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ABSTRACT

BONNIE RHYNE GREEN
CHOICE, CHALLENGE, AND COLLABORATION: GIVING TEACHERS OF 
GIFTED STUDENTS WHAT THEY NEED IN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Under the Direction of DR. KELLY REFFITT, Ph.D.

Since the implementation o f NCLB initiatives, K-12 teachers in rural Middle 

Georgia have worked to gain highly qualified status in their area o f  certification. These 

educators have faced struggles that are characteristic o f rural schools to include: limited 

resources, isolated geographic locations, and lack o f funds. The In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program has been offered by local regional education service agencies 

(RESAs) supporting schools in the region. Participation in this program has enabled 

teachers to receive the necessary professional development training for gaining K-12 

gifted certification.

The purpose of this qualitative, single case study was to provide in-depth 

descriptions o f the experiences o f nine K-12 teachers’ participation in the same In-field 

Gifted Endorsement Program implemented at multiple sites in rural, Middle Georgia. The 

single case study further sought to describe how these experiences may have affected 

teacher participants’ pedagogical practice.



Semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine rural, K-12 teachers who 

had participated in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program. Transcripts from the 

interviews, teacher-created documents provided by participants, and course syllabi o f the 

professional development program were analyzed using open coding to search for 

emerging themes. Emerging themes from the analysis include: understanding and 

recognizing giftedness, importance of differentiating instruction, effective facilitator, 

choice, significance of challenge and change in thinking, collaboration with colleagues, 

and change in practice.

The results from this study add to the limited research on professional 

development for rural K-12 teachers seeking additional gifted certification. In addition, 

results indicate that further research should be considered in professional development of 

rural teachers o f gifted so that curriculum and program developers consider providing 

teacher participants opportunities for choice, challenge, and collaboration with colleagues 

to assist change in thinking and practice.



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Background of the Study 

Professional development o f K -12 teachers is currently undergoing systematic 

reform on global, national, state, and local levels. Emphasis on professional development 

in K-12 education continues to increase as teachers are seen as the key to the success of 

the nation and needed to create a high functioning, competitive work force able to operate 

and compete in a 21st century global society (Schleicher, 2012; OECD, 2011). This 

mindset has provided a platform for policymakers and reform agendas to isolate the 

teaching force as the current problem and the hopeful solution to future student academic 

success (Spring, 2004). Developing effective teachers as the solution to critical issues, 

such as closing achievement gaps between socio-economic levels, gender, ethnicities, and 

ultimately between America and other nations, positions the profession at the forefront of 

education reform.

The significance placed on teachers’ professional development and how it impacts 

their practice is signified in No Child Left Behind (U.S. Department o f Education, 2001) 

initiatives, which attempted to prepare teachers to meet the needs o f underperforming 

students scoring poorly on state, national, and international assessments. These initiatives

1



2

considered professional development opportunities that build teacher effectiveness and 

quality as essential to helping students make gains in achievement.

Experts in the area of gifted education have determined that No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) mandates indirectly encouraged schools across the nation to neglect students 

who exceed standardized measures, thus, limiting the educational space of high 

performing students to develop abilities, interests, and talents (Azzam, 2008; VanTassel- 

Baska, 2009; National Association for Gifted Children, 2009). This lack of concern for 

the development of gifted and high ability students is in large part due to teachers having 

to focus on low performing students meeting minimum academic requirements to avoid 

being labeled as a low performing teacher in a low performing school. In addition, the 

Rural School and Community Trust (Eppley, 2009) notes that even with federal efforts 

promoting teaching quality to increase student achievement, very little has been done to 

remedy the fact that rural schools across the nation still face the most difficulty in 

providing effective professional development for teachers. Therefore, for America to 

truly evolve globally, teachers working in poor, rural areas need to have effective 

professional learning opportunities that focus on meeting the needs o f gifted and high 

ability learners to maximize creativity, inventiveness, and problem solving skills. 

Moreover, challenging the nation’s brightest students provides a pathway for America to 

move forward as a leader in the 21s1 Century (Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross, 2004; 

Davidson Institute for Talent Development, 2006).

Now as investigations are implemented within the framework of education 

reform, the complexity that comprises teacher professional development in gifted
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education and how teachers learn to meet the needs o f gifted students must to be 

scrutinized. Moreover, understanding teaching as it requires the continuous building of 

both transient and enduring knowledge is essential to recognizing and meeting the needs 

o f teachers of gifted. Enduring knowledge is comprised of elements that pertain to the 

curricular and pedagogical principles needed to effectively teach gifted students.

Transient knowledge recognizes particular instructional strategies vital for meeting the 

needs of individuals or groups of students (Shulman, 1986). Both forms of knowing are 

recognized as significant for teachers’ professional development and implemented 

practice. Learning opportunities offered to teachers that have a strong foundation in these 

forms of knowing are an important part of educational research; however, they are often 

ignored by policymakers and creators o f professional development (Adger, Hoyle, & 

Dickinson, 2004). Hence, it is essential that these groups understand the complexity of 

knowledge that comprises teachers’ labor and the responsibility that is placed upon the 

shoulders of these individuals to meet the needs o f all students, from the underperforming 

to the gifted and high ability.

Since professional development of in-service teachers continues to become 

highlighted in education reform, demands for teacher effectiveness and quality are also 

emphasized by NCLB mandates. Teacher effectiveness, defined in this landscape, is often 

limited to mean a teacher’s impact on student achievement. This definition is embedded 

in political dialogue supported by research dating back to the 1960s and '70s (Shulman,

1986) and centered on results that can be narrowed to those measured by standardized 

test scores (Goe, Bell, & Little. 2008). Discussing teacher effectiveness leads to an
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emphasis on quality, which takes into account improving teachers’ content knowledge, 

often assessed in terms of advancements or additional credentialing and certification. 

Effectiveness and quality in the realm of education reform demand teachers to be highly 

qualified by meeting minimum requirements such as acquiring a bachelor’s degree and 

full state certification. In addition, for teachers to be considered highly qualified, they 

must be able to demonstrate knowledge and skill on numerous levels to include content 

knowledge in their area of certification and pedagogical knowledge to demonstrate 

teaching effectiveness (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986; USDOE, 2001).

Highly qualified became a central focus o f the federal agenda with NCLB 

requiring that teachers in public schools meet highly qualified status by 2005 for schools 

to receive customary federal funding (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). The Rural 

School and Community Trust (Malhoit, 2005; Williams & King, 2003) notes that 

although NCLB (2001) positioned the federal government as the champion of high 

quality teaching, the initiative did nothing to remedy the fact that the poorest schools in 

the most challenging settings face great difficulty in providing effective professional 

development programs for teachers due to limited access, resources, and funding. To 

accommodate this issue, the U.S. Department o f Education (USDOE) added flexibility to 

the highly qualified design by recognizing the problem and acknowledging that 

approximately one-third o f all school districts in the United States are labeled rural. 

