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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to explore the practices and beliefs of certified gifted specialists 

regarding face-to-face and online professional development in gifted education. In order for 

gifted specialists to grow professionally and meet the unique cognitive and affective needs of 

their gifted students, they must attend professional development specific to gifted education. 

Alabama gifted specialists are required to earn certification through college courses and 

thereafter required to earn PD credit towards certification renewal. School systems provided 

ongoing professional development for general education teachers; however, little to no 

professional development was provided regarding gifted education. Therefore, gifted specialists 

must seek professional development outside of their school systems. This study was situated in 

descriptive, qualitative research through constant comparative analysis, which provided a 

systematic analysis of data to understand the phenomena and not to develop and prove a theory. 

Maximum variation sampling was used to select 12 school systems from which one gifted 

specialist per school system was asked to participate in individual and focus group interviews. 

When more than one gifted specialist was employed by a selected school system, the 

superintendent or the gifted coordinator selected one specialist to participate in the interviews. 

Nine gifted specialists participated in the research. Results of the study showed that the 

participants accessed professional development outside of their school system in many, varied, 

traditional, and nontraditional activities in order to meet their students’ needs and interests. Most 

participants had engaged in gifted learning activities that were not credited toward certification 

renewal and the participants had not realized that these activities were professional development. 
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Although gifted online professional development provided access, choice, and differentiated 

learning activities, the majority of participants had not attended online professional development. 

Additionally, most participants did not believe the quality of online professional development 

was equal to the quality of face-to-face PD. Administrators approved individualized professional 

learning plans, which included at least one gifted specific activity. However, that learning 

activity was not always credited towards certification renewal. Professional development has 

been changing and the way it is approved and credited toward certification renewal must change. 



 

iv 
 

DEDICATION 

This dissertation is dedicated to my husband, Frank Farrell, III, and to everyone who 

supported and guided me through the journey of writing this research study. You stood by me 

throughout the journey, willing to make sacrifices so I could complete the research. 

 



 

v 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I am honored to have this opportunity to thank the people who have helped me with this 

research project. I am most grateful to Dr. Margaret Rice, the chairperson of this dissertation, for 

sharing her expertise and wisdom to help me complete this journey. I would also like to thank all 

of my committee members, Dr. Angela Benson, Dr. Kevin Besnoy, Dr. Jane Newman, and Dr. 

Vivian Wright for their invaluable feedback and support of the dissertation journey and my 

academic progress. I cannot express my gratitude that you stayed with me on this long journey as 

I struggled with several life barriers. 

I would like to thank the gifted specialists who agreed to be interviewed for this research. 

They kept telling me how honored they were to be a part of the research. However, I am the one 

who is honored to have them help me with this journey. 

I want to thank my fellow graduate students from the group of four. I am the last one to 

finish, but appreciated your support and encouragement. I want to thank my traveling colleague, 

Dr. Janie Jones, who kept me laughing during our long car rides to and from classes. 

This research would not have been possible without the support of my friends who 

encouraged me to persevere. Finally, I thank my husband for his support and willingness to be a 

“widower” for two years while I wrote and conducted the study. 



 

vi 
 

CONTENTS 
 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................... ii 

DEDICATION ............................................................................................................................... iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ...............................................................................................................v 

LIST OF TABLES ...........................................................................................................................x 

CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................1 

  Statement of the Problem .....................................................................................................8 

  Statement of the Purpose ...................................................................................................12 

  Significance of the Problem ...............................................................................................12 

  Research Question .............................................................................................................13 

  Conceptual Framework ......................................................................................................13 

  Methods..............................................................................................................................16 

  Assumptions of the Study ..................................................................................................16 

  Limitations of the Study.....................................................................................................17 

  Operational Definition of Terms ........................................................................................17 

  Summary ............................................................................................................................19 

CHAPTER II REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE ..............................................................21 

  Introduction ........................................................................................................................21 

 



 

vii 
 

  Professional Development .................................................................................................22 

  Online Professional Development .....................................................................................32 

  History of Gifted Education ...............................................................................................39 

  Professional Development for Gifted Specialists ..............................................................54 

   Teachers in Preservice .................................................................................................55 

   Teachers in General Education Classrooms ................................................................57 

   Teachers Seeking Gifted Certification .........................................................................60 

   Gifted Specialists with Certification ............................................................................62 

  Summary ............................................................................................................................64 

CHAPTER III METHODS ............................................................................................................68 

  Introduction ........................................................................................................................68 

  Setting of the Study ............................................................................................................70 

  Researcher Positionality.....................................................................................................71 

  Participants .........................................................................................................................72 

  Instrumentation ..................................................................................................................73 

  Data Collection ..................................................................................................................73 

  Data Analysis .....................................................................................................................78 

  Trustworthiness ..................................................................................................................80 

CHAPTER IV RESEARCH FINDINGS ......................................................................................82 

  Introduction ........................................................................................................................82 

  Participant Demographics ..................................................................................................82 

  Findings..............................................................................................................................84 

   Theme One: Needs .......................................................................................................84 



 

viii 
 

   Theme Two: Online vs. Face-to-Face Professional Development ............................108 

   Theme Three: Accountability ....................................................................................113 

   Theme Four: Support .................................................................................................119 

  Summary ..........................................................................................................................125 

CHAPTER V DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND 
CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................................126 

  Introduction ......................................................................................................................126 

  Discussion ........................................................................................................................127 

   Theme One: Needs .....................................................................................................127 

   Theme Two: Online vs. Face-to-Face Professional Development ............................130 

   Theme Three: Accountability ....................................................................................131 

   Theme Four: Support .................................................................................................132 

  Limitations .......................................................................................................................134 

  Implications......................................................................................................................134 

  Suggestions for Future Research .....................................................................................136 

  Conclusion .......................................................................................................................137 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................139 

APPENDICES: 

 A GIFTED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT TRIADIC MODEL ..............................165 

 B CHART OF PARTICIPATING SCHOOL SYSTEMS WITH CODING 
  CATEGORIES .................................................................................................................167 

 C INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE .................................................................................169 

 D INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE EMAIL ....................................................................171 

 E INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL ....................................................................182



 

ix 

 F GIFTED SPECIALIST FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW PROTOCOL ..........................185 

 G CODING ANALYSIS LAYERS .....................................................................................187 

 H IRB APPROVAL .............................................................................................................190 

 



 

x 

LIST OF TABLES 
 

1 Participant Background ............................................................................................................83 

 



 

1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Gifted students have unique learning needs and require specialized educational services 

not provided by general education (Landrum, 2005; Renzulli, 2012; Robinson, 2008; VanTassel-

Baska, 2005). The giftedness of these students can range from one specific domain, such as 

math, to all academic areas (Landrum, 2005; Renzulli, 1978, 2005; Reis & Renzulli, 2009), and 

can include or be exclusive to creatively gifted (Lubart & Zenasni, 2010; Renzulli, 1978; 

Sternburg, 2005; Torrance, 1984, 2008; Treffinger, 2009). According to research, these special 

learning need areas have been identified as accelerated pacing (Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross, 

2004; Delcourt, Cornell, & Goldberg, 2007; Eide & Eide, 2006; VanTassel-Baska, 2005; 

Winebrenner, 2000), depth (Kaplan, 2007; Sisk, 2009; VanTassal-Baska, 2005; Winebrenner, 

2000), complexity (Delcourt et al., 2007; Kaplan, 2007; Sisk, 2009; VanTassal-Baska, 2005; 

Winebrenner, 2000), creative expression (Delcourt et al., 2007; Renzulli, 1978; VanTassal-

Baska, 2005), and affectivity (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Delcourt et al., 2007; Delisle & 

Galbraith, 2002; Eide & Eide, 2006; Peterson, 2009; Silverman, 1994; Tieso, 2007). Current 

research shows that affectivity can be disaggregated into social-emotional (Cross, 2005, 2010; 

Delisle & Galbraith, 2002; Peterson, 2006), asynchronous development (Hartnett, Nelson, & 

Rinn, 2004; Peterson, 2006, 2009; Silverman, 2002, 2013), hypersensitivities (Eide & Eide, 

2006; Lovecky, 1992), overexcitabilities (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Eide & Eide, 2006), and 

intellectual peer relationships (Delisle & Galbraith, 2002; Eddles-Hirsch, Vialle, McCormick, & 

Rogers, 2012). Neuroscience, or brain research has added to the knowledge of how the gifted



 

2 

brain works (Eide & Eide, 2006; O’Boyle, 2008; Shaw, Greenstein, Lerch, Clasen, Lenroot, 

Gogtay, & Giedd, 2006; Singh & O’Boyle, 2004). Technological advances in the field of 

neuroscience provided opportunities for researchers to study living brains instead of analyzing 

brains during necropsies. Various equipment employed in the medical field can not only look at 

the brain while the patient is living, but it also allowed researchers to observe the functions of the 

brain as an individual completes tasks and activities. These brain research studies (Eide & Eide, 

2006; Shaw et al., 2006; Singh & O’Boyle, 2004) provided the physical explanation to the 

cognitive, creative, and affective behaviors demonstrated by gifted individuals, and supported the 

difference of gifted brains from non-gifted age peers.  

Eide and Eide’s (2006) research using functional MRIs (fMRIs) revealed that gifted 

learners have “brains on fire” (p. 1). The brain synapses were firing at an accelerated pace with 

both hemispheres working together, providing physical evidence that gifted brains were wired 

differently from average brains. Because the brain was working at a faster pace and both 

hemispheres were working together, the gifted student learned at a faster pace with fewer 

repetitions for mastery, was hypersensitive, and needed to learn organizational and process skills 

like experts (Eide & Eide, 2006; O’Boyle, 2008). Another research study involving fMRIs 

suggested that both hemispheres of gifted brains had a high degree of connectedness and 

interaction (O’Boyle, 2008). 

The thickening and pruning, or thinning, of the cerebral cortex (Shaw et al., 2006) 

happened at a different rate for gifted learners. The thinning occurred at a later age for gifted 

learners. This part of the brain controlled organization and may have explained why gifted 

learners were able to complete complex cognitive activities but were disorganized and could not 

find things. However, Geake (2008) cautioned researchers to be careful about citing brain 
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research. What makes neuroscience research valuable to educators is how it applies to the 

educational setting (Geake, 2008). 

Although the research showed gifted learners were different than their age peers, 

misperceptions formed the belief foundation of classroom teachers (Geake & Gross, 2008; 

Gross, 2004; Lassig, 2009; Makel, 2009; McCoach & Siegle, 2007). These classroom teachers 

could have negative attitudes towards gifted students, and their special programs and services 

(Bégin & Gagné, 1994; Jung, 2014; Lassig, 2009). Teachers may have had narrow perceptions of 

gifted and not understand how culture and socio-economic factors could affect their perceptions 

(Ford, 1998; Ford & Moore, 2013; Neumeister, Adams, Pierce, Cassady, & Dixon, 2007).  

Teachers may have perceived gifted students to be lazy or unmotivated (Copenhaver & 

McIntyre, 1992; Stanley, 1980) when gifted students were not successful in one or more subjects 

in the classroom. Many educators believed gifted students will do well on their own (Subotnik, 

Olszewski-Kubilius, & Worrell, 2011). However, several factors affected the achievement of 

gifted learners. Some gifted learners were twice exceptional, or had a learning disability as well 

as being gifted (Moon, 2009). When gifted learners had previously learned the content, skill, or 

objectives; were not interested in the content, skill, or objectives; or did not see the relevance of 

learning the content, skill, or objectives, they closed down, tuned school out, and did not 

complete the activities planned by the classroom teachers (Delisle, 1980; Loveless, Farkas, & 

Duffett, 2008; Morisano & Shore, 2010). 

The majority of classroom teachers were not prepared to meet the needs of gifted students 

or high achieving students because courses focused on gifted or high-ability students were not 

offered during preservice educational programs (Archambault, Westberg, Brown, Hallmark, 

Zhang, & Emmons, 1993; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Reis & Renzulli, 2010; Reis et al., 2004; 



 

4 

Reis et al., 1998). This seemingly homogenous of gifted learners was quite diverse and 

heterogeneous (Ely, 2010; Landrum, 2005; Neihart, Reis, Robinson, & Moon, 2002; Reis & 

Renzulli, 2009; Reis & Sullivan, 2009). Because these teachers were not prepared to meet their 

needs, gifted students were one of the most misunderstood populations in schools. 

Fourteen myths in gifted education and programming became the focus of the Winter 

1982 issue of Gifted Child Quarterly. Then the October 2009 issue of Gifted Child Quarterly 

repeated that focus on “Demythologizing Gifted Education,” (p. 229), but the number of myths 

and truths had increased to nineteen. The leading experts in the field of gifted education authored 

articles on the myths in both special issues. These myths continued to haunt education regarding 

gifted students and gifted education programs. The National Association for Gifted Children 

(2010a) developed a printable resource, Myths About Gifted Students, from the October 2009 

issue of Gifted Child Quarterly, clarifying the most common misperceptions of gifted students. 

This brochure was used for gifted education advocacy with teachers, administrators, and 

legislators, and for helping parents to understand and advocate for the education of their gifted 

children. These myths are: 

• Gifted Students Don’t Need Help; They’ll Do Fine On Their Own.  
• Teachers Challenge All The Students, So Gifted Kids Will Be Fine In The Regular 

Classroom. 
• Gifted Students Make Everyone Else In The Class Smarter By Providing A Role 

Model Or A Challenge. 
• All Children Are Gifted. 
• Acceleration Placement Options Are Socially Harmful For Gifted Students. 
• Gifted Education Programs Are Elitist. 
• That Student Can’t Be Gifted, He Is Receiving Poor Grades.  
• Gifted Students Are Happy, Popular, And Well Adjusted In School. 
• This Child Can’t Be Gifted, He Has A Disability. 
• Our District Has A Gifted And Talented Program: We Have AP Courses.  
• Gifted Education Requires An Abundance Of Resources. 

(NAGC, 2010a at https://www.nagc.org/resources-publications/resources/myths-
about-gifted-students) 
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Since the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (2001) was established, the focus for 

learning had been placed toward students who had not mastered the objectives, or had not met 

proficiency (Loveless et al., 2008). Accountability for classroom teachers was placed on 

ensuring all students have met proficiency or have mastered the required standards, objectives, 

skills, and content in order to meet the annual yearly progress (AYP) (NCLB, 2001). However, 

an unintended outcome of NCLB was that standardized test scores for gifted learners have 

continued to decrease since NCLB (2001) was passed (Xiang, Dahlin, Cronin, Theaker, & 

Durant, 2011).  

Low performing students had great gains on the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP) while high achieving and gifted student scores stagnated and even decreased 

(Dee & Jacob, 2011; Loveless et al., 2008). Research conducted by Xiang et al. (2011) found 

that a substantial number of high achievers’ scores decreased between elementary school to high 

school. Although these scores dropped, they maintained around the 70th percentile and higher. 

High achieving and gifted students in the United States continued to perform below global peers 

in Grades 4 and 8 on the international achievement test, the Trends in International Mathematics 

and Science Study (TIMSS) (Harner, 2012; Provasnik et al., 2012). Some research showed that 

high achievers and gifted students did well during these years of NCLB (Chudowsky, 

Chudowsky, & Kober, 2009; Cronin, Kingsbury, McCall, & Bowe, 2005). Although more 

research can be found on the decreasing achievement of high achievers during NCLB, research 

showed that this underachievement can be reversed with appropriate programs focused to meet 

the learning needs of gifted students (Baum, Hébert, & Renzulli, 1999; Reis & McCoach, 2000; 

Rubenstein, Siegle, Reis, McCoach, & Burton, 2012). Even teachers stated they believed the 

focus of learning should be for all students (Loveless et al., 2008); however, teachers stated they 
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have had little to no training on gifted learners and were not sure what to do for them (Loveless 

et al., 2008).  

The purpose of schools was to educate all students to their “maximum potential” 

(Subotnik et al., 2011, p. 8). Students attended school to learn and all students deserved to learn 

something new and to be challenged (Davis, Rimm, & Siegle, 2011, 2013). Therefore, gifted 

students, as a subgroup within the school, deserved to learn something new and to be challenged; 

however, they enter school with over 50% of content and skills previously mastered (Reis et al., 

1998; U.S. Department of Education, 1993) and engaged most of the school day completing 

previously mastered lessons and activities with no differentiation (Hertberg-Davis, 2009; Reis et 

al., 1993; Westberg et al., 1993; Yang & Siegle, 2006). If teachers do not differentiate 

curriculum and instruction for gifted learners when they have previously mastered content, skills, 

and standards, schools foster the gifted learners’ underachievement (Matthews & McBee, 2007; 

Reis et al., 1995; Southern, Jones, & Stanley, 1993; Stanley, 1996; VanTassel-Baska & 

Stambaugh, 2005). Delisle (1992) described this academic laziness as nonproductive 

underachievement in which gifted students choose not to complete the work because they have 

already mastered the content.  

The Alabama State Department of Education (ALSDE) received approval from the 

United States Department of Education (June 21, 2013) for a waiver from NCLB to launch a 

different accountability process, Plan 2020, in which all students must show annual growth, 

including students who have previously mastered the content and skills (ALSDE, 2013). 

However, few classroom teachers differentiate curriculum and instruction to provide challenging 

activities and learning opportunities for the gifted students who have previously mastered the 

required grade level standards, objectives, content, and skills (Hertberg-Davis, 2009; Reis et al., 
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2004; Reis et al., 1998; Tomlinson, 1999). Many teachers and administrators believed that the 

College and Career Ready Standards were high level and rigorous which will meet the needs of 

all students (Plucker, 2015). However, these standards were the floor and not the ceiling, and do 

not meet gifted learners’ needs (Plucker, 2015). The differentiation that general education 

teachers implemented had not been increasing achievement of gifted learners (Archambault et al. 

1993; Plucker, Hardesty, & Burroughs, 2013; Tomlinson, 2008). 

General education teachers and gifted specialists responded to the learning needs of 

gifted students when they had been trained and were qualified (Ely, 2010; Landrum, 2005; 

Lassig, 2015; Reis et al., 1993; Westberg et al., 1998). Gifted specialists, who provided 

specialized instruction to gifted students, were required to have certification in gifted education 

(Alabama Administrative Code [AAC], n.d.). However, general education teachers were not 

required to have gifted education classes during their preservice training (AAC, n.d.). Therefore, 

gifted specialists were generally the only teachers in Alabama school systems who were trained 

to work with gifted learners in order to meet their unique cognitive and affective learning needs.  

As part of the continuum of services for gifted students outlined in the AAC and the state 

approved Local Education Agency (LEA) Plan for Gifted required for each public school system, 

gifted specialists provided consultative services by collaborating with classroom teachers to 

provide a response to instruction (RtI) for gifted students (AAC, n.d.; ALSDE, 2015). Gifted 

specialists developed and provide differentiated lessons, activities, and centers to classroom 

teachers as alternate activities when students had previously or quickly mastered the standards 

and/or objectives. When teachers differentiated the curriculum and instruction and provided 

advanced or enriched activities, not only did the achievement of gifted students increased, but 

also the achievement of high achievers and average achievers increased (Colangelo et al., 2004; 
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Gentry & Owen, 1999; Gubbins, Housand, Oliver, Schader, & De Wet, 2007; Tieso, 2002; 

Tieso, 2005).  

Gifted specialists provided annual professional development (PD) for faculty and staff in 

their schools and school systems as required by the Alabama State Department of Education’s 

approved Local Education Agency (LEA) Plans for Gifted (ALSDE, 2011-2015). However, most 

PD provided in school systems did not pertain to gifted students and specialized teaching 

strategies for gifted students (Little & Housand, 2011; Westberg et al., 1998). As curricula and 

standards changed in classrooms, gifted specialists must stay current with best practice strategies 

not only in their gifted classrooms, but in general education classrooms to provide appropriate 

training and collaboration with teachers for gifted students to achieve annual growth. In order for 

gifted specialists to grow professionally, they must seek PD outside of the school system (Little 

& Housand, 2011).  

Statement of the Problem 

In the State of Alabama, gifted specialists must have earned certification through a 

Master’s or Education Specialist degree (AAC, n.d.). The Teacher Certification section of the 

ALSDE determined if the certification was accepted from the completed coursework of the 

college or university (AAC, n.d.). According to the graduate school course catalogs, only three 

universities offer gifted certification in the state of Alabama (Samford University, 2015; Troy 

University, 2015; University of Alabama, 2015).  

However, earning the certification was only the beginning of the educational experience 

of the teacher (Cooke, 2012). Once certification was earned, educators attended a minimum of 

50 hours of PD every five years in order to renew certification for teaching in Alabama public 

schools (AAC, n.d.). Teachers provided documentation of PD attended and hours of PD that 
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provide professional growth (AAC, n.d.). According to the Application Part 1 of 2 and Summary 

of Requirements of the Certificate Renewal (Continuation) of Professional Educators Certificates 

(ALSDE, 2014) PD must be  

Consistent with the Alabama Standards for Professional Development found at 

www.alsde.edu/CertificationForms (click Certificate Renewal: Non-Administrative) and 

based on the individual’s professional growth needs as identified through performance 

evaluations, if employed; or related to professional education with consideration given to 

the sponsoring organization, the professional qualifications of the presenter and the 

purposes, goals, and evaluation of the activity. (p. 3) 

Most local schools or school systems provided professional development to faculty and 

staff, requiring everyone to attend regardless of professional development needs and it was 

focused on initiatives set by the school or school district (ALSDE, 2009a; Little & Housand, 

2011). Resource teachers, such as gifted specialists, required specialized professional 

development in order to meet their professional learning growth needs as a response to 

professional development (RtPD) and to develop the expertise in their fields (Little & Housand, 

2011; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). However, the school system provided very little to no 

PD regarding gifted students (Little & Housand, 2011; Westberg et al., 1998). When PD 

regarding gifted students was provided to general education teachers in a school system, the 

gifted specialist within that school system provided the training on the nature and needs of gifted 

students, identification and referral process, special populations within gifted, and differentiation 

for gifted students (ALSDE, 2015; Little & Housand, 2011).  

Due to limited funding for professional development, schools or school systems did not 

provide this specialized PD to a small group of teachers (Besnoy, 2007; Little & Housand, 2011). 
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This limited funding also affected the attendance of PD for educators outside of the school 

system and some school systems were not allowing teachers the time away from the classroom in 

order to attend professional development provided during school hours (personal 

communications with gifted specialists, 2010-2015; ALSDE STI-PD, 2011-2015). However, 

choices for face-to-face gifted education PD outside of a school system were limited to trainings 

conducted by the Alabama State Department of Education, gifted network group meetings, or the 

annual conference hosted by the Alabama Association for Gifted Children (AAGC), the non-

profit organization that advocates for gifted students (Friend of Gifted [FoG] Newsletters 2008-

2015; ALSDE memoranda, 2015).  

Gifted specialists within several regions of the state networked through meetings one to 

three times a year to develop curriculum, conduct PD, and schedule student competitions 

(Adams, 2012; personal emails, 2008-2015; Troy University, n.d.). The ALSDE organized two 

face-to-face training opportunities each year: a gifted strand during the Mega Conference, a one-

week summer conference with registration fees, and a series of one- or two-day, free Gifted 

Regional Trainings held in various locations around the state during the months of August and 

September (ALSDE memorandum, 2015; FoG, 2015). Although registration was free, the costs 

of travel, hotel, and substitute teachers were still incurred by the gifted specialists and/or school 

systems. Attendance at various, face-to-face ALSDE trainings had decreased over the past few 

years based on attendance sign-in forms and registration on ALSDE online PD database, with 

some systems not sending any representation to the trainings (ALSDE, 2011-2015). Attendance 

by gifted specialists at the 2015 AAGC annual conference had decreased (AAGC board meeting, 

November 2, 2015).  
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During an ALSDE staff meeting in 2009, Dr. Thomas R. Bice, former Alabama Deputy 

State Superintendent of Education, had labeled online learning technology the great equalizer, 

because it provided a multiplicity of course options for small, rural high schools that did not have 

the money or faculty to offer advanced courses or a diverse selection of elective courses 

(ALSDE staff meeting, 2009). Throughout the nation, public school districts were offering 

online courses to students with 96% of high school students, 19% of middle school and 6% of 

elementary school students participating in this form of distance learning (Queen & Lewis, 

2011). Alabama was one of a few states that required every high school student to take at least 

one online course in order to satisfy graduation requirements (Alabama Administrative Code 

290-3-1-.02(8)(d)(4), p. 3-1-19). Signed into Alabama law on April 28, 2015, each school system 

was required to develop a virtual high school for students and have policy in place for the 2016-

2017 school year (ACT No. 2015-89). 

With online learning employed for students, this same learning environment could be 

used to deliver PD to teachers. The ALSDE provided online learning through eLearning 

(eLearning Alabama, n.d.). Technology can provide a response to professional development for 

teachers that would meet their needs (Little & Housand, 2011). Online learning provided 

anytime, anywhere, anyone (Bonk, 2009), and any pace (Aronson & Timms, 2003) professional 

development for teachers, and opportunities to find specialized PD (Little & Housand, 2011).  

Some online professional development (OPD), provided by organizations, other 

specialists, schools, schools systems, and states, could provide the PD for specialists. However, 

gifted specialists were not accessing the free and fee OPD. The ALSDE’s Gifted-Education 

Specialists provided continuous, professional development for gifted specialists and general 

education teachers regarding the Response to Instruction (RtI). These fourteen online webinar 
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courses provided hands-on, reflective activities to embed differentiated curriculum and 

instruction for gifted students. According to the Alabama PD registration database (STI-PD), a 

small percentage of gifted specialists attended these webinar courses and an even smaller number 

of general education teachers attended these courses (FoG, 2009-2010; STI-PD, 2009-2010).  

The ALSDE then developed several, free online courses and webinars specific to gifted 

education based on a 2010 needs survey and a 2014 needs survey completed by gifted specialists 

and administrators of gifted programs. However, these online PD trainings were not well 

attended (ALSDE STI-PD site, 2010-2011; ALSDE STI-PD site, 2014-2015).  

Research was limited regarding PD for endorsed or certified gifted specialists (Besnoy, 

2007; Little & Housand, 2011; Westberg et al., 1998). Since gifted education is a specialized 

area within schools, PD was limited within this professional area (Little & Housand, 2011). In 

order to grow professionally in gifted education and programming, gifted specialists must seek 

out PD specific to their needs. However, with decreased attendance at ALSDE trainings, 

questions arose as to how gifted specialists attended specific PD for gifted education in order to 

continue growth in their profession. 

Statement of the Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore gifted specialists’ practices and beliefs 

regarding face-to-face and online professional development. By understanding these practices 

and beliefs, the ALSDE could provide better access and support for both face-to-face and online 

professional development (OPD) for gifted specialists.  

Significance of the Problem 

This study will benefit gifted specialists in accessing face-to-face and online PD. Gifted 

students will benefit from the study because the gifted specialists will grow professionally, 
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accessing current practices, curriculum, and strategies to meet their needs directly or through 

collaboration with classroom teachers. Classroom teachers will benefit as gifted specialists share 

their learning through collaboration to provide a Response to Instruction (RtI) for gifted students 

in the general education classrooms. This study will also benefit school systems, state 

departments, and online PD providers because they may better identify and provide the support 

for gifted specialists to access face-to-face and online PD.  

This research was needed not only to determine how gifted specialists access face-to-face 

and online professional development to meet their specific learning needs, but also, to provide 

support for accessing that PD. Through this study PD developers and facilitators could improve 

strategies to promote their face-to-face and online learning. Staff development personnel could 

determine what supports are necessary to help teachers be successful in using technology to 

access online professional development.  

Research Question 

The research question for this study was “What are the practices and beliefs of gifted 

specialists regarding face-to-face and online professional development for gifted education?” 

Conceptual Framework 

Several documents presented frameworks for providing PD to educators. The revised 

Standards for Professional Learning (Learning Forward, 2011) provided a framework for 

schools, districts, and states to use when developing PD for teachers. This framework 

emphasized the active engagement of teachers in identifying and participating in their 

professional development needs. The second focus was to ensure all professional development, 

or learning, links to student achievement. Several prerequisites to professional learning were not 

included in the standards but were fundamental to teacher learning. These prerequisites included 
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teachers’ commitments to learning and to meet the needs of all students, and that teachers had 

varying levels of experience and practice and learn in different ways. These standards served as 

the “indicators that guide learning, facilitating, implementation, and evaluation of professional 

learning” (Learning Forward, 2011, p. 17). Teachers were on a continuum of learning, 

implementing, reflecting, and evaluating their professional development needs.  

A similar framework can be found in the Alabama State Department of Education’s 

Alabama Continuum of Teacher Development (n.d.), which was based on the five Alabama 

Quality Teaching Standards (AQTS). This continuum was a tool to guide and support PD for 

teachers through assessment of needs, setting goals, and reflective practice of knowledge and 

skills necessary for highly effective teachers. This continuum was grounded in the basic 

prerequisites that “growth in professional practice comes from intentional reflection and 

engagement in appropriate professional learning opportunities and that a teacher develops 

expertise and leadership as a member of a community of learners” (p 7). Teachers used the 

continuum to identify their level of teacher development and practice from Preservice and 

Beginning to Innovating in each of the five AQTS. This continuum was not an evaluation 

instrument but a tool for teachers to assess and reflect on their professional growth.  

The five standards of AQTS to increase student learning and teacher effectiveness formed 

the foundation of the continuum. Standard 1: Content Knowledge focused on the mastery of the 

disciplines within the teaching field of the teacher. This included the concepts, tools, facts, and 

skills to make learning meaningful to students. Standard 2: Teaching and Learning concentrated 

on the pedagogy and family support within a student-centered learning environment using 

research-based strategies for instruction and assessment. These strategies motive and actively 

engaged all students in their learning. Standard 3: Literacy directed teachers to use appropriate 
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knowledge of communication strategies (oral, written, verbal and nonverbal), reading, 

mathematics and technology with instruction, collaboration and interactions. Standard 4: 

Diversity concentrated on using differentiation strategies to meet the needs of students from 

culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse backgrounds, with exceptionalities 

(disabilities and abilities), and based on learning styles. Standard 5: Professionalism included 

ongoing professional learning, collaboration, and ethical practices. 

 The final professional development element that guides gifted specialists was Standard 6 

from the Pre-K-Grade 12 Gifted Education Programming Standards (NAGC & CEC, 2010b). 

Professional development for gifted specialists included assessing learning needs, developing 

and monitoring plans, participation in ongoing learning, and implementing reflective practices. 

The purpose of these standards focused on student outcomes and student growth.  

These three professional development tools converged to form the professional 

development triadic model for gifted specialists. Each tool narrowed the focus of learning to the 

specific needs for the gifted specialist to continue developing expertise in gifted education and to 

increase achievement and learning for gifted learners. The common basic elements of each tool 

supported the others and provide the framework for gifted specialists to assess, identify, plan, 

engage, implement, and reflect throughout the process on their professional learning (see 

Figure1). Using this framework, gifted specialists should be able to determine their professional 

development needs, to utilize technology to access PD specific to gifted education in order to 

build mastery and expertise in the knowledge and skills to work with gifted students, to consult 

with classroom teachers, and to differentiate the College and Career Ready Standards in the four 

core subject areas for gifted students in Grades K-12. However, few research studies have been 
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conducted on PD for gifted specialists or the use of technology to access OPD (Besnoy, 2007; 

Little & Housand, 2011; Westberg et al., 1998; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007).  

Methods 

This study was situated in descriptive, qualitative research through constant comparative 

analysis, which provided a systematic analysis of data to understand the phenomena and not to 

develop and prove a theory (Glesne, 2011; Hewitt-Taylor, 2001; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 

Maximum variation sampling was used to select twelve school systems from which one gifted 

specialist per school system was asked to participate in individual and focus group interviews. 

When more than one gifted specialist was employed by a selected school system, the 

superintendent or the gifted coordinator selected one specialist to participate in the interviews. 

Nine gifted specialists participated in the research. 

Data were coded and analyzed through constant comparative analysis. Audit trails, 

triangulation, and member checks established credibility of the research study. Digital recordings 

and transcripts were maintained under password-protected files on the personal computer of the 

researcher. Printed or handwritten field notes, transcripts, and surveys were maintained in a 

double lock safe in the researcher’s home.  

Assumptions of the Study 

The researcher made several assumptions regarding the study. First, it was assumed that 

the participants would answer questions honestly and to the best of their abilities. Second, each 

participant would have the necessary knowledge to participate in the study. Third, each 

participant would have equal access to participate in the face-to-face or online interviews and 

focus groups. Lastly, the researcher assumed each participant willingly volunteered to participate 
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without feeling coerced or pressured because of the position of the researcher, or believed they 

will be owed a favor by the researcher for their participation in the study.  

Limitations of the Study 

This study was bound within the context of gifted specialists’ access to and participation 

in face-to-face and online professional development. The researcher is employed by the Alabama 

State Department of Education as one of two education specialists of gifted education programs.  

Instead of developing a theory as to why these teachers may not be using online PD and 

testing it through a positivist theory and methodology, I choose to use qualitative constant 

comparative analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1965) to understand this phenomenon 

through the perspectives and beliefs of the gifted specialists (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 

Therefore, I was not limiting the study to my views and thoughts, but keeping it open to 

understand all the events, issues, beliefs, and practices based by the participants through 

interpretive social constructivism (Glesne, 2011). This study was also bounded within the culture 

of the southern United States and specifically, Alabama.  

Operational Definition of Terms 

 Affective needs--Gifted students have intensified emotions, empathy, sensitivity, and             

heightened self–awareness which manifest in behaviors that may or may not be accepted in 

school or by age peers, such as underachievement, perfectionism, introversion, asynchronous 

development, high moral awareness, and sensitivity to others (Smith & Laura, 2009). 

 Asynchronous development--the uneven cognitive, physical, social, and emotional 

development of gifted children, creating heightened awareness, intensities, and experiences that 

are qualitatively different from age peers. The higher the intellectual capacity, the more out of 
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sync the child is (The Columbus Group, 1991; Robinson, 1996; Robinson, 2002; Silverman, 

1997; Silverman, 2002). 

Chalkable PD--was also known as STIPD, is Alabama’s online professional development 

tracking system website in which PD is listed for teachers to register and, after participating, 

have their PD verified for credit towards their certificate renewal (ALSDE 

https://www.alsde.edu/div/dtl/plg/Pages/chalkpd-all.aspx) 

 Cognitive needs--Gifted students require accelerated pacing of, and depth and complexity 

in the content in their area(s) of giftedness (Delcourt, Cornell, & Goldberg, 2007). 

Differentiation- Modifying curriculum and instruction through content, process, product, 

environment, and pacing in order to meet the varied abilities and interests of students and 

progress their learning (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). 

 Gifted coordinator--A person who is designated to have the responsibility for the 

development, supervision, and implementation of gifted services at the central office level 

(Alabama Administrative Code 290-8-9.12(8)(g)). 

 Gifted specialist--A teacher of gifted students in Gifted Education programs in Alabama 

who has earned a Masters or EdS in gifted education, or is currently enrolled in the university 

earning the certification (Alabama Administrative Code 290-3-3-.43). 

 Gifted students--Students identified for gifted education programs who meet the multiple 

criteria of aptitude, characteristics, and performance indicators set by the state of Alabama 

(Alabama Administrative Code 290-8-9.12 and Gifted Eligibility Determination Form). 

 Hypersensitivities--heightened multifaceted sensitivity to environmental, emotional, 

cognitive, and world stimuli (Eide & Eide, 2006; Mendaglio, 1995) 
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 Intellectual peer--A peer group of advanced intellectual or creative students, instead of a 

group based on age (Eddles-Hirsch et al., 2012). 

 Online professional development--Using technology to acquire ongoing growth in the 

professional teaching area, which may include courses, webinars, network meetings, Twitter 

feeds, etc. (Bonk, 2009; Hargadon, 2009; Little & Housand, 2011). 

 Overexcitabilities--Individuals that have heightened sensitivities, awareness, and 

intensity in one or more of five areas: psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, imaginational, and 

emotional (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009). 

 Professional development--Ongoing growth in the professional teaching area in order to 

increase student outcomes. May consist of individual or group learning, including but not limited 

to Professional Learning Community, courses, conferences, trainings, etc. (Clarke & 

Hollingsworth, 2002) 

 Response to Instruction--A general education process to ensure all students’ needs are 

met through the identification of students who are struggling and require remediation or students 

who have mastered content and require acceleration and enrichment (ALSDE, 2009b). 

Summary 

General education teachers had received little to no preservice training on characteristics 

and differentiation strategies to meet the unique learning needs of gifted students (Hansen & 

Feldhusen, 1994; Reis & Renzulli, 2010; Reis et al., 1998). Many teachers misunderstand the 

unique cognitive and affective needs of gifted learners (Copenhaver & McIntyre, 1992; Ford & 

Moore, 2013; Jung, 2014; Lassig, 2009; Stanley, 1980; Subotnik et al., 2011). When these needs 

were not met, gifted students could underachieve (Delisle, 1980; Loveless et al., 2008; Morisano 

& Shore, 2010). Achievement scores of gifted students from standardized testing have decreased 
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for the past several years (Dee & Jacob, 2011; Loveless et al., 2008; Wyner, Bridgeland, & 

Diiulio, 2009). Most professional development provided to school faculty and staff focuses on 

procedures, practices and strategies for all students (Little & Housand, 2011; Westberg et al., 

1998). If professional development was provided to teachers regarding gifted learners, the gifted 

specialist presents the identification, characteristics, and differentiation strategies for gifted 

learners because s/he may have been the only person who had training with this special 

population of students. However, gifted specialists required PD in their area of expertise in order 

to grow professionally (Little & Housand, 2011; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007).  

In order to access PD specific to gifted education programming, specialists must travel to 

locations in or out of state or attend online professional development. With the decreased 

education budgets, gifted PD can be accessed through online offerings that are either free or have 

a fee. When the ALSDE offered online PD based on needs surveys completed by gifted 

specialists and gifted coordinators, they would register for the training, but most registered 

participants never attended (ALSDE STI-PD). Then the question becomes “How are gifted 

specialists accessing PD in gifted education?” 

 Chapter II of this dissertation focuses on the detailed literature review of professional 

development, online professional development, gifted education, and gifted professional 

development. Chapter III outlines the methodology applied to the research question. Participants, 

setting, data collection, research instruments, and data analysis are included in this chapter. 

Chapter IV details the analysis of data. Chapter V contains the discussion of the results of the 

data analysis, the implications for gifted specialists and online professional development, and the 

recommendations for future research for gifted specialists and online professional development.
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 Most educators, teachers, and administrators maintained various misperceptions 

regarding the educational needs of gifted students (Ford, 1998; Ford & Moore, 2013; Neihart, 

Reis, Robinson, & Moon, 2002; Neumeister et al., 2007; Subotnik et al., 2011). Gifted specialists 

were generally the only educators in school systems that had formal educational training on the 

unique cognitive and affective learning needs of gifted students (Reis & Renzulli, 2010; Reis et 

al., 1998). In Alabama, these specialists provided specialized instruction to gifted students, and 

supported Alabama classroom teachers through consultative services and collaboration (AAC, 

n.d.; ALSDE 2011-2015). School and district PD rarely focused on strategies for the gifted 

student (Little & Housand, 2011). If PD was provided to teachers regarding identification, 

characteristics, and instructional strategies to meet gifted learners needs, the gifted specialist was 

providing it at a faculty meeting (ALSDE, 2015). These PD opportunities usually had taken 

place during faculty meetings after school or was one of many sessions during an all-day system 

in-service day (ALSDE, 2015). 

 In order to stay current with gifted education research and instructional strategies, gifted 

specialists must attend PD specific to their professional needs (Little & Housand, 2011; 

VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). The Gifted-Education Specialists at the ALSDE provided 

PD opportunities for gifted specialists. One free training was the one- or two-day regional 
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trainings around the state in August and September which covered updates in policies and 

procedures with the ALSDE and varied other topics based on feedback from GT specialists or 

gifted program monitoring issues. Free webinar based PD was provided as follow-up content 

from the one- or two-day regional trainings or as stand alone trainings, but attendance was low to 

none (ALSDE STI-PD, 2013-2014). Fee-based PD included the weeklong gifted strand at 

MEGA Conference, which was hosted by the ALSDE, or the two- or three-day gifted conference 

hosted by the state organization, Alabama Association for Gifted Children. However, these PD 

opportunities may not have meet the professional learning needs of the gifted specialists based 

on their self-assessment of PD (ALSDE, 2015). Therefore, gifted specialists must seek PD 

outside of their school and sometimes outside of the state. This study searched to understand the 

practices and beliefs of how certified gifted specialists access face-to-face and online 

professional development specific to their professional learning needs in gifted education.  

 In order to explore face-to-face and online professional development practices and beliefs 

of gifted specialists, this literature review focused on professional development, online 

professional development, gifted education, and professional development in gifted 

programming. The first section covered professional development for educators. The second 

section of online professional development moved PD from face-to-face to the online learning 

environment, covering the positive and negative attributes of this delivery strategy. The third 

section covered the history of gifted education and what the current theories are for this unique 

group of learners. The last section covered professional development for gifted specialists who 

have earned certification in gifted education. 

Professional Development 

The purpose of school is to educate students to reach their potential and become 

productive citizens (Subotnik et al., 2011). In order to educate students, teachers must be highly 
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qualified and highly effective for students to be successful, which was more critical than class 

sizes and funding (Darling-Hammond, 1998). In Hattie’s (2009) meta-analysis of over 800 

articles of factors affecting students’ achievement, the single most significant factor was the 

classroom teacher. 

Professional development consisted of ongoing learning activities that improved the 

performance of the teacher in order to help students increase their annual growth, or achievement 

(Avalos, 2011; Clark & Hollingsworth, 2002; Desimone, 2009; Guskey, 2014; Little, 1993; 

Surrette & Johnson, 2015). In other words, PD increased the efficiency of teachers, and increased 

and maintained their levels of expertise (Guskey, 2014). These PD activities were not to fix a 

problem with the teacher (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002), but the key strategy to improve 

teacher quality by acquiring knowledge and skills in pedagogy and changing curriculum and 

instruction (Colbert, Brown, Choi, & Thomas, 2008; Dash, Magidin de Kramer, O’Dwyer, 

Masters, & Russell, 2012). In order to change classroom practices to increase student 

achievement, the beliefs and attitudes of teachers must also change (Clark & Hollingsworth, 

2002).  

Teachers must attend PD annually in order to renew their Alabama teaching certificates 

every five years. For partial credit towards this renewal, the Alabama Administrative Code (290-

3-2-.21) allowed teachers a choice of attending clock hours of professional development, college 

courses, earn National Board certification, or complete a combination of professional 

development hours and college courses. Without this certificate, educators could not teach in 

public school classrooms (AAC, n.d.). According to Weingand (1999), PD was the moral and 

ethical responsibility of an educator to continue their learning in order to maintain and increase 

expertise, because the learning from earning a degree was only good for about three years.  
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Most professional development activities attended by teachers were not by choice 

(Colbert et al., 2008; Hill, 2009; Sparks, 2004). Administrators of schools and school districts 

determined the professional development (PD) or training for gifted specialists to learn new 

knowledge and skills in order to increase student learning and achievement with little to no input 

from teachers (Colbert et al., 2008; Hill, 2009; McMahon, 1997; Vance & McKinnon, 2002). 

Administrators justified this traditional, one-size-fits-all approach with the logic that everyone 

will gain something from it (Mertler, 2013). Even when new teaching or technology strategies 

were introduced, PD was not differentiated for teachers who have been implementing those 

strategies in their rooms or may not be relevant to the teachers’ and students’ learning needs 

(Avalos, 2011; Mertler, 2013). In addition, Hill (2009) found that many teachers only attended 

the minimal amount of PD hours required by state and local mandates and/or requirements. 

This traditional PD required teachers to attend activities based on the schedule of the 

administrators, causing problems with finding time to attend and making a connection to the 

learning (Avalos, 2011; Brown & Neal, 2014). When PD was determined by administrators, 

teachers were not enthusiastic about attending and perceived disconnects between the PD and 

their classroom practices (Colbert et al., 2008). School or school district trainings were usually 

provided during periods of time when teachers were not motivated to attend physically or 

mentally (Hill, 2009). According to Abdal-Haqq (1996), staff development before or after school 

or during planning time periods were not effective trainings because during these times, teachers 

were anxious to prepare their rooms and lessons for students. 

Frequently, PD consisted of the fragmented, one-time, face-to-face trainings (Borko, 

2004; Sparks, 2002). These trainings may have demonstrated how to implement new 

instructional programs; use new technology in the classroom; complete and submit paperwork, 

such as attendance, grades, lesson plans, etc.; or apply changes in procedures and policies 
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(Borko, 2004) but were not effective PD (Darling-Hammonds & Richardson, 2009). Even the 

free summer trainings facilitated by the eleven Alabama Regional In-service Centers were 

usually one-time presentations with little to no follow-up (https://alaric.wikispaces.com/home). 

These “short burst trainings” (Vance & McKinnon, 2002, Background section, para 3) were not 

effective (Vance & McKinnon, 2002) when teachers did not have follow-up sessions to discuss, 

implement, and reflect on new knowledge and skills (King, 2002; Treacy, Kleiman, & Peterson, 

2002). 

Before the NCLB (2001), PD in schools and school districts starting moving towards 

teacher learning needs assessments and choosing PD based on their specific learning needs 

(Colbert et al., 2008). However, NCLB (2001) required schools to be more accountable with 

teacher PD focusing on scripted teaching, mandates, and compliance (Colbert et al., 2008). One 

positive element from NCLB (2001) was that PD must be of high quality, and ongoing.  

Interpretations of what is high-quality and ongoing PD varied. Sparks (2004) found that 

schools approached PD based on the academic achievement performance of the school. If the 

school was low performing in student achievement, PD was mandated for scripted teaching and 

to assure compliance; however, if the school was high performing in student achievement, 

teachers assessed their learning needs and chose PD based on their needs (Sparks, 2004). Based 

on NCLB, teacher professional judgment to determine PD needs was removed (Colbert et al., 

2008).  

Educators assigned to resource rooms, such as teachers of gifted, special education, art, 

music, and computer, are isolated in their work (Hill, 2009), because each school or school 

system may only have had one resource teacher for that special area (ALSDE, 2015). Most 

school and school district PD focuses on K-12 classroom teachers (Little & Housand, 2011). 

Although it was important for resource teachers to know and understand what classroom teachers 
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were implementing, these resource teachers required opportunities to grow and learn in their 

specialized fields (Hill, 2009). 

Standards were used in classrooms as criteria for evaluating student learning (Learning 

Forward, 2011). With increased accountability to prepare all students to be college and career 

ready using rigorous curriculum and standards, the Learning Forward (2011) organization, 

formerly known as the National Staff Development Council (NSDC), developed Standards for 

Professional Learning to support and guide high quality professional development for teachers to 

address the educational challenges of providing rigorous curriculum to challenge all students. 

The NSDC developed a set of national standards for professional development for middle school 

teachers in 1994 and for elementary school teachers in 1995 (Learning Forward, 2011; Smylie, 

2014). These standards were revised in 2001 and again in 2011. The latest revision was 

developed with educational partners to meet the needs of today’s educator. These seven 

standards were designed to increase educator effectiveness and results for all students:  

• Learning communities: Professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and 

results for all students occurs within learning communities that leadership, resources, 

data, learning designs, implementation, and outcomes. 

• Leadership:  Professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results for all 

students requires skillful leaders who develop capacity, advocate, and create support 

systems for professional learning. 

• Resources:  Professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results for all 

students requires prioritizing, monitoring, and coordinating resources for educational 

learning. 



 

27 

• Data:  Professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results for all 

students uses a variety of sources and types of student, educator, and system data to plan, 

assess, and evaluate. 

• Learning Designs: Professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results 

for all students integrates theories, research, and models of human learning to achieve its 

intended outcomes. 

• Implementation:  Professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results 

for all students applies research on change and sustains support for implementation of 

professional learning for long-term change. 

• Outcomes:  Professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results for all 

students aligns its outcomes with educator performance and student curriculum standards. 

(p. 23) 

However, standards alone did not provide quality professional learning (Darling-Hammond, 

2008; Learning Forward, 2011). They must be implemented with fidelity and include the learners 

as active partners in determining their learning needs and emphasize the transfer of learning to 

increased student outcomes (Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009; 

Learning Forward, 2011). 

As classrooms had changed to meet the new College and Career Ready Standards, and 

21st century education, and student achievement scores were connected to teacher 

accountability, professional learning needs become more specific to the needs of the teachers and 

their students (Brown, 2012). Teacher PD moved towards inquiry based learning. According to 

Brown and Neal (2014), “Teaching springs forth from our life-long pursuit of learning. Inquiry is 

the driving force behind our learning” (p. 191). Current research on teacher PD moved from the 

traditional PD, although there were times when it was appropriate (Colbert et al., 2008), to one 
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based on the ongoing learning needs of teachers. Clarke and Hollingsworth (2004) noted that PD 

activities must shift from “programs that change teachers to teachers as active learners shaping 

their professional growth through reflective participation on PD programs and practice” (p. 948). 

Avalos (2011) stated that teacher learning is “a complex process, which requires 

cognitive and emotional involvement of teachers, individually and collectively, the capacity and 

willingness to examine where each one stands in terms of connections and beliefs and the perusal 

and enactment of appropriate alternatives for improvement or change” (p10). This teacher 

learning was available in many, varied, and nontraditional forms, from highly adaptive to highly 

structured to meet the learning needs of the novice to the experienced teacher in general 

education classrooms to specialized, resource classrooms (Koellner & Jacobs, 2015).  

When teachers were participating in PD, frequently, they find themselves in reverse 

classroom roles with the trainer in the role of the teacher, and the teachers were in the roles of 

students (Beavers, 2009). However, adults did not learn in the same way as the students they 

taught (Knowles, 1980; Taylor & Kroth, 2009; Trotter, 2006). Woven into the complexity of 

teacher PD was the learning theory of adults, andragogy, in which learning is facilitated by the 

trainer and not transmitted to the learner (Beavers, 2009; Henschke, 2011; Taylor & Kroth, 

2009).  

Although andragogy has been around for centuries, it was embraced in teacher education 

during the middle to end of the 20th century (Henschke, 2011; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). During 

this time period Knowles (1980) embedded andragogy into teacher learning and developed six 

assumptions. Adult learning was different from child learning based on the assumptions that 

adults were self-directed learners; had a vast amount of prior experiences that were resources to 

learning; learning was based on readiness relevant to social roles and topic of learning; were 

mostly driven by internal motivation; and, needed to know the reason for learning something 
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(Beavers, 2009; Henschke, 2011; Knowles, 1980; Taylor & Kroth, 2009; Trotter, 2006). 

However, there had been many criticisms of this adult learning theory, which point to the lack of 

empirical evidence supporting the effectiveness of the theory. Current research on andragogy 

continued to point to the lack of empirical research and the need to develop tools to measure the 

adult learning outcomes (Henschke, 2011; Taylor & Kroth, 2009).  

Joyce and Showers (2002) determined a relationship between training components, or 

elements, and training outcomes of thorough knowledge, strong skills, and transfer to classroom 

implementation that affect change in the classroom. These elements were study of theory, 

demonstrations, practice, and peer coaching. Each element built upon the next and added to the 

knowledge, skills and transfer of learning, creating a multidimensional PD strategy. Knowledge 

increased from 10% when theory was studied and discussed to 95% when learners viewed a 

demonstration, had authentic practice and had a peer coach for feedback and support. Transfer to 

the classroom that created change in teacher and student learning increases from 0% when theory 

was studied and discussed to 95% after demonstration, practice, and peer coaching were 

implemented. Transfer of learning to implementation in the classroom was required for student 

learning to increase, and depended on both skills and knowledge attainment with peer coaching 

(Joyce & Showers, 2002). 

Meta-analyses of PD models and frameworks (Avalos, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 

Richardson, 2009; Dunst, Bruder, & Hamby, 2015) found many effective models of PD 

(Desimone, 2009; Joyce & Calhoun, 2010; Learning Forward, 2011; Surrette & Johnson, 2015) 

that contained the same key elements as Joyce and Showers (2002) created change and growth in 

teachers and increased outcomes for all students. According to the research by Dunst et al. 

(2015), the most effective PD included  
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trainer introduction, demonstration, and explanation of the benefits of mastering content 

knowledge or practice; active and authentic teacher learning experiences together with 

opportunities to engage in reflection on the use of the content knowledge or practice; and 

coaching, mentoring, or performance feedback during both the in-service professional 

development and follow-up sessions in the settings where the teachers used the content 

knowledge or practice. (p. 1738) 

These models, or frameworks, were aligned to andragogy, and provided methods, 

strategies and guidelines that could be used with any type of PD delivery, such as book studies, 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC), lesson studies, authentic learning, action research, 

mentor/coaching, etc. (Dunst et al., 2015). One finding that required special attention was 

determining the amount of time for each PD session and the amount of time between sessions for 

teachers to reflect and internalize the learning (Dunst et al., 2015). No set amount of time could 

be prescribed because it depended on the learners’ readiness and the complexity of the content 

(Zaslow, Tout, Halle, Whittaker, & Lavelle, 2010). 

Teacher learning, or PD, continued to change and took place in formal and informal 

environments, such as the conversation in the hallway with colleagues (Borko, 2004). However, 

whether professional learning was formal or informal, teachers required time to talk to each other 

about the educational purpose and implementation (Avalos, 2011). From studies conducted by 

Avalos (2011), the power of co-learning strongly emerged and supported Professional Learning 

Communities (Dufour, 2004). Adults wanted to learn with their peers (Fogarty & Pete, 2010).  

The type of PD offered depends on the learning needs of teachers and students (Avalos, 

2011; Ross & Bruce, 2007). To motivate and actively engage students in their learning, teachers 

provided choices through differentiated curriculum (Tomlinson, 1999). Students could choose 

between several activities, books to read, or final projects. Therefore, to motivate and actively 
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engage teachers in their PD, they should be able to choose the trainings specific to their learning 

needs (ALSDE, n.d; Learning Forward, 2011). According to Jim Knight (2011), “total choice, 

without structure, would likely lead to total, unproductive chaos” (p. 32). Antoniou and 

Kyriakides (2013) found that not all teachers possessed the same level of metacognitive skills 

required for reflection. Training for effective reflection and choices of PD could be integrated 

into the school and/or school district continuous improvement plan goals or annual PD focus 

(Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Knight, 2011). Teachers who work with colleagues to create 

professional learning relevant to their professional needs and student learning outcomes were 

empowered and their passion for teaching and improving student outcomes were greatly 

enhanced (Colbert et al., 2008; Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006; Mertler, 2013). However, 

with the research evidence regarding the ineffectiveness of one-shot, one-size-fits-all 

professional learning, most PD was still provided in this format and teachers have little access to 

high quality well-designed PD that provided intensive learning (Darling-Hammond & 

Richardson, 2006). 

Several factors that influenced PD were school policy, culture, and funding (Avalos, 

2011; Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006). Administrators developed school policies and 

procedures that encouraged and supported teachers to assess their learning needs, participate, 

practice, reflect and were provided feedback (Smylie, 2014). School culture needed to support 

the collaborative learning. No longer were teachers isolated in their classrooms. All educators 

were working together to increase student outcomes. Millions of dollars had been spent on 

paying trainers to come to the school for a one-time dose of PD (Harwell, 2003; Little, 1989). 

The professional development consultant industry had grown due to the demand of schools 

(Little, 1989). However, teachers required time to practice, reflect, and follow-up trainings with 

feedback from trainers and coaches (Joyce & Showers, 2002; Smylie, 2014). With limited 
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professional development funds, hiring a consultant for multiple PD workshops may not have 

been cost effective (Odden, 2011). However, learning did not have to take place face-to-face. 

With decreased funding, limited resources and opportunities to travel, and little to no salary 

increases, teachers were turning to technology to access ongoing, high quality PD using 

technology (Bonk, 2009; Brown & Neal, 2014).  

Online Professional Development 

Online professional development (OPD) is PD that utilizes technology to acquire ongoing 

growth in the professional teaching area, which may have included courses, webinars, network 

meetings, social media, etc. (Bonk, 2009; Hargadon, 2009; Little & Housand, 2011). Before 

OPD, the technological advancement in PD was distance learning, which did not require the 

learner to be physically in the presence of the instructor or trainer (Means, Toyama, Murphy, 

Bakia, & Jones, 2009; Schrum, Burbank, Engle, Chambers, & Glassett, 2005). During the mid-

1800s some universities started offering correspondence courses (Kidwell, Freeman, Smith, & 

Zarcone, 2004). Teachers and other individuals could engage in distance learning through 

correspondence courses and mail order videos who otherwise would not have access to this 

learning (Cooke, 2012). As technology advanced, distance education courses improved from 

utilizing mail and TV to access learning to utilizing the Internet and online learning management 

systems (Schrum et al., 2005). Currently, 87.9% of Americans accessed the Internet for personal 

and professional uses, according to the web site Internet World Stats 

(http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm, November 15, 2015). 

According to the survey conducted by Lokken and Mullins (2014), online course 

enrollment at community colleges increased by 4.68%, whereas traditional, face-to-face course 

enrollment decreased by 3.5% during 2013-2014. The total number of students taking online 

courses at all degree-granting post-secondary institutions was 6.7 million, composing 32% of 
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total school enrollments (Allen & Seaman, 2013). Sixty-nine percent of colleges and universities 

stated that online courses are critical to their long-term strategic plan (Allen & Seaman, 2013).  

In most traditional, face-to-face professional development, the instructor dominated the 

learning time, allowing only a few students to ask questions or make comments (Harasim, 2000). 

However, in online learning, learners participate most of the time “talking” or discussing while 

instructors monitored (Harasim, 2000). According to Harasim (2000), the difference between 

online education and distance learning was “online education is fundamentally a group 

communication phenomenon” (p. 50). Adult learning theory of discussing and collaborating 

became critical in the PD (Trivette, Dunst, Hamby, & O’herin, 2009). 

As distant learning improved, communication between the trainer and teachers and 

between teachers became more frequent, effective, and efficient (Schrum et al., 2005). However, 

with OPD, teachers must have adapted to new forms of communication (Brown & Neal, 2014). 

These social media tools were part of Web 2.0 that allows for interaction between participants 

(Hargadon, 2009; Wang & Hsu, 2008; Zandi, Thang, & Krish, 2014). Communication could 

have been synchronous or asynchronous, and written or spoken. Teachers were online at the 

same time receiving PD, which was similar to traditional PD; however, the teachers were 

accessing the real-time PD from different locations. Teachers could communicate synchronously 

through webinars, chat rooms Facetime/Skype, and Google hang-outs (Hargadon, 2009). 

Teachers could also communicate asynchronously, or respond to each other at different times, 

and even dates. These online communication tools included blogs (written and video), discussion 

boards and forums, online PLCs, listserves, and social media and networks, such as Twitter 

(Borko, 2004; Long, 2009; Wang & Hsu, 2008; Zandi et al., 2014). Teachers’ conversations that 

took place in hallways, the teacher’s lounge, and at the lunchroom tables are now taking place on 

the web in social networks (Borko, 2004; Long, 2009).  
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According to Russell, Kleiman, Carey, and Douglas (2009), OPD that uses a variety of 

technologies was common for preservice and in-service trainings. This variety of OPD also 

included blended learning, which combined some face-to-face activities or meetings with online 

activities (Henderson, 2007). The U.S. Department of Education sponsored meta-analysis 

research (Means et al., 2009) of the effectiveness of OPD when compared to face-to-face PD. 

The results of the meta-analysis revealed that online learning was as effective as traditional face-

to-face learning; however, blended learning was the form of OPD that was used more frequently 

within the studies (Means et al., 2009). Most research found that face-to-face and online 

professional development were comparable in quality and effectiveness (Chamberlain & Taylor, 

2011; Holmes, Signer, & MacLeod, 2010; Means et al., 2009; Russell, Carey, Kleiman, & 

Venable, 2009), even when varying levels of support were provided within the online 

environments (Russell et al., 2009). 

Research showed when teachers wrote and responded on online forms of PD, they 

created a social presence interacting with peers of like-minds (Holmes et al., 2010). While 

collaborating with peers, teachers reflected on their learning and teaching, received and provided 

peer feedback, collaborated with peers, and improved their technological skills to use in the 

classroom (George, 2007; Harasim, 2000; Leuhmann & Tineli, 2008).  

As teachers became proficient with technology, and the multimedia and social resources 

as a response to PD (RtPD), they may have embedded these same life-long learning skills into 

their classrooms for student learning (George, 2007; Harasim, 2000). These same forms of OPD 

that teachers accessed could also be translated to forms of learning implemented for students in 

these teachers’ classrooms (George, 2007). Online courses provided access to educational 

opportunities that may not have been otherwise available to students and the quality of these 

courses were equal to face-to-face courses (Lokken & Mullins, 2014). 
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The Internet has pushed professional development out of the [computer] box into an open 

world of many, free opportunities for professional development (Bonk, 2009). With the many, 

varied learning needs of educators, everyone could find something through Internet offerings 

(Bonk, 2009; George, 2007). College courses were not the only form of OPD. Educators used the 

“We ALL LEARN” framework (Bonk, 2009) not only to find PD but also to initiate the training 

and invite others to attend. Dr. Bonk’s framework outlined 10 forms of learning: 

Web Searching in the World of e-Books 
E-Learning and Blended Learning 
Availability of Open Source and Free Software 
Leveraged Resources and OpenCourseWare 
Learning Object Repositories and Portals 
Learner Participation in Open Communities 
Electronic Collaboration and Interaction 
Alternative Reality Learning 
Real-Time Mobility and Portability 
Networks of Personalized Learning. (pp. 50-51) 
 

These various resources ranged from structured courses to open learning environments, 

from online books to online communities of practice, and from software and Web sites to 

augmented reality and simulated environments (Bonk, 2009). Web 2.0 and Web 3.0 tools 

provided opportunities for interaction between participants (Bonk, 2009).  

Research has established several advantages for utilizing OPD. First, OPD provided more 

opportunities for teachers to access personalized content that was specific and focused to the 

needs of the teacher (Killion, 2013; Little & Housand, 2011). Teachers had more choices to 

participate in OPD that met their needs (Killion, 2013).  

Second, with increased responsibilities and tight schedules, teachers were able to find PD 

to meet their needs at anytime and anywhere with Internet access (Bonk, 2010; Brown & Neal, 

2014; Harasim, 2000; Hargadon, 2009; Kabilan, 2004; Killion, 2013; King, 2002; Lightle, 2010; 

Luehmann & Tinelli, 2008; Roskos, Jarosewich, Lenhart, & Collins, 2007; Schaller, 2008; 
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Treacy et al., 2002). This could eliminate the need and expense to travel, cost of childcare, and 

fees for substitutes, saving teachers money and saving schools and school districts money when 

there was limited funding (George, 2007; Holmes et al., 2010). Teachers were more motivated to 

learn when they could choose to attend and were not distracted with other school duties (Brown 

& Neal, 2014; Harasim, 2000; Hur & Brush, 2009; Leuhmann & Tinelli, 2008; Means et al., 

2009) 

Third, teachers could become proficient with the use of technology, and multimedia and 

social media resources developed life-long learning skills (Harasim, 2000; Kabilan, 2004; 

Killion, 2014; King, 2002; Treacy et al., 2002). These social media tools caused “social and 

cultural shifts in how users create content, interact with content on web, and collaborate with one 

another” (Lightle, 2010, p. 49). However, it was not the technology in and of itself, that caused 

the shift, but the interactive tools that were facilitating the interactions (Lightle, 2010). 

Fourth, they collaborated with other educators sharing ideas, solving problems, and 

discussing and reflecting on knowledge, content, and skills that may have had a direct impact on 

classroom curriculum and instruction, which then provided follow-up opportunities (Borko, 

2004; Harasim, 2000; Killion, 2014; King, 2002; O’Brien, Varga-Atkins, Burton, Campbell, & 

Qualter, 2008; Sanders & Langlois, 2005; SERB, 2009; Treacy et al., 2002). Teachers had 

authentic audience for their learning (Leuhman & Tinelli, 2008). 

Fifth, learners felt safe to share within the online learning environment (Harasim, 2000; 

King, 2002; Tseng & Kuo, 2014). Online facilitators and trainers created safe online 

communities of practice to facilitate the learning (Leuhman & Tinelli, 2008). Teachers enjoyed 

the emotional activity of OPD through the camaraderie of discussing and sharing with other like-

minded peers and no longer did teachers feel isolated in their jobs (Hur & Brush, 2009; Leuhman 

& Tinelli, 2008). They were active learners with peers sharing resources and learning related to 
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their practice of work (Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Kwakman, 2003). 

Follow-up activities were a natural part of the learning as teachers continued to reflect, share and 

discuss the implementation of their learning (King, 2002; Wyatt-Smith, Bridges, Hedemann, & 

Neville, 2008). Reflective practice could increase the quality of any PD, whether online or face-

to-face, and is easy to embed into online learning, providing follow-up opportunities for learners 

(King, 2002; Wyatt-Smith et al., 2008). 

Lastly, online activities were recorded and archived for learner revisit (Harasim, 2000; 

Treacy et al., 2002). These resources also became part of just-in-time learning, for teachers to 

access when they needed it (Lightle, 2010). Many professional organizations, such as the 

National Association for Gifted Children (https://www.nagc.org/education-training/webinars-

wednesday, January, 17, 2016), International Society for Technology in Education 

(http://connect.iste.org/communities/community-home?CommunityKey=da1c31e1-349a-4f40-

b51e-8471c433babb, January, 17, 2016), National Science Teachers Association 

(http://learningcenter.nsta.org/, January, 17, 2016), and Alabama Technology in Motion 

(http://alex.state.al.us/aetc/node/73, January, 17, 2016), provided recorded resources for 

members or attendees at conferences on their web sites as part of online learning. 

Most participants in previous research studies (Harasim, 2000; King, 2002; Levy, 2006; 

Vance, 2002) believed they had gained from the online PD experience, even those who dropped 

out of the online course. Knowledge was increased through rich discussions with like-minded 

teachers, even if some participants chose to be passive observers instead of active participants 

(King, 2002; Levy, 2006; Vance & McKinnon, 2002).  

Although many benefits resulted from the online learning, there were several drawbacks. 

Learners did not know how to participate online (Lokken & Mullins; 2014). Learners felt the 

time required to participate in the structured online learning courses was too much and the 
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caseload of work was too high (Lightle, 2010; Sanders & Langlois, 2005; Vance & McKinnon, 

2002). Frustration with technology not functioning as expected obstructed the learning of the 

content (Chamberlain & Taylor, 2011; Killion, 2014; Lokken & Mullins, 2014; Vance& 

McKinnon, 2002). Teachers and students in rural areas still experienced slow Internet 

connectivity (Lokken & Mullins; 2014). Retention in online courses was low (Lokken & 

Mullins; 2014) and up to 36% of participants had dropped out of OPD (Russell et al., 2009). 

The research studies by King (2002), Luehmann and Tinelli (2008), MacDonald and Hills 

(2005), O’Brien et al. (2008), Roskos et al. (2007), Varga-Atkins, O’Brien, Burton, Campbell, 

Qualter (2008), and Walker, Downey, and Sorensen (2008) centered around 8 to 17 week formal 

courses facilitated by universities, without offering university credit or structured course modules 

with required readings and discussions facilitated by volunteers. Facilitators of courses and OPD 

had to monitor the online discussions, prompting learners with visual cues to post instead of 

neglecting the talk (Holmes et al., 2010; King, 2002; Treacy et al., 2002) and provided a safe 

environment for learners to participate (Holmes et al., 2010; Sanders & Langlois, 2005). 

Otherwise, participants would not actively participate because they were afraid they would not 

look professional or that their personal privacy may have been threatened (Lightle, 2010). 

Participants did not complete courses or OPD for various reasons, including work 

responsibilities, family issues, or too busy to complete the required coursework (Lightle, 2010; 

Lokken & Mullins, 2014). 

Implementation planning for effective OPD must be developed in order for educators to 

receive the full benefits (Killion, 2014). First, the technology must be integrated into the 

comprehensive PD plan of the district (Killion, 2014). Second, teachers had to have clear 

expectations of utilizing OPD (Killion, 2014). Identification of barriers and ongoing support to 

use the technology must have been provided (Killion, 2014; Lokken & Mullins, 2014; Brown & 
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Neal, 2014; Zandi et al., 2014). An introductory training session to the online learning was 

necessary to provide learners with course expectations and technology orientation (Harasim, 

2002; Killion, 2013; Levy, 2006; Lokken & Mullins, 2014). This ongoing PD needed to go 

beyond how to use the technology in their classrooms, but to help teachers deeply understand 

and use technology for professional uses (Killion, 2014; Southeast Regional Education Board 

[SREB], 2009).  

The integration of learning, application of learning, or practice, monitoring, reflection, 

and feedback must have been provided (Killion, 2014). Administrators had to support teachers 

when they accessed OPD. When purchasing OPD, develop a selection process to ensure PD was 

purchased to meet needs of teachers, and that it was not the latest trend to implement (Killion, 

2014). Computer technologies should be used for professional, social, and personal support (De 

Paula, 2003). 

However, OPD may not have met the needs of all teachers (George, 2007). Teachers had 

to feel comfortable with the use of technology for learning (Zandi et al., 2014). Online learners 

had to be motivated and self-disciplined (Lokken & Mullins, 2014). Teachers could use 

technology to participate in OPD, but that did not guarantee the PD was of high quality (Killion, 

2013; Roskos et al., 2007). 

History of Gifted Education 

The signing of the revised Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) or also 

known as Every Student Succeeds Act ([ESSA] 2015) to revise the NCLB Act for the first time 

included educational requirements and suggestions for gifted education programs. One of the 

noteworthy items was that Title II funds must be used to provide professional development to 

improve the skills of general education teachers to identify and provide instruction for gifted 
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education, including specific instructional practices, such as enrichment, acceleration, and 

curriculum compacting. Title I funds could be used for gifted identification and services.  

Federal funds had not been specified for schools to use for gifted education before. It was 

also the first time that specific instructional strategies were included for gifted students. In 

addition to the funding, states must have to report student achievement on the state assessment 

disaggregated by student subgroups at each achievement level. This included providing the 

subgroups that were achieving at the advanced levels. School districts must also have to report 

student achievement on the state assessment disaggregated by student subgroups at each 

achievement level (ESSA, 2015). 

Gifted education was back on the federal education focus, albeit small (ESSA, 2015). The 

last time the federal government provided funds to support gifted education in schools was after 

Russia sent the satellite, Sputnik, into orbit around the Earth (Jolly, 2009). The “Race to Space,” 

in which the United States wanted to be the first nation to reach the moon, provided funding 

through the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) for advanced science and math (Jolly, 

2009). The focus was not directly for gifted education but for the advancement of science and 

math, which indirectly benefited gifted students in those two subject areas, and especially at high 

school with the advanced classes. However, once the United States reached the moon, this 

additional funding was terminated (Jolly, 2009).  

Since 1988, the federal government had included in the ESEA Act, the Jacob K. Javits 

Gifted and Talented Students Education Program (http://www2.ed.gov/programs/javits/ 

index.html). The purpose of this competitive grant was to “carry out a coordinated program of 

scientifically based research, demonstration projects, innovative strategies, and similar activities 

designed to build and enhance the ability of elementary and secondary schools to meet the 

special education needs of gifted and talented students” (p. 1). However, funding was not 
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provided to local gifted education programs. Funding for this grant was provided every year with 

the exceptions of FY2011-FY2013 (USDOE). The grant did not accept new applications during 

FY2011-2012 and no funding was provided for new or existing projects during FY2013. 

Gifted education programs had not been a priority in schools or school districts (Subotnik 

et al., 2011). Although gifted adults and children had always been in every society, gifted 

programming had been considered elitist (Colangelo & Davis, 2003; Gagné, 2011; Gallagher, 

1976; Geake & Gross, 2008; Jung, 2014; Siegle, 2008; Subotnik et al., 2011). Administrators and 

teachers agreed that gifted students have learning needs; however, they believed it isn’t fair to 

have special programs for them (Geake & Gross, 2008). Yet, administrators and teachers 

encouraged and promoted special programs for athletic and musical abilities (Geake & Gross, 

2008). This anti-intellectualism permeated American society and schools (Cross, 2015; Geake & 

Gross; 2008; Tannenbaum, 1983; Wilson & Berne, 1999) and caused gifted students to hide their 

abilities in order to blend into the classroom (Hollingworth, 1926). Tracy Cross (2015) included 

in his Psychosocial Bill of Rights for all students (including those with gifts and talents) is to 

“10. attend a school that is free of anti-intellectualism . . .” (p. 129). This anti-intellectualism 

appeared whether money was or was not available for programming, and advocates had to 

continue to fight and justify the need for advanced programs for gifted and high-achieving 

students (Plucker, Burroughs, & Song, 2010).  

The concept of gifted was first based on high intelligence, measured with IQ (intelligence 

quotient) tests. The first research, using a measurement of ability, linked high intelligence to 

hereditary (Galton, 1869). However, this research, which focused on biographies of eminent men 

throughout history who were from affluent families, was biased based on gender, racial, cultural, 

and economic factors (Silverman, 2013).  
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Terman’s Genetic Studies of Genius (1925) became the first volume of this longest 

running longitudinal study to date and began the research of gifted behaviors in children and 

their manifestations into adulthood (Robinson & Jolly, 2013). Terman’s (1925) study did not 

include race, cultural, or economic variables; whereas Hollingworth focused on these variables, 

as well as gifted students with disabilities, or twice-exceptional (Silverman, 2013).  

Hollingworth started a gifted self-contained class, called an “opportunity class” in 1922. 

Simultaneously, she taught the first college course on gifted legitimizing this new field 

(Silverman, 2013). Her research included educational opportunities for highly gifted students 

(Robinson & Jolly, 2013). During these early years, interventions, or services, for students with 

high IQs included acceleration, self-contained classes, or a type of cluster group within a 

classroom (Terman, 1925).  

Terman (1925) and Hollingworth (1926) identified giftedness based on the IQ test, 

Stanford-Binet, which Terman (1916) developed from the Binet-Simon IQ test developed in 

France. This test was used extensively for decades until other tests were developed (Silverman, 

2013). As new theories of gifted were developed, many continued to use a high intelligence 

measurement score (Davis & Rimm, 1985; Plucker & Callahan, 2014).  

The Marland Report (1972) published by the US Department of Education, set a new 

expanded definition of gifted that included multiple areas, including intellectual and defined the 

gifted population as 3-5% of children in school. This report exposed that schools were failing 

gifted students because their needs were not met and these services were a low priority for 

schools. The abilities of gifted students would be impaired without an appropriate education. The 

federal government defined gifted for the first time and expanded the domains to include six 

distinct areas--general intellectual ability, specific academic aptitude, creative or productive 
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thinking, leadership, visual and/or performing arts, and psychomotor abilities. After several 

years, psychomotor abilities were eliminated from the federal definition. The current definition is  

The term “gifted and talented,” when used with respect to students, children, or youth, 

means students, children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement capability in 

such areas as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific academic 

fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order 

to fully develop those capabilities. (20 USC 7801(22) (2004)) 

Definitions provided the framework for programs and services, or interventions (NAGC, 

https://www.nagc.org/resources-publications/resources/definitions-giftedness, 2016). Although 

the US Department of Education defined gifted, the USDOE did not mandate gifted education 

and each state developed gifted definition, identification and services (NAGC & CSDPG, 2015). 

Most states included some or all of the federal definition with identification and services varying 

greatly from state to state (NAGC & CSDPG, 2015; Periathiruvadi & Rinn, 2012). This means 

that a child identified as gifted in one state was not identified as gifted in another state or district 

until the new eligibility requirements were met (AAC, n.d.). 

After the Marland Report (1972), the research in field of gifted took off with diverse 

theories, concepts, and identification practices (Jolly, 2015; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). 

Most theories included multiple criteria for gifted, including the domains listed in the new 

federal definition (Plucker & Callahan, 2014) and “intelligence was seen as necessary but not 

sufficient condition for high achievement” (Plucker & Callahan, 2014, p. 391). Two other 

national reports increased research and interest in gifted education programs. 

The next report was A Nation at Risk (1983) issued by the US Department of Education 

that exposed the low standards for students in school and the neglect of advanced students. This 

report showed how the US students were not excelling in achievement and were actually falling 
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behind students from other nations. This report suggested states needed to add rigor to curricula, 

create new standards for students, increase time for the school day and the school year, and 

provide adequate teacher training and increased teacher pay. 

The last report, National Excellence: A Case for Developing America’s Talent, was in 

1993 and brought to light the “quiet crisis” (Ross, 1993, p. 5) of educational opportunities for the 

top students in schools. This report linked gifted students to US economic loss because these 

students would not be able to compete in a global society. Again, a national report stated that 

when top students in the US were compared to top students in other industrialized countries, very 

few US students were performing at high levels (Ross, 1993). This report recommended 

establishing challenging criteria for all students, especially to challenge gifted learners; 

establishing high-level learning opportunities that are flexible, varied, comprehensive, and 

advanced for gifted students and include acceleration; ensuring access to early childhood 

education, especially for culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse students; extending 

opportunities for culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse students by eliminating 

barriers to advanced learning opportunities; encouraging appropriate teacher training and 

technical assistance to work with advanced students; and, match world performance to ensure 

advanced students meet or exceed top achievement performance levels of advanced students in 

the world (Ross, 1993). 

In 1955, Guilford presented his theory of gifted, Structure of Intellect (SOI). His theory 

defined that performance on IQ tests was based on mental abilities or intellectual abilities. His 

theory involves 150 intellectual abilities, which he later revised to 180 (1988), aligned to three 

domains of operations, content, and products. Although this was one of the first multi-

dimensional theories of gifted, the creativity factors and tests influenced future research in 

creativity.  
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Creativity was a key construct included in most expanded definitions. E. Paul Torrance 

(1968) developed an intense interest in creativity at an early age (Robinson & Jolly, 2013). 

Building on J. P. Guilford’s (1956) work, Torrance (1968) developed activities to measure 

creative thinking, or divergent thinking, that later evolved into the Torrance Tests of Creative 

Thinking (TTCT) as a measurement of intelligence (Robinson & Jolly, 2013; Torrance, 2008). 

Two versions of the TTCT were developed, one for verbal and one for figural. Guilford’s 

research (1956) on creativity involved factors of originality, flexibility, fluency, and elaboration, 

which influenced and was included in Torrance’s development of the TTCT (Torrance, 2008).  

The TTCT were originally developed to develop individualized instruction for children at 

any ability level (Torrance, 1967). These assessments were not meant to test for all domains of 

creativity (Torrance, 1967). The TTCT have been used primarily for identification of students for 

gifted programs and considered fair from bias of gender, race, culture, language, and economic 

status (Cramond, 1993; Torrance, 1971). However, their use for identification has decreased in 

popularity (Silverman, 2013). 

Torrance (1967) advocated for the nurturing of creative abilities in schools. He stated that 

creativity decreased by fourth grade in children because conformity is taught in school at that 

time, however, the creativity increases in later grades (Gardner, 1987; Torrance, 1967). A current 

study using the TTCT finds that a steady decline has been taking place since 1990 in creativity 

for all individuals, but especially for students in Grades K-3 (Kim, 2011). Due to high-stakes 

with standardized testing, creative opportunities were eliminated from classroom lessons 

(Gentry, 2006). Gifted students require activities that allow for creative expression. When these 

creative needs are not met, they can underachieve (Kim & VanTassel-Baska, 2010).  

Creativity has complex, multiple levels, and one test did not accurately measure the 

creative potential or ability for identification into gifted programs (Johnson & Fishkin, 1999; 
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Torrance, 1971; Treffinger, 1986). More than one measurement must have been used when 

identifying students for gifted programs and could include the TTCT with products, 

performances, and behavior rating scales (Kim, 2006; Johnson & Fishkin, 1999; Torrance, 1971; 

Treffinger, 1986).  

Julian Stanley (1976) developed the talent search in domain specific ability of math. His 

study, Studies of Mathematically Precocious Youth (SMPY), suggested that the ability level of 

the students should be matched to the appropriate level of educational programming in and out of 

school. This study provided a foundation to educational programming for high-ability students. 

His study focused on the assessment measurements of abilities in the domain area as part of 

identification and used as a method to monitor progress of the student to ensure appropriate 

educational learning opportunities. He found that when gifted students were required to complete 

multiple repetitions or learn at a slower pace, it caused students to mislearn the information.  

Neuroscience research with fMRIs showed that brains of gifted individuals were 

qualitatively and quantitatively different from brains of average ability students (Eide & Eide, 

2006; O’Boyle, 2008; Prescott, Gavrilescu, Cunnington, O’Boyle, & Egan, 2010; Shaw et al., 

2006). This research supported the gifted students’ educational needs of fewer repetitions and 

accelerated pacing with biological evidence (Eide & Eide, 2006; O’Boyle, 2008). Both 

hemispheres of the gifted brain worked together to gather and process information at an 

accelerated pace (Prescott et al., 2010) which caused the physical body to move at a faster pace 

(Eide & Eide, 2006). Gifted students may have been misidentified as ADHD, due to this 

accelerated brain and body movement (Eide & Eide, 2006). Interventions for the 

misidentification may have caused more misbehaviors than resolutions (Eide & Eide, 2006). 

One of the most influential experts in the field of gifted is Dr. Joseph Renzulli. The 

Enrichment Triad Model (Renzulli, 1976) went beyond traditional schoolhouse giftedness and 
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moved it to creative productivity. This was one of the first theories to broaden the conception of 

giftedness by being more inclusive. Identification moved away from solely using psychometric 

scores to identify giftedness to looking at creativity. This model identified students based on the 

interactions of above average ability, high levels of task commitment or motivation, and high 

levels of creativity (Renzulli, 1976, 1984). 

Influenced by talent development and creativity, the Enrichment Triad Model had 

evolved into the Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM) (Renzulli & Reis, 1994, 1997). The SEM 

identified a talent pool of 10-15% of the school population that included a variety of measures. 

High achievement and intellectual test scores automatically qualified students for a variety of 

services; however, these two types of assessments were a small part of the multiple criteria data 

gathered. The identified talent pool participated in pull-out classes based on Type I, II, and III 

from the Enrichment Triad Model and was provided with a detailed plan for a continuum of 

services. Enriching activities were provided to all students with participation from all teachers in 

the schools and developed by the schoolwide enrichment team. Two non-negotiables required for 

SEM were specialists must devote the majority of their time with the identified talent pool of 

students and, trained, specialized personnel must provide the services, including advanced 

classes, and coordinate the services with the schoolwide enrichment team. 

This enrichment model brought a new concept to gifted, social capital, which is “a set of 

intangible assets that address the collective needs and problems of other individuals and of our 

communities at large” (Renzulli, 2003, p. 77). In other words, it was the social network of an 

individual and how they cared about themselves and others for the greater good. The goal was to 

have students develop Type III projects that contributed to the school or community or build 

social capital. (Renzulli, Koehler, & Fogarty, 2006). Renzulli (2002) developed the Operation 
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Houndstooth Model in order for the factors of social capital to be taught to students (Renzulli, 

2002, 2003; Renzulli et al., 2006) and was influenced by Tannenbaum’s (1983) research. 

In 1983, Tannenbaum’s Gifted Children: Psychological and Educational Perspectives 

presented a complex theory of gifted with a five-point “Sea star” model that included an outcome 

that gifted individuals had the ability to perform or produce and contribute to community or 

society. In addition to general ability measured by intellectual assessments (innate ability), he 

included specific aptitude, similar to Stanley’s (1976) talent search for precocious math students; 

nonintellectual requisites, such as creativity and motivation; environmental supports; and chance. 

Each star point, or factor, had stable and static aspects. This model was one of the first to 

emphasize the role of nurture, or environment, and chance in giftedness (Miller, 2012). 

Tannenbaum diverged from current concepts by placing creativity with motivation and other 

gifted aspects that have been traditionally categorized separately (Miller, 2012).  

In 1983, Gardner’s Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences expanded 

intelligence to include multiple areas. The purpose of Gardner’s theory was not to label each 

student but to understand the child and provide the best learning opportunities (Gardner, 1983). 

Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences (2006) theory challenged intelligence from one general ability 

to multiple types of abilities and giftedness. Over time, the types of multiple intelligences had 

increased from the original seven (interpersonal, intrapersonal, logical-mathematical, musical, 

visual-spatial, and bodily-kinesthetic) to nine, including naturalistic and spiritual or existential 

(Gardner, 1999). While visual-spatial and logical-mathematical could be assessed using 

intellectual tests, the rest of the domains challenged gifted programs to find ways to measure 

these abilities (Tannenbaum, 2002). 

All individuals possessed these multiple intelligences in varying levels (Gardner, 1983, 

1999). These intelligences had been used to describe learning styles; however, Gardner 
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continued to dispel this misconception (Gardner, 2013). Although this theory was popular in 

general education and teachers had revised lessons and activities to include these intelligences, 

this theory has had little impact on gifted education (Castejon, Perez, & Gilar, 2010).  

Tannenbaum influenced Gagné’s (1995) theory of Differentiated Model of Giftedness and 

Talent (MDGT) that included different domains of natural abilities, including intellectual, 

creative, socioaffective, sensorimotor, intrapersonal skills, developmental process, environmental 

factors, chance, and talent, with several areas containing multiple subfactors. Gagné defined 

gifted as innate and potential while talented is demonstrated behavior or achievement of the 

innate or potential ability. Gagné’s definitions of the two concepts, gifted and talented, further 

grounded the innate ability and achievement in the field of gifted and continued to influence the 

talent development movement that is the current movement in gifted today. 

Simultaneously, Sternberg (1985) developed his Theory of Successful Intelligence or 

Triarchic Theory of Intelligence, which included analytical ability, or reasoning, which can be 

assessed through intellectual tests; synthetic ability, or creativity, which is divergent thinking; 

and practical ability, which applies the analytical or synthetic abilities to everyday problems. 

This theory changed the definition of gifted by grounding intelligence into the sociocultural 

context of what is valued; capitalizing on one’s strengths and weaknesses; how one adapts to, 

shapes, and selects environments; and the success of balancing analytical, synthetic, and 

practical abilities (Sternberg, 2005). Gifted was not just potential but includes who values it and 

being successful with achievements. 

Current theories in gifted education focused on talent development and were influenced 

by Stanley’s (1976) talent development research in domain specific areas; Tannenbaum’s (1983) 

environmental, nonintellectual, and chance factors; Gagné’s (1995) definition of gifts and 

talents; and Renzulli’s Enrichment Model (1976). Talent development was a framework that 
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focused on developing potential talent, creating a more inclusive model for programming (Barab 

& Plucker, 2002; Horn, 2015; Subotnik et al., 2011). According to Dai, Swanson, and Cheng’s 

(2011) meta-analysis of gifted research, a paradigm shift in gifted education was moving toward 

talent development as a central focus for identification and programming. 

Unlike the concept of intelligence from heredity-based theories, in which intelligence was 

fixed, in talent development intelligence was malleable and changed over time, creating a growth 

mindset (Dweck, 2012). According to Subotnik et al. (2011), talent development focused on 

optimal performance and productivity through supports to reach eminence in the area(s) of 

giftedness. Therefore, the goal of gifted education was to produce eminent individuals (Subotnik 

& Rickoff, 2010). However, Silverman (2013) posed that a child with a high IQ who does not 

reach imminence was still gifted and required specialized services and needs. 

Identification using the talent development construct initially included IQ test scores 

(Stanley, 1973; Thomson & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2014). Some models may include IQ scores or 

used achievement scores to identify students for services (Gagne’, 2011; Subotnik et al., 2011; 

Thomson & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2014). The latest research in talent development focused on 

developing the potential first and then identifying students for gifted (Subotnik et al., 2011). This 

talent development provided enrichment opportunities for children in preschool and primary 

grade levels instead of starting in third grade and higher (Horn, 2015; Subotnik et al., 2011). 

Services for students within the talent development model included not only a continuum of 

services provided throughout the school career, but also various levels of services within each 

grade level or grade level cluster (Gentry, 2009). Gagné (2011) suggested that if schools 

followed the talent development for all students instead of identifying a few gifted individuals, 

achievement would increase and disproportionality of underserved populations in gifted 

education programs would disappear. 
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One longstanding debate among researchers had been whether giftedness was inherited 

(nature) or developed through nurturing (Plomin, DeFries, Knopik, & Neiderhiser, 2013; Plomin, 

Shakeshaft, McMillan, & Trzaskowski, 2014; Plucker & Callahan, 2014). Nature referred to the 

genetic inheritance of intellectual ability, which resided in the individual (Galton, 1869; Termin, 

1925). Traditionally, IQ tests were developed and used to measure how successful a student will 

be in school (Terman, 1919). These IQ tests were also used to identify students for services 

either solely or in combination with multiple assessments (Hollingworth, 1926; Termin, 1925). 

Nurture, on the other hand, was the manifestation or performance of the ability as achievement 

influenced by the surrounding environment and was malleable (Dwek, 2012; Subotnik et al., 

2011). Current research was replacing the word “gifted” with “expertise” (Plomin et al., 2014). 

According to Plomin et al. (2014), only a few researchers believe nurture solely influences 

expertise/gifted, while no researcher could be identified who believed only nature influences 

expertise/gifted. This debate may have coalesced into agreement that nature and nurture were 

both important to develop expertise or giftedness (Plomin et al., 2014; Subotnik, 2015).  

The latest research in intelligence and gifted recommended that gifted experts should 

embrace intelligence instead of moving away from it through the three levels of the Cattell-Horn-

Carroll (CHC) model (McGrew, 2009; Warne, 2016). Carroll’s (1993) research was the basis for 

the CHC model. General intelligence was required but it was complex and consisted of many 

factors in order to provide high performance. The CHC model started with Level III general 

intelligence ability narrowed to specific abilities in Level II and ended with the most specific 

ability in Level I that was associated with one task and ability/performance that could be 

improved with practice (McGrew, 2009). This theory combined nature and nurture to 

demonstrate giftedness (Carroll, 1993; McGrew, 2009; Warne, 2016) and to shape services and 

curriculum for gifted learners (Warne, 2016). 
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Another debate was the gifted child’s need for affective support, which started with the 

beginning of gifted research. Hollingworth’s (1926) research found that gifted students had 

social-emotional needs and required interventions to meet those needs, whereas, Terman’s 

(1925) research resulted in the idea that gifted children did not require social-emotional 

interventions any more than average students. Some researchers had found gifted students 

require ongoing support and guidance with social-emotional issues (Bailey, 2011; Cross, 2010; 

Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Delcourt et al., 2007; Delisle & Galbraith, 2002; Eddles-Hirsch et 

al., 2012; Eide & Eide, 2006; Fonseca, 2011; Peterson, 2009; Silverman, 1994; Sisk, 2009; 

Subotnik, 2015; Tieso, 2007), whereas others disagree, stating that gifted individuals are superior 

in intellectual, emotional, and social performance (Cross, Cassady, Dixon, & Adams, 2008; 

Deary, Whalley, & Starr, 2009; Niehart, 1999). These negative behaviors may have been a result 

of the student interaction with the environment and not within the individual (Thomson & 

Olszewski-Kubilius, 2014). Several affective concepts, such as asynchronous development, 

overexcitabilites, and hypersensitivities continued to be widely used to characterize giftedness 

and describe gifted behaviors (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Delcourt et al., 2007; Eddles-Hirsch 

et al., 2012; Eide & Eide, 2006; Peterson, 2009; Silverman, 1997, 2002, 2007). However, “many 

people nevertheless adhere to the notion that high-IQ gifted children are qualitatively different 

beings and are highly sensitive” (p. 5) and affective services were included as part of the services 

provided by schools whether the research recommended it or not (Subotnik et al., 2011). 

Most services for gifted students had been provided through various forms of 

differentiation of the school curriculum and instruction (Gentry, 2014; Hollingworth, 1925; Park, 

Lubinski, & Benbow, 2013; Sisk, 2009; Tomlinson, 2003, 2008; Warne, 2016). The first forms 

of services were accelerating the curriculum and grouping students by ability (Hollingworth, 

1926; Terman, 1925). Additional interventions were provided that included subject acceleration, 
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advanced courses, telescoping, and enrichment pull-out programs (Rogers, 2002) However, 

ability grouping as “tracking” was found harmful when students were placed in the wrong track 

(Great Lakes Center for Education Research and Practice, 2013; Plucker & Callahan, 2014; 

Slavin & Braddock, 1993). However, ability grouping recommended today involves clustering 

up to one-third of a class as identified gifted/talented students within a classroom (Brulles & 

Winebrenner, 2012; Gentry, 1999, 2014). Flexible skills grouping would be implemented with 

all students because a gifted student is not advanced in all subject areas and would not always be 

in every advanced learning group (Brulles & Winebrenner, 2012; Gentry & Owen, 1999; Gentry, 

2014). 

One issue on which researchers can agree was that many gifted programs did not 

resemble the school populations. Subgroups within the school were missing or few students had 

been identified in these gifted programs (Castellano & Frazier, 2010; Foley-Nicpon, Assouline, 

& Colangelo, 2013; Ford, 2010, 2012; Ford & Grantham, 2003; Ford, Grantham, & Whiting, 

2008). These subgroups included African-Americans, Hispanics, Native Americans, highly 

creative students, underachievers, and twice-exceptional students. Some factors that had created 

barriers which prevented students from being referred for services involved bias-hidden and/or 

institutional, deficit thinking, discriminatory assessments, disregard to culture and what was 

valued, and lack of teacher training, (Foley-Nicpon et al., 2013; Ford, 2012). Even when students 

were identified, gaps in high achieving students existed for students from low socioeconomic, 

African American, Hispanic, Native American, and English language learners, which Plucker et 

al. (2010) referred to as the “excellence gap” (Plucker et al., 2010; Plucker, Giancola, Healey, 

Arndt, & Wang, 2015). Multiple measures were needed to identify students from 

underrepresented populations (Ford, 2010, 2012; Ford et al., 2008; Worrell, 2009). However, 

those individuals who were collecting the data had to understand and choose the appropriate 
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assessments because more was not better if they were not used correctly in the first place 

(McBee, Peters, & Waterman, 2014). Talent development may have increased the identification 

of underserved populations; general education and gifted teacher trainings were critical to 

referrals, identification, and services (Gagné, 2011). Multicultural lessons must be included in 

both general education and gifted classrooms (Ford, 2014; Ford & Harris, 1999). 

Gifted research started with single psychometric studies of scores on intelligence tests 

(Hollingworth, 1926; Terman, 1925), added layers of complexity with multiple criteria and 

domains (Guilford, 1988; Renzulli, 1976; Sternburg, 1985; Tannenbaum, 1983) and evolved to 

current theories of talent development (Thomson & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2014; Plucker & 

Callahan, 2014; Renzulli, 2012; Stanley, 1973; Subotnik et al., 2011). Although there were 

disagreements between researchers and practitioners on definitions, terminology, identification, 

and services, most researchers agreed that gifted learners have unique learning needs that 

required specialized services by teachers who were trained in gifted nature and needs (Landrum, 

2005; Reis et al., 1993; Renzulli, 2012, 1976; Robinson, 2008; Subotnik et al., 2011; VanTassel-

Baska, 2005). 

Professional Development for Gifted Specialists 

Using a generous definition of professional development to include undergraduate and 

graduate training and courses, research on professional development for teachers regarding gifted 

education could be divided into four categories: teachers in preservice courses, teachers in the 

general education classroom, teachers seeking gifted certification, and teachers who have earned 

certification. Of the 41 states and the District of Columbia that completed the State of the State 

survey, all indicated that professional development and training on gifted learners were critical 

for general education and gifted specialists (NAGC & CSDPG, 2015). However, most states did 

not require training or courses for preservice and classroom teachers (NAGC & CSDPG, 2015). 
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Gifted coursework was not required to earn certification or licensure for teachers, administrators, 

counselors, school psychologists/psychometrists, and, in many states, for gifted specialists 

(Dettmer & Landrum, 1998; NAGC & CSDPG, 2015). 

Teachers in Preservice 

Gifted teaching standards were developed in collaboration with CEC and NAGC in 2006 

and revised in 2013. The expectation was to have these standards applied to all preservice 

teaching programs; however, that has not come to fruition (Johnsen, VanTassel-Baska, & 

Robinson, 2008). Most teachers receive little to no training on gifted education and programming 

during preservice coursework (Archambault et al., 1993; Bain, Bliss, Choate, & Sager-Brown, 

2007; Bangel, Emerson, Capobianco, & Moon, 2006; Chamberlain & Chamberlain, 2010; 

Dettmer & Landrum, 1998; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Reis & Renzulli, 2010; Reis et al., 2004; 

Reis et al., 1998b; Subotnik et al., 2011; Troxclair, 2013) and most training and coursework were 

found at the graduate level (Bangel et al., 2006; Dettmer & Landrum, 1998). Even though in 

2008, the Higher Education Opportunity Act (Pub. L. 110–315, 2008) required teachers to be 

prepared to meet the learning needs of all students, including gifted students, preservice gifted 

training still did not go beyond one chapter in a textbook or a single lecture (Berman, Schultz, & 

Weber, 2012; Chamberlain & Chamberlain, 2010). 

Research had established that the most significant variable affecting student achievement, 

including gifted students, was the teacher (Callahan & Renzulli, 1977; Dettmer & Landrum, 

1998; Hattie, 2009; Hong, Greene, & Hartzell, 2011). In the State of the States survey, only one 

state required general education teachers to have a gifted course during preservice (NAGC & 

CSDPG, 2015). Few studies had been conducted regarding gifted education training for 

preservice teachers (Bangel, Moon, & Capobianco, 2010). When this training was not available, 

these preservice teachers were left to develop their own beliefs and attitudes toward gifted such 
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as, teachers did not hurt gifted students by not differentiating for them (Bain et al., 2007); gifted 

meant being compliant with schoolwork (Bain et al., 2007); and/or teachers maintained negative 

perceptions about gifted learners, such as gifted education was elitist (Bain et al., 2007; 

McCoach & Siegle, 2007).  

In the preservice study by Bangel et al. (2006), preservice teachers participated in an 

online gifted course that included a Saturday enrichment practicum, which provided an authentic 

experience in their own classrooms. Most teachers found that the combination of coursework, 

discussions, and authentic practicum increased their understanding of gifted students and that 

appropriate educational strategies were required to meet the needs of gifted students (Bain et al., 

2007; Bangel et al., 2006; Chamberlain & Chamberlain, 2010; Plunkett & Kronborg, 2011). 

Undergraduate programs needed to include this model or other strategies in their teacher 

programs to ensure teachers can recognize gifted behaviors and all students’ needs were met in 

the “inclusive classrooms” (Bangel et al., 2006, p. 357; Bain et al., 2007; Chamberlain & 

Chamberlain, 2010; Jung, 2014; Plunkett & Kronborg, 2011; Siegle, Moore, Mann, & Wilson, 

2010). 

Attitudes influenced behaviors and could be influenced and changed through school 

culture, community of practice, and professional development (Lassig, 2009). However, “the 

relationship between attitudes and behaviors is complex and not always consistent” (Lassig, 

2009, p. 5). Bohner and Wänke (2002) found that if the teachers’ attitudes and beliefs were based 

on misconceptions and myths, their practices in the classroom reflected these attitudes. These 

teachers did not acknowledge a need to correct misunderstandings because they did not realize 

they held misconceptions (Berman et al., 2012; Bohner & Wänke, 2002). With teacher training, 

these misconceptions could be corrected and gifted students’ needs could be met (Berman et al., 
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2012; Ely, 2010; McCoach & Siegle, 2007; Troxclair, 2013); however, it may have taken more 

than one course to change the attitudes (Berman et al., 2012; McCoach & Siegle, 2007). 

Teachers in General Education Classrooms 

With no undergraduate training in gifted education, the teacher entered the classroom 

with preconceived attitudes on programming and the nature and needs of gifted learners (Berman 

et al., 2012; Dettmer & Landrum, 1998; Siegle et al., 2010). National Excellence: A Case for 

Developing America’s Talent (1993), reported that staff development for all educators was a 

critical priority for gifted education programs. The research study that was published 

(Archambault et al., 1993) revealed that over 60% of the teachers surveyed had little to no PD on 

gifted learners and programming. Although there was a slight increase in the number of states 

requiring PD for teachers regarding gifted education in the State of the States report (NAGC & 

CSDPG, 2015), only five states required professional development for general education 

teachers, five states had policies that allowed LEAs to decide, 18 states had no policy but let 

LEAs determine their needs, and, 11 states allowed LEAs to voluntarily make the decision. 

In 1998, NAGC and the Professional Development Network published the book, Staff 

Development: The Key to Effective Gifted Education Programs (Dettmer & Landrum, 1998) to 

provide guidance to teachers of gifted and gifted coordinators on how to train educators within 

the school. This book outlined how to provide and differentiate staff development for all 

educators within the school regarding gifted learners and instructional strategies and included 

resources and different PD models. 

 Most research studies on professional development for classroom teachers fell into two 

main categories of identification and knowledge and skills to meet the unique learning needs of 

gifted learners, but usually involved attitudes and beliefs (Bain et al., 2007; Dixon, Yssel, 

McConnell, & Hardin, 2014; Ford & Moore, 2013; Harris, Plucker, Rapp, & Martínez, 2009; 
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Johnsen, 2012; Neumeister et al., 2007; Reis et al., 1993; Siegle et al., 2010). Even school 

counselors (Ford, 1998; Peterson, 2006), school psychologists and psychometrists (Ford, 1998; 

Robertson, Pfeiffer, & Taylor, 2011), and administrators (McHatton, Boyer, Shaunessy, Terry, & 

Farmer, 2010; Plucker et al, 2015) have had little to no training on gifted learners. Looking at the 

State of the States for classroom teachers and other personnel, only four states required 

administrators to have coursework on the nature and needs of gifted learners and only four states 

require this same type of coursework for counselors (NAGC & CSDPG, 2015). 

Classroom teachers were frequently the gatekeepers to gifted education programs through 

the referral process (Ford et al., 2008; Harris et al., 2009; Peters & Gentry, 2010). Appropriate 

training in gifted characteristics in general and special populations, including culturally, 

linguistically, and economically diverse students, creative gifted, and twice exceptional, was 

required for classroom teachers to shed the myths of giftedness in order to recognize and refer 

students exhibiting gifted characteristics (Harris et al., 2009; Siegle et al., 2010). Teachers 

needed PD on strategies that provided opportunities for gifted students to demonstrate those 

behaviors, whether general or different (Johnson, 2012) An easy access to school and school 

district PD for teachers and administrators would have been to coordinate with existing PD 

topics to integrate gifted strategies (VanTassel-Baska, 2015). 

Untrained teachers did not recognize gifted behaviors in minority or economically 

disadvantaged students or understand that gifted was not in all subject areas (Ford & Moore, 

2013; Neumeister et al., 2007). When gifted behaviors did not meet the beliefs and attitudes of 

the teacher, these students were not referred for gifted services as well as not having their needs 

met in the classroom (Ford & Moore, 2013; Neumeister et al., 2007). Not only did teachers need 

PD on characteristics of gifted but also required PD on multicultural education in order to 

develop a deeper understanding of how gifted looked different and to foster an awareness to their 
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own biases (Dettmer & Landrum, 1998; Ford, 2014; Ford et al., 2008; Ford & Harris, 1999; 

Ford, Harris, Tyson, & Trotman, 2001; Harris et al., 2009; Neumeister et al., 2007). Difficult and 

honest discussions regarding biases due to race, economically disadvantaged and linguistically 

different students had to take place (Ford, Granthem, & Whiting, 2008) 

With diverse classrooms today, teachers had received training to differentiate and meet 

the learning needs of grade level and below grade level students but struggled to know what to 

do with gifted learners (Dixon et al., 2014; Reis & Renzulli, 2010). Teachers had required gifted 

students do the same work as everyone else because they will be fine, or the teachers did not 

recognize the need to differentiate curriculum and instruction (Bain et al., 2007; Dixon et al., 

2014). When teachers were trained, they may had differentiated more for gifted learners and 

accelerate students (Johnsen, 2012; Reis et al., 1993, 1998a). Oddly, classroom teachers’ value 

contributions of gifted people in society (Lassig, 2009); however, they did not believe gifted 

students in their classrooms would be those leaders and innovators (Lassig, 2009). Many 

preservice and in-service teachers view the gifted children in their classrooms as peer tutors 

(Berman et al., 2012; Clinkenbeard, 2012) and “not as children being handicapped by an 

unchallenging educational environment” (Berman et al., 2012, p. 24). 

Two separate issues of Gifted Child Quarterly (Winter, 1982; October 2009) were 

dedicated to the myths of gifted education and during this 27-year gap between issues, the 

number of myths increased. These myths continued to filter the practices and to drive the 

attitudes of classroom teachers who had no preservice or staff development training in gifted 

education (Neumeister et al., 2007). Acceleration was one of the most appropriate, and cost 

effective interventions to meet the needs of gifted students; however, classroom teachers were 

opposed to this strategy based on their attitudes and beliefs of acceleration myths (Colangelo et 

al., 2004; McCoach & Siegle, 2007; Rambo & McCoach, 2012). Teachers developed high self-
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efficacy through ongoing PD and were more likely to differentiate and recommend students for 

acceleration. Administrator PD was required to disprove the myths of acceleration and support 

this intervention within the school and school district (Rambo & McCoach, 2012). 

When preservice and in-service teachers were provided opportunities to participate in 

training and work with gifted learners, misconceptions could be removed and teachers 

implemented appropriate differentiation and acceleration for gifted learners (Dettmer & 

Landrum, 1998; Reis & Renzulli, 2010). Not only did teachers require the PD to learn the 

strategies to meet gifted learners need, they also needed time and support to learn how to develop 

and implement those strategies (Reis et al., 1993). Having a certified gifted specialist in the 

school to collaborate with teachers, as a mentor and coach, provided ongoing support and PD 

(Sisk, 2009).  

Teachers Seeking Gifted Certification 

Of the 41 states and the District of Columbia that completed the State of the States 

survey, 19 states required teachers of gifted programs to have certification or endorsement 

(NAGC & CSDPG, 2015). Of these states, 12 required formal college courses whereas, seven 

allowed credentials to be earned through staff development (NAGC & CSDPG, 2015). Standards 

had been developed through the collaboration of NAGC and CEC (2013) to provide knowledge 

and skills required to teach gifted students in gifted education programs and have been adopted 

by the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) in 2013 (NCATE 

website, http://www.ncate.org/Standards/ProgramStandardsandReportForms/tabid/676/ 

Default.aspx). These standards conveyed professionalism to the field of gifted (Coleman, 

Gallagher, & Job, 2012; Johnsen, 2012; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). These national 

standards communicated coherence to the field of gifted and provided a framework for more 

universities to develop gifted certification programs (VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). 
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Researchers in gifted education (Coleman et al., 2012; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; 

Johnsen, 2012; Johnsen et al., 2008; Renzulli, 1968, 1985), had advocated that gifted learners 

needed specially trained teachers in gifted education. According to Cropley and McLeod (1986), 

gifted specialists should be experienced teachers. Several studies compiled the characteristics of 

teachers of gifted and found that they reflected those characteristics of gifted learners (Cropley & 

McLeod, 1986; Feldhusen, 1989). 

Hansen and Feldhusen (1994) found that teachers who take a minimum of three courses, 

but preferably five courses, developed the appropriate skills to work with gifted students. 

Providing a practicum for teachers earning certification with master teachers to mentor and 

coach them during the intensive three-week Summer Enrichment Workshop improved the skills 

and knowledge and teacher self-efficacy in working with gifted learners (Newman, Gregg, & 

Dantzler, 2009). 

“Endorsement and certification requirements assure parents, students, and administrators 

that teachers meet minimal standards of training” (Hansen & Feldhusun, 1994, p. 120). Hiring 

teachers with certification in gifted education was a best practice (Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994). 

Supporting this best practice was the landmark decision by The American Arbitration 

Association Case Number 1139-1912-83. A grievance was filed regarding the retention of a 

teacher with gifted training with less seniority over a teacher with more seniority and no gifted 

training for a gifted program. The decision to let the teacher without gifted certification go was 

upheld due to the unique position of the gifted specialist through the established specialized 

program, required specific qualifications of the teacher, specified teacher competencies, and 

documented student work and feedback from stakeholders (Renzulli, 1985).  
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Gifted Specialists with Certification 

 A paucity of research existed on PD for certified gifted specialists. Most research 

involving gifted specialists usually compared attitudes toward gifted learners to general 

education teachers’ attitudes (Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Hong et al., 2011; Schroth & Helfer, 

2008), program or curriculum models and instructional strategies (Coleman & Hughes, 2009; 

Gatling, 2015; Hertzog, 1998; Landrum, 2001; Rogers, 2007), training general education 

teachers (Matthews & Foster, 2005), or gifted training to earn the certification or endorsement 

(Johnsen, 2012; Johnsen, VanTassel-Baska, & Robinson, 2008). Because less than half of the 

states required certification for teachers who worked in specialized programs for gifted students 

(NAGC & CSDPG, 2015), most PD research focused on teachers earning credentials to work in 

these gifted programs (Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Johnsen, 2012; Johnsen et al., 2008; Newman 

et al., 2009). 

Teachers are required to attend PD provided by the school or LEA (Colbert et al., 2008; 

Hill, 2009; Little & Housand, 2011; Sparks, 2004); however, that PD generally did not include 

gifted education programming (Karnes & Schaunessy, 2004; Little & Housand, 2011). The 

research indicated that PD was more meaningful when teachers could choose what PD to attend 

(ALSDE, 2009a; Knight, 2011; Learning Forward, 2011; Little & Housand, 2011; Wycoff, Nash, 

Juntune, & MacKay, 2003). However, specialists must look outside of their schools and districts 

to find PD focused on gifted education programming and gifted students (Little & Housand, 

2011). Sandra Kaplan (1986) recommended to coordinators of gifted programs to implement 

alternate forms of PD that focused on peer interaction, on one objective through ongoing PD, and 

on learning needs of the teachers of gifted. 

Tomlinson (1995) encouraged gifted specialists to use action research, or practical 

inquiry, as a form of PD to make informed decisions about teaching and classroom practices 
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(Brighton & Moon, 2007). Action research modeled the inquiry learning of gifted students when 

they were engaged in concept-based units that incorporated problem-based learning and working 

from the perspective of the professional (Tomlinson, 1995). This form of research and reflective 

practice could be completed by individual teachers or groups of teachers in their classrooms or 

schools (Wycoff et al., 2003) and also provides an opportunity for teachers to publish their 

research (Tomlinson, 1995). 

Because teachers had different needs, PD should be differentiated to meet the learning 

needs and expertise level of gifted specialists (Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Besnoy, 2007; 

Knight, 2011; Wycoff et al., 2003). Teachers could have completed a needs assessment and 

develop long-term and short-term PD goals based on those needs (Besnoy, 2007; Wycoff et al., 

2003). In Alabama, all teachers used the Alabama Continuum of Teacher Development (ALSDE, 

2007). Administrators met with teachers to determine PD needs and included them in the PD 

goals set as part of professional growth and assessment of practice (ALSDE, 2009a). In other 

words, gifted specialists developed their own individualized professional development plans, or 

Professional Learning Plans (PLPs) (Karnes & Schaunessy, 2004) and used the CEC-NAGC 

Teaching Standards or the NAGC PreK-12 Program Standards to guide the PD into different 

factors of gifted education programming (Coleman et al., 2012; Johnsen, 2012; Little & 

Housand, 2011). 

Technology could be a tool that was integrated into the curriculum and instruction of 

gifted learners (Besnoy, 2007; Periathiruvadi, & Rinn, 2012; Pyryt, 2003; Shaunessy, 2007), but 

gifted specialists must be provided with ongoing training, or PD, in order to effectively use 

technology (Besnoy, 2007; Periathiruvadi, & Rinn, 2012; Schaunessy, 2007). Attitudes of gifted 

specialists toward technology could determine the use of technology in the specialized programs; 

however, ongoing PD with peer observations altered the attitudes and resulted in the increased 
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use of technology with gifted learners (Schaunessy, 2005; Schaunessy, 2007). These trainings 

not only needed to include how to use the technology from basic to complex applications, but 

also needed to include how to design curriculum that integrates technology for meaningful 

experiences (Schaunessy, 2007). Gifted specialists needed to develop a Personal Technology 

Improvement Plan in order to have needs meet with the use of technology and to keep up with or 

stay ahead of their students (Besnoy, 2007).  

With limited funding to travel and attend PD outside of school districts and limited time 

in schedules, technology could have provided access to various types of PD specific to gifted 

programming and effective strategies for gifted learners (Little & Housand, 2011). The OPD 

provided opportunities to participate in a variety of PD activities, from structured courses to 

viewing recorded webinars to starting a book study (Little & Housand, 2011). Gifted specialists 

could have accessed experts in the field and network with like-minded teachers synchronously or 

asynchronously (Little & Housand, 2011). 

The Florida Department of Education and the University of North Florida received a 

grant to develop a comprehensive plan to provide ongoing, year-round OPD that was 

differentiated in order to improve gifted teacher quality in 1996 (Eriksson, Weber, & Kirsch, 

2012). Various types of OPD and resources were available for teachers to access for their PD. 

This program expanded in 2007 to include one online course to earn gifted endorsement to meet 

the needs of more teachers and by 2010 all five courses were available. 

Summary 

In order for teachers to improve their practice and stay current with technologies and 

research, they must attend PD (Avalos, 2011; Clark & Hollingsworth, 2002; Colbert et al., 2008; 

Darling-Hammond, 1998; Dash et al., 2012; Guskey, 2014; Little & Housand, 2011). Ongoing 

PD with reflective practice and mentors and/or coaches who provide meaningful feedback 
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created change in teacher practices, beliefs, and attitudes (Joyce & Showers, 2002; Smylie, 

2014); however, trainings were generally fragmented, one-time sessions (Borko, 2004; Sparks, 

2002). Although schools and districts developed and required attendance at PD (Colbert et al., 

2008; Hill, 2009; Mertler, 2013), more and more teachers were able to choose PD to attend based 

on their learning needs and those of their students (Avalos, 2011; Koellner & Jacobs, 2015; Ross 

& Bruce, 2007). 

With school budgets decreasing, teachers were limited to the PD that they were allowed 

to attend (Little & Housand, 2011). Technology could bridge the economic gap for PD with 

teachers being able to attend courses, lectures, recorded webinars, and even conferences 

virtually, either synchronously or asynchronously (Bonk, 2010; Brown & Neal, 2014; Little & 

Housand, 2011). More opportunities to participate in specialized PD to learn from the experts in 

the field, to form professional learning communities with like-minded teachers, and to participate 

in ongoing PD were presented through technology (Little & Housand, 2011). Teachers could 

learn anytime, anywhere, with anyone, and at any pace (Aronson & Timms, 2003; Bonk, 2009). 

Gifted education concepts had changed over the years; however, no one definition, 

concept, identification or models of service applied to all school systems and states (NAGC & 

CSDPG, 2015; Periathiruvadi & Rinn, 2010). Each state developed a definition, determined 

identification and aligned services to the definition (NAGC & CSDPG, 2015; Periathiruvadi & 

Rinn, 2010). The gifted concept had ranged from IQ test scores (Hollingworth, 1926; Terman, 

1925) to multiple criteria (Guilford, 1988; Renzulli, 1976; Sternberg, 1985), including creativity, 

(Guilford, 1967; Renzulli, 1976; Renzulli & Reis, 1994; Torrance, 1968) to talent development 

(Barab & Plucker, 2002; Renzulli, 1976; Renzulli & Reis, 1994; Stanley, 1976; Subotnik et al., 

2011). States and local school boards provided funding for gifted programs (NAGC & CSDPG, 
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2015); however, ESSA (2015) allowed the expenditure of Title I and Title II funds for gifted 

programs and professional development.  

No matter how a school or state defines gifted, barriers and issues continue to be 

discussed regarding concepts, identification, and services. Students from culturally, 

linguistically, and economically diverse backgrounds continued to be underrepresented in gifted 

education programs (Ford, 2010; Ford, 2012; Ford et al., 2008; Worrell, 2009). An increased 

number of researchers had shown that that gifted children have unique social-emotional needs 

that must be met (Bailey, 2011; Cross, 2010; Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Delcourt et al., 2007; 

Delisle & Galbraith, 2002; Eddles-Hirsch et al., 2012; Eide & Eide, 2006; Fonseca, 2011; 

Peterson, 2009; Silverman, 1994; Sisk, 2009; Subotnik, 2015; Tieso, 2007). 

Research studies continued to support the research of Hansen and Feldhusen (1994) that 

preservice and in-service teachers who had training in gifted education were significantly better 

able to meet the needs of gifted students (Bain et al., 2007; Bangel et al., 2006; Chamberlain & 

Chamberlain, 2010). However, very little to no training regarding gifted learners is provided 

during preservice coursework for administrators and teachers (Archambault et al., 1993; Bain et 

al., 2007; Bangel et al., 2006; Chamberlain & Chamberlain, 2010; Dettmer & Landrum, 1998; 

Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; McHatton et al., 2010; Reis & Renzulli, 2010; Reis et al., 2004; Reis 

et al., 1998; Subotnik et al., 2011; Troxclair, 2013). Attitudes of classroom teachers toward 

gifted learners were based on misconceptions and myths of gifted (Berman et al., 2012; Bohner 

& Wänke, 2002; McCoach & Siegle, 2007; Troxclair, 2013). 

Once gifted specialists had earned certification, researchers agreed that PD specific to 

professional growth was not provided in their schools or school systems (Karnes & Schaunessy, 

2004; Little & Housand, 2011). Action research could have provided opportunities for PD within 

the school or district, either individually or in groups (Brighton & Moon, 2007; Tomlinson, 
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1995). To best meet PD, gifted specialists should have self-assessed and developed a PD plan 

with long- and short-term goals (Besnoy, 2007; Karnes & Schaunessy, 2004). Gifted specialists 

could use the CEC-NAGC Teaching Standards or the NAGC PreK-12 Program Standards to 

guide their PD (Coleman et al., 2012; Johnsen, 2012; Little & Housand, 2011). 

PD cannot be a one size fits all because gifted specialists were at different levels of 

expertise, required different content, and required different ways to access the PD (Antoniou & 

Kyriakides, 2013; Besnoy, 2007; Knight, 2011; Wycoff et al., 2003). Using technology to access 

PD provided various opportunities for gifted specialists to meet their varied needs and levels of 

expertise (Bonk, 2009; Hargadon, 2009; Killion, 2013; Little & Housand, 2011). However, 

gifted specialists also required PD on the use of technology and integration into curriculum and 

instruction (Besnoy, 2007; Little & Housand, 2011; Schaunessy, 2005; Schaunessy, 2007).



 

68 

CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore gifted specialists’ practices and beliefs 

regarding face-to-face and online professional development in gifted education. All educators 

had to renew their teaching certificates every five years. One requirement for teachers and gifted 

specialists to renew their teaching certificate was to participate in a minimum of 50 clock hours 

of allowable professional development (AAC, n.d.; ALSDE, 2014). In order to grow 

professionally in gifted education, gifted specialists had to attend professional development 

specific to gifted education. 

School systems had traditionally provided face-to-face professional development for 

teachers (Besnoy, 2007; Little & Housand, 2011) with little to no PD in gifted education (Karnes 

& Shaunessy, 2004; Little & Housand, 2011). The Alabama State Department of Education 

(ALSDE) had a policy to support online professional development (ALSDE, 2009a). The 

ALSDE developed an online, or distance learning, portal for professional development and 

provided support to school systems to use distance learning with teachers (eLearning, n.d.). The 

gifted section of Special Education Services had developed and provided support to an online 

portal through MOODLE for gifted specialists (Alabama Technology in Motion MOODLE Site, 

n.d; FoG, 2011-2014). According to registration and participation, attendance at gifted specific 

face-to-face and online professional development has decreased over the past several years (STI-

PD, 2011-2015). 
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In order to understand the gifted specialists’ practices and beliefs regarding face-to-face 

and online professional development in gifted education, qualitative research was implemented. 

Qualitative research was a natural, inquiry approach using words and not numbers to understand 

the phenomenon from the experiences of those that live it (Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011; Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormiston, 2013). Therefore, 

gifted specialists who were involved in gifted education and professional development described 

how they accessed professional development and explained their choices for participating in the 

professional development in gifted education. 

Qualitative research had the reputation of being “soft” and “unscientific” (Ritchie et al., 

2013, p. 8) in methodology, because there are multiple approaches to the methodology and data 

analysis. However, both qualitative and quantitative research methods could be complementary 

and contribute to research in different ways that are valuable to the social sciences (Ritchie et al., 

2013). Quantitative research generally relies on the development of one theory or hypothesis 

upon which collected data are tested. This resulted in a “perceived limitation,” (Ritchie et al., 

2013, p. 9) or narrow, hit or miss understanding of the phenomenon. 

Qualitative research methodology was seen as a way to move beyond that limitation 

(Ritchie et al., 2013). The qualitative research design emerged and evolved as data were 

collected from participants instead of set in a preconfigured design (Creswell, 2013; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011; Ritchie et al., 2013). Questions and forms of data changed based on what the 

participants were revealing in their descriptions and explanations of practices and beliefs 

(Creswell, 2013; Ritchie et al., 2013). For example, one unpublished pre-pilot interview (2010) 

provided results not conceived by the researcher. One perception was that online professional 

development was harder than face-to face PD and required more work. Using quantitative 
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methodologies, I would have probably missed this perception regarding online PD. Qualitative 

research was the best methodology to reveal the beliefs and practices of the gifted specialists and 

to provide descriptive explanations to reveal the world of PD attendance in gifted education. 

This research was needed not only to determine how gifted specialists access face-to-face 

and online professional development to meet their specific learning needs, but also, to provide 

support for accessing that PD. Through this study, developers and facilitators of PD could 

improve strategies to promote their face-to-face and online learning. Staff development 

personnel could determine what supports were necessary to help teachers be successful in using 

technology to access online professional development. 

Setting of the Study 

The locations for the individual interviews were online or face-to-face at a site that was 

off of the school campus. Locations included restaurants and libraries. By conducting interviews 

in neutral areas, such as online, restaurants, and libraries, participants may have answered 

honestly and not provided answers they believed the school officials would expect them to 

answer. In small towns, most people know who you are and the participant may have felt that the 

conversation could be overheard. Therefore, the participant may not have been completely 

honest with answers due to the questions. 

With the rise of technology, researchers were using the Internet for online interviews and 

focus group discussions that took place synchronously or asynchronously (Garcia, Standlee, 

Bechkoff, & Cui, 2009; James & Busher, 2007; Krueger & Casey, 2009; Nicholas et al., 2010). 

Online interviews had advantages and disadvantages. If the participant was participating from 

his/her home, concern of anyone overhearing responses would not be an issue. Cost of travel for 

the researcher was decreased (Garcia et al., 2009). The time efficiency for the participant to 
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participate from the comfort of his/her home may have increased involvement and created a 

deeper reflection on the questions (Nicholas et al., 2010). This alternative form of data collection 

allowed individuals to participate that may be excluded due to distance, time, and money (James 

& Busher, 2007). 

The focus group interview took place online. Because the participants lived throughout 

the state of Alabama, it was difficult to have everyone meet at a central location in the state. 

Therefore, using technology to conduct the interview online allowed participants from around 

the state to participate at the same time. The Internet connection or age of the computer created 

connectivity issues causing questions and responses to be repeated. Additional concerns 

regarding the use of online interviewing included the requirement of technical skills in order to 

participate, and the ethical issues of power, trust, and privacy (James & Busher, 2007). 

Researcher Positionality 

I am an insider and outsider at the same time. As one of two State Gifted-Education 

Specialists who provide training, technical assistance, and monitors gifted education programs in 

which the participants’ work, I have close relationships with most participants, and have 

developed and provided face-to-face and online professional development for gifted specialists 

and administrators throughout the state. Therefore, I chose neutral locations to conduct focus 

group interviews and conducted interviews during periods that teachers and I were not “on 

school time.” 

The position of power may have been an issue. The interview process contained an 

inherent power imbalance (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). I am a mentor, coach, and program 

monitor for school systems in the state adding another layer of power imbalance. Participants 

may have believed they had to answer a certain way in order to keep themselves and the school 
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system from getting in trouble. By interviewing the participants off school campus or online, 

they may have felt safe to answer the questions honestly without any consequences. 

To counter the imbalance of power, I assured the interviewees that all answers were 

confidential and answers would not have a negative impact on them or their school systems. I 

reviewed with participants the purpose of the study and how the data would be used (Creswell, 

2013). Although superintendents of participants knew of their employees’ participation, they did 

not know how the specific participants answered. I am the only one who knows how participants 

answered the questions. Code names were given to interviewees. Each participant received a 

letter that represented the school systems and a number. Therefore, participants were known as 

A1, B2, C3, D4, E5, F6, G7, I8, and J9. To provide a more collaborative interview situation, the 

researcher shared the questions with the interviewees ahead of time and allowed the interviewees 

to add additional questions. 

I used reflexivity to monitor my thinking (Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; 

Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Ritchie et al., 2013). My former colleague was my peer reviewer to 

monitor my thoughts and attitudes at work to ensure there was a separation of school and 

research. I stepped back and took breaks when needed to gain a fresh perspective and to 

“recharge my batteries.” A volunteer from an education evaluation consulting firm and 

colleagues with expertise in gifted education and PD provided member checks of the interview 

and focus group questions. Through their reviews, feedback was provided on the questions to 

ensure appropriate alignment to the research question. 

Participants 

Participants were gifted specialists who were working in Alabama public schools. These 

specialists held current gifted certification. When specialists were working toward gifted 
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certification, the college coursework counted toward the hours of PD for recertification, even if it 

was a new teaching certificate that was earned. Because these gifted specialists who were 

working on their certification could count their coursework toward recertification, they generally 

did not attend other gifted PD because they were immersed in college coursework in gifted 

education. 

Nine gifted specialists were invited to participate in the individual interviews. All of these 

specialists were invited to participate in the focus group; however, only five specialists were able 

to participate. The focus group was interviewed online after all individual interviews had been 

conducted. 

Instrumentation 

An interview schedule and guide was developed (Creswell, 2013; Kvale & Brinkman, 

2009) for the individual and focus group interviews. The questions were developed based on the 

professional development triadic model for gifted specialists. An evaluator who works for an 

educational consulting firm reviewed the questions for both interviews for content validity. In 

addition, education specialists at the Alabama State Department of Education who were 

coordinators, gifted specialists, and/or knowledgeable about PD reviewed the surveys for content 

validity. The protocol for the individual and focus group interviews can be found in Appendices 

D and E. 

Data Collection 

In order to select gifted specialists for the individual and focus group structured 

interviews, maximum variation sampling was chosen to represent the diversity of gifted 

specialists and provide descriptions and explanations from the different perspectives (Creswell, 

2013). Each school system was categorized using four sets of categories in order to ensure all 
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possible types of situations were included. These categories included location of school, type of 

gifted program, number of gifted specialists, and service location. The location of school 

included rural, suburban, and urban. Type of gifted program was limited to gifted identified 

according to state standards or Enrichment Model Program. The number of gifted specialists can 

vary greatly; however, this category had two items: one gifted specialist or more than one gifted 

specialist. One gifted specialist in a school system was isolated in professional learning. When a 

school system had more than one gifted specialist in a school system, the gifted specialists can 

meet together for PD and analyzing data. The last category was the gifted service location. Most 

school systems provided school-based services with the gifted specialist traveling to the schools 

to meet with identified students and worked with classroom teachers. Several school systems 

provided services to gifted students through a full or partial center-based programs. The students 

were bussed to a central location to receive services. Therefore, 24 possible combinations were 

created using the above-mentioned categories: 

• Rural, gifted, one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Rural, gifted, one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Rural, gifted, more than one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Rural, gifted, more than one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Rural, enrichment, one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Rural, enrichment, more than one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Rural, enrichment, one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Rural, enrichment, more than one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Suburban, gifted, one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Suburban, gifted, one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Suburban, gifted, more than one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Suburban, gifted, more than one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Suburban, enrichment, one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Suburban, enrichment, one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Suburban, enrichment, more than one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Suburban, enrichment, more than one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Urban, gifted, one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Urban, gifted, one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Urban, gifted, more than one GT Specialist, center-based 
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• Urban, gifted, more than one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Urban, enrichment, one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Urban, enrichment, one GT Specialist, school-based 
• Urban, enrichment, more than one GT Specialist, center-based 
• Urban, enrichment, more than one GT Specialist, school-based 

 
Of these 24 categories, only 14 contained any school systems that met the criteria. After 

eliminating school systems with no gifted specialists who were certified, 12 categories remained. 

Then one school system was randomly selected from each of the 12 categories. Care was taken 

to make sure systems were found throughout the state, and systems with over 50% of students 

living in poverty were represented. See Appendix B for a chart of participating school system 

criteria. 

Letters, with self-addressed stamped envelopes, were mailed to the Superintendents of 

the 12 selected school systems. An example of the letter can be found in Appendix C. The letter 

briefly explained the research and requested consent from the superintendent to interview one 

gifted specialist from the school system. In addition to the consent, copies of documents 

regarding the face-to-face and online professional development attended and any other 

documentation regarding PD was requested from the participants. Nine superintendents granted 

consent to invite one gifted specialist from each of their school systems to participate in 

individual and focus group interviews. One school system required the submission of a five-page 

application in order to receive consent to interview one gifted specialist. Copies of the consent 

letter from the superintendents on letterhead to interview one certified gifted specialist from the 

school system was included with the IRB request. The IRB Approval is found in Appendix H. 

All but one school system with more than one gifted specialist, required the researcher to 

contact the gifted coordinator for one or more names of gifted specialists to contact for the 

interview request. In school systems with one gifted specialist, each superintendent had notified 
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the gifted specialist about the request prior to the researcher contacting him or her. Emails from 

the researcher’s university account were sent to the gifted specialists requesting their 

participation in the research study and copies of their professional development history from 

Chalkable PD and any memos from their school system regarding professional development. The 

IRB consent form was attached to the email and a Google link was embedded in the body of the 

email (Appendix D). When gifted specialists agreed to participate in this study, they clicked the 

Google link to provide contact information, individual interview preference, recording 

preference, best dates and times, and interest in focus group participation. Interview 

arrangements were made after they completed the Google form. 

Interviews took place from April through May 2016, with the online focus group 

interview taking place in mid-May 2016. Although the focus group interview was conducted 

online, the date was rescheduled four times due to conflicts with end-of-school activities. Six 

individual interviews were conducted online and three individual interviews were conducted face 

to face. 

Each interview was scheduled for one hour. However, the length of time for the 

individual interviews ranged from 25 minutes to 70 minutes with an average time of 42 minutes. 

Of the nine participants, three had not participated in OPD for gifted, three had limited 

experiences with OPD for gifted, and three had extensive experiences with OPD specific to 

gifted. Specific gifted PD experience was limited for most participants attending a range of 

formal gifted PD from two to six meetings, sessions, workshops, or conferences. Therefore, the 

shared limited PD experiences specific to gifted limited the length of the interview. The focus 

group interview lasted longer than expected for a length of 96 minutes. 
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Eight of the nine interviews and the focus group interview were recorded for later 

transcription. One interview was not recorded at the request of the participant. However, that 

participant provided written responses to the questions prior to the interview. Notes were written 

during the interview to include the additional information not provided in the written responses. 

Notes were also written for all online or face-to-face individual and focus group interviews. Field 

notes were written after each interview. During the focus group interview, which was online, one 

participant chose not to talk but typed answers in the chat box which were read to the other 

participants by the researcher. This participant was actively engaged in the discussion with the 

other participants and the researcher. 

An iPhone 5 without phone service was used as the recording instrument. Recordings of 

face-to-face interviews were moved from the iPhone to the personal computer of the researcher 

and transcribed in the software program NVivo, version 11.3. Online interviews were recorded 

using the online web conferencing application, WebEx. Once the recorded webinar was ready, 

the researcher downloaded the recording and deleted it from the password protected account on 

the application web site. WebEx transcriptions were completed by playing the recordings and 

typing in Word documents. All transcribed individual interviews were sent to participants for 

review of content as a member check, and the focus group transcription was sent separately to 

each participant for review. 

One interview was conducted on the iPad and computer using Apple’s FaceTime video 

conferencing application. In order to record the interview, Camtasia screen capturing software 

was used on the researcher’s personal computer. The interview was transcribed using the 

playback mode in Camtasia and typing in a Microsoft Word document. This interview was 

conducted differently due to the missing microphone on the interviewee’s computer. 
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Each interview was read prior to coding for meaning and reflective memos written noting 

meanings and emerging patterns. After writing memos, each interview was coded separately and 

then compared to the previous interviews for patterns and themes. Alabama State Department of 

education documents were coded and compared to interview codes. Documents and professional 

development history were reviewed, coded, and compared to state department documents and 

participant interviews. Triangulation of interviews, documents, member checks, and memos 

helped to ensure trustworthiness of data analysis. NVivo, version 11.3, software was used to 

code and manage the data. 

The researcher collaborated with the participants to determine the interview dates, times, 

and locations. Because the participant was familiar with the community, the researcher asked for 

suggestions of face-to-face locations in which the interviewee felt comfortable or if the 

participant preferred the interview to take place online. No gratuity of any type was paid to the 

interviewees for their participation. Prior to the interviews, participants were reminded that they 

could stop the interview at any time without any repercussions and could change their mind 

about participation in the focus group interview. 

Data Analysis 

To explore practices and beliefs about professional development, interviews with gifted 

specialists were conducted to obtain thick or rich descriptions (Charmaz, 2010; Kvale & 

Brinkman, 2009) through individual and focus group interviews. Constant comparative analysis 

was applied to “systematically collect and analyze qualitative data” (Charmaz, 2010, p. 2). By 

applying constant comparative analysis to the rich data provided through interviews, the results 

emerged from the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1965). As participants answered questions within the 

focus groups, they constructed the answers to the questions together (Charmaz, 2010). 
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Constant comparative analysis of data was implemented to develop themes and patterns 

and understanding of the phenomenon of how gifted specialists accessed PD (Charmaz, 2010; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1965; Kolb, 2012; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The interview recordings and 

transcripts were analyzed through open coding line-by-line, paragraph-by-paragraph, and 

section-by-section, to ensure no information was overlooked (Charmaz, 2006; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011). Interviews were recorded and transcribed. The software, NVivo version 11, 

was used to organize and analyze the data from interviews and documents. This software was 

also used to keep a clear audit trail. 

All extant data and documents were analyzed and coded. These documents included, but 

were not unlimited to the ALSDE policies and procedures regarding PD and emails regarding 

PD. Each interview and document set from each participant was coded and compared. The 

documents provided by the interviewed participants were coded first. Then the interview with the 

participant was coded. Data codes were compared between the two forms of data. Both 

documents were reviewed a second time for additional codes. Then the data set (interview and 

documents) was compared to previously collected documents, such as ALSDE policies and 

procedures regarding PD, emails regarding PD, etc. The data set was compared to previous data 

sets to ensure no additional codes were found. After each comparison, documents were reviewed 

for additional codes. 

Finally, data reduction through axial coding (Charmaz, 2006; Marshall & Rossman, 

2011) was used to show the larger patterns of the phenomena. NVivo version 11 was used to sort 

coded items within documents into pages of same or similar codes. The lens of the professional 

development triadic model for participants focused the analysis of all data. Codes were 

determined based on the the elements of gifted education content knowledge, gifted pedagogy, 
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diversity, ongoing learning, reflective practices, developing PD plans, and accessing traditional 

and nontraditional professional development within the triadic model.  

All field notes, handwritten memos, and digital backup files were kept in a key and 

combination safe located in the home of the researcher. All digital recordings, transcribed 

interviews, typed field notes, memos, survey results, and identifiable participant information 

were maintained in locked files on the personal computer of the researcher and on a back-up 

drive. 

Trustworthiness 

To ensure valid and credible analysis and interpretation of the data, triangulation was 

used to search for disconfirming evidence, engage in reflexivity, include member checks, and 

develop an audit trail (Glesne, 2010; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Triangulation involved the use 

of multiple types and sources of data to ensure credibility (Glesne, 2010; Marshall & Rossman, 

2011). These multiple sources included nine interviews of participants, documents from 

participants showing required and chosen face-to-face and online PD from the ALSDE and 

school systems, attendance data from online and face-to-face professional development, 

correspondence regarding face-to-face and online professional development, and ALSDE and 

school system documents regarding policies and procedures for PD. 

 Reflective memos were written as data were analyzed to monitor my thinking and bias 

(Glesne, 2010; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Member checks provided the opportunity for 

participants to review the data to ensure I understood and interpreted the meaning of their 

statements and was representing them accurately (Glesne, 2010). The audit trail provided the 

paper trail so that anyone could trace the logic (Glesne, 2010; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 



 

81 

I had several ethical concerns. Informed consent was provided to all participants, but as 

the researcher, I could not guarantee anonymity or protect the information discussed within focus 

groups if other participants disclosed the information to outside sources. As mentioned earlier, I 

was concerned ethically about the play of power. I did not want participants to feel that they 

MUST participate because I am employed by the ALSDE or to feel they could not reveal 

information because their school systems would “get in trouble.” The consent form approved by 

the IRB had a clear explanation regarding the voluntary participation in this study with no 

advantages or consequences for choosing to participate or not to participate. I conducted the 

interviews in neutral locations so power should not have been an immediate issue. Interviews 

were conducted after school hours during the week or weekends at restaurants or libraries, in 

order to be totally disconnected from schools, work, and power. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore gifted specialist practices and beliefs regarding 

face-to-face and online professional development. The study was a qualitative study in which the 

researcher used interviews, documents, memos, and emails to explore gifted specialists’ practices 

and beliefs regarding face-to-face and online professional development in gifted education. The 

research question guiding this study was “What are the practices and beliefs of gifted specialists 

regarding face-to-face and online professional development for gifted education?” The 

professional development triadic model for gifted specialists provided the lens through which 

data were analyzed. The findings were organized by the themes that emerged from the data. 

Participant Demographics 

Using maximum variation sampling, one school system was selected from each category 

of school system groups (see Appendix B). Only 12 out of 24 categories included school systems 

with a certified gifted specialist. Letters were sent to the superintendents of these school systems 

requesting consent to interview one gifted specialist. A copy of the letter template can be found 

in Appendix C. 

Nine superintendents granted consent to invite one gifted specialist from each of their 

school systems to participate in individual and focus group interviews. The settings of the school 

systems were rural, suburban, and urban. Services for gifted students included gifted identified to 
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Enrichment Model programs, school-based services to center-based services, and one gifted 

specialist per system to more than one gifted specialist per system. 

Nine gifted specialists from across the state of Alabama consented to participate in this 

research study. Of the nine gifted specialists, three were the only specialists in their systems, two 

worked with one other gifted specialist, and four worked with more than two gifted specialists. 

There are few male gifted certified specialists and few African American gifted certified 

specialists in the school systems. Therefore, in order to provide anonymity to the participants, 

demographic information such as age of the participant, years of experience in general and gifted 

education, and work settings were not identified.  

Table 1  

Participant Background 

 
 
Participant 
gender & 
race 

 
 
 
Number of 
participants 

 
 
Gifted 
certification 
degree 

 
 
 
Interview 
mode 

 
 
Online 
focus 
group 

 
 
Number of 
specialists in 
school system 

 
 
City or  
county 
systems 

Gifted 
identified or 
enrichment 
model 
program 

African-
American 
female 

2 Masters 2-Online 1-yes;  
1-no 

1-only 
specialist;  
1- more than 
two 
specialists in 
system 

2-County 
systems 

2-Gifted 
Identified 

White 
female 

5 4-Masters; 
1-Ed.S. 

2-face-to-
face;  
3-online 

2-yes;  
3-no 

2- only 
specialist;  
2-two 
specialists;  
1- more than 
two 
specialists 

1- County 
4-City 

3-Gifted 
Identified 
2-Enrichment 
Model 
Program 

White male 2 Masters 1-face-to-
face;  
1-online 

2-yes 2- more than 
two 
specialists 

2-City 2-Gifted 
Identified 

 
Two White males, two African American females, and five White females participated in 

the individual interviews. One African American female, two White males, and two White 

females participated in the online focus group. Ages ranged from 35 to 64 years of age with the 
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mode age of 45. All participants were educators before becoming gifted specialists; seven of the 

nine participants taught elementary general education, one participant taught secondary science, 

and one participant taught special education. The range of years these participants had been in 

education were 11 to 25, with a mode of 14 years. However, their years in gifted education 

ranged from 7 to 19, with a mode of 11 years. 

Findings 

Four themes emerged from the data that shaped and explained the gifted specialists’ 

beliefs and practices of face-to-face and online professional development. These themes are 

teacher and student needs, online vs. face-to-face PD, accountability, and support. Appendix G 

contains a chart of the code development at each level of analysis. 

Theme One: Needs 

Under Theme One: Needs, five subthemes emerged: teacher needs, student needs, 

differentiation, opportunity and choice, and ongoing with feedback. All participants based their 

needs on their interests, professional growth areas, and student needs. Most participants stated 

that they must choose PD specific to gifted education outside of their school systems because 

their systems do not provide it. A few systems provided gifted PD; however, the participants 

stated they still had to seek outside the system to meet their specific PD needs. Because some PD 

is required for all teachers to attend, participants wanted that PD differentiated so they could 

attend only what they needed and eliminate what has been previously learned. Lastly, 

participants wanted continuous PD with application, reflection, and feedback. 

Teacher needs. Participants chose professional development based on their own specific 

interests for growth. Participant E5 shared that, “It’s [environmental education] always been my 

passion and I’m just very lucky that I can partake in that under the realm of gifted education.” 
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Participant J9 expressed the same PD need in the field of gifted education as most participants, 

“My goal is to stay abreast of innovative practices, current research, and changes in the field of 

my profession. I need ideas or strategies to help me provide educational opportunities for my 

students. I talk to other gifted specialists, also. If I feel I am falling short, I take courses. I want a 

good program and compare mine to others.” Participant A1 has a confined approach to PD and 

included,  

I may be a little more picky than others because I really have a pinpointed, defined 

programming for my classes, what might be relevant. I am pretty discriminating. I got 

about five different things that I teach and if it hits on one of those then I’ll grab it. 

Gifted PD opportunities were provided by school systems to general education teachers 

as part of the annual required PD. Whether the participant was the only gifted specialist in the 

school system or one of two or more specialists, all participants stated that they or their gifted 

coordinators were the ones to provide system PD regarding gifted education. Therefore, they 

were not attending PD to learn but teaching basic gifted education content to school faculties. 

Participant J9 defined the gifted PD in the school system as “Professional development regarding 

gifted education is the responsibility of Special Services and the gifted specialist. The gifted 

specialist is responsible for initiating a request for professional development in this area and is 

most likely the person to provide it to other teachers.” Participant I8 supported that definition 

with, “The only PD about GT students in our school system is done by the other GT specialist 

and myself.” Participant F6 shared the system’s gifted PD:  

We have a yearly training that the GT specialists assigned to schools present at the 

beginning of the year training to all teachers and administrators at their schools. That’s a 

required training and created for system wide use. Typically, we are all supposed to use 
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the same PowerPoint. So that we know that we are covering the referral process, service 

options, and Second Grade Child Find versus regular child find, and how screening goes 

for our system. Then our second grade teachers get an additional training for Second 

Grade Child Find. 

For Participant D4, the Special Education/Gifted Director provided PD on one of those 

days to all teachers and principals. Participant D4 stated, “A lot of times she lets me give her 

things that I’ve gotten from you and from Nancy and from the AAGC or things that I’ve read.  

She puts that into the training. She relies on me a lot to give her stuff.” 

Participant C3 shared the different levels of gifted PD in the school system offered by the 

gifted coordinator and the gifted specialists. First, the coordinator provided training 

for all of the certified faculty and staff administrators included on characteristics of 

gifted, the nature and needs, the basics of what it is like to have gifted kids in your 

classroom: how to work with them, how to look for all sorts of things.  That general 

introduction level of PD normally that is provided. The gifted coordinator attended all the 

faculty meetings at each of the schools to present the one-hour program. She also has 

several resources that she puts out through our intranet within the system. So there’s 

access to some documents, articles, forms, and different things for teachers if they are 

looking for something specific in regards to their gifted students.  

The next level of PD is provided by the gifted specialists in the schools. Participant C3 

explained, 

It’s more of a mentoring type thing where myself and the other gifted specialists work 

with teachers who have [gifted] students that they are trying to figure out what to do with 

them. Whether it is contracts, compacting, acceleration, enrichment of some kind, you 
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know, getting something more complex for them, altering their assignments, getting 

something like that that we do sort of in-house. We, the gifted specialists, provide for our 

regular education teachers. 

Student needs. Every participant stated that student needs were the main focus of their 

PD choices and decisions. Participant J9 shared, “I determine needs by what is going on with my 

students, such as falling short or behaviors. If I feel students have affective needs, I could take a 

course or workshop.” Participant C3 shared that the best way to help students was to find PD that 

“I’m interested in. Then it’s something that my interest will convey to them. My excitement will 

go over to them and that will help me make it work better for them.” Most participants 

(Participants B2, C3, D4, E5, F6, G7, I8) conducted interest inventories or other activities with 

students to learn about their interests and preferences. Some participants listened to students 

when they were engaged in discussion with each other to learn what is going on or listen to 

classroom teachers talk about gifted students to know what PD is required. Participant F6 

explained, 

What I hear them talking about or I see that they’re having problems with, like executive 

functioning. Just hearing the frustrations of their teachers and they’re like “they’re gifted 

they should be. . . .” No, because they’re gifted it’s a deficient and that you might have to 

work with them on executive functioning may be something I go and seek out because I 

know I hear feedback from the teachers. That this is something they’re struggling with. 

Participant C3 had a unique approach in that parents were given homework during the first week 

of school to learn about students’ needs and interests. 

Their assignment was in a million words or less tell me about your child. Some of them 

wrote essays and some of them wrote 10 or 12 or 15 words. Some were handwritten and 
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some were typed. I learned a lot about my kids by what the parents praised and what the 

parents left out, just the feel from them. I felt like, where normally it would take me two 

to three, maybe four to five weeks to get to know the kids, I truly understand this kid. I 

know what his strengths are. I know what she is insecure about reading these. It was very 

eye opening for me. 

Some of the participants’ administrators suggested student needs based on school or 

classroom behavior and achievement. Some participants included suggestions about gifted 

students from administrators when determining PD (Participants A1, G7, J9). Participant A1 

shared about additional input into choice, “Students do determine a lot, but some principals lean 

on me bit to teach writing, so I bring in some quality writing.” 

Some participants wanted to know what was required of general education teachers so 

they understood how to help them with gifted learners. Participant J9 shared,  

Most professional development opportunities provided by my school system are geared 

toward improving standardized testing scores. Workshop demands for elementary 

educators include providing strategies for increasing performance in reading, math, and 

science. I apply the learning to my gifted classroom by incorporating some of those 

strategies into my daily plans. I am very interested in working as a team within my 

system, which means I need to know my school system’s short comings and strengths. 

Participant F6 shared the same beliefs as Participant J9, “I need to know what’s going on in the 

regular classroom, how information is being presented to them, and I want that piece of 

understanding.” Participant G7 stated that “the required PD we’re getting is what all students 

actually need, and I need to make sure that they have got those skills also, if that makes sense.” 
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Not all participants applied learning from the school or school system provided PD. 

However, Participant A1 disclosed, “There’s hardly anything that I bring out of the general 

education-geared professional developments” that is implemented in the gifted pullout 

classroom. Participant B2 stated, “The things you are requiring for me to do, do not apply to 

myself or my students, and that’s not allowing me to have professional growth. Therefore, it’s 

not happening and helping my kids.” 

Opportunity and choice. During the focus group interview, five participants stated the 

percentages of professional development attended that were gifted specific. One participant from 

a large school system with multiple specialists and a gifted certified coordinator stated that 80% 

of the PD attended in the last year was gifted compared to 20% not gifted. This gifted PD 

percentage was far above the percentages provided by the rest of the participants. Gifted related 

PD attended by the rest of the focus group participants ranged from 20%-40% with the mode of 

30% gifted PD. This range for the participants who did not participate in the focus group ranged 

from 27.5%-75% with a mode of 30%. Matching the mode of the focus group, this gifted PD 

included within and outside of the school system. Documents and emails shared by the 

participants showed the large variety and number of professional development opportunities 

provided by the school systems, with very little specific to gifted education. Printed lists of PD 

attended by the participants and maintained in the online database, Chalkable PD, supported the 

statements made by teachers. In order to meet their specific learning needs, the participants had 

to seek gifted PD outside of their school system to meet their specific learning needs. 

Most participants interviewed agreed that their school systems were providing ample 

ongoing professional development for all teachers, but little to no PD related to gifted education. 

The participants had similar experiences in that their systems provided multiple days of PD with 
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choices for teachers, but nothing specific to gifted education. Because the school systems were 

not meeting the learning needs of the participants, they had to seek, or choose, PD outside of the 

school system to grow professionally. All participants believed that choice was critical in 

determining what professional development to attend in order to focus on their learning needs as 

professionals and on the cognitive and affective growth of their students. 

When school systems start back for the new school year in July or August, they generally 

had one to several professional development days for all educators. Participant A1 shared, 

Well, our district for the general education teacher presents a surprisingly decent amount 

of professional development. I mean, I see things come into my inbox saying that you can 

go here and there, and our district sets aside different pockets of days during the calendar 

year specifically for PD. I would not call it a shortage in our district. 

However, none of the sessions or workshops was focused on gifted students. Participant A1 

added, “If it’s (PD) voluntary, I weigh the value of it towards my field.” 

Participant B2 shared that the school system did not include gifted PD for the several 

gifted teachers in the school system during the system in-service dates. Participant B2 explained, 

I think my system provides a lot of opportunity, just not specific to my needs as a gifted 

teacher. I think it’s not to say that it’s not stuff that I need, like state requirement medical 

things, health things. Regardless, all teachers need it, but it would be nice to be 

challenged, too. 

Participant B2 added, “Mine specifically had just come back and taken a week out of July 

for PD that is not related to what I do, at all.” Participant B2 explained that the school district 

was open to suggestions and providing opportunities for choices,  
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When the district has a three-day conference-type workshop where our level of what we 

teach is never addressed unless one of us goes to them and says I know this person and I 

know we’d like to learn more about this.  

However, suggesting a speaker for PD did not guarantee that the speaker would be brought to the 

system.  

Participant C3’s school system conducted a survey to determine the professional 

development needs of the teachers. During the summer and beginning of school, the various PD 

opportunities are provided based on those surveys. However, Participant C3 disclosed that  

If it’s [PD] a big need in the system they will bring in somebody from outside who can 

provide that training, or if it’s only a few people who want that particular training they 

also direct us to our regional in-service center or other opportunities that are around.  

Regional in-service centers, outside of the school system, occasionally offered gifted specific PD 

provided by the Alabama State Department of Education’s Gifted-Education Specialists or by the 

gifted specialists that lived within that regional area. However, according to the online or printed 

brochures of PD availability from each regional in-service center, specific gifted PD was not 

always available every year or at every regional in-service center.  

Most participants had similar experiences in that the system provided multiple days of 

PD with choices for teachers but nothing specific to gifted education. According to the PD 

history lists from Chalkable PD, the majority of gifted PD attended by the participants was 

provided outside of the school system. However, according to the participants, gifted PD choices 

outside of the school system were limited with some regions offering more opportunities than 

other regions with the state. 



 

92 

According to documents provided by the participants, some systems were offering PD 

“flex” day(s), which provided PD choices for all teachers. With prior approval, teachers attended 

PD of their choice during the summer. After attending the PD, the teacher provided 

documentation to the school system. During the school year, the school system had one or more 

designated flex PD days in which teachers could trade their summer PD for the school year PD. 

Therefore, teachers who did have approved PD traded the summer day for the flex day in the 

school system and were given the day off. Teachers who did not have approved flex PD were 

required to attend flex PD day to participate in the PD provided by the school or school system. 

The flex day was not required for teachers who attended approved PD during the summer and 

those teachers were allowed to stay home. Participant B2 set up one of those flex days to ensure 

he/she was getting PD for gifted strengths and focus and not attending general education. 

Set that up for my coordinator if it’s gifted related. She’s very professional and very good 

with what she does, but her specialty is not GT education.  So there’s two of us that she 

relies heavily on. The last PD day, like a flex day, the teachers have to come. I set that up 

for her. We were not attending how to read conferences, struggling math, and, our kids 

sometimes need that as well. 

However, Participant B2 shared that the purpose with gifted students is to work with their gifted 

areas and not focus on the weaknesses.  

During interviews, participants stated the most critical, consistent, and creditable gifted 

PD were the regional gifted trainings provided by the ALSDE and the annual gifted conference 

hosted by the state organization, Alabama Association for Gifted Children (AAGC). According 

to the PD history lists, all participants had attended both gifted PD opportunities. These trainings 
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are listed in Chalkable PD and the state superintendent sent memos to school superintendents 

regarding these two PD opportunities. 

Participant B2 shared, “The regional state trainings to me, that’s the most beneficial 

because I feel like we are all on the same note at that point. What you decide to do with it is up to 

you.” Participant C3 shared a statement about the resources provided during State Department 

regional trainings, 

The jump drive totally gives me the ability to have something hands-on to go back to and 

share with teachers especially when you put on there some of the PowerPoint slides and 

the little cartoons and things to share with the general education teachers. It gives me 

something that I can just readily use. I really appreciate it. 

Participant A1 shared, “I look forward to it because I always bring something home from 

the AAGC workshops and seminars. I can coast all year from what I bring home from that.” 

Participant A1 also included AAGC in the annual PLP. But when it comes to the AAGC 

conference Participant B2 explained, “Again, I’m at a level in my career where I do mostly 

teaching at this conference. Occasionally, there’s something, like the last three years note this 

please, I couldn’t get into the classes I needed or that I would have liked to get in. So I sneaked 

in the back to attend those.” 

Participant C3 explained, 

I would agree with AAGC providing a lot of the spur of looking online and for 

researching, because there always seems to be a new idea, a new approach, a different 

approach. I just start a GOOGLE search and tons of information comes up.  It’s too much 

to wade through. But if I’ve been to a conference and kind of been given a taste of 



 

94 

several different things, then I can kind of narrow down more quickly what I’m looking 

for and what is going to be useful. 

Participant J9 elaborated on attending the AAGC conference,  

This conference is very important because I can choose from a variety of professional 

workshops to provide me with strategies for meeting the needs of gifted students. Free 

resources, access to popular educational product vendors, networking, and collaboration 

opportunities are a few of the perks for attending the AAGC. 

Participant E5 was able to network at AAGC, 

I was able to reconnect with a friend that we went to school together at Samford. She had 

a CD that she handed me, I think from her Economics unit. I was able to use that one and 

I got one from another specialist. She gave me one of her environmental units that I was 

able to tweak. I got one from AAGC. It was a CD about population and we experimented 

with that last year and that was good. 

Participant I8 had attended every regional training and AAGC conference since she became a 

gifted specialist. Participant I8 wished AAGC, “was more than once a year; that I could network 

with others like that in a larger situation.” 

Several participants shared their participation in gifted networks developed by the gifted 

specialists within a geographical area to meet their gifted learning needs. Participant J9 explained 

about the networks, 

It was formed by area gifted specialists for professional development and collaboration 

purposes. I heard about it through another gifted teacher. We live in the same region. If 

we wanted to be a part of it, we could join. We travel and go to each other’s classrooms. 

We have competitions like Scrabble and students meet each other. The group meets 
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quarterly and each member is asked to host a four- to five-hour professional development 

opportunity in their area for the group. 

Participant I8 shared planning information about the network: 

In October, when we first meet, we usually sit down and talk about what topics we want 

to do for the year and where [we will meet]. Concept-based units usually come up every 

year, and even if it’s not what we have on the agenda, it usually gets talked about at some 

point. What’s the newest, what’s the best, and what are they doing or what’s everybody 

trying, but again, it’s based on our group and what needs we feel our students have or 

what we feel we need to better ourselves. 

Another type of network that was shared during interviews was the Sharefair. Participant 

E5 explained,  

When I first started, another GT specialist started talking about these gifted ShareFairs. 

They would come and bring their units and give it to everybody. Then she would come 

home with a big binder with lots of units to pick from. So I love that idea. You take your 

best unit you had that year. Make copies of it and go meet with 4-5 people that are kind 

of close to you. 

However, Participant E5 was never able to attend, but a friend shared resources for the Sharefair. 

Participant E5 added, 

My friend passed on a lot of things to me and I could say 50% were fru-fru and not true 

to the concept-based unit. It was a springboard of an idea because I can always take 

something and create the concept from it. I enjoy that. It’s always helpful to have the idea 

at least because you can tweak it. 
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Participant D4 planned to attend Sharefair every year, but it wasn’t a priority to attend. 

However, “if something comes up and I don’t need to miss that day [at school], I don’t make that 

[attending Sharefair] a priority because I know I can count on the lead teacher, if something 

really good comes across, to share it with me.” 

Additional gifted PD in the state included the annual Alabama State Department of 

Education’s MEGA Conference, which is a week-long conference at the Mobile Convention 

Center in Mobile, Alabama. Several participants had attended the gifted strand in the past but 

their systems had stopped funding the expenses of travel and registration (Participants D4, F6, 

I8). Participant D4 stated she attended MEGA every year for “30 hours of PD.” A couple of 

years ago, “they cut everybody except for directors only” for paying registration fees and travel 

for MEGA Conference. Participant F6 also had MEGA expenses cut, “Ours [school system] used 

to pay for everyone for MEGA until the last year or so. Now the first 100 that sign up get to go 

for free and sometimes it’s the discounted price.” According to sign-in sheets during the gifted 

strand at MEGA Conference, very few gifted specialists attended the conference. Sign-in totals 

for each session ranged from 5 to 15 gifted specialist attendees. 

Some participants had attended gifted PD on the national level. Two participants had 

attended Confratute at the University of Connecticut. Participant B2 explained what Confratute 

is, 

It’s the mecca of gifted education. It is at University of Connecticut and is run by Dr. Joe 

Renzulli and Dr. Sally Reis. It teaches you, I’d like to say because I’m a fan, about 

school-wide enrichment. They have gurus from all different areas come in and talk about 

their specialties and what they do in gifted education. You can do one week or two 
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weeks. You can do summer internships, and now they have kid’s college going on. We 

get to see things in action that are happening. 

Participant B2 shared that after attending Confratute “it’s hard to top that for gifted PD.” 

Participant G7 explained that a professor suggested to the gifted specialists in the school system 

to, 

go to Confratute. So I have spent three summers at Confratute which was unbelievable; 

two weeks for one summer and one week for two summers after that. While I was there I 

also was able to get college credit for 4 courses where you go for two weeks from 8:00-

12:00 every day. I guess with that and then you go back and do a project during the year 

and then come back and present it to your professor to get college credit for it. Which 

really, looking back at it, it has been extremely beneficial to get information, get PD, get 

a course type thing, go out and apply it, and then reflect on it with your professor. Just 

being able to share and reflect on it with somebody that taught you what to do. 

Some participants had attended or tried to attend the annual conference of the National 

Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) when the conference location was in the region. 

Participant F6 stated, “Our coordinator has taken people to NAGC with her before. You just 

apply and she decides who can go with her.” Participant B2 stated why NAGC was a great, but 

different, PD experience, 

It’s nice to go somewhere where you’re just a person in the crowd and can just sit. 

Nobody will pull you aside and say “I just want to ask you one thing or let me talk to you 

about it will just take a second.” So you get to blend in to the crowd, to be the student and 

learn more about what’s going on. Often times they have things in different places that 

we haven’t been introduced to yet or we don’t know about. I always, always make 
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connections with people so we can communicate back and forth and talk about our 

students and use technology back and forth with our students. So I think it provides a 

different opportunity than what you’re used to at home. 

Participant C3 shared, 

We went and spent 3 days over there. We saw people from across the country and that 

was a very, very helpful time. Every session I went to was very good. They were the 

leading experts. I mean, it wasn’t someone telling you about another person’s strategies 

or ideas or theories or whatever. It was that person presenting theirs, which really gave 

you a different feel for what was going on with these different ideas. 

Other gifted PD that was attended by Participant C3 was 

Bureau for Education Research, I think that is what the initials are, BER. I’ve been to a 

couple of workshops that they’ve done on things like, How to Better Meet Needs of 

Gifted Students. It was a very good workshop. It was fast paced. It was interesting. The 

gentleman that presented it was very knowledgeable and it was very obvious he was 

passionate about what he did. So, it really made the presentation go really well.” 

Participant A1 appreciated the support, 

I am blessed to have a coordinator who I can run things by and get professional, 

considerate, and gifted oriented feedback. If you have a good idea, she’ll make it better. 

If it’s not a good idea, she seems to know where you are headed and will support you. 

Participant E5 was also supported by the gifted coordinator, “They’ve always been really good 

about making sure that if I need to go somewhere, then go. The coordinator is always good about 

saying ‘go do this.’” 
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Participants indicated that administrators recognized that gifted specialists required 

specific PD. Participant G7 disclosed, “Whenever I’ve come across something I really want or 

need I can just ask central office and they will basically allow me to do it. I haven’t had any 

problems with that yet.” Participant B2 stated that at the school level, “My principal, when I ask 

if there’s something particular that I would like to go to, she generally funds that for me and 

allows me to go because she knows it’s difficult to find something in our area.” Although some 

gifted PD opportunities were provided in larger systems with more than two gifted specialists by 

the gifted coordinator, the gifted specialists needed to be able to attend gifted PD offered outside 

of the school system.  

Participant J9 indicated during the individual interview that, “This conference [AAGC] is 

very important because I can choose from a variety of professional workshops to provide me 

with strategies for meeting the needs of gifted students.” Participant B2 stated, 

I think we kind of crave good, relevant professional development and new professional 

development just like all of the other teachers are. I think they (administrators) think 

smart kids and smart teachers got it, and they’ll get it on their own. 

When Participant G7 was asked what administrators needed to know about professional 

development needs, the response was, “Well, that I’m required to have it, so we need to find 

something here now.” Participant I8 passionately shared, 

Gifted children are different and gifted children have needs. Gifted specialists have needs 

to meet those students’ needs and without PD I’m not going to grow, and I’m not going 

to help my student to grow. If I’m not what I need to be, then they’re not ever going to be 

what they need to be. I’ve got to help them. 
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Participant F6 stated, “Looks for opportunities that would suit my need” when the school 

system provided a binder of PD opportunities. However, this participant also added that being 

able to choose professional development is critical because “It’s not just teaching the kid’s brain, 

but it’s really getting to the heart of who they are and that it’s a great need.” Participant G7 

added “I look at it to see how I can benefit from it and how my kids will benefit from it. . . . If I 

can see myself using it and applying it in the classroom, then I go for it.” 

Documents from the Alabama State Department of Education supported professional 

development choices of teachers, including the choice of online professional development. The 

Professional Learning Plan (PLP) of EDUCATE Alabama was developed by each teacher in the 

school system with the school administrator based on the teacher’s self-assessment. The PLP was 

developed at the end of the school year to cover the next school year and included one item 

focused on the school district needs, one item focused on the school needs, and one to two items 

focused on the teacher’s specific needs. Most participants were required to complete the PLP to 

include the district and/or school needs, and one specific need to gifted education and gifted 

students. Participant C3 stated, “We target one of those as a school. Then we pick the others 

based on what my needs are and what each individual teacher’s needs are looking at working on 

that year.” Participant D4 supported this when he/she stated, “The principal gives us two that the 

whole school does and then we get to determine the other one to two.” Not all participants were 

required to complete the formal PLP but had created a PD plan of their learning needs.  

Differentiation. Although most PD provided by the school systems did not include gifted 

education, the majority of the participants tried to differentiate the general education training by 

finding something valuable from the training to apply in their classrooms or when consulting 

with general education teachers in order to meet cognitive and affective needs of gifted students. 
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The Special Education Director of Participant E5 provided an all-day training to special 

education teachers, including the participant, who said, “Through all of those different types of 

training, I’m going to have students like that [twice-exceptional] in my gifted class and all that 

has been helpful.” Participant I8 also attended special education trainings and tried to “figure out 

how we can make it work with gifted students.” Participant F6 stated that usually a gem can be 

found in all of the PD and she will “integrate that part either for a student or the whole class.” 

Sometimes PD specific to gifted education was provided to participants by the school 

system as a way to differentiate PD for them. According to the PD history lists and participant 

interviews, school systems that have a gifted coordinator certified in gifted education, 

differentiated learning opportunities by offering more PD specific to gifted education than 

systems with the gifted coordinator having no gifted certification. Systems with multiple gifted 

specialists were provided opportunities to meet periodically throughout the year. However, they 

were responsible for the meeting agenda and/or job-embedded PD. 

In four of the school systems represented in this study, gifted meetings and PD were 

provided three to four times during the school year for the multiple gifted specialists in the 

school system by the gifted coordinators. One of these school systems was coordinated by a 

special education director with no gifted background. Participant B2 and colleagues would meet 

“about once every nine weeks, we come together at the central location. We do get to discuss our 

compliments, comments, and concerns, what is going on, and share with each other.” These 

gifted specialists collaborated to determine and facilitate the PD with support from the special 

education/gifted coordinator. 

Participant C3 shared, “We meet and get together to do some, not exactly common 

planning, but we do some assistant planning where we come up with ideas and work on 
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approaches and different things that apply to all of us.” Participant C3 added that with five gifted 

specialists and a coordinator, 

it’s much more helpful to have someone else. We would send each other articles. Some 

of them would say I went to this or I have a friend who talked of this. There has been a 

lot of networking that has happened.  

Participant F6 shared that their meetings would have specific topics focused in gifted education,  

We have our PD three times a year meeting. We have a beginning of the year, middle of 

the year, and end of the year meetings based on system standards or things that our 

coordinator has learned about. She will lead the PD pieces or she might give one of us on 

the leadership team the task of learning to become proficient enough to present a topic 

that will benefit us. She will pick the topic and say, “Here, I want you to present about 

this to the elementary gifted teachers.” 

Participant A1 stated, “Our district gifted coordinator will bring us SETSWEB training 

offerings to make sure we are up to date a couple of times a year.  She’s brought in systems 

[programs].” This same coordinator also emailed articles.  Participant A1 responded to the 

emailed articles with “I read them and sometimes they ring with me, sometimes not.” 

However, most of the participants stated that no gifted PD specific to gifted education 

was provided by the school system. Participant J9 stated, “Professional development trainings 

designed specifically for gifted educators are not provided in my school system.” Participant J9 

declared frustration regarding the lack of gifted PD within the school system, “Something should 

be offered for teachers at my schools and I should not have to do it. We can bring someone in 

and I can sit with teachers and learn, too. It should be for the entire school system.”  
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Participant I8 agreed, “There is no PD toward just GT students in our school system. The 

only PD about gifted students in our school system is done by the other gifted specialist and 

myself.” Participant E5 also repeated what most participants stated in that no PD of gifted 

education was provided to them. If gifted PD was offered in the school system, Participant E5 

shared, “it would be me and if I felt like I needed to provide more or that I couldn’t, you know 

who I would ask.” 

The participants believed that with the required or optional professional development 

opportunities offered in their school systems, the PD should be differentiated to meet the 

learning needs and years of experience of the various teachers. Some participants have been 

required to attend the same PD every year.  School systems were trying to be efficient with 

teachers’ schedules by adding OPD for annual required PD, as mentioned previously. Participant 

D4 shared that online was being used to differentiate the format of PD required, “trying to get 

away from having to meet in person for ones that are the same thing year after year.” 

All participants shared that some PD was required for all teachers by the State 

Department Education, such as blood-borne pathogens and universal precautions. Each school 

system provided that PD online by watching videos or recorded PowerPoints. This PD format 

provided a more efficient use of time for teachers to access the required PD within a range of 

dates. Verification of participation was provided by the software or web site hosting the PD. 

However, Participant B2 discussed,  

I know how to administer meds. I know how to clean up a hazardous spill, and those 

things are necessary. To me, those are check the box. I’ve done that for 21 years. Yes, it 

changes, and I do need to know. I don’t particularly need a 45-minute discussion on each 

one of those different questions. 
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Participant B2 also added, 

I feel like a lot of my PD time is not differentiated for me for gifted instruction. And you 

know we say that [differentiation is needed] for our kids, but your professionals need that 

as well. I feel like I brought you a list of PD that I have done for the last couple of years, 

and you’ll have a chance to go through it. There’s so much required of me that has 

nothing to do with bettering my students. 

Participant A1 indicated differentiation not just for gifted specialists but for other 

resource teachers in the school: 

On the school level, I would appreciate that if they were more aware of what would be 

more relevant to a GT teacher. We do go in sometimes and they’re speaking directly to 

the classroom teacher things that only pertain to the general classroom, and I find myself 

and the music teacher and the art teacher are just sitting here. 

Participant A1 added that administrators and presenters needed to “start gearing towards our 

level (gifted).” Presenters needed to know their audiences and to include strategies and 

information to reach all attendees. 

Participant B2 asked the administrator to allow differentiated PD because “the things you 

are requiring for me to do, do not apply to myself or my students. That’s not allowing me to have 

professional growth. Therefore, it’s not happening and helping my kids. They said you can tweak 

it to better fit, but we need you to pick these specific ones.” Choices within the system’s 

offerings were extended to help differentiate; however, the PD was still limited. B2 added that 

“You know it does need to be differentiated for us. You push so hard that teachers need PD. You 

need to push harder for relevant, personal professional development.” 
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Participant C3 tried to make the required PD from the school system relevant and 

differentiated by speaking to the presenter after the trainings. Participant C3 shared the 

following: 

I have to modify what’s being done and try to see how to amp it up for my gifted kids. A 

lot of times I’ll find myself staying a little bit after, maybe five to ten minutes, or during a 

break, or when the session ends, to talk to the presenter, maybe about something specific 

that is related to gifted students. 

Frequently, PD was offered in one format or platform. Either the PD was face-to-face or 

it was offered online. Most of the participants believed that any one format was not appropriate 

for all learners. Participant F6 declared, 

I don’t think there is one right answer because people learn different ways. I know people 

who say, “There’s no way I can do an online class.” I just would not be able to get it 

together. I just have to sit in the room with that person. Some people prefer the other way 

better. And so, I like to at least try it out. You don’t always know until you are there and 

experience it. 

Participant C3 stated, “My PD needs are different than a regular classroom teacher’s 

needs. I need different opportunities, I need to have different things.” Later Participant C3 added, 

“There are the art teacher, music teacher, and myself who need different types [PD]. Online PD 

would really be much more helpful, where it could target more specifically like art, or music, or 

gifted, or whatever the specific need was.” 

Between the various types of OPD and face-to-face PD, the participants wanted various 

levels of PD available, not only for gifted PD, but also for the required PD. Online PD could be 

as simple as watching a recorded PowerPoint and downloading a certificate, to watching a 
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recording that requires interaction before it will proceed to the next section, to meeting and 

interacting with live people synchronously using technology as mentioned by Participant F6.  

Ongoing with feedback. As the interviews took place, participants shared the need for 

continuous, or ongoing, PD that included reading, research, and learning, that they were 

completing throughout the school year, as well as feedback and follow-up. Participant J9 wanted 

administrators to know that “the field of gifted education changes constantly, which creates a 

need for up-to-date, on-going professional development.” When Participant B2 received 

questions from gifted specialist friends, “I have to spend hours and hours researching it myself, 

how I need to teach them or what I need to tell them.” Participant B2 read everything that came 

out, “The side of my bed has books and books, and when a new one comes out I have to wait 

until it’s cheap on Amazon.” 

Participant G7 included thoughts for administrators to consider: 

I think a lot of times our PD and principals have mentioned it, we kind of spray all of this 

information out there and hope that it takes. We never give the teachers time to apply 

what they’ve learned, or be able to come back, reflect on what they’ve done, and talk 

about others who have done it, and what their problems are or their successes, and being 

able to follow up on the PD. 

Participant C3 indicated the need for follow-up and feedback with PD: 

Concept-based learning or career involvement, the thinker keys, the thinking like a 

disciplinarian, those types of things, a lot of them, are what I’m familiar with and that I 

have become more comfortable with. I’m still not super comfortable with them. 

Participant F6 shared a trial OPD program that the gifted coordinator shared with gifted 

specialists in the school system. The coordinator was providing a few accounts for gifted 
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specialists who were interested in testing out the sessions and courses offered by the OPD 

company to see if the gifted PD provided was of high-quality and choices met the needs of the 

gifted specialists. Several gifted specialists accessed the online PD throughout the school year. 

Participant F6 shared, “There were hundreds, like 200-300 sessions, you could participate in. We 

all had a myriad of different focuses that we did it independently.” Several of the gifted 

specialists within that school system loved the PD. However, when asked if they counted that PD 

towards credit for certificate renewal, the answer was, “It was one of those things that I didn’t 

even think about it. I was just excited to find the resources and to go through it all.” 

With Professional Learning Networks (PLN) forming through social media outlets of 

Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, etc., some of the participants used these outlets for ongoing 

learning. Participant F6 and the leadership team at the school system shared articles, resources, 

and ideas through a private Facebook page. Again, when asked if this was helping with PD, the 

response from Participant F6 was “Yes, absolutely. I was meaning that we don’t look at 

professional sites on Facebook, like Gifted Quarterly has a Facebook page. I haven’t gone 

searching professional sites. As opposed to us doing the other.” None of the participants had 

these social media outlets listed in their PLPs as a means of professional learning. Most of the 

study participants participated in professional learning through these outlets according to the 

interviews. However, what the focus group realized was that they were continuously learning, 

regardless of credit to help students. This type of non-traditional PD was discussed in more detail 

under Theme Two, subtheme Credit. During the focus group interview, Participant B2 expressed,  

I think one thing to point out here, that’s heartwarming to hear, is that the people in this 

group, it’s not getting the PD. The actual hours don’t seem to be the priority here. It’s the 

learning, and everyone has this passion for learning more, more, more, whether we get 
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the hours for it or not. And a lot of times you hear so often now, I’m not going to do that 

because I don’t get PD for it, or you know hours for it, or whatever. So this conversation 

is nice to hear.  

Theme Two: Online vs. Face-to-Face Professional Development 

Theme Two was Online vs. Face-to-Face PD. Under Theme Two, two subthemes 

emerged: definition and quality. These themes are discussed in this section. 

Definition. Online professional development (OPD) could provide opportunities of 

choice for specific gifted education. The perceptions and beliefs regarding OPD varied greatly 

among the participants. One-third of the group had never participated in online professional 

development and two-thirds of the group had never accessed online gifted professional 

development. The participants’ definitions of OPD were similar. Participant G7 defined OPD as 

follows: “It’s a course that you take using the computer, basically, to communicate back and 

forth with your instructor. It’s all done on computer.” However, Participant B2 expanded the 

definition beyond courses: 

I think a lot of times that’s how we only define it, as online college courses. It’s also 

webinars. Sometimes, it’s watching videos and responding back and forth with the 

videos. Sometimes, they want you try this, or do this, or experiment with this. Then tell 

us back, just by email, what you’re doing. 

Participant E5 kept the definition very broad, “I guess it would be a way to learn 

something new; access some type of curriculum or skills online versus just going to a workshop 

and getting it face-to-face.” Participant F6 disclosed, 

I think that online professional development can find its way in many forms. I think there 

is a webinar where there is someone who is speaking to a group and teaching them about 
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something. There is student responses or participator response.  I think that you access 

something remotely, access the information remotely, but I think for it to be true and 

most effective, it must have an interactive piece and not just something you can 

download and ‘listen to’ but potentially just let play in the background. 

Participant J9 added follow-up to the OPD definition: “technological access to a forum that 

provides educating information without the need to travel. This forum should provide a 

certificate of completion and follow-up feedback.” 

Participant A1 had a unique definition of online professional development: 

Two different versions come to mind. You got a good number of people, five or more and 

you’re meeting with this looking at a screen. You click a button and it’s your turn to talk 

and your face pops up and it’s like an online version of passing the talking stick. The 

other one would be where you go online, and like I did with my medical assistance 

training, watch a PowerPoint or presentation, and then you take a little test on it. You 

don’t interact with any other humans digitally. 

Participant D4 added, “To me, anything that you’re doing on a computer and you’re not in a 

classroom with a face-to-face person and you get hours of credit for it is online professional 

development.” 

Quality. When asked about the quality of online professional development (OPD) 

compared to face-to-face professional development, the answers ranged across the spectrum. Of 

the nine participants, two believed OPD was equal to face-to-face, three did not believe OPD 

was equal, one was not sure, and three believed it depended on each presentation. Participant E5 

preferred face-to-face PD, “I guess I’m just old school. I’m used to going, and sitting and 

listening, and taking notes and all that. If there are questions, you can ask.” Participant B2 
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included learning styles, “I think sometimes, depending on your learning style or the quality of 

what’s being presented, you can lose a little bit if you don’t have that face-to-face interaction, but 

I’ve been fortunate that the people I have done online PD with have also been available to be 

contacted.” Participant I8 earned gifted certification through online courses and found it to be 

one of the hardest learning experiences. Participant I8 stated, “I’m a visual learner. I like to talk, 

obviously. I find it to be a struggle when I can’t talk back, or I’m having to type something 

because a lot of times I want to interject something and I’m having to wait.” 

Participant A1 preferred face-to-face PD, stating, 

I don’t think it is taken as seriously. I don’t think that you’re inclined to be as 

professional as you would be in some of these.  Ladies like the idea of staying at home in 

their pajamas, doing whatever, especially if they don’t have to turn on the monitor. I do 

believe it diminishes the integrity of the PD. 

Participant C3 shared, 

The major part of it deals with the presenter and how it’s being presented: their 

excitement, their knowledge, and their enthusiasm for the topic. No matter how 

wonderful the topic is, if it’s a lackluster presentation I’m not going to get much out of it 

no matter what the medium is. 

Even when the participants believed OPD was not equal in quality, they shared the 

advantages to accessing PD online, which included choice of topics (Participants B2, C3, E5, F6, 

J9), money savings for travel (Participants B2, E5, J9), accessing the recorded presentation 

(Participants B2, D4, F6, J9), and convenience and efficient use of teacher’s time (Participants 

A1, B2, C3, D4, E5, F6, I8, J9).  
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Participant B2 shared curiosity in an online course, “I’ve been interested in taking some 

STEAM classes that are online offered by a university where you can do it from home on your 

time.” Participant C3 added, 

I think now there’s so much available and so many different ways, like this, the Webex, 

having the online meetings and being able to Skype and talk back and forth in real time 

with people. There’s too many opportunities for you to say I have to do it face-to-face. I 

think that would be too limiting for people. 

However, disadvantages shared during interviews included lack of interaction with others 

(Participants A1, E5, G7, I8), not understanding your audience from visual cues (Participants A1, 

C3), learning styles not met (Participants A1, B2, E5, I8), fear of asking a stupid question 

(Participant I8), and accountability (Participants A1, D4, F6, I8). Participant E5 shared, 

You’re in a room with like-minded professionals, so you get ideas that you wouldn’t get 

otherwise if you were on your computer. Because I know I’ve gotten a lot of cool ideas 

for units when I’ve overheard people talking, or web sites and things to check out that I 

would have never gotten online. 

Participant C3 provided a disadvantage from the presenter’s perspective, 

The presenter is missing out on a lot of the visual cues from the people. It’s hard for the 

pacing. They’re covering the material way too fast, or they are covering it way too slow. 

Since they don’t have an audience there to read to say “oh, they’ve got it. Move on, move 

on, move on, move on.” That’s the part that sort of suffers from an online perspective. 

Some participants preferred smaller groups. Participant I8 shared an OPD size preference 

if questions must be asked: 
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Depending on the number of people that are all participating in the webinar at the same 

time, I almost feel like it is a stupid question and I shouldn’t ask it. It’s a personal thing. 

I’m not going to ask because so many people are interacting. So many people are 

listening. So many people are reading and I’m not going to be the stupid one to ask that 

crazy question. 

Participant F6 believed accountability was required for OPD. It is not as effective when you 

“download the voiced over PowerPoint, listen to it, and you’ve gotten your PD piece.” 

When asked if they would be willing to seek OPD, even through sources not previously 

used, all but one participant stated they would try it at least once. Most participants who never 

attended OPD or believed it was less quality than face-to-face were even willing to try it. 

Participant G7 shared, “I’m always learning and looking for new things. If there’s something that 

will be very beneficial to me, I will definitely do it, even if it’s an online course or something 

like that.” Participant A1 acknowledged, “I’m not inclined to seek out OPD. I would choose 

face-to-face PD over online because it’s more personal and I make a better connection. I do think 

I learn better [face-to-face].” Participant I8 agreed: 

As a teacher who believes you can always teach someone something new, I feel like I can 

learn something new, even if it’s not in the manner that is easy for me. I feel like I should 

at least try it.  So yes, I would be willing to try. 

Participants wanted opportunities to attend PD that met their learning needs. Participant 

F6 declared, “I don’t think there’s a one-stop shop for everyone. I really enjoy online learning 

and someone may enjoy the face-to-face meetings. There’s a place for all.” However, Participant 

I8 shared, 
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I just think its unique that our society as a whole is geared up to online whether its PD for 

teachers, whether its online courses for students, whether its college or even high school 

students now. I feel it is a disservice for those who are visual learners and who are 

person-to-person and need that interaction. It is very hard thing for those students and 

adults. 

Theme Three: Accountability 

Theme Three was Accountability. Two subthemes emerged under Theme Three: LEA 

requirements and credit. These themes are discussed in this section. 

LEA requirements. All participants agreed that if the PD was listed in Chalkable PD, it 

would be approved to attend. Participant B2 kept stating, “You have to document your time that 

you were there, and you know, it’s in STIPD (former name of Chalkable PD).” Participant D4 

added that any PD attended that is not listed in Chalkable PD, “We have to write up our own 

thing and it has to meet the criteria that you are in an actual learning situation, where you’re 

learning something for your area.” Participant C3 also explained about adding PD to the 

Chalkable PD, “When I do something not in Chalkable PD, in my history, I write a little 

paragraph describing who did it, what we did, what the training was like, those sorts of things. 

That’s how they give you credit for it.” According to Chalkable PD and school system 

requirements, a supervisor reviewed the entry and documentation of attendance to determine 

whether or not the PD is approved. 

Participant I8 shared that the school system required 

as much as PD toward GT as I can get. I know that is what they want, but again and not 

just toward me as a gifted specialist, but toward all educators making sure it is quality PD 

and meeting the needs before they will actually allow us to count it as PD. 
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Some systems request evidence of attendance and participation in order to give final 

approval for any PD. Examples of items some school systems accept are a certificate of 

participation or a detailed summary questionnaire. Participant D4 stated that sometimes they 

watched videos within their school system, but to receive professional development credit they 

had to “write up a summary of the video,” which included how the learning will be implemented 

in their classrooms. Some systems required detailed meeting agendas, notes, and sign-in sheets 

(Participants B2, I8, J9) and/or that the PD was facilitated by administrators or central office 

personnel (Participants A1, C3, D4) to count as PD credit. Even the PD required for all teachers 

that was completed online in each school system documented that the attendance and certificates 

of completion were emailed to the teachers.  

When teachers registered for a training or workshop listed in Chalkable PD, some 

systems required an approval step before the teacher’s name appeared on the registration list. 

Once approved, the registration showed up in Chalkable PD. Other systems approved the 

attendance for PD but did not provide final approval and credit until after the specialist returned 

from that PD. Participant C3 shared,  

If you do training outside of our system, outside of something that is not in STI 

(Chalkable PD), that you have to bring your certificate from there and show us who did 

it. Then they kind of make their own call on whether you get your hours for your credit 

for it. 

Participants C3, F6, and B2 agreed that most of the gifted PD is not provided within the 

local school system, but available outside the system and it created a conundrum on how to get 

that PD approved to attend. However, most participants shared that when they needed to attend 

PD, their administrators supported them. Participant C3 stated, “When I have found 
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opportunities to go to workshops, or to do a different PD day, I’ve never had anyone say ‘no.’  

They’ve been very supportive of it.” Although PD was approved for participants to attend, they 

stated that all PD was not always approved for credit toward renewal of the certificate. 

 Participant B2 added, “I don’t think I ever considered it PD even though that’s what I’m 

doing is talking to colleagues and others about what we do. I guess I have been under the 

impression that if it’s not in STI-PD it doesn’t count.” The other participants agreed that if it’s 

not in Chalkable PD it doesn’t count. Participant C3 shared,  

I’m glad somebody else had that exact same thought, because I follow some people on 

twitter and social media sites, and I get emails and things from different blogs and 

whatever, but I have to agree wholeheartedly that I would not have listed that as PD. 

Well, primarily because I can’t imagine how I’m going to have to explain to my principal 

that I need seven hours because I was on Pinterest all night.  

The discussion continued that maybe seven hours of PD would not be requested. Participant A1 

added, “I do not know if my district will give PD credit for voluntarily reading articles. I haven’t 

heard of it, but neither have I asked.” Yet, according to the PLPs of the participants, four 

participants have listed reading articles as one of their learning activities. 

Credit.  As discussed under code LEA Requirements, credit is given when the PD is 

listed in or added to Chalkable PD, the online database. Participant I8 disclosed that, 

from what I’m understanding, they’re looking more carefully at what can be counted as 

PD. Without specific information listed, then it will not count as PD toward continuing to 

keep my certificate. The PD that I need, I’m sure, I would have to seek prior approval in 

order for me to do something. 
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Many participants had specific gifted PD listed on their approved PLP but were not 

always given credit towards certification for it. The question posed to the participants was “if it 

is professional learning in your PLP isn’t that the same as professional development?” They 

agreed it was the same but were not sure how the activities would be counted for credit. 

Participant F6 shared,  

I’ve noticed that I haven’t found much PD on my own besides what has been set up for 

us. More, I’ll go and find articles or some printed materials that I can refer to and read up 

on as opposed to a meeting to attend or web based. I have been able to participate in 

several web-based meetings, like I said. Perfectionism was one that was very valuable. 

Based on my students’ needs is really how I tailor what I’m looking for and so a lot of 

times, like I said, it’s mostly research as opposed to finding a meeting. 

Participant B2 shared, “I never thought about a lot of the personal readings and learning 

and exploring that I do. It would be nice if that would be considered PD for the requirements, 

you know, but how do you prove it.” Participant B2 conducted a book study with fourth and fifth 

grade teachers as developed in the PLP. However, credit will not be given because, “there had to 

be that very typical, what my administrator feels, your sign-in sheets, your sign out sheets, how 

many minutes were you there, and what was discussed.” The teachers were actively engaged in 

discussions but “we didn’t keep notes. It was very informative. We didn’t keep an agenda or all 

sign-in, but I got a lot of little sticky notes everywhere.” The sticky notes were the notes each 

teacher wrote about the different chapters of the book. 

For example, Participant C3 shared, “I’ve never included it in PD, but it is in my PLP. I 

always put down conversations with colleagues and reading journal articles, but I’d never tried to 

say that this year I had 5 hours of journal reading.” Participant A1 acknowledged, “I have never 
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heard of anyone in my district getting credit for such as PD.” All participants agreed with 

Participant A1. 

During the focus group interview, participants shared the ongoing PD in which they 

participated, but was not always listed in Chalkable PD. Some of the items, like book studies or 

creating a Professional Learning Community with classroom teachers, are included in their PLPs. 

However, these participants never thought about receiving PD credit toward renewal of their 

certification for this type of learning. 

When participants were asked if they accessed PD opportunities through social media 

like, Twitter, Facebook, etc., the reply from most was that they never thought about it. 

Participant B2 stated, “I don’t think I ever considered it PD. Even though that’s what I’m doing 

is talking to colleagues and others about what we do. I guess I have been under the impression 

that if it’s not in STI-PD it doesn’t count.” Participant D4 had participated in Twitter chats for 

PD credit. Participant D4 explained, 

In my system, we did have an Instructional Specialist who did Tuesday Tech Twitter 

nights. If we participated in the Tech Twitter night, it was for an hour. We did get credit 

for it because she had a form that we had to complete. It was a debriefing form of eight 

questions; what we discussed, how we would use it in our classroom, and what it would 

do for our kids. There were eight questions that we had to fill out and turn it in before we 

got one-hour credit for it. 

These weekly or monthly Twitter chats became a digital Professional Learning 

Community and part of a professional learning network. When asked if any of the participants 

had attended the weekly Gifted Chat hosted by Lisa Conrad of the Texas Association for Gifted 

Children, the participants stated they had not. The topics were announced in advance in order to 
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prepare questions and comments. Experts in the gifted field participated or were special guests 

on the chat. This chat was recorded every week in order to provide access to references, 

resources, and content. 

Participant D4 shared the use of weekly Gifted Twitter chats: 

The gifted chat that would be one that was an ongoing one. I would like to be able to say 

to my regular education teachers, if I knew what the topic was going to be, like 

perfectionism. I might say to them “Hey, Miss Smith. I know you have Johnny in your 

room who is a perfectionist. Tuesday night there’s going to be a discussion on Twitter. 

Why don’t you come join that, I’ll be on there. You and I can have a backchannel 

discussion as well. We can listen and participate with what’s going on there.” 

This participant not only had considered the value of the Twitter chat for gifted PD, but also as a 

way to have conversations with and provide support for general education teachers regarding 

gifted behaviors that may have created issues in the classroom.  

Participant D4 added that the eight question summary was used for other types of PD to 

receive credit. To get credit for videos they were required to watch on their own, they had to 

“write up a summary of the video.” Participant C3 requested a copy of the summary form to 

share with his/her administrators,  

I would like to have a copy of that eight question thing there. I think that I’m speaking 

not just for my personal administrators, but the ones I work with and the ones at my 

central office, the gifted coordinator, etc., I can see where this will help. I’ll be honest 

with the reason, I’ve never done any PD like this before. The idea of doing it never has 

occurred to me before. That I could count it as part of my PD. I’ve always done it as 
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something I’m supposed to be doing, not something I have to do to get X number of 

hours.  

Participant A1 added, “Yes. If one could properly document, it seems a district should give a 

teacher credit for social media/ forum/ blog learning as PD.” 

Participant C3 then made a comment about PD in schools, 

Our PD is changing. We need to be asking these questions, besides just the time my 

bottom is sitting in a chair with eight other people, “is there any other time I should be 

given credit for my professional development?” The time I spent preparing for the 

meeting by reading an article, the time I spent online looking for my item that I was 

taking to a share fair, or a variety of things. I’ll admit, I’m probably the most guilty. I’ve 

never asked for it, so they never offered it.  

Theme Four: Support 

Support at different levels overlapped throughout the themes. The two main support 

subthemes were accessibility to PD and qualifications of administrators. Participants shared that 

when their coordinators had gifted training, they understood the participants’ PD needs in order 

to meet the unique learning needs of their students. Because little to no gifted PD was offered in 

school systems for gifted specialists and they must seek PD outside their systems, participants 

shared that they need helping finding that PD. 

Accessibility to PD. To access PD, participants mentioned that they need help finding 

the PD, some instructions to access OPD, and funding to cover expenses. All participants 

mentioned that their school systems were extremely supportive of technology, and provided the 

hardware, either computers, tablets, or iPads.  A person to help troubleshoot connectivity issues 

at the schools provided support to all teachers when accessing OPD. Participant D4 stated that 
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when issues arose with the technology, “Anything you’re having trouble with just Google it and 

ask. It will tell you what to do.” 

However, every participant stated that they needed support to find the face-to-face and 

OPD. Participant B2 added, “There has to be more out there for GT instruction that I just don’t 

know about.” Participant G7 stated that administrators need to know “that I’m required to have 

it. So we need to find something here now.” Participant D4 shared that support is needed in 

finding PD: “For me, if the PD was not in the FoG, it would be finding the PD because that’s the 

only place I know to look for it.” Sources that provided notification of various types of PD used 

by the participants included memos from the state department (Participants C3, E5, I8, J9), 

ALSDE gifted education FoG (Friends of Gifted) e-newsletter (Participants A1, B2, C3, D4, E5, 

G7, I8, J9), AAGC web site or emails (Participants B2, E5, G7), colleagues in the system or 

from neighboring systems (Participants G7, I8), gifted directors (Participants A1, C3, F6), 

university professors Participant (B2), and emails from organizations (Participants C3, J9). 

However, they still needed additional support to find the PD that they need.  

Participant F6 stated, 

It’s a little more disjointed in finding PD within the system because there’s nothing 

unless it’s technology based. Then that will be given out in an email, but other than that 

it’s knowing what to look for first and then searching to see if it’s available. I don’t know 

that something is a possibility that makes it more difficult until I’ve heard someone has 

gone to some type of workshop. Sometimes I can find one that’s coming or I have to wait 

until something like that becomes available again now that I know what to look for. 
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Participant B2 shared, 

I get a lot of information, you’ll be glad to hear this, from FoG, and I think a lot of gifted 

teachers across the state because I’ll say, “Did you look in FoG to see?” We send secret 

emails to each other saying the grants just came out and things like that. “We just got our 

FoG. Did you get yours? It offered a lot of study.” AAGC does sometimes, but honestly, 

I depend on FoG more. 

Participant D4 shared, “The Friends of Gifted, FoG, I read it religiously every month. I am so 

appreciative of it. I’ve gotten several grants from some of the stuff.” 

Participant J9 stated, 

My school system has provided me with technology and I even purchased two computers 

with gifted funds. I am in a position to participate in online PD as it becomes available to 

me. I would not need help finding the PD if it is on PDWeb. I would only need 

notification of its availability. 

However, Participant J9 added another need for accessibility support: 

If they have issues in their classrooms, their teachers are going to come ask me first and 

expect me to be the authority on knowing how to fix certain issues that directly stem from 

them being gifted students. So knowing what I need to know, and then what’s available, 

but also, here’s a huge piece, if I can tap into more like this I can affect my students’ 

lives. 

Participant G7 acknowledged,  

I’m very fortunate to be in a school system that has most of the technology that I would 

probably need. I may need to have some instructions, like an email you sent me with the 
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link to go to and any passwords that I may need. Any other simple instructions to know 

how to get connected, but that’s basically it.  

This participant also stated that having help finding PD “would be helpful. I know that the 

newsletters that we get from the state department have different PDs listed in it. That is very 

helpful. I go through and read that, but basically, usually word of mouth is pretty good.” 

Another accessibility need was PD regarding communication with general education 

teachers. Participant D4 expressed one of her needs,  

My professional development need is how to communicate better with the general 

education teachers, my needs for them to be more flexible with my students’ time. To 

begin to understand the students are our students, OUR students. They are not theirs and 

not mine, but OUR students. 

As discussed previously under Theme One, subtheme needs, Participant D4, Participant 

F6, and Participant I8 expressed concern that funding PD, even for all teachers, have been cut or 

eliminated for PD outside the school system. Participant J9 expressed her concern: 

I would want them to know that because my school system is not offering professional 

development for gifted educators, that money needs to be allocated for me to go outside 

of my county to get the professional development needed to keep me effective in my field 

of expertise. 

Participant B2 asked participants during the focus group interview “is your school system 

all paying for your PD that is GT related?” All participants stated that AAGC expenses were 

funded by the system. However, Participant D4 added, “They paid for that and for gifted 

Sharefair.  I haven’t found anything else to go to. I did ask once to go to NAGC and I got told no 



 

123 

for that.” A1 responded with, “I have never had to pay out of pocket for PD required from my 

district, including AAGC.” 

Qualifications of administrators. This subtheme was not a reflection on the 

administrative training of principals and coordinators, but the lack of coursework and/or training 

in gifted education. Some participants expressed the lack of understanding of gifted education 

and varied PD needs by administrators at the school and central office levels. Participant B2 

expressed frustration, 

That doesn’t mean I get the credit that I need for the year through my system or the state. 

It still has to be approved. Unfortunately, because everybody doesn’t know what gifted 

specialists do, some things to them may not seem relevant, that I feel are important. I 

don’t want to be offensive or anything. What we get to do is very valuable to us and I 

don’t feel like we’re just going to waste away our time and money. 

Participant B2 also added, 

I can do as much [PD] as I want on my time, or weekends, or 2:00 am in the morning, 

which is another good reason to do online stuff when I am wide awake. They cut back on 

a lot of accepting things because I don’t think they realize what PD looks like for me. So 

much emphasis is put on the other end of special education. People don’t know that 

they’ve been told that gifted children and bright children need different things. However, 

I don’t think they know what that looks like. 

Participant J9 acknowledged, “My concern is that administrators must understand that the needs 

of the gifted teacher and gifted students are important and work toward providing more 

professional development opportunities.” 
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Participant A1 has had gifted coordinators who had gifted certification and coordinators 

who had no training in gifted. A1 disclosed, “I think more than ever all gifted coordinators in 

every district and presenters who are putting together what they want to call gifted and talented 

to present need to start gearing towards, really, our level and keeping our field relevant.” This 

Participant A1 also added, 

We’ve had coordinators before that don’t have any experience or credit hours at all in GT 

and it shows. So I would think that if somebody was going to be a coordinator for a 

district, they would go down to the university and the board pay them to take three to six 

hours of courses to get familiar to what goes on. 

Additional specific needs of the gifted specialist were expressed, but not necessarily 

grounded in gifted education. Participant D4 wanted administrators to know the following: 

My professional development need is how to communicate better with the general 

education teachers. My needs are for them to be more flexible with my students’ time and 

to understand the students are our students. They are not theirs and not mine, but our 

students. That is the one thing that I could use help making them understand that. 

Participant F6 wanted administrators to realize,  

A great big part of my job is like parenting. It’s the affective needs of my students. I can 

help with the academic piece; that’s important. Though a greater need that I’ve noticed is 

helping my students be comfortable in who they are and standing up for themselves on 

the other end, or asking for help and realizing that needing help is OK, or managing their 

over-excitabilities. All these things, risk-taking, leadership qualities, all of these pieces 

are so vital. 
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Participants stated that they needed support and feedback to improve their practice. 

Although this was discussed under Theme Two, subtheme ongoing with feedback, administrators 

needed to know this PD element in order to provide the support to gifted specialists. Participant 

G7 stated PD needed a follow-up component to give teachers time to reflect on the practices: 

Once we had PD and how to use it, we never had time to apply it. We had all this stuff 

that we never had time to actually take back to our classrooms. Give us some free time to 

actually use it and then see how it works. I think that even with PD, I learn all of these 

new things. Now let me apply it to my classroom and then come back to me and let’s 

reflect on what went well, what did not go well, and any suggestions. If I want to do 

something that’s not working, I have to have a resource to go to [in order] to figure out 

why. 

Summary 

The purpose of this research was to explore gifted specialists’ practices and beliefs 

regarding face-to-face and online professional development. Individual interviews with nine 

gifted specialists and a focus group interview with five gifted specialists yielded rich, thick 

descriptions of professional development practices and beliefs. The nine gifted specialists who 

had participated represented school systems ranging from rural to urban, gifted identified to 

enrichment model programs, school-based services to center-based services, and one gifted 

specialist per system to more than one gifted specialist per system. The gifted specialists 

consisted of two African American females, two White males, and five White females. 

Four themes with subthemes emerged from the data. While some themes and subthemes 

overlapped, the major theme defined the context of the subthemes. Themes that developed from 

the data were needs, online vs. face-to-face PD, accountability, and support.
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

Teachers in Alabama are required to renew their teaching certificate every five years 

(ALSDE, n.d.). In order to renew that teaching certificate they must attend annual PD. In order 

for gifted specialists to grow professionally and to meet the unique cognitive and affective needs 

of their gifted students, they must attend PD specific to gifted education (Little & Housand, 

2011; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). However, most school systems did not provide PD 

specific to gifted education (Little & Housand, 2011). Therefore, the gifted specialists must seek 

this PD outside of their school systems (Little & Housand, 2011). The purpose of this research 

study was to explore the beliefs and practices of gifted specialists regarding face-to-face and 

online professional development for gifted education. The research question was “What are the 

practices and beliefs of gifted specialists regarding face-to-face and online professional 

development for gifted education?” 

This was a qualitative study using constant comparative analysis to analyze transcripts 

from the nine individual and one focus group interviews, state documents, local documents, PD 

emails, and PD history lists of participants. Maximum variation sampling was used to determine 

which school systems with certified gifted specialists would be invited to participate in the 

research study. School systems were categorized according to the following demographic 

information: urban, suburban, or rural; gifted identified or enrichment model program; one gifted 

specialist or more than one gifted specialist per school system; and center-based or school based 
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location for services. Care was taken to ensure school systems with 50% or more poverty were 

included in the study. The conceptual framework of the Gifted Professional Development Triadic 

Model was the lens through which the interview questions were developed and the data were 

analyzed. 

Discussion 

Themes emerging from the data analysis about the beliefs and practices of gifted 

specialists were: needs, online vs. face-to-face PD, accountability, and support. Each theme had 

two to six subthemes. Throughout the analysis, beliefs, and practices were aligned and 

overlapped with few exceptions. 

Theme One: Needs 

The subthemes under needs were teacher needs, student needs, opportunity and choice, 

differentiation, and ongoing with feedback. For both beliefs and practices, the PD needs of the 

participants were not only based on their personal interests and needs, but were also based on the 

cognitive and affective needs of their students. Whether it was one student or all students, 

participants were researching strategies to meet students’ cognitive and affective needs and were 

sharing these strategies with classroom teachers. The purpose of PD was to improve the 

effectiveness of teachers and provide support for students and help them achieve annual growth 

(Avalos, 2011; Guskey, 2014, Surrette & Johnson, 2015). The conceptual framework focused on 

teachers being able to identify and choose PD based on their learning needs to build mastery and 

expertise in knowledge and skills to work with gifted specialists and to consult with classroom 

teachers.  

The study participants required opportunities and choice to attend the gifted specific PD 

that met their needs as well as their students’ needs (Antoniou & Kyriakides, 2013; Colbert et al., 
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2008; Knight, 2011; Little & Housand, 2011; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). School 

systems provided opportunities for all teachers, including gifted specialists, to personalize their 

learning each year through the PLP (ALSDE, 2009a). Even though the gifted specialists were 

provided opportunities to personalize their PD, very little to no PD focused on gifted education 

in the school systems (Little & Housand, 2011). Even when some gifted PD opportunities were 

offered in the school system for gifted specialists, they still had to go outside of the school 

system to meet their learning needs and those of their students (Hill, 2009; Karnes & 

Schaunessy, 2004; Little & Housand, 2011). Although PD was provided to faculty and staff 

regarding gifted characteristics and differentiation strategies, the gifted specialist and/or 

coordinator provided that training (ALSDE, 2015). Therefore, the gifted specialist was not 

learning new content but sharing what they already knew. 

Two gifted face-to-face PD choices attended by all participants were the ALSDE Gifted 

Regional Trainings and the AAGC annual conference. The participants believed these two gifted 

PD opportunities were the most beneficial to them. Topics for the gifted regional trainings were 

based on survey needs, monitoring issues, and current research. However, topics within the 

training were not formally differentiated. The AAGC annual conference provided choice of 

various topics for the participants. 

The participants also wanted PD to be differentiated in the form of delivery of the PD and 

according to the focus of topics based on the area and level of expertise of teachers (Antoniou & 

Kyriakides, 2013; Besnoy, 2007). School systems in this study provided ongoing PD for general 

education teachers, which other researchers have also found (Colbert et al., 2008; Hill, 2009; 

Sparks, 2004). These annually required one-time trainings in these school systems had been 

differentiated by delivery through videos and recorded webinars to be viewed independently by 
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the teachers on their own time (Borko, 2004; Russell et al., 2009; Sparks, 2002). Seven of nine 

participants found something from the general education trainings to differentiate and use in their 

classrooms and with general education teachers (Mertler, 2013). Most of the participants wanted 

to know what was required for general education teachers so they could provide better support 

for the gifted students in the general education classrooms (Colbert et al., 2008; Dash et al., 

2012). Participants believed that all PD, whether gifted specific PD or general education PD, 

should be differentiated to meet the expertise and years of experience of a teacher and to meet 

the preferred learning style for teachers (Avalos, 2014; Koellner & Jacobs, 2015; Mertler, 2013). 

However, in practice, very little PD offered the same topic at different levels of learning.  

Ongoing PD has been noted by several researchers (Avalos, 2011; Clark & 

Hollingsworth, 2002; Desimone, 2009; Guskey, 2014; Little, 1993; Surrette & Johnson, 2015) as 

more effective PD. Many of the study participants were in isolation within their schools and 

school systems. However, five of the participants attended or wanted to attend network meetings. 

One network was ongoing with three to four meetings a year. The participants determined their 

needs and planned the meetings, including competitions for their students, creating a professional 

learning community with ongoing learning, support, and feedback (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 

2002; Dufour, 2004; Dunst et al., 2015). The other type of network was an annual one-day 

meeting for teachers to share units and to discuss gifted education, allowing the participants to 

network and create a Professional Learning Network. These participants could contact each other 

face-to-face or online throughout the school year to discuss gifted issues (Lightle, 2010). 

Participants in school systems with multiple gifted specialists formed in system Professional 

Learning Communities through their periodic meetings (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Dufour, 

2004; Dunst et al., 2015). Although participants believed ongoing professional development was 
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important, many were not attending traditional, ongoing PD but attended many one-time PD 

workshops without the support of feedback (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2004; Darling-Hammond 

& Richardson, 2006). However, the ongoing PD that these participants could access was limited 

according to their interview responses and PD history lists. The specific gifted PD attended by 

the participants ranged from 20%-80% of the total PD attended with an average of 40% and a 

mode of 30%. Participants were attending more PD specific to gifted than expected. 

The practices and beliefs of participants within the themes of need, opportunity and 

choice, and differentiation aligned to the conceptual framework focused on teachers being able to 

identify and choose PD based on their learning needs to build mastery and expertise in 

knowledge and skills to work with gifted specialists and to consult with classroom teachers. Not 

all participants had access to ongoing gifted PD with feedback or were reflecting on their 

practices. 

Theme Two: Online vs. Face-to-Face Professional Development 

Theme two, online vs. face-to-face professional development, contained two subthemes 

of definition and quality. All participants defined OPD as any learning through technology that 

could include courses, webinars, videos, PowerPoints, or reading (Bonk, 2010; Hargadon, 2009; 

Little & Housand, 2011). One third of the participants had never attended PD of any type online. 

Only two participants believed the quality of OPD was equal to face-to-face PD. Most 

participants were not sure or did not believe that OPD was of equal quality to face-to-face PD, 

which did not align to the research (Chamberlain & Taylor, 2011; Holmes et al., 2010; Lokken & 

Mullins, 2014; Means et al., 2010; Russell et al., 2009). However, all participants shared more 

advantages than disadvantages to accessing OPD. When asked, all but one participant stated that 

they would be willing to try OPD from various sources. The participants understood the value of 
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OPD (Bonk, 2010; Brown & Neal, 2014; Harasim, 2000; Hargadon, 2009; Killion, 2013; King, 

2002; Lightle, 2010; Luehmann & Tinelli, 2008; Roskos et al., 2007; Schaller, 2008), but not all 

participants were willing to integrate this form of PD into their beliefs and practices, which 

limited their access to gifted PD (George, 2007). 

The practices and beliefs of these participants regarding the use of technology for PD 

partially aligned to the conceptual framework because the participants were willing to try OPD. 

Only two of the nine participants believed the quality of OPD was equal to face-to-face. Seven of 

the nine participants were not sure, did not believe the quality was equal, or thought it depended 

on the presentation of the speaker.  Eight of the nine participants were willing to integrate OPD 

into their practices at least once, but one was not going to access PD in that format unless 

required by administrators. However, these participants used technology as a tool for learning 

and creativity with students. Delivering PD online could be one way to extend choice and 

differentiation to teachers (Bonk, 2009; Brown & Neal, 2014; Killion, 2013; Little & Housand, 

2011). 

Theme Three: Accountability 

The two subthemes of accountability, LEA requirements and credit, overlapped.  LEA 

requirements covered approval of PD and the development of the Professional Learning Plan 

(PLP) (ALSDE, 2009a). These participants believed that PD must be listed in Chalkable PD to 

be approved and count as credit toward certificate renewal. However, some systems required 

approval prior to registering for PD in Chalkable PD (LEA documents, n.d.). Other systems 

provided a pre-approved list of PD opportunities for teachers, which did not include gifted 

specific PD. If the PD was not listed in Chalkable PD, the participants were able to enter the PD 

but they had to provide documentation of attendance for approval. However, this did not 
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guarantee that the entered PD would be approved for credit. Most of the participants had 

approved individualized gifted learning activities listed on the PLPs (ALSDE, 2009a; Karnes & 

Schaunessy, 2004; Smylie, 2014), but credit towards certificate renewal was not always given to 

them. These participants required credit for certificate renewal with PD in their specialized area 

of gifted education (Weingand, 1999). 

Many participants participated in ongoing, nontraditional PD, such as individual online 

research and reading of topics, twitter chats, conversations and discussions with other teachers 

either face-to-face or via technology, and closed Facebook pages with shared articles, ideas, and 

suggestions (Avalos, 2011; Bonk, 2010; Borko, 2004; Hargadon, 2009; Little & Housand, 2011). 

However, not only did the participants receive no credit for the PD but most of them did not 

realize they were participating in PD or thought they could ask for credit for it. 

By accessing traditional and nontraditional forms of PD, participants were choosing and 

differentiating their PD to meet their needs and the needs of their students, which aligned to the 

conceptual framework. However, not all forms of PD were considered PD by the participants. 

These participants did not always receive credit toward certificate renewal for their learning, 

either. Participant B2 found the focus group’s practice of professional learning to meet the 

students’ needs without consideration to earning credit “heartwarming to hear.” 

Theme Four: Support 

Two subthemes emerged from Theme Four: Support: accessibility and qualifications of 

administrators. The participants required support from administrators to find gifted PD, and for 

administrators to understand that need for unique PD to meet their students’ needs. Although a 

few sources were identified by the participants that provided PD information, all participants 

stated that they needed help finding PD. After finding the PD, the participants needed support to 
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attend, either with approval to attend and/or funding to cover expenses (Besnoy, 2007; Little & 

Housand, 2011). One annual, week-long conference hosted by the ALSDE for teachers in 

Alabama is MEGA Conference, which provides a gifted strand of topics for the week. Topics are 

based on current research and a needs survey. However, only four participants had attended this 

conference during their careers as gifted specialists, and none of the participants had attended in 

the past few years due to lack of funding for registration and travel expenses by the school 

systems (MEGA Conference sign-in forms, 2014-2016). The identification of the ALSDE FoG 

as a source for news, PD, resources, and grants surprised the researcher. Every month when the 

FoG is written and emailed, I wonder if anyone really reads it. 

The participants were concerned that administrators in schools and central offices were 

not trained nor had any coursework in gifted education (Dettmer & Landrum, 1998; NAGC & 

CSDPG, 2015). They stressed that these administrators needed to understand the unique 

cognitive and affective needs of gifted students (Landrum, 2005; Renzulli, 2012; Robinson, 

2008; VanTassel-Baska, 2005) and how those students’ needs affected the PD choices of gifted 

specialists. 

Practices and beliefs were aligned for the participants for needs and support. However, 

for accountability, the participants were practicing ongoing PD formally in their PLPs or 

informally with the various learning activities; however, they did not believe that the learning 

activities were PD and did not think about asking for credit toward the renewal of their 

certificates. PD is changing (Borko, 2004) and the participants’ beliefs had not changed. This 

was also demonstrated in OPD vs. face-to-face PD. Participants understood the benefits of 

accessing PD; however, very few of them believed that the quality of OPD was equal to face-to-

face PD. In addition, very few of the participants practiced the use of OPD. 
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Limitations 

Limitations within this study existed. Nine certified gifted specialists were interviewed, 

with five specialists participating in an online focus group interview. This was a limited number 

of gifted specialists. If a larger number had been interviewed and multiple focus groups 

conducted, different results may have occurred. Not all superintendents who were contacted 

provided consent to interview one gifted specialist. Time constraints limited the number of 

participants participating in the focus group interview. This took place at the end of school and 

many activities with classes or their own children were happening at the same time.  

The position of the researcher as a State Department of Education Gifted-Education 

Specialists who monitored and supported gifted education programs in school systems may have 

influenced, for negative or positive reasons, the consent of superintendents or the consent of the 

gifted specialists. However, during interviews, participants stated they wanted to be honest with 

their answers and ended interviews with how honored they were to be a part of the study. 

Implications 

This study has provided insight into the beliefs and practices of certified gifted 

specialists. The gifted specialists who participated in the study differentiated the PD in their 

school systems to find something they could use with their students. However, most of them may 

have used that learning when they collaborated with general education teachers during 

consultative services. Because little to no PD for gifted education was provided to participants in 

the school systems, they had to seek PD outside of the system. These participants required 

support to access gifted PD and to fund the expenses of attending it. 

State and national gifted organizations need to communicate with gifted education 

sections at state departments and local school systems in order to notify gifted specialists about 
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gifted PD that is available. Although the ALSDE FoG newsletter was a main source of PD news, 

the monthly PD content was limited. The PD providers could use social media to notify gifted 

specialists about PD. Although the Alabama State Department of Education does not formally 

endorse outside PD, newsletters and other forms of communication can help disseminate the 

learning opportunities that are available. The gifted organizations could access school and 

administrator emails on the ALSDE website to send PD notifications to be disseminated. 

Gifted specialists are generally in isolation in their schools or in their school systems with 

no other teacher like them to participate in learning activities. These specialists need to find PD 

outside of their school system. One way is to find others like them to form learning communities. 

Several participants have developed networks to collaborate with gifted specialists in similar 

school systems with similar populations and student needs. Regional in-service centers can work 

with gifted specialists to host network meetings periodically throughout the school year. 

As PD changes, the way schools approve and credit PD needs to change. Teachers in 

Alabama must attend PD annually in order to renew their teaching certification. The PLPs of the 

participants included gifted learning activities that were approved by administrators; however, 

they did not always receive credit for the professional learning, or PD. 

School systems need to determine how nontraditional forms of professional learning, 

such as Twitter chats, can be documented. These educational Twitter chats are professional 

learning communities that meet on a weekly basis to discuss topics and issues. What 

accountability would schools and school systems require in order to approve and credit teachers? 

One forward thinking participant school system initiated nontraditional PD through 

Twitter chats and provided credit to teachers who attended by having them complete an eight 

question form. However, would this system provide credit when the nontraditional PD is 
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initiated outside of the school system if teachers complete the form? Many school systems are 

missing the accountability piece for documentation of the various types of PD activities accessed 

by gifted specialists, which creates a barrier for gifted specialists to access or receive credit for 

gifted PD. These participants recognized these informal and nontraditional forms of learning, but 

not as credit toward certificate renewal. These nontraditional routes provided GT specialists 

access to experts in the field and follow-up opportunities to reflect on practices and have 

feedback provided to them. 

One barrier to receiving credit for PD could be the lack of understanding of 

administrators regarding gifted education and the unique cognitive and affective learning needs 

of gifted students. These learning needs drive the PD for gifted specialists who must find PD 

outside of the school system. It would be useful for administrators to have some training in gifted 

education. 

While the study participants were willing to try OPD, most had not accessed it as a way 

to differentiate and choose PD specific to gifted. Staff development personnel may need to 

provide training and support on OPD in order for the specialists to be successful in using 

technology to access OPD. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

This section contains a list of suggested future research studies related to the beliefs and 

practices of certified gifted specialists accessing PD. 

1. Conduct a mixed methods research study to survey and interview all Alabama certified 

gifted specialists to determine practices and beliefs of face-to-face and online PD. The larger 

population may provide additional or different information than what was presented in this study. 
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Also, analyze the method of college coursework delivery (face-to-face, online, blended) to 

determine if it affects the preferred or practiced access to PD. 

2. Conduct a mixed methods research study to survey and interview all Alabama certified 

and noncertified gifted specialists to determine if there are differences in practices and beliefs. 

Also, analyze the method of college coursework delivery (face-to-face, online, blended) to 

determine if it affects the preferred or practiced access to PD. 

3. Conduct a mixed methods research study to survey and interview certified gifted 

specialists in the United States to determine practices and beliefs of face-to-face and online PD. 

The larger population may provide additional or different information than what was presented 

in this study. Also, analyze the method of college coursework delivery (face-to-face, online, 

blended) to determine if it affects the preferred or practiced access to PD. 

4. Conduct a qualitative study through interviews (individual and focus groups) with 

administrators of school systems to determine their practices for PD and accountability, and 

expectations of PD of teachers, including GT teachers. 

5. Conduct a study to determine the purpose of PD attended by gifted specialists, such as 

credit for certificate renewal, life-long learning, professional growth, annual growth for students, 

student needs, etc. 

6. Conduct a study on the effect of PD attended by gifted specialists on student 

achievement and/or student motivation. 

Conclusion 

Gifted specialists require support to access PD specific to gifted education through 

knowing what PD is available and funding to access that PD. They need administrators to 
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understand that the needs of their students often drive their choices for PD. Because gifted 

specialists must seek PD outside of the school system, that PD may look different. 

These gifted specialists are often in isolation in their schools and/or school systems. They 

must seek PD outside of their school system. However, gifted PD opportunities are limited in the 

state and what is available may not meet their learning needs. As a result, these specialists will 

seek PD specific to gifted in nontraditional formats, regardless of credit toward their 

certification. However, they do need to renew their teaching certificate. Many times, as the 

participants were learning about new strategies and methods to help their students, they did not 

realize they were participating in PD and could request credit. Therefore, the way credit is earned 

and approval of different types of PD should change. We ask teachers to think out of the box to 

innovate their curriculum, instruction, and programs. We must do that for PD, as well. 

Professional development looks different today than it did 10 years ago and comes in many, 

varied, traditional and nontraditional forms. How will PD look in 10 more years and how will 

teachers document and receive credit for certificate renewals for that PD?
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APPENDIX B 
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Chart of Participating School Systems with Coding Categories 
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APPENDIX C 

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 

 



     Shirley J. Farrell 
220 County Road 43   Tyler, Al 36785 
Phone: 205-617-4747  
E-Mail: sjfarrell@crimson.ua.edu  
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January 25, 2016 
 
 
Superintendent 
[Address] 
 

Dear ____________: 

I am writing to request permission to interview one of your gifted specialists regarding access to face-to-face and 
online professional development in gifted education.  I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Alabama and am 
currently in the process of researching and writing my dissertation.  
 
The purpose of this study, entitled “An Exploration of Face-to-Face and Online Professional Development for 
Gifted Specialists,” is to understand how gifted specialists access professional development specific to gifted 
education.  This study has no negative impact on the gifted education program or school system of participating 
specialists. The school system will not be named in the study. Other than myself, only the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) and my dissertation committee will know the identity of the participating school systems. The gifted 
specialist will remain anonymous in the study and to the IRB and dissertation committee.  
 
Upon your approval, the specialist will be invited to participate, and with consent, will be interviewed, either face-
to-face or online, outside of school hours, in the evening, on weekends, or during holiday breaks. If the interview is 
conducted face-to-face, we will meet at a non-school location, such as a restaurant or public library. The interview 
will last about one hour. All responses to the questions of this study will remain anonymous. No costs will be 
incurred by or gratuities paid to your school system or to the individual participant.  
 
Your approval to conduct this study will be greatly appreciated.  I will follow up with a telephone call next week 
and would be happy to answer any questions or concerns that you may have at that time. You may contact me at my 
email address: sjfarrell@crimson.ua.edu. 
 
If you agree, please use the self-addressed, stamped envelope to mail your consent letter, which must include the 
statement below and your signature on your school system letterhead.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Shirley J Farrell 
University of Alabama 
 
Enclosures 
 
cc:        Dr. Margaret Rice, Dissertation Chairperson, University of Alabama 
 
Statement required for consent: 
I give Shirley J. Farrell permission to interview a gifted specialist in the __________ school system for her 

dissertation project. 
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INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE EMAIL
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EMAIL 
 

Subject: Invitation to participate in a research study 
 
Good morning, 
 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Alabama. My dissertation study is an exploration of 
gifted specialists’ practices and beliefs regarding face-to-face and online professional 
development. In order to complete this study I am inviting you to participate through an 
individual interview, and possibly as part of a focus group. Please review the Consent for 
Participation. If you agree to be interviewed, please click the link at the bottom of the page to 
provide consent and suggested dates and times to be interviewed. I look forward to talking with 
you. 
 
Shirley J Farrell 
University of Alabama  
Doctoral Student 
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AAHRPP DOCUMENT #192 
 

UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA 
HUMAN RESEARCH PROTECTION PROGRAM 

 
Informed Consent for a Non-Medical Study  

 
Study title:  
An Exploration of Face-to-Face and Online Professional Development for Gifted Specialists 
 
Investigator’s Name, Student Status: 
Shirley J. Farrell 
Doctoral Candidate 
 
You are being asked to take part in a research study.  
This study is called “An Exploration of Face-to-Face and Online Professional Development for 
Gifted Specialists.”  The study is being done by Shirley J Farrell, who is a graduate student at the 
University of Alabama. Ms. Farrell is being supervised by Professor Margaret Rice who is an 
Associate Professor of Computer and Applied Technology Coordinator and Instructional 
Technology at the University of Alabama. 
 
What is this study about?  What is the investigator trying to learn?  
This study is being done to find out what gifted specialists’ practices and beliefs regarding face-
to-face and online professional development are.  
 
Why is this study important or useful?  
This knowledge is important/useful because there are few research studies to understand how 
certified gifted specialists access face-to-face and online professional development. 
The results of this study will help the Alabama State Department of Education, school systems, 
and professional organizations to understand ways to help gifted specialists access face-to-face 
and online professional development. 
 
Why have I been asked to be in this study? 
You have been asked to be in this study because you are a certified gifted specialist who was 
selected from the school system. Your school system was selected using maximum variation 
sampling. 
 
How many people will be in this study?  
About 12 other certified gifted specialists will be in this study.  
 
What will I be asked to do in this study?  
If you meet the criteria and agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do these things:  
 Participate in an individual face-to-face or online interview. 
 Provide copies of professional development attendance certificates, STI-PD history and/or 

any documentation (such as emails, fliers, memos) of required and chosen professional 
development that you attended during the 2013-2015 school years. 
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 Volunteer to participate in a focus group interview with other gifted specialists. 
 
How much time will I spend being this study?  
The individual interview should take about one hour. Gathering professional development 
documentation may take ten minutes to one hour. If selected for the focus group, that interview 
should take about one to one and one half hours. The entire study may take about one and one 
half hours to three hours of your time over three months. 
 
Will being in this study cost me anything?  
The only cost to you from this study is your time. 
 
Will I be compensated for being in this study? 
You will not be compensated for being in this study.  
 
What are the risks (dangers or harms) to me if I am in this study?  
There are no foreseeable risks or no negative impacts to you or your school system for your 
participation in this study. If you become tired during the interview, we can stop and take a break 
or reschedule the interview.  Your participation will be confidential and anonymous in the 
reporting. Your school system will be anonymous, as well.  However, the confidentiality of your 
participation in the focus group depends upon the other participants maintaining the 
confidentiality. I will request people to keep the discussion and participants’ identities 
confidential but you cannot guarantee this will happen. 
 
What are the benefits (good things) that may happen if I am in this study?  
You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, this study will 
provide information to help the Alabama State Department of Education, school systems, and 
organizations provide face-to-face and online professional development to gifted specialists that 
is specific to gifted education. 
 
What are the benefits to science or society? 
This study will help the Alabama State Department of Education, school systems, and 
professional organizations provide better access and support for gifted specialists to participate in 
face-to-face and online professional development. 
 
How will my privacy be protected? 
Maintaining your privacy is important to the researcher. Interviews will take place online or 
face-to-face in a location of the participant’s choosing. Interviews will be recorded upon consent 
of the participant. Interview questions will be sent prior to the interview to participants when 
they have agreed to participate. Your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to 
participate at all or, if you start the study, you may withdraw at any time.  You may refuse to 
answer any of the questions during the interview. You may refuse to have the interview 
audiotaped. 
 
How will my confidentiality be protected? 
Your anonymity and confidentiality will be maintained during data analysis and 
publication/presentation of results by any or all of the following means:  
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1.  You will be assigned a number, as names will not be recorded, and school system names will 
not be disclosed.  

2.  In addition to the researcher, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the researcher’s 
dissertation committee will know the names of the school systems but not the individual 
gifted specialists. 

3.  The researcher will save the data file and any audio recordings by your number, not by name.  
4.  Only the researcher will view collected data in detail.  
5.  Any recordings or files will be stored in a secured location accessed only by the researcher. 
6.  If participating in the focus group, all focus group participants will be asked to keep the 

discussion and participants’ identities confidential but you cannot guarantee this will happen. 
 
What are the alternatives to being in this study?  Do I have other choices? 
The alternative to being in this study is not to participate. 
 
What are my rights as a participant in this study? 
Taking part in this study is voluntary.  It is your free choice. You can refuse to be in it at all. If 
you start the study, you can stop at any time.  There will be no effect on your relations with the 
University of Alabama. 
 
The University of Alabama Institutional Review Board (“the IRB”) is the committee that 
protects the rights of people in research studies. The IRB may review study records from time to 
time to be sure that people in research studies are being treated fairly and that the study is being 
carried out as planned.  
 
Who do I call if I have questions or problems?  
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study right now, please ask them. If you 
have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study later on, please 
call the investigator Shirley J Farrell at 205-617-4747.  
 
If you have questions about your rights as a person in a research study, call Ms. Tanta Myles, the 
Research Compliance Officer of the University, at 205-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. 
 
You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns through the IRB 
Outreach website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html  or email the Research 
Compliance office at participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu.  
 
After you participate, you are encouraged to complete the survey for research participants that is 
online at the outreach website  or you may ask the investigator for a copy of it and mail it to the 
University Office for Research Compliance, Box 870127,  358 Rose Administration Building, 
Tuscaloosa, AL 35487-0127.   
 
I have read this consent form. I have had a chance to ask questions. I agree to take part in it. I 
will receive a copy of this consent form to keep. 
 
Please check the blank if you agree to have the interview audiotaped. 
____I agree to have the interview audio recorded. 
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_______________________________________________________   _______________ 
Signature of Research Participant      Date 
 
 
________________________________________________________   _______________ 
Signature of Investigator       Date 
 
 
Please click the link to indicate your willingness to participate in the study and to indicate the 
dates and times that you are available to meet. A copy of the consent for you to sign and return in 
a self-addressed, stamped envelope will be mailed to you to sign and return.  
 
Link: http://goo.gl/forms/21tL6aehL5 
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Google Form 
 

Informed Consent for Research 
Please review the Informed consent. If you agree to participate please complete the questions at 
the bottom of this form. 
• Required 
 
Title: An Exploration of Face-to-Face and Online 
Professional Development for Gifted 
Specialists Informed Consent for Research 
 
AAHRPP DOCUMENT #192 
 
UNIVERSITY OF ALABAMA 
HUMAN RESEARCH PROTECTION PROGRAM 
 
Informed Consent for a Non-Medical Study  
 
Study title:  
An Exploration of Face-to-Face and Online Professional Development for Gifted Specialists 
 
Investigator’s Name, Student Status: 
Shirley J. Farrell 
Doctoral Candidate 
 
You are being asked to take part in a research study.  
This study is called “An Exploration of Face-to-Face and Online Professional Development for 
Gifted Specialists.”  The study is being done by Shirley J Farrell, who is a graduate student at the 
University of Alabama. Ms. Farrell is being supervised by Professor Margaret Rice who is an 
Associate Professor of Computer and Applied Technology Coordinator and Instructional 
Technology at the University of Alabama. 
 
What is this study about?  What is the investigator trying to learn?  
This study is being done to find out what gifted specialists’ practices and beliefs regarding face-
to-face and online professional development are.  
 
Why is this study important or useful?  
This knowledge is important/useful because there are few research studies to understand how 
certified gifted specialists access face-to-face and online professional development. 
The results of this study will help the Alabama State Department of Education, school systems, 
and professional organizations to understand ways to help gifted specialists access face-to-face 
and online professional development. 
 
Why have I been asked to be in this study? 
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You have been asked to be in this study because you are a certified gifted specialist who was 
selected from the school system. Your school system was selected using maximum variation 
sampling. 
 
How many people will be in this study?  
About 12 other certified gifted specialists will be in this study.  
 
What will I be asked to do in this study?  
If you meet the criteria and agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do these things:  
• Participate in an individual face-to-face or online interview. 
• Provide copies of professional development attendance certificates, STI-PD history 
and/or any documentation (such as emails, fliers, memos) of required and chosen professional 
development that you attended during the 2013-2015 school years. 
• Volunteer to participate in a focus group interview with other gifted specialists. 
 
How much time will I spend being this study?  
The individual interview should take about one hour. Gathering professional development 
documentation may take ten minutes to one hour. If selected for the focus group, that interview 
should take about one to one and one half hours. The entire study may take about one and one 
half hours to three hours of your time over three months. 
 
Will being in this study cost me anything?  
The only cost to you from this study is your time. 
 
Will I be compensated for being in this study? 
You will not be compensated for being in this study.  
 
What are the risks (dangers or harms) to me if I am in this study?  
There are no foreseeable risks or no negative impacts to you or your school system for your 
participation in this study. If you become tired during the interview, we can stop and take a break 
or reschedule the interview.  Your participation will be confidential and anonymous in the 
reporting. Your school system will be anonymous, as well.  However, the confidentiality of your 
participation in the focus group depends upon the other participants maintaining the 
confidentiality. I will request people to keep the discussion and participants’ identities 
confidential but you cannot guarantee this will happen. 
 
What are the benefits (good things) that may happen if I am in this study?  
You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, this study will 
provide information to help the Alabama State Department of Education, school systems, and 
organizations provide face-to-face and online professional development to gifted specialists that 
is specific to gifted education. 
 
What are the benefits to science or society? 
This study will help the Alabama State Department of Education, school systems, and 
professional organizations provide better access and support for gifted specialists to participate in 
face-to-face and online professional development. 
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How will my privacy be protected? 
Maintaining your privacy is important to the researcher. Interviews will take place online or 
face-to-face in a location of the participant’s choosing. Interviews will be recorded upon consent 
of the participant. Interview questions will be sent prior to the interview to participants when 
they have agreed to participate. Your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to 
participate at all or, if you start the study, you may withdraw at any time.  You may refuse to 
answer any of the questions during the interview. You may refuse to have the interview 
audiotaped. 
 
How will my confidentiality be protected? 
Your anonymity and confidentiality will be maintained during data analysis and 
publication/presentation of results by any or all of the following means:  
1.  You will be assigned a number, as names will not be recorded, and school system names will 
not be disclosed.  
2.  In addition to the researcher, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the researcher’s 
dissertation committee will know the names of the school systems but not the individual gifted 
specialists. 
3.  The researcher will save the data file and any audio recordings by your number, not by name.  
4.  Only the researcher will view collected data in detail.  
5.  Any recordings or files will be stored in a secured location accessed only by the researcher. 
6.  If participating in the focus group, all focus group participants will be asked to keep the 
discussion and participants’ identities confidential but you cannot guarantee this will happen. 
 
What are the alternatives to being in this study?  Do I have other choices? 
The alternative to being in this study is not to participate. 
 
What are my rights as a participant in this study? 
Taking part in this study is voluntary.  It is your free choice. You can refuse to be in it at all. If 
you start the study, you can stop at any time.  There will be no effect on your relations with the 
University of Alabama. 
 
The University of Alabama Institutional Review Board (“the IRB”) is the committee that 
protects the rights of people in research studies. The IRB may review study records from time to 
time to be sure that people in research studies are being treated fairly and that the study is being 
carried out as planned.  
 
Who do I call if I have questions or problems?  
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study right now, please ask them. If you 
have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study later on, please 
call the investigator Shirley J Farrell  at 205-617-4747.  
 
If you have questions about your rights as a person in a research study, call Ms. Tanta Myles, the 
Research Compliance Officer of the University, at 205-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. 
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You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns through the IRB 
Outreach website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html or email the Research 
Compliance office at participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu.  
 
After you participate, you are encouraged to complete the survey for research participants that is 
online at the outreach website  or you may ask the investigator for a copy of it and mail it to the 
University Office for Research Compliance, Box 870127,  358 Rose Administration Building, 
Tuscaloosa, AL 35487-0127.   
 
I have read this consent form. I have had a chance to ask questions. I agree to take part in it. I 
will receive a copy of this consent form to keep. 
 
 
_Shirley J Farrell_________   _____March 15, 2016____ 
Printed Name of Researcher    Date 
 
 
 
1. I understand the nature of this study and agree to participate. I have been informed about this 
study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks, and have received a copy of the consent 
form. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions before “signing,” and I understand that I 
can ask questions at any time. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I understand that I 
am not waiving any of my legal rights. My name and the name of my school system will not be 
disclosed in any publication or presentation of this research.  

______Yes, I agree to participate in this research  

_______No, I will not participate in this research.  

 

2. I agree to have the interview audio recorded. * 
Please select yes or no. 

___Yes  

___No  

Name * 
Address to mail the consent form.  
  
___________________________________________________ 
  
 ___________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ 
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Please list the best ways to contact you, including phone and alternate email.  
  
 ___________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
  
  
  
Do you prefer the interview to be * 

___Face-to-face  

___Online  

___It doesn’t matter  

 
Best dates and times for the interview * 
Please list dates that are Wednesday through Sunday. 
  
 ___________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
  
  
  
Would you be interested in participating in the focus group interview? * 
Mark only one oval. 

___Yes  

___No 
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APPENDIX E 

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
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Interview Questions for Individual Interviews 
 

I have a series of questions regarding professional development. Your identity will be kept 
anonymous. If at any time you do not want to continue the interview you may stop without any 
negative impact on you or your system. If it is OK with you, I would like to record the interview. 
The recording will be downloaded to a locked file on my computer.  
 
1.  Tell me how you first become involved with gifted education programs. 
 
2.  Tell me about your certification training. 
 
3.  Describe the professional development opportunities provided by your school system. How 

do you apply that learning to your gifted classroom? 
 
4.  Does your school system provide professional development regarding gifted education to 

teachers and administrators in your schools?  Who provides that training and how often? 
 
5.  How do you determine what professional development to attend? 
   
6.  Tell me about the professional development specific to gifted education that you attend. 
 
7.  How did you hear about the professional development specific to gifted education? 
 
8.  How have you applied it to your gifted classrooms? 
 
9.  Have you ever attended professional development for gifted education outside of your school 

system and the Alabama State Department of Education? Tell me about those experiences and 
how effective they were. 

 
10.  How do you define online professional development? 
 
11. Do you believe online PD equal in quality to face-to-face PD? Explain your answer. 
 
12. Have you ever attended online professional development regarding gifted education? Tell me 

about your experiences.   
 
13. Are you willing to seek online professional development through sources you have never 

used? Why or why not? 
 
14. What requirements do administrators have in place in order for you to access and participate 

in online PD not provided by your school system?  
 
15. What supports do you need to access professional development online? For example, do you 

need help using technology or finding the PD? 
 
16.  What would you want administrators to know about your professional development needs? 
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17. Is there any information you wish to share regarding professional development for gifted 
education? 
 
18. Would you be willing to participate in an online focus group interview? 
As answers are given, the researcher may ask the participants to further explain their answers or 
to “tell me more about that”. 
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APPENDIX F 
 

GIFTED SPECIALIST FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
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Gifted Specialist Focus Group Interview Protocol 
 

1. How did you become interested in working with gifted students? 
2. Tell me about the professional development you have attended in the past year. 
3. Tell me about the professional development you have attended in the past year regarding 

gifted education. 
4. How do you stay current with gifted research and best practices? 
5. How do you determine what your PD needs are in gifted education? 
6. What percentage of your PD from 2014-2015 and 2015-2106 school years will be/was 

about gifted education? 
7. Have you participated in online professional development? 
8. Tell me about your experience. 
9. Do you participate in social media (twitter, FB, etc.) for PD and growth in gifted? 
10. Do you read journals and articles regarding gifted education? Which ones? 
11. Are you able to count as PD participation in Twitter chats, listerves/forum discussions, 

reading journal articles, etc? 
12. When participating in PD regarding gifted education, do you find that you are by yourself 

or do you participate with others that you know?
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APPENDIX G 
 

CODING ANALYSIS LAYERS 
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Coding Analysis Layers 
 

Level 1: State Dept. 
Documents: ALSDE memos, 
Rules of the Alabama State 
Board of Education Chapter 
290-3-2-.21, Teacher 
Certification, Professional 
Services, FoG (Friends of 
Gifted)  enewsletter, 2010 Pre-
K-Grade 12 Gifted 
Programming Standards 
(NAGC) Standard 6: 
Professional Development, 
Gifted Specialist Questionnaire  
Gifted Monitoring Form, e 
LEARNING for Educators 
ATIM web site, Response to 
Instruction (RtI) Manual, 
Alabama Continuum for 
Teacher Development, 
EDUCATE Alabama  

Level 2: 
Interviews, Reflective 
Memos from interviews 
and Documents (emails, 
PD history, system 
requirements) 
 

Level 3: 
Comparison of interviews to 
state documents 

Level 4:  
Overall 
Themes and 
subthemes 
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Policy, Procedures, 
Requirements, Self-assessment, 
Teacher choice, 
GT trainings, OPD, Ongoing 
PD, Justification, Teacher 
needs, F2f training, Online 
resources, Recommended 
policy, Recommended 
procedure, Required PD, PD to 
understand special groups of 
students beyond existing 
perceptions, student 
achievement, 
Assessing PD needs, GT PD, 
Advantage, Disadvantage, 
Online support, Collaborative 
gifted services, Ongoing PD to 
increase student learning, 
Diverse learning needs of 
students, Certification, 
Qualifications, Teacher needs, 
Student needs, Increase 
achievement, Technology, 
Online courses 

Required PD, GT PD, 
OPD, PLP, Ongoing, 
Requirements, Policy, 
Individualized, Credit, 
Differentiation, Teacher 
choice,  
GT trainings, Networks, 
Procedure, 
Certification, F2f training, 
Nontraditional, 
Certification, Chalkable 
PD, Approval, 
Quality, Technology, 
Preferences, Definitions, 
PD to understand GT by 
GT specialist, Teacher 
needs, Teacher interests, 
Student needs, Student 
interest inventory, 
Listening to students, 
Watching student 
behaviors, Talking with 
teachers, Diverse learning 
needs of students, 
Advantage OPD, 
Disadvantage OPD, 
Online support, Online 
courses, Webinars,  
Reading articles, articles 
blogs, Collaborative gifted 
services, Motivation, 
Achievement, Affective 
needs, Academic, 
Cognitive 
 

Requirements: 
Policy, Procedures, State, 
LEA, Justifications, Credit, 
Certification, Approval, 
Qualifications, Chalkable 
PD 
 
Required PD, 
Differentiation, PD to 
general education by GT 
teachers, PLP 
 
Choice, self-assessment, 
preferences, gt PD, lack of 
GT pd, motivations, 
Traditional, Nontraditional 
 
Ongoing, differentiation, 
teacher needs, student 
needs, teacher interests, 
student interests, student 
observations, student 
discussions, interest 
inventory, student 
behaviors, Teacher 
conversations, Motivation, 
Achievement, 
Collaborations, Cognitive, 
Affective,  
 
Online PD, online 
resources, technology, 
definitions, 
Quality, face-to-face 
advantages, disadvantages  

Theme:  Need 
Subthemes:  
ongoing 
differentiation 
choice 
teacher need 
student need 
 
Theme: OPD 
vs. face-to-face 
Subtheme: 
Definition 
Quality  
 
Theme: 
Accountability 
Subtheme:  
LEA 
Requirements, 
Credit 
 
Theme: 
Support 
Subthemes: 
Accessibility 
qualifications 
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APPENDIX H 
 

IRB APPROVAL
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