ideas and/or strategies. The District GATE Psychologist,
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when asked about some of the things teachers should be doing to diminish

underachievement included the following comment.

I think teachers try to handle it. They don’t know to search out asking
for help because they feel that they will look bad when actually,
perhaps the problems that are being addressed in that classroom
require other people coming in to look at how to restructure it...and
the teacher cannot restructure it within their own classroom. Maybe it
requires going to another teacher for part of the day. Maybe it requires
some outside counseling. It might require utilizing the nurse. But, I
think that teachers are so accustomed to dealing with problems within
their own domain, which is the enclosed classroom, that they don’t

always reach out for help.

Multiple comments from teachers describe the same situation, one in which

they attempt through ‘everyday’ teacher practices (not those designed

especially to meet the needs of gifted students), to meet the needs of their

underachieving students. Examples of teacher comments are as follows:

“This is actually my first exposure to an underachieving student. I
have worked with [Vice Principal] and the Counselor for the
behavior problems and the emotional problems. We have some
incentives planned for him to do his work. I basically give him
encouragement and stay on him to get his work done.”

“I give those students [that can’t finish] extra time and even
conference with them to find out what they are interested in.
Unfortunately, we can’t just have them do what they are interested in
the whole time but I think we can make a pact with them. If you do
this, I will make sure that you have time to do your own studying.”

“I have a few kids who take a little bit longer on tests and it’s hard to
wait. So, sometimes I will let them go to another room so that they
can finish....a quiet room.”

“I tell them that I am available after school to help them. Or, at lunch.
I try to make myself available and I kind of know which kids aren’t
getting it.”

“I will start by having them stay in to finish. I will call home to see if
it is okay to stay after. I am just trying to motivate them to realize



97

why it is important, why they are doing it and why they should be
trying their best.”

e “I'might pull them over to the side and say, “Let’s work on this
strategy today Let’s read the story together, let’s look for some facts.”
That type of thing.”

e “Itry to figure out the reward, the carrot thing, what they will work
for. The hot button right now is the computer for research. So,
sometimes I might say, “If you finish that response journal, you can
get on the computer.” I find out what their interest is.”

e “Typically, in my classroom, the expectation is that you will finish
and if you don’t, then it goes home and it is extra work. If a child
continues to not finish their work, then I will pull them aside and talk
to them to ask if there is some external factor that is influencing their
work. Some of my kids need a behavior report because they need
constant positive reinforcement.”

Expectations

The influence of teacher expectations on student achievement has
long been shown to have a positive effect. “Many studies have shown that
student achievement is enhanced when teachers communicate high
expectations to their students” (Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, & Ouston,
1979; Mortimore, 1991). In the context of this study, teachers present clear
data about their expectations for their high achieving students. Of particular
interest in this study was not only the clear expectations for achievement, but
also the level of student independence that was expected. Teachers within
this study appeared to be constantly looking for “how high is high enough”
when it comes to the achievement levels of the students in their class.

Teachers also communicated that they are in a continual search to push

students to higher levels by really knowing a student and his or her strengths
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and needs. Yet, 11 out of 15 teachers described at least one activity in their
classroom that was primarily based on independent work or study.

The GATE Coordinator, site administrators and EXCEL teachers all
name high expectations as a critical aspect of diminishing underachievement
among their EXCEL students. According to the GATE Coordinator, one of
the things that occurs at school sites that has the greatest effect on student
achievement is, “teachers having high expectations.” One site administrator,
in describing the challenges within the EXCEL program at her school site
stated the following.

The other challenge for me is raising the bar in terms of student work.

I need evidence that these kids are held to higher standards than what

anybody else in the school is held to and that the kids know what the

standards are, can articulate the standards, and can actually evaluate
their own work
Another site administrator described her expectations through the purpose for
cultivating a program for high achieving neighborhood students, even those
who might not have been officially selected at the point of entry into the
program.

A lot of times they were not students who met the criteria, they were

just neighborhood kids who I thought were good solid students who

could benefit from the rigor of the program. I thought it was good for

them. The percentage of students who do test in within a couple of
years is remarkable.
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When asked what it is about her strongest teacher that she feels makes the
biggest difference with students, this same administrator describes a teacher
from her EXCEL group in the following way.

I think it is her ability to push the students to think beyond a rote
answer, to be able to help students to think about what they are
learning and articulate it. I always see her questioning, pushing
students, not giving them the answer, just making them think.

In describing the use of data by all teachers at his school site, the third
administrator in this study shared the following way that he pushes teachers
to hold students to high expectations through data analysis.

When we look at data, sometimes my EXCEL teachers don’t feel the
urgency as other teachers. “My kids learn. My kids achieve.” But
what level do they achieve. And, what level could they achieve? For
example, when we do our Open Court Unit meetings, we know their
data is going to be higher because they have a homogenous group. We
still share our information with each other on what our plan or our
next steps are.

Teachers described their expectations for students through responses to many
of the interview questions. When asked about the particular strategies that are
used in her classroom a first grade teacher shared the way in which teacher
expectations influence her students overall behavior and self-management.
I just have high expectations and they know that. They know that they
can’t be playing around because I expect them to learn and I tell them
that it is their job. My job is to teach and their job is to listen and

learn. They are pretty responsive to that. I think that is the most
important part, setting a standard that they are held accountable for.
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Teachers in EXCEL classrooms expressed a strong sense that knowing
students on an individual level is critical in relation to their expectations for
them. One teacher described her philosophy about teaching urban gifted
students.
My philosophy about teaching gifted students is that there has to be a
lot of individualization. That increases my workload a lot, but I have
found that the kids respect me more as a teacher knowing that I see
their needs and their strengths and their weaknesses. I think they
enjoy being pushed at their level and not having to re-learn stuff that
they already know.
Another teacher’s description of why students become bored illustrated her
interest in finding out students’ levels of capacity before determining the
level at which they can achieve.
Kids might be getting a perfect score, but it might be the easiest thing
in the world to them. They will be bored because they realize that
they can get away by doing basics for them and they will never push
themselves. So, for me, finding out where they need to be pushed is
critical to their success.
The need for each teacher to challenge his or her students at different levels
appears to be the impetus for differentiation. Because of the ease with which
many students acquire new concepts, teachers reported that students need to
be pushed further to maximize their potential. According to one teacher, “I
feel like they get easily what they are supposed to get and they need to be

challenged. By giving them work at their level, I am able to avoid

underachievement.”
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When another teacher responded to the question, “Of all of the things that
you talked about, what do you think has the greatest influence on student
achievement?” she stated, “I think providing a positive learning environment
where students can be as gifted as they are without criticism is the key.” This
same teacher shared her belief that what most influences the success of the
students in her room is, “that the kids know that I expect a lot out of them and
I expect them to do their best at all times.”

In considering how standards become a part of the equation for
success, one teacher shared the following.

My philosophy is to try to push the kids out of the box to make them

think beyond the text..to dive deeper into all of the aspects whether it

is reading or math. Just to go beyond what we have to know for the

content standards and teach them a little bit into the next grade level

and beyond.
Setting high expectations for students is known to have a positive effect on
student achievement (Mortimore, 1991). Sometimes high expectations are set
in a family, sometimes a classroom and sometimes a school. At one of the
sités in this study, a teacher stated the following.

We really stress that all of them are going to a four-year university.

We stress that they have the potential no matter who you are or what

class, everybody has the potential.
It was stated in almost all of the interviews in this study that teacher

expectations need to be high and are high in schools where positive results

are evident.
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Summary

The findings of this study suggest that the Long Beach Unified School
District EXCEL model provides urban gifted students and high achievers
with a comprehensive neighborhood school program. According to the
Association for the Gifted (1989), a program that is designed for gifted
students “is a comprehensive, sequential system for educating students with
identifiable needs.” Long Beach’s state recognition and accreditation for five
years, exceeding the state exemplary status of accreditation for three years,
suggests the existence of a program that is comprehensive in nature. Through
a review of the district GATE Plan, an analysis of documents that pertain to
the district GATE Plan, interviews with district and site personnel and
classroom observations, strong evidence supports the claim that the district
program is comprehensive. According to the research, effective gifted
programs are comprised of eight components: needs assessment, definition of
population, identiﬁcat.ion procedures, program goals, program organization
and format, staff selection and training, curriculum development and program
evaluation (Berger, 1991). It was evident through this study that all eight
components of an effective program exist within the Long Beach Unified
School District program. The three service delivery models that are approved
for use in gifted programs throughout the state of California include special

day classes, part time grouping and cluster grouping (California Department
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of Education, GATE, para. 8). The EXCEL model provides gifted and high

achieving urban students with a special day classroom where they are
provided with opportunities throughout the day for differentiated learning.
According to the District GATE Coordinator, Long Beach Unified is
somewhat unique in its ability to provide a special day classroom program
where gifted and high achieving students are together all day. Neighboring
districts still rely upon part time grouping and cluster grouping to meet the
needs of their students.

Although it is widely known that teacher training has a positive
impact on student achievement, this study illustrated the variations in training
that can have an impact on specific school programs. The pre-service training
of six of the fifteen teachers interviewed in this study clearly illustrated how a
specific training course, although not designed to train teachers to teach in a
specific program, can impact the success level of students. In addition to |
having a direct impact on the students within the class where the teacher has
had the pre-service training, other staff members benefit from working on a
team that includes teachers who have had specific pre-service training. An
alignment has been created by having teachers who have had a specific pre-
service training course teach in district EXCEL classrooms. As evidenced in
this study, an informal alliance has been created whereby members of the

USC teacher education program refer new teachers to Long Beach Unified
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School District and the Long Beach GATE Coordinator assists them in

seeking employment in the district. All six teachers who were trained in the
USC program noted having communication with the GATE Coordinator prior
to being placed at a school site.

The district GATE training and GATE certification program was
actively used by all but one of the fifteen teachers who were interviewed.
District training provides opportunities for new learning, fine tuning of skills
and exploration of classroom practices. Furthermore, the primary method of
informing teachers about the components of the district GATE Plan was
described to be through district training sessions where the Plan was
referenced.

The value of collaboration was evident in three themes that emerged
through this study. Collaborative efforts were captured in three distinct
relationships: collaboration between EXCEL teacher teams and their site
administrators, collaboration within EXCEL teacher teams, and collaboration
between school sites and the GATE Office. Each relationship gleaned distinct
variations that appear to be influencing the level of underachievement at
school sites. The strongest collaborative relationship appeared to be within
the EXCEL teacher team. This relationship obviously has the most direct
impact on students and clearly cannot be separated from the other two. It

appeared to be the “place” where the strongest implications for student
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achievement lie. Strong support for school programs, even support
characterized as indirect administrative support and support that can be
characterized as “service from an outside type agency,” were considered
important aspects of the three schools’ work to decrease underachievement
among their urban gifted students.

District level personnel had no trouble describing interventions that
schools should have in place to support their underachieving EXCEL
students and the ways in which schools are supported at the district level
related to interventions. Their descriptions of what is in place to support
underachievers included: teacher training, site administrator training,
collaboration with school Counselors aﬁd site administrators and direct
service to schools that includes classroom coaching, program evaluation,
teacher training and facilitation of team collaboration. In addition, the GATE
Psychologist is also available for direct consultation on student needs.
Noteworthy in this study was that, beyond what teachers would likely do to
support a student in any classroom at the school sites that participated in this
study, there was a lack of evidence to suggest that urban gifted or high
achieving students are supported in any way that is specifically designed to
meet their needs. In fact, teachers report that their students are often not
availed of school intervention opportunities because they are not low enough

or do not exhibit severe enough behavioral issues to warrant outside
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attention. A strong sense of teacher efficacy exists that was illustrated
through teachers’ descriptions of their desire to help a particular student in
any way that they could within their classroom. Yet, interviews revealed that
there is a lack of outreach beyond their classroom to utilize other support
systems for their gifted and high achieving students who were struggling..

Teachers within this study have high expectations for their students.
Site administrators noted that their own push with the EXCEL teams to
determine “how good is good enough” and teachers’ continual focus on
pushing students at their individual level, appear to be redefining the
academic achievement levels of EXCEL students.

Findings from this study suggest that there are variations at the
classroom level and school level of implementation of the district EXCEL
program that can change the outcomes for gifted and high achieving urban
students. This study confirms the need to expand upon the effective practices
that appear to having an effect on underachievement. The twelve schools that
have EXCEL programs and were not a part of this study, will benefit from
the presentation of variations in site implementation that are affecting the

level of underachievement among their students.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION

This study’s purpose was to illuminate the qualities of an effective
program for urban students who have been qualified as gifted and talented
and to determine variations of implementation within the Long Beach
Unified School District’s EXCEL program that have the greatest effect on
diminishing underachievement. The foundational research question for this
study was: What types of programs currently exist that aim to serve the needs
of urban gifted students? This question was derived from a review of the
literature which revealed that there are many methods of providing gifted
programs, some of which have not been shown to have an effect upon student
achievement. There are also components known to be illustrative of an
effective program. The second question for this study was: What variations in
the implementation of Long Beach Unified School District’s EXCEL model
decrease the level of underachievement among urban gifted students? This
question was developed as a result of the analysis of district level data that
suggested that schools with similar characteristics gleaned different
achievement results due to the way that their EXCEL program was
implemented. The proposed questions were answered through interviews
with district level personnel, school site administrators and EXCEL

classroom teachers. Twenty-one interviews were conducted during the study.
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The analysis of t};e interview data allowed for the creation of
recommendations for use at school sites and for the GATE Office in order to
enhance the school and district EXCEL programs.

The results of this study were used to create an “effective practices”
guide that will be shared with site administrators at GATE Principals’
Meetings. The “effective practices” guide includes information that may be
used to examine and enhance an individual school program. In addition to the
guide that will be shared with site administrators, a presentation to the
Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum, Instruction and Professional
Development along with the GATE Coordinator and the GATE Psychologist,
will allow the findings from this study to be used as program implementation
data that will assist in the revision of the current GATE Plan and the
enhancement of processes that are used to support school sites in their
program development and implementation.

In the first section of this chapter, I discuss the alignment of research
on effective gifted programs with the Long Beach Unified School District
EXCEL program. This study corroborated the claim that LBUSD has an
exemplary GATE Plan. Although this chapter concludes with
recommendations, a review of program documents and interviews at multiple
levels with staff members who interact with this program concluded that the

LBUSD program is aligned with effective program research.
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In the second section of this chapter, I present specific findings
related to teacher training. Although it is widely known in educational
research that training has a positive effect on student outcomes, three specific
themes emerged from this study related to teacher training. Teachers trained
in the University of Southern California teacher education program are well
prepared to work with urban gifted students because of their pre-service
program. An informal alliance between the USC teacher education program
and the district GATE Coordinator exists and has an effect upon the staffing
in EXCEL classrooms within the Long Beach Unified School District. Lastly,
all teachers are benefiting from the District GATE Certification program
either to hone their current knowledge about curriculum implementation or to
broaden their understanding of curricular implementation.

In the third section of this chapter, I illustrate the value of
collaboration in implementing the EXCEL program. Three collaborative
settings were revealed in this study: collaboration among members of a
school site teacher team, collaboration between site administrators and
members of a school site teacher team, and collaboration between school
sites and the GATE Office. Collaboration among the members of school site
teacher teams appeared to be the most valued place to develop an effective
school program. An interesting finding about school site teacher teams was

that teacher teams were found to focus their efforts almost entirely on the
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development and implementation of curriculum, not student interventions or
needs. Interaction between site administrators and teacher teams was
characterized as supportive, although it was often noted as indirect
involvement. Teacher interviewees suggested that their teams desired more
direct involvement on the part of the site administrator, but no specific
suggestions were given as to what kind of interaction was desired.
Collaboration between school sites and the GATE Office appeared to be
underutilized with regard to student interventions. The GATE Office plays an
integral role in the selection of students and organization of the district
training program, but appeared to be underutilized for meeting the needs of
underachieving gifted students.

In the fourth section of this chapter, I describe the challenges
associated with intervening on behalf of gifted students who underachieve.
Although district personnel have no trouble describing the ways that schools
should be supporting underachieving gifted students, there was a lack of
evidence to suggest that urban gifted students are supported at the school site
in any way that is specifically designed to meet their needs. Teachers report
many ways that they try to work with students in their classrooms, but a lack
of strategies specific to assisting gifted underachievers was apparent, as well

as a lack of outreach to school and district based interventions.
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The fifth section of this chapter will describe what appeared to be
different expectations for gifted learners in the EXCEL program. The
continual focus on re-defining the level that students are expected to achieve
at emerged as an important facet of successful EXCEL teachers.

Finally, in closing, I offer some reflective thoughts about the district
wide implications and limitations of the study. I also include thoughts on the
need for continuing research about urban gifted students. Following the
conclusions, I make recommendations that would contribute to both site level
EXCEL program implementation as well as district level program
enhancements.

Conclusions

The combination of looking at effective program research as well as
the current implementation of a program gifted and high achieving students
created a rich context for studying the Long Beach Unified EXCEL program.
The following conclusions were gleaned from analysis of the study’s first
research question: What types of programs currently exist that aim to serve
the needs of urban gifted students?

Effective Program Research

Although the history of gifted education can easily be traced back to

the early half of the 20™ century, when Lewis Terman’s work was noted by

researchers as a critical aspect in the development of gifted education
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(Imbeau, 1999; Coleman, 1999; Haensly, 1999; Delisle, 1999; Hargrove,

1999), the research on effective programs for gifted students dates back to the
late 1970’s. Legislation passed at that time promoted programs for gifted
learners that were “part of the mainstream of education and do not rise and
fall with public opinions” (Morgan, Tennant, & Gold, 1980, p. 2). Early
programs for gifted students experimented with different methods of
educating gifted students. By 1989, the Association for the Gifted, stated that
a program for gifted students must be “a comprehensive, sequential system
for educating students with identifiable needs” (TAG, 1989). Berger (1991)
suggested that programs could be identified through their widespread use
across a district and effective programs were comprised of eight components:
needs assessment, definition of population, identification procedures,
program goals, program organization and format, staff selection and training,
curriculum development and program evaluation. Research on effective
programs was illuminated in the Learning Outcomes Study published in
1994. This longitudinal study suggested four school-based program models
that were most common across the United States including: within class
programs, pull-out programs, separate class programs and special school
programs (Delcourt and Evans, 1994). Further studies identified three of
those programs as producing higher achievement rates among students.

Those three programs (separate class programs, special school programs and
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pull-out programs) that are identified as models for delivering gifted
programs in the state of California are congruent with the delivery models in
the Learning Outcomes Study. Furthermore, the EXCEL model of providing
gifted education in the Long Beach Unified School District is not only
aligned with the Learning Outcomes Study, but also one of the models that
research has shown has an effect on increasing the level of achievement
among gifted students (Berger, 1991; Delcourt, Lloyd, Corness & Goldberg,
1994).

The eight components of an effective program for gifted students
were evident in the documentation, observations and data collected on the
implementation of the EXCEL program in the Long Beach Unified School
District. They are numerically outlined below through a brief statement of the
effective component and the specific evidence within Long Beach Unified
School District’s EXCEL program.

1. Needs Assessment: A needs assessment was last conducted during the
preparation for a Coordinated Compliance Review in 2002.
Suggestions presented by the CCR GATE Reviewer were
incorporated into the current GATE Plan.

2. Definition of Population: The GATE Coordinator describes the
population of the EXCEL program to be about the top 20% of

students or the ‘most able students’ at a particular school. In a more
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in-depth description, the District GATE Psychologist stated that

students selected into the EXCEL program at each site are essentially
part of a local norm (of high achieving students) that represent what is
unusual at that particular site.

. Identification Procedures: The selection process in the Long Beach
Unified School District includes standardized tests (CELDT, CST)
and non-standardized tests (District Reading Benchmark), a non-
verbal screening test and a teacher recommendation based on unique
talents. The review of the combination of these five components
allows the GATE Psychologist to “select”, “not recommend” or deem
a student an “alternate” for the EXCEL program at each individual
school site.

. Program Goals: In 2002, the application to the state of California
presented the program goals for the entire LBUSD GATE Plan.
Included in this document are the goals for the EXCEL program. This
Plan received an unprecedented five year approval (one that only one
other district in the state of California received).

. Program Organization and Format: According to the district GATE
Coordinator, the separate class model used in the Long Beach Unified
School District EXCEL program is unique for use in large urban

school districts. She explained that most neighboring districts do not
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have all of the students clustered into one class and that the model is
essential to the program’s success. This same model is used for
GATE programs throughout the district.

Staff Selection and Training: Direct training is a highlight of the
LBUSD EXCEL program. In this study alone, 15 out of the 16
teachers are participating in the district’s GATE Certification training
program. Staff selection, as addressed in this study, is an area that has
been informally addressed, particularly in the last three years through
an alliance with the USC teacher education program..

Curriculum Development: Interviews with school site teams, a review
of program documentation and the District GATE Plan all illustrated
evidence of the on-going development of curriculum designed to meet
the needs of gifted learners in the Long Beach Unified School
District. Specifically, district training and collaboration, the GATE
Summer Institute and EXCEL site team efforts all provide a context

for curriculum development..

. Program Evaluation: Teachers and administrators stated that the

District GATE Plan is a document that they recognize has been shared
through Principals’ Meetings and at district training sessions.
Furthermore, the GATE Coordinator noted referéncing the GATE

Plan in parent trainings that have recently occurred. The GATE



116

Coordinator makes a yearly presentation to the Board of Education as

an on-going method of evaluating and revising the current GATE

Plan.

The Long Beach Unified School District model of providing a gifted program
for urban students is a unique separate class program that has all of the
components of an effective gifted program. The program’s alignment to both

the research on the types of programs that should be offered to gifted
learners, along with the components known to be evident in effective
programs, were illustrated throughout this study.

The second research question, “What variations in the implementation
of Long Beach Unified School District’s EXCEL model decrease the level of
underachievement among urban gifted students?” allowed for research at
three school sites where the data suggests there are the fewest
underachievers. Interviews and classroom observations gleaned the following
results.

Training

Six of the fifteen teachers interviewed during this study completed
their pre-service teacher education training through the teacher education
program at the University of Southern éalifornia. Although in California all
teachers are required to be certified through a credential program and it is

widely known that teacher preparation affects a teacher’s ability to meet the
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needs of students, these six teachers delineated, very specifically, the way in
which their specific pre-service training affects their ability to meet the needs
of the urban high achieving and gifted students in their current EXCEL
classroom. The USC teacher education program included several components
that teachers noted directly related to preparing them for their current work.
Firstly, the methodology for lesson delivery taﬁght within the USC program
was noted by teachers as a method of delivering content that requires students
to utilize thinking skills that are expected to be evident in EXCEL
classrooms. Although one teacher stated that the teaching methodology that
was taught in the program was not taught for use only in gifted classrooms, it
is the key way that she is able to address the needs of her urban gifted
learners in her EXCEL classroom. Deductive reasoning, the presentation of a
puzzle and exploration of a topic are among the many ways in which teachers
were taught to use as different models of lesson design. “We were asked not
to teach direct instruction in order to experiment with the many difterent
lesson design models,” stated another USC teacher education program
graduate. This is in contrast to other teaching credential programs that
generally stress a lesson design model bas<;d on Madeline Hunter’s work in
which direct teaching in every lesson is stressed. This pre-service can create
challenges at school sites. In some ways, the group of teachers who

completed this pre-service training felt as if their knowledge created