Furthermore, an additional three years were given to rural school districts with the 

flexibility to include providing teachers with professional development opportunities and 

intense guidance to assist them in meeting highly qualified status (USDOE, 2009).
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Although additional time was provided for certified teachers who were seeking 

highly qualified status in rural schools, critical issues perpetually hinder teaching and 

learning in this context (Eppley, 2009). Simultaneously, in 2002, the National Board for 

Professional Teaching (NBPT) acknowledged that teachers continue to need specialized 

training to recognize individual differences in their students and adjust their practice 

accordingly. Furthermore, since specialized training is identified as essential to teacher 

quality and student achievement, consideration must be given not only to the logistical 

and circumstantial challenges that face rural schools but also issues in funding, 

curriculum, and effective professional development for rural teachers (Eppley, 2009).

Conversely, the NCLB emphasis on high quality status for teachers and achieving 

proficiency for low-performing students created an education system of accountability 

that limited curricula and teaching practice unable to support the advanced needs of 

gifted students. Moreover, schools have frequently had to eliminate gifted services to 

provide remediation to bring low-performing students up to levels of proficiency (Gentry, 

2006). Education researchers (Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, &

Orphanos, 2009) note that increasing student achievement and improving schools 

encompass bolstering teacher professional development and strengthening teacher 

quality. Even with the additional federal flexibility, rural schools have continued to have 

difficulty supporting the professional development o f teachers to meet the needs of both 

their gifted and lower performing students (USDOE, 2004).

Few considerations have been given to investigate how rural teachers are trained 

to effectively serve gifted students during the NCLB initiative. Therefore, the current
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study sought to highlight the call for investigations into the complexity o f the 

professional development o f teachers as they attempt to gain highly qualified status in 

gifted education as well as to meet the needs of diverse populations, specifically those 

characterized by gifted and high ability students. Furthermore, this study sought to add to 

the limited research on professional development programs situated in rural, underserved 

areas, specifically offered to enhance teaching effectiveness and quality to meet the needs 

of gifted students.

Theoretical Framework 

Within the social constructivist paradigm, this qualitative case study was 

grounded in Knowles’ Theory of Andragogy (1980) and Mezirow’s Transformative 

Learning Theory (2000), as well as framed within the context of Borko’s (2004) model of 

effective professional development. The social constructivist paradigm was used to 

structure the entire study referencing Vygotsky’s (1978) social learning theory in which 

meaningful learning is constructed through social interaction that plays a fundamental 

role in the process o f cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978).

Knowles’ Theory of Andragogy (1980) was utilized for this study to provide an 

understanding of professional development models designed to assist teachers as adult 

learners in growing and learning within their pedagogical expertise (Merriam, 2001). 

According to Knowles (1980). adult learners are aware o f the value of learning new 

knowledge to grow professionally and are motivated to acquire and construct knowledge 

actively through experience. Knowles contrasted pedagogy by defining andragogy as the 

art and science of helping adults learn (Atherton, 2011; Knowles, 1980, as cited in
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Merriam, 2011). Within Knowles’ Theory of Andragogy (1980), there are five 

assumptions that characterize adult learners: (1) Adult learners are autonomous with the 

ability to direct their own learning; (2) Adults have amassed a collection of life 

experiences rich with resources for learning; (3) Adults have learning needs closely 

related to changing social roles; (4) Adult learners focus on solving problems with 

interest in immediate application of knowledge; and (5) Adults are motivated to learn by 

internal rather than external factors (Atherton, 2011; Knowles, 1980, as cited in Merriam,

2011). Hence, Knowles’ five assumptions were utilized to understand if the In-field 

Gifted Endorsement Program was constructed with the adult learner in mind.

According to Mezirow and associates (1996, 2000), Transformative Learning is a 

distinct process for adult learners that relies on communication and is used to explain the 

process o f constructing and appropriating new and revised interpretations of the meaning 

of a particular experience. Moreover, a perspective transformation leads to “a more fully 

developed and functional frame of reference for learning” and allows for a more:

“(a) inclusive, (b) differentiating, (c) permeable, (d) critically reflective, and (e) 

integrative experience” (Mezirow, 1996, p. 163). Transformative learning involves the 

application of prior knowledge and critical reflection to “negotiate and act upon one’s 

own purposes, values, feelings, and meanings” rather than those that have been accepted 

as truth from others (Cranton, 1996; Mezirow, 1996, p. 8). This is essential to 

Transformative Learning Theory in which new or revised interpretations of meaning of 

experience guides future actions (Cranton, 1996; Mezirow, 1996). Thus, Transformative 

Learning Theory was used to examine and describe the teachers' reports and descriptions
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of their experiences that they found most valuable to their learning and practice while 

participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program.

Borko’s (2004) model for evaluating professional development programs was a 

central element of the theoretical framework because it considers teachers’ learning as a 

process based in social and cultural contexts. Borko’s (2004) research emphasizes that 

further investigations are needed that highlight specific professional development 

programs for teachers that focus on the content and effectiveness o f the program under 

investigation, the participant learning that occurs during program implementation, and the 

effectiveness o f program facilitators.

Borko (2004) considers three phases o f research on teacher professional 

development. The first phase focuses on a specific professional development program 

that is implemented at a single site. In this phase o f research, there is typically an 

examination of the professional development program, the teachers as learners, and the 

relationship occurring between these two elements o f the system. However, the facilitator 

and context of the professional development program remain unstudied. Phase two 

examines a single professional development program that is implemented by more than 

one facilitator at more than one site. This phase o f research investigates program 

facilitators, the professional development program, and teachers as learners. Borko’s 

(2004) third phase broadens the research focus by comparing multiple professional 

development programs that are each enacted at multiple sites. Researchers examine the 

relationships among all four elements o f a professional development system: facilitator, 

professional development program, teachers as learners, and context (Borko, 2004, p. 4).
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The current study considered Borko’s (2004) second phase of professional development 

research where there is a need for further investigations to examine program facilitators, 

teachers as learners, and a specific professional development program implemented at 

multiple sites.

The following figure illustrates the theoretical framework that was constructed 

and used to guide the current study.

Professional Development within a Social 
Constructivist Paradigm

Knowles’ Theory o f Mezirow’s Borko’s Model for
Andragogy Transformative 

Learning Theory
Evaluating

Professional
Professional 
Development Program Transforming Development

Design Teacher Learning
• Facilitator

• Interest • Inclusive • Process o f

• Choice • Differentiating teaching

• Need • Permeable • Participant

(Knowles, 1980, as • Critically learning

cited Merriam, 2001) reflective • Context o f the
• Integrative of 

experience 
(Mezirow, 1996, p. 
163)

program 
(Borko, 2004)

Figure I. Professional Development within a Social Constructivist Paradigm

The graphic depicts the importance of considering the context o f  rural teachers’ 

professional development as they seek to gain gifted certification through the same 

endorsement program but implemented at multiple sites in Middle Georgia. The graphic 

also considers the facilitators o f the program and the teacher participants' reported
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learning experiences with emphasis on those considered most valuable and impacting 

their pedagogical practice.

Professional Development for Gifted Teachers 

Ultimately, creating a professional development program for in-service teachers 

seeking gifted certification requires that there be feasible program goals deemed 

significant by the participants. Additionally, professional development learning 

experiences should be enjoyable with support provided from both facilitators and peers 

(Zepeda, 2012). Teacher professional development in the gifted education arena requires 

learning experiences that offer specific information and skills that assist in the 

recognition and understanding of the gifted learner; how to integrate gifted education into 

total school curriculum; and knowledge of specific instructional practices needed to 

maximize student gifted potential (GADOE, 2012b). Moreover, Guskey (1984) noted that 

when professional development is deemed effective, three positive outcomes can be 

observed. These include changes in teaching practice, such as the beliefs and attitudes of 

teachers and student outcomes. Understanding the pedagogical content knowledge 

necessary for teaching gifted learners is critical to a teacher’s ability to transform his/her 

own learning for change in meaning structures and ultimately, practice (Cranton, 1996; 

Mezirow, 1996).

Significance of Gifted Education in Georgia 

In the United States, gifted education is governed at both state and local levels 

which affords room for a great deal o f inconsistency in how teachers are trained and how 

schools meet the needs of gifted students. However, there are states that have strong
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requirements for gifted education and provide education dollars to schools meeting these 

requirements. Georgia is one o f the 32 states working to provide consistency in gifted 

education across school districts (National Association for Gifted Children, 2009, n.d.).

In a nationwide survey of states, the National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC, 

2009) found that Georgia is one of only six states that fully fund mandates for gifted 

education. Consequently, Georgia reported that the state funding provided for gifted and 

talented education for the 2010-2011 school year was $302 million (NAGC, 2008a). The 

state of Georgia also requires that teachers o f gifted and talented students participate in a 

specific protocol for training in gifted education. In addition, gifted education services in 

Georgia must be provided through one of the specified program models determined by 

the Georgia Department of Education [GADOE] (2012a).

There are approximately 200,000 students identified as gifted and served under 

the state of Georgia’s Education Program for Gifted Students which is mandated under 

the State Board of Education Rule 160-4-2-.38 (GADOE, 2012a, 2012b). This rule 

provides specific guidance for teachers, administrators, local boards o f education, and 

schools districts. Guidelines include funding options, student eligibility, and the referral 

process. Other mandates are specified program delivery models, acceptable curriculum 

for teaching gifted students, and required certification for gifted teachers.

The Georgia Professional Standards Commission [GAPSC] requires that teachers 

providing gifted education services have a gifted education endorsement added to their 

Georgia Teaching Certificate (GADOE, 2012a, 2012b). Furthermore, schools may not 

receive funding for gifted education unless schools have teachers who are working
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towards or who have gained gifted certification. As teachers in Georgia are currently 

seeking gifted certification, their professional development opportunities and daily 

practice are characterized within a context o f federal transition from the origins of the 

NCLB to current amended flexibility. Specifically, the Race to the Top (RT3) initiative 

set forth by the Obama administration has led to an increased focus on developing a 

highly qualified teaching force (Georgia's Year One Race to the Top Annual Performance 

Report, 2012). This continued effort is still problematic for teachers working in rural 

areas seeking gifted certification. These teachers have difficulty because o f limited school 

and classroom resources, technology, and funding that are offered to their urban and 

suburban counterparts.

Since Georgia is one of four states that serve 25% o f all rural students in the 

nation (Strange, Johnson, Showalter, & Klein, 2012) and continues to work proactively to 

recognize and serve gifted and high ability students (NAGC, 2009), the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program approved by the Georgia Professional Standards Commission 

(GAPSC) must be investigated. This professional development opportunity is offered to 

rural teachers who choose to gain gifted certification. Furthermore, research must focus 

on the professional development experiences o f the teachers who participate in the In

field Gifted Endorsement Program and how their pedagogical knowledge and practice 

may be impacted as result of their participation in the program. Thus, investigating the 

professional development experiences of rural teachers in Middle Georgia who have 

recently chosen to pursue and obtain gifted certification serves to provide insight, as well 

as, offer an in-depth description of an effective professional development program as
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deemed by the Georgia Department of Education (GADOE) and Professional Standards 

Commission (GAPSC). Utilizing the professional development experiences o f teacher 

participants within this context adds to the foundation for future research in professional 

development programs created for serving rural, underserved teachers o f gifted.

Gifted Endorsement Programs in Georgia 

Georgia’s K-12 in-service teachers may obtain gifted certification from one of 32 

accredited institutions across the state. Gifted Endorsement Programs in Georgia must 

meet the requirements set forth by the Georgia Department o f Education (GADOE) and 

the GAPSC (2004). Teachers who gain gifted certification assist their local school 

districts in following gifted education initiatives set forth by the GADOE. Teachers who 

are certified in K-12 gifted education also enhance funding options for their schools if 

evidence can be shown on state reports indicating that specific segments of instructional 

time is provided for gifted students served by gifted certified teachers (Georgia 

Department o f Education, 2012a).

The Georgia Professional Standards Commission (GAPSC) is responsible for 

approving programs by which teachers may receive an in-field certification in gifted 

education (GAPSC, 2009). Programs meeting GAPSC approval are available through 

local area RESAs (Regional Education Service Agency), selected independent local 

education agencies (i.e. school districts), and certain universities (GAPSC, 2010). The 

above institutions provide multiple sites for professional development and are growing in 

numbers. Significantly, professional development provided at onsite satellite locations for 

teachers in rural underrepresented schools allow for these individuals to have access and
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opportunity to gain certification in various required areas. Some o f these professional 

development opportunities include: Reading, K-5 Math, K-5 Science, and Gifted 

endorsement programs. The expansion of these programs offered at onsite satellite 

locations indicates that the state o f Georgia is attempting to respond to limitations in 

professional development opportunities for teachers serving students in rural school 

districts.

The Gifted Endorsement Program offered in the state of Georgia is one model of 

professional development that teachers may choose to participate and can be acquired 

through a state-approved program, enabling school districts to advance teachers to be 

certified to teach gifted students and move to highly qualified status. State-approved 

gifted endorsement programs offered through onsite satellite institutions allow for 

teachers in underserved, rural schools to become credentialed, obtaining the content 

knowledge and capacity to increase student knowledge, performance, and ultimately 

achievement (GAPSC, 2012).

The Gifted Endorsement Program provides teachers with in-depth knowledge of 

current research in gifted education with historical and theoretical underpinnings of 

current practices, characteristics and identification of gifted students, and recognition of 

the extraordinary specialized instructional needs o f gifted students (Northwest Georgia 

RES A, 2012). The In-field Gifted Endorsement Program developed by the Northwest 

Georgia RESA is an approved program of the GPSC and is offered across the state at 

various satellite institutions. This professional development program contributes to the 

needs of teachers in rural schools with specific goals o f the In-field Gifted Endorsement
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Program (Northwest Georgia RESA, 2012) to include developing teacher expertise in 

gifted instruction and assisting the teacher in becoming a leader in professional 

development. This is to ensure essential collaborations among education stakeholders 

who are involved in gifted instruction. Another crucial goal of the program is to develop 

teacher knowledge and expertise in assessments. Assisting the teacher in learning about 

various formal and informal performance-based assessments is a venue to ensure that 

appropriate content is provided for gifted students and specific pedagogical practices are 

implemented to meet the needs of each gifted learner.

Consequently, gifted endorsement programs in Georgia are specifically designed 

to offer multiple opportunities to develop high level curricular and instructional supports 

for teachers to grow in all aspects o f gifted education (University System of Georgia,

2012). In Middle Georgia, where this qualitative study took place, a specific and 

mandated protocol exists to educate teachers through gifted endorsement programs with 

complete funding. The specific requirements for this program are essential for teachers 

who serve gifted students because of a critical need to understand and participate in 

multiple opportunities for teaching high-level curricula and differentiated, supportive 

instruction that challenges all students sufficiently (USDOE, 1993). Professional 

development programs that offer content as such benefit not only students with 

outstanding talent, but also children at all academic levels.

As an educator working for twenty years in a rural school system in Middle 

Georgia, I have participated in various professional development opportunities in 

multiple contexts. These experiences have been shaped by my personal need to mature as
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a life-long learner and my responsibility to foster the learning of both students and 

teachers. The range of my professional learning opportunities has encompassed 

endorsement programs, additional certifications, graduate work, onsite trainings, 

conferences, and workshops to include training in leadership responsibilities, classroom 

management, standards-based instruction, curriculum development, use o f technology, 

computer program training, and student data disaggregation. Reflecting on these 

experiences as I have changed roles from classroom teacher and academic coach to 

school administrator and system gifted coordinator, I have found that certain professional 

development programs have been more meaningful than others, increasing my capacity to 

meet the needs o f students while influencing my practice. The meaningful professional 

development opportunities were the ones in which I was engaged by choice and have 

involved my participation in various endorsement programs that were offered as a means 

to "‘recognize additional expertise” (GAPSC, 2010, p. 1) in addition to full-field 

certificates.

My prior professional development experiences, specifically my participation in 

the Gifted In-field Endorsement Program, have led me to understand the import of such 

programs being provided for teachers in rural, underserved schools. Furthermore, my 

professional growth in this context has led me to identify that there is a need to examine 

and describe the professional development experiences o f rural in-service teachers who 

have chosen to participate in similar onsite satellite programs in order to investigate the 

ways in which these experiences have possibly impacted their pedagogical practice.
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Thus, it is essential to understand and describe the nature, content, and context of 

professional development, particularly gifted endorsement programs, to assist curriculum 

designers and facilitators in creating future professional learning opportunities that meet 

the needs of the teachers as adult learners. It is also essential that studies of this nature 

investigate how teachers are prepared to serve gifted students and how these learning 

experiences possibly impact instructional practice to help ensure student success. 

Exploring professional development opportunities through the eyes o f teacher 

participants provide insight into what is needed to assist teachers in creating necessary 

reform in classrooms to serve gifted students.

Evaluating for Program Effectiveness

As professional development continues to be scrutinized, Borko (2004) contends 

that educational reform movements in the United States and around the world are setting 

ambitious goals for student learning without ensuring that teachers are provided adequate 

training. Moreover, changes in classroom practices demanded by these reforms rely 

heavily on classroom teachers (Miles & Hombeck, 2000). Thus, it is essential that 

reforms of this magnitude have a supportive research base that consistently guides 

professional development opportunities for assisting teachers in enhancing their 

knowledge and implementing new instructional practices.

Although NCLB requires that states ensure the availability o f high quality 

professional development for all teachers, it does not address definitions o f what 

constitutes high quality professional development or how professional development 

should be made available to teachers. Borko (2004) provides four key elements for
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evaluating professional development systems that were used to guide this investigation. 

The elements of this evaluation system include: 1) the professional development 

program, the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program; 2) the facilitators at each site (i.e., 

educators employed by the Regional Education Service Agency [RESA]); 3) the process 

of participant learning that occurs within the professional development program; and 4) 

the context in which the program takes place (Borko, 2004). Investigating the In-field 

Gifted Endorsement Program using Borko’s (2004) four elements provided a method for 

determining the effectiveness o f the program while adding to the existing research.

Statement of the Problem 

As teachers in rural schools across the nation attempt to meet highly qualified 

requirements to close national achievement gaps, the needs of gifted and high ability 

students must be addressed. A 2009 report published by the National Association for 

Gifted Children and the Council of State Directors of Programs for the Gifted indicates 

that there is a lack of commitment in American education to support the necessary 

training teachers need to support gifted and talented students. Nagel (2009) states that the 

three million gifted and talented students across the nation are currently being neglected 

because of weak policies, uneven funding, and the lack of teacher preparation. 

Furthermore, providing meaningful, professional development to enhance the knowledge 

and skills of teachers who choose to teach gifted and talented students is a major 

challenge, especially during a time when NCLB initiatives continue to be implemented, 

amended, and updated. Although these issues are highlighted in various research 

endeavors, there is a serious lack of investigations describing the experiences of rural
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teachers as they seek to become credentialed to teach gifted students. Additionally, few 

studies provide insight into how teachers have implemented new professional knowledge 

in classrooms. As a result, there is a significant need for investigations o f this nature to 

inform future professional development programs.

The lack of consistency in gifted education and professional development is in 

large part due to multiple definitions determined by various programs across state and 

national agencies. These inconsistencies indicate that it is necessary to investigate, 

recognize, and describe those programs that have been deemed effective for in-service 

teachers choosing to pursue gifted certification in schools that are situated in rural, 

underserved communities.

Significance of the Study 

It is important that research is conducted to investigate and describe the 

professional development experiences o f teachers to gain insight into how their learning 

needs are met. Moreover, research of this nature is significant to the limited 

investigations in rural gifted professional development and seeks to describe how these 

experiences possibly impact their pedagogical practice (Merriam, 1998, 2009).

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate and describe the 

professional development experiences o f rural teachers working in Middle Georgia who 

have participated in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program during 2007-2011. This 

research specifically investigated the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program initiated at 

onsite satellite institutions by the regional education service agency serving schools in the
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area. The study sought to investigate the impact this particular program had on the 

teacher participants’ pedagogical practice and adds to the limited research in the area of 

rural professional development for teachers who have obtained gifted certification (Gall, 

Gall, & Borg, 2003).

Research Questions

Hence, this investigation led to the following research questions:

1. What can be learned from the experiences o f rural, Middle Georgia teachers’ 

participation in the same In-field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented 

at multiple sites?

2. How do these professional development experiences affect pedagogical 

practice?

Rationale

There is a need to conduct investigations into the professional development 

experiences of rural K-12 teachers seeking gifted certification. This is due to limited 

research that describes current professional development experiences o f teacher 

participants, an increased emphasis on the implementation o f professional development 

to increase student achievement, and an inconsistency in how gifted students are served at 

national and state levels.

Significance o f the Problem

This study investigated professional development experiences o f teachers seeking 

gifted certification and how these experiences impact classroom practice. The 

significance of the study is that it contributes to the current, yet limited research on
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professional development for rural K-12 teachers, specifically those seeking additional 

certification. Furthermore, the study adds to research on evaluating similar professional 

development programs implemented at multiple sites (Borko, 2004). Results from the 

research provides insight for creating professional development programs that meet the 

needs of teachers that may impact their pedagogical practice as they work to serve gifted 

students.

Methodology

A single case study design was utilized to examine the uniqueness of the In-field 

Gifted Endorsement Program within a system bounded by the context o f the 

investigation, the specific program under study, and participant characteristics. The 

points within this system created uniqueness to the research design and include: nine 

teachers who work in rural K-12 schools in Middle Georgia and have completed the 

gifted endorsement program to obtain gifted certification during 2007 to 2011. Using the 

single case approach enabled the researcher to examine the impact o f a specific 

professional development program for gifted education certification implemented at 

multiple sites in rural Middle Georgia by investigating and describing the experiences of 

participants. The nine teacher participants are the embedded units o f analysis who were 

purposefully chosen based on the context o f their work and the timeframe in which they 

took part in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program developed by the Northwest 

Georgia Regional Education Service Agency to obtain gifted certification. In addition, 

the nine educators represent K-12 teachers who participated in the program to include 

elementary, middle, and high school.
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Data Collection

Data collection for the qualitative single case study included teacher experiences 

o f professional development shared through semi-structured interviews, teacher-created 

documents, and In-field Gifted Endorsement Program documents. Using emergent 

coding, data were triangulated and coded for themes (Patton, 1999, 2002).

Limitations, Delimitations, Assumptions, and Design Controls 

Limitations and Delimitations

The current case study was limited to the timeframe and qualitative nature of the 

research. Due to the fact that the researcher is the primary instrument in qualitative 

investigations, the potential for his/her bias must be considered (Merriam, 2009). Other 

limitations that had to be considered for this research included the researcher’s role in 

determining the content, design, process, and conclusions o f the study (Creswell, 2009).

Bracketing was used as a method for recognizing the potential for researcher bias 

through identifying, addressing, and reflecting on personal experiences and thoughts 

before investigating the experiences o f others (Creswell, 2007). Addressing personal bias 

as a limitation was crucial to the current investigation to lend credibility or a sense of 

trustworthiness to the collected data.

Following the direction o f Merriam (2009) and Creswell (2007), the researcher 

addressed her personal bias as an educator who has worked in a rural school district in 

Middle Georgia for over 20 years. Furthermore, the researcher participated and 

completed gifted certification through the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program offered 

by the Regional Education Service Agency (RESA) in 2007. The above factors were
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noted and considered as limitations to the current study with the potential to influence 

components o f the bounded case. The researcher o f this case study acknowledged the 

potential limitations as a crucial step to ensuring credibility to the collected data.

The aforementioned limitations proved to be assets for the current investigation in 

that they connected directly to the researcher’s personal awareness as a qualitative 

researcher while considering the experiences o f other rural K-12 educators who have 

participated in similar gifted professional development opportunities in Middle Georgia.

Another limitation in qualitative research is the interpretation and analysis o f the 

data (Creswell, 2009). Addressing these limitations early on aided the researcher in 

becoming aware of possible issues and in giving careful attention to the alignment and 

interpretation of the required and provided data. The nature o f the interview questions 

and the documents collected could have been a limitation because the data gathered was 

based on and influenced by the interviewer/researcher and the content she chose to make 

the primary focus o f the investigation. Therefore, clear guidelines for searching for 

emergent themes in the data were established for the analysis of documents.

An additional limitation to the study could have been the small participant sample 

of nine teachers working in rural K-12 schools in Middle Georgia. A small number of 

participants (i.e., three representatives from each school level: elementary, middle, and 

high school) may have proven to be a concern. However, the small sample provided the 

researcher with a comprehensive focus and allowed for greater depth of understanding 

regarding the participants' responses.
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It is noted that the findings of the investigation only came from the experiences of 

nine teacher participants situated within the context o f professional development for 

gifted education serving students in rural schools in Middle Georgia. Although critics of 

case study method deem that the limited number o f cases or units offer no grounds for 

establishing reliability or generality of findings, Yin (2009) posits that case study 

research method is an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

within its real-life context” (p. 23). Furthermore, case study research is implemented 

across disciplines and continues to be used to investigate real-life situations, issues, and 

problems.

Delimitations that need addressing included researching the professional 

development experiences o f rural K-12 teachers participating in the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program to gain gifted certification in Middle Georgia. The investigation 

was further narrowed to the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program developed by 

Northwest Georgia RESA and offered through a RESA serving school districts in six 

counties in Middle Georgia. Furthermore, the context chosen for this single case study 

design placed further limitations on the current investigation.

Out of the 40 teachers who met the selected criteria and were asked to participate 

in the research, there were only nine rural Middle Georgia educators who volunteered to 

participate. These educators had to be currently working within a rural school system in 

Middle Georgia and serving gifted students during the time of the study. Additionally, 

these participants must have earned gifted certification through the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program from the RESA chosen by the researcher within the last five years.
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Assumptions

This study was based on the assumption that the experiences of rural K-12 

teachers participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented by a 

RESA in Middle Georgia is best investigated through single case study research. This 

research design allowed for flexibility in seeking complexity through multiple data 

sources using triangulation which increased trust in the credibility o f the conclusions 

from examinations of multiple sources to search for consistent themes to support 

evidence of findings (Merriam, 2009). Moreover, this investigation was based on the 

assumption that all information and documents provided by the participants were truthful 

and valid to the present study.

The findings from the qualitative single case study are beneficial for 

policymakers, curriculum developers, school administrators, and elementary teachers. 

Education stakeholders can use this research as a model for evaluating professional 

development programs with similar goals and implemented at multiple sites.

Furthermore, the results from this research can be compared to other investigations with 

similar characteristics. In addition, the current study adds to the limited research within 

the context of rural, gifted professional development o f teachers by describing their 

professional development experiences that impact their practice.
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Definition o f Key Terms

The current study requires an understanding of various terms that are used to 

describe education reform, teacher professional development, teacher learning, and gifted 

education.

A Blueprint fo r  Reform: The Reauthorization o f  the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act is the latest reauthorization of ESEA. On March 14, 2010, the Obama 

Administration initiated this reauthorization with four goals in mind: (1) Improving 

teacher and principal effectiveness; (2) Providing information to families and educators 

to improve schools and student learning; (3) Implementing college- and career-ready 

standards and developing aligned assessments for these standards; and (4) Improving 

student learning and achievement (USDOE, 2010).

Andragogy has been defined in various contexts with different meanings to 

include the learning o f adults or the process of engaging adults in learning experiences. 

However, the definition for andragogy used for the current study originates from 

Knowles’ meaning and pertains to a specific theoretical and practical approach to 

learning which is based on self-direction and autonomy with teachers acting as 

facilitators of learning (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005).

Differentiation is defined as altering the learning experience of students through 

change in content, learning process, products created, learning environment, and altered 

assessments (Winebrenner. 2001).

Elementary and Secondary Education Act o f  1965 (ESEA) provides federal 

funding to schools with have the highest need to improve educational equity for students
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from lower income families. ESEA has been reauthorized numerous times since 1965.

The most recent significant amendment o f ESEA was the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

Act of 2001 (ED DATA Express, n.d ; USDOE, 2003, 2007). Included among the goals 

of NCLB was the need for high quality teachers in every classroom, improved reading 

instruction, and safe schools. However the most significant changes made to ESEA under 

NCLB were accountability measures which required states to begin assessing student 

achievement in reading and mathematics annually in grades 3-8 and once in grades 10-12 

(ED DATA Express, n.d ; USDOE, 2003, 2007).

An extension menu, otherwise referred to as a tic-tac-toe or choice menu is a 

differentiation strategy which has the appearance o f a tic-tac-toe grid format. The purpose 

of utilizing this differentiation tool is to provide gifted and high ability students with 

choices for extending or enriching the essential curriculum (Tomlison, 1999; 

Winebrenner, 2001).

Gifted and Talented characterizes students who demonstrate outstanding levels of 

aptitude or exceptional ability to reason and learn. These individuals display documented 

performance or achievement in the top 10% in one or more subject area domains or areas 

of intellect, creativity, art, or leadership capacity (NAGC, 2009, n.d).

Gifted Education Endorsement is provided for teachers already holding a 

professional teaching certificate in Georgia and who have successfully completed a 

program of study that has been approved by the Georgia Professional Standards 

Commission (2004).
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Highly Qualified Teacher (HQT) refers to those teachers who have: (1) a 

bachelor's degree, (2) full state certification or licensure, and (3) prove that they know 

each subject they teach. States must report what percent o f all classes have highly 

qualified teachers (ED DATA Express, n.d.; USDOE, 2003, 2007).

A learning contract is a differentiation strategy that is a written agreement 

between a student or group of students and the teacher. Utilizing a learning contract 

specifies what students will learn, how they will learn, how they will demonstrate their 

learning, and the time frame for completion (Winebrenner, 2001).

Learning Forward (LF) is the largest non-profit professional association 

committed to ensuring success for all students through staff development and school 

improvement. Learning Forward’s purpose is that every educator engages in effective 

professional learning every day so every student achieves. Prior to September 2010, 

Learning Forward was known as the National Staff Development Council (2012).

National Assessment o f  Educational Progress (NAEP) is the only nationally 

representative and continuing assessment o f what America's students know and can do in 

various subjects. States who receive Title I funding must participate in the state NAEP 

every two years in reading and mathematics at grades 4 and 8. These required 

assessments allow states to monitor their own progress over time and compare the 

knowledge and skills of their students with students in specific states and with those 

across the nation (ED DATA Express, n.d.; USDOE, 2003, 2007).

National Center fo r  Education Statistics (NCES) is part o f the U.S. Department of 

Education's Institute of Education Sciences. NCES is the primary federal entity for



29

collecting and analyzing data related to education (ED DATA Express, n.d ; USDOE, 

2003, 2007).

Pedagogy is often difficult to define as it describes the knowledge educators must 

have to teach, encompassing any conscious activity that is implemented to enhance the 

learning o f students (Watkins & Mortimer, 1999, p. 3). For the purpose of the current 

study, pedagogy is defined as the art and science of teaching that includes pedagogical 

content knowledge (Anderson, 2009; Shulman, 1987).

Pedagogical content knowledge is teaching within the context of student learning 

that includes a teacher’s interpretations and transformations of subject-matter knowledge. 

Key components o f pedagogical content knowledge include: (1) content knowledge 

which is knowledge representations of subject matter; (2) understanding o f students’ 

conceptions of the subject and the learning and teaching implications that were associated 

with the specific subject matter; and (3) general pedagogical knowledge which refers to 

teaching strategies used to enhance student learning (Shulman, 1987).

Pedagogical practice encompasses teaching strategies used to enhance student 

learning and how this learning occurs through active participation in creating and 

experiencing learning (Cogill, 2008; Leach & Moon; 1999; Shulman, 1987).

Professional development includes programs and strategies that are utilized to 

strengthen teachers* acquisition of knowledge and build their knowledge capacity to 

successfully influence classroom practice (Mizell, 2010). Learning that occurs through 

professional development is an integral part of the school system and the school 

improvement plan (Georgia Department o f Education. 2003).
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RESA is an acronym for Regional Educational Service Agency that represents 

organizations designed to support school districts in Georgia. RESAs have been in 

existence since 1966 with 16 of these agencies serving 180 school systems across the 

State of Georgia (Stephens, 1990).

Rural, as defined by the Office o f Management and Budget (2000), characterizes 

communities that are in varying degrees o f proximity to an urban area. The three degrees 

of rural include fringe, distant, and remote. Rural areas that are labeled fringe are those 

within a 5-mile radius o f an urban area. Rural areas that are between 5 and 25 miles of an 

urban area are referred to as distant rural areas. Remote defines those rural areas that are 

more than 25 miles from an urban area (Office o f Management and Budget, 2000).

Tiered assignments refer to a teaching strategy used to manipulate the same idea 

or content at different levels or tiers. This differentiating strategy presents the same 

lesson to all students with two or more activities or assignments designed at differing 

levels of complexity (Tomlinson, 2001).

Title I School is termed as an elementary or secondary school that receives Title I, 

Part A funds. Title I funds generally support schools in meeting the educational goals of 

low-income students (ED DATA Express, n.d).

Twice-exceptional refers to students who have been diagnosed by psychologists as 

having a dual diagnosis. However, in the field o f gifted education, twice-exceptional is 

commonly used to refer to a gifted student with a co-occurring disability (National 

Association of Gifted Children, 2008b).
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Summary

The introductory chapter provided an overview and offered background 

information on the research topic, theoretical framework for the study, a statement o f the 

problem, the purpose o f the study, limitations and delimitations, assumptions, and 

definitions of key terms that were utilized throughout the review o f  literature. The 

introduction constructed the groundwork for the single case study which sought to 

investigate and describe the professional development experiences o f rural K-12 teachers 

in Middle Georgia who participated in the Gifted Endorsement Program since 2007. The 

investigation sought to answer the following research questions:

1. What can be learned from the experiences o f rural. Middle Georgia teachers’ 

participation in the same In-field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented at 

multiple sites?

2. How do these professional development experiences affect pedagogical practice? 

Chapter 2 provides a review of literature related to the research questions that

included information on professional development of K-12 teachers and gifted program 

teacher credentialing. The information was framed within the context of education reform 

and rural education. Previous research implemented with similar characteristics is 

provided in Chapter 2 to synthesize these investigations and add to the current study. 

Chapter 3 explains the research design for the current study. The population and sample 

utilized are described as well as the data collection and instrumentation.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction

The current study was situated within the context o f rural education research and 

federal education reform. Significant challenges specific to this investigation included a 

limited research base on rural education issues and professional development of teachers 

of gifted and talented students. Additionally, the lack o f consistency in the research and 

evaluation of professional development and teacher perceptions o f  these learning 

opportunities must also be noted as challenges to the current investigation. Making sense 

of the previous investigations on these topics, while considering education reform, was a 

crucial element to the current study. Hence, this investigation added to the limited 

research that connects teachers’ experiences as they participate in professional 

development opportunities to obtain gifted certification within the context o f rural 

underserved schools. The following literature review provides a foundation that addresses 

the need for the current study.

Context of Rural Education Research 

Even with calls to develop a highly qualified and effective teaching force through 

further examinations of rural education research, there continues to be a limited research 

base in this area. In 1991, the publication o f the U.S. Department o f Education’s An

32
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Agenda fo r  Research and Development on Rural Education (Federal Interagency 

Committee on Education, Subcommittee on Rural Education, 1991) identified six areas 

o f priority to guide rural education research. The topics that were prioritized for rural 

education research include: School Effectiveness; Curriculum Provisions; School- 

Community Partnerships; Human Resources; Use o f Technology; and Finance and 

Governance Issues. The 1991 publication was an effort to draw upon the knowledge of 

experts within the Federal government and outside agencies to identify and remove 

barriers to student access and achievement in rural America (Federal Interagency 

Committee on Education, Subcommittee on Rural Education, 1991).

The research agenda reported that school effectiveness research should be 

conducted to clearly define the factors that describe and affect the rural community under 

study. The factors that need examination include “geographic isolation; economy of 

scale; and variability in culture, economy, and social environment” (Federal Interagency 

Committee on Education, Subcommittee on Rural Education, 1991, p. 90). Another 

research priority indicated areas o f curricular concern based on rural education needs. 

Individualized instruction and both the design and implementation of curriculum were 

reported as needing further examination. Other curricular concerns include cooperation 

with private sector development, access, and adult literacy improvement. The research 

agenda further reported that school and community partnerships, the use o f technology, 

and the effects o f financial distribution formulas on rural education standards and quality 

are all areas o f top priority for rural education research (Federal Interagency Committee 

on Education, Subcommittee on Rural Education, 1991).
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Research into human resources in rural schools includes the recruitment, 

retention, and professional development o f teachers and administrators. Investigations in 

how rural schools maintain teacher effectiveness and implement successful professional 

development strategies are areas o f research priority and significant to the current study. 

This area o f research also encompasses the impact o f state certification mandates and 

teacher availability in rural schools (Federal Interagency Committee on Education, 

Subcommittee on Rural Education, 1991).

There are other justifiable reasons for situating research within the context o f rural 

Middle Georgia. Nearly a third o f all students attend rural schools in the United States 

and the state of Georgia is one of four states that serves 25% of all rural students in the 

nation (Malhoit, 2005; Strange, Johnson, Showalter, & Klein, 2012; USDOE, 2003,

2007). Significant geographical characteristics add to reasons for choosing professional 

development of teachers working in schools in rural areas in the United States. These 

educational institutions are in geographical locations labeled as such based on their 

proximity to urban centers. According to Office o f Management and Budget (2000), 

schools are identified as rural based on three varying degrees o f proximity to urban areas: 

fringe, distant, and remote. Rural locations defined on the fringe are those within a 5-mile 

radius of an urban area. Those areas referred to as distant are between 5 and 25 miles of 

an urban center. The farthest geographical location defined in terms of proximity is 

remote which labels those rural areas that are more than 25 miles from an urban area 

(Office o f Management and Budget, 2000).
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A geographical barrier often viewed as a critical challenge restricting rural 

schools is the limited access rural teachers have to professional development 

opportunities and resources. Since gifted education is not addressed significantly in most 

teacher preparation programs in the United States, many classroom teachers begin their 

work with limited knowledge of gifted learners. Additional training is often needed 

through professional development to enhance teacher understanding of gifted learners 

and pedagogical practice. However, the distant proximity of rural areas is often too 

isolated for teachers to be able to attend professional development programs provided by 

higher education institutions (Lawrence, 2009). This challenge also makes it more 

problematic for techers to reach highly qualified status as it is difficult to travel large 

distances on a weekly basis to gain additional certification (Farmer, 2005; Miller, 2009).

Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, and Dean (2005) concur that important reasons for 

investigations within the context o f rural schools encompass particular education issues 

that are found within the rural education context. Out o f  the 580 investigations in rural 

education research conducted in the United States between 1991 and 2003, Arnold and 

colleagues (2005), found that K-12 rural education research is mainly divided into two 

parts to include investigations specific to rural education issues and education research 

conducted in a rural context. The major difference in these two approaches is that rural 

education issues are specific to understanding influences or effects to a rural specific 

issue and investigations only within a rural context occur incidentally or could be 

implemented in any other locale.
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Although serving the needs o f gifted learners has been a challenge for many 

schools across the nation, barriers that stem from rural education include small schools 

with small gifted student populations, limited funding, limited resources, and geographic 

location of these schools. Gifted student populations in rural school districts are often 

made up of individuals from various grade levels attending different schools in the 

district. This makes it difficult to provide funding for programs that best serve the needs 

of all of these students. Moreover, logistical challenges, lack of time, and financial 

constraints limit the quality and quantity of professional development teachers are 

provided in rural school districts (The Future of Children, 2007).

The review of research conducted by Arnold and colleagues (2005), found that 

there were only 19 out of 580 investigations on gifted education within rural education. 

Furthermore, only 20 research studies were found to focus on the professional 

development of teachers within the same context. Miller (2009) concurs that gifted 

education is often overlooked as a professional development priority in rural schools.

Due to this lack of research, it is essential that studies such as the current investigation 

are performed to provide a body of evidence supporting how rural schools overcome the 

challenge of educating gifted students through teacher professional development.

Lack of professional development training in gifted education causes many rural 

educators to narrow their instructional practices and spend most o f  their time teaching the 

content that will be assessed on only standardized tests. However, advocates for gifted 

children contend that rural teachers need to learn how to identify and serve gifted 

students across a w ide range of abilities, skills, and interests. This notion reflects the idea
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that teachers play a significant role in helping gifted children recognize, understand, 

appreciate, and utilize their personal gifts and talents (Ehlers & Montgomery, 1999; 

Johnson, 2006; Lawrence, 2009).

Teachers’ Professional Development 

Currently, rural teachers are working within an era in which professional 

development is being redefined as a result of NCLB reform and changing professional 

standards (Learning Forward, 2012). There are many definitions used to describe 

professional development of teachers. Professional development, defined by Miller, 

Wallace, DiBiase and Nesbit (1999) is the learning experiences designed specifically for 

teachers to increase their pedagogical content knowledge and practice to include the 

implementation of new strategies and techniques. Similarly, professional development is 

“a continuous process of individual and collective examination and improvement of 

practice” (American Federation of Teachers, 2004, p. 3).

Commonly referred to as staff development or in-service training, Lindstrom and 

Speck (2004) define professional development within the framework of instructional 

leadership as

a lifelong, collaborative learning process that nourishes the growth of individuals, 

teams, and the school through a daily, job-embedded, learner centered, focused 

approach. It emerges from and meets the learning needs o f participants as well as 

clearly focuses on improving student learning, (p. 10)

Researchers from the Institute for Curriculum, Standards, and Technology at 

George Washington University found that participants define professional development
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as a means to ensure that teachers work effectively. Superintendents, principals, and 

teachers responded in this same study and indicated that activities that are most common 

for professional development include traditional in-service programs sponsored and 

mandated by the district or school (Futrell, Holms, Christie, & Cushman, 1995).

Although most educational research on teacher learning has focused on training at 

the pre-service level, in-service teachers continue to work and grow professionally as 

they remain in the teaching profession. Tsui (2005) and others (Zeichner & Noffke, 2001) 

have emphasized the importance o f providing meaningful, lifelong professional learning 

for teachers in all fields. Previous literature suggests that the purpose for professional 

development is to promote teacher growth. Hence, Lieberman and Grolnick (1996) 

indicated that there is an increased awareness o f innovative forms of professional 

development which are needed to help teachers enhance the learning of all students move 

education forward in the 21st century. Fullan and Stiegelbauer (1991) describe 

professional development as "the sum total o f formal and informal learning experiences 

throughout one's career from pre-service teacher education to retirement" (p. 326). 

Moreover, the professional learning experiences o f in-service teachers often include 

formal teacher induction, earning additional credits or degrees, gaining national board or 

additional certifications, attending workshops or conferences, and participating in job- 

embedded professional learning (Sawchuk, 2010).

In a report by the National Research Council, Zaslow, Tout, Halle, Whittaker, and 

Lavelle (2010) agree that the field o f teacher professional development is a melange of 

education opportunities and credentials. These professional development opportunities
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are characterized by various state and local conditions that cover various purposes, 

methods, contents, and contexts across programs (Zaslow et al., 2010).

A mixed methods study was implemented in 2005 (Brighton, Hertberg, Moon, 

Tomlinson, & Callahan) to evaluate professional development programs designed 

specifically to provide middle school teachers with instructional strategies to meet the 

needs o f diverse learners to include gifted, minority, and limited-English proficient 

students. Results of the investigation suggested that professional development programs 

that focus on differentiation of instruction and assessment are complex endeavors that 

require time and effort. The researchers further added that the complexities of these 

program implementations and current realities o f school are significant to the 

implementation of staff development programs and their effects on teachers and students. 

These elements include large class sizes, limited resources, lack o f collaboration among 

colleagues, and increased teacher responsibilities (Brighton e ta l., 2005).

The current realities of school that were discussed in the study conducted by 

Brighton and associates (2005) are indicative to challenges previously mentioned and 

recognized in rural education research. Limited funding and resources in conjunction 

with teachers being unable to participate in necessary professional development are 

problems that rural teachers often face. Hence, improving professional development for 

rural teachers is a crucial step in transforming schools and improving academic 

achievement. To meet federal requirements and public expectations for school and 

student performance, the nation must to strengthen teacher skills and understanding to 

ensure that every teacher has the transient and enduring knowledge that enables them to
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teach increasingly diverse learners, specifically students who need assistance in 

extending their own knowledge base. Teachers also need to be knowledgeable about the 

content, process, and context o f gifted curriculum to be competent in educating students 

with gifted characteristics.

Recognizing best practices and understanding that there are a variety of 

professional development opportunities offered to teachers allows one to see how various 

programs may or may not offer similar content or experiences for teacher participants. 

Furthermore, terms of high quality and effectiveness get lost in the multitude of 

professional development programs currently offered. There is a great deal o f ambiguity 

in this realm of teacher learning. Therefore, as professional development is discussed 

within elements of history and reform, this literature review sought to find what 

education experts refer to as effective methods o f professional development.

Professional Learning Standards

Teacher professional development is currently becoming standardized based on 

increasing demands for student achievement (Mundry, Spector, & Loucks-Horsley,

1999). This statement provides researchers and evaluators o f professional development a 

venue through which to pursue opportunities for professional growth that are 

characterized by specific features and requirements. Analyzing the context, process, and 

content of professional development is a part o f the process that allows one to 

consistently proceed in determining effective professional development.

Newly revised Standards for Professional Learning (Learning Forward, 2012) 

were disseminated in July 2011 to outline characteristics o f professional learning that
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lead to effective teaching practices and improved student results. Formerly the National 

Staff Development Council, Learning Forward (2012) reports that the purpose of these 

standards is to provide a framework for professional learning for educators to develop the 

knowledge, skills, practices, and dispositions they need to help students perform at higher 

levels.

However, it must be noted that the purpose for the Standards for Professional 

Learning is to only focus on the professional learning of educators and should not be used 

as a prescriptive method for addressing all the challenges related to improving the 

performance of educators and their students. Essentially, the Standards for Professional 

Learning (2011) call for a new form of educator learning in which teachers take active 

roles in their continuous professional development, placing particular emphasis on their 

learning. Learning Forward (2012) explains that the term professional development has 

been replaced by professional learning to indicate the active role teachers are expected to 

assume in their professional growth.

Learning Forward (2012) contends that professional growth occurs when the 

Standards for Professional Learning are fully implemented. Furthermore, collaboration 

among educators as they actively participate in determining the content, process, context, 

and evaluation of their learning experiences helps determine program effectiveness. Thus, 

the ultimate goal is for teachers to actively participate in forming professional 

development experiences by providing their own descriptions o f professional growth.

This information should include characteristics o f effective programs, methods, content, 

and contexts to inform future professional learning opportunities. Consequently, the
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standards are to provide educators the framework necessary to advocate for and facilitate 

effective professional learning and the conditions required for success. The Standards for 

Professional Learning (Learning Forward, 2012) encompass context, process, and content 

standards that include: learning communities, leadership, resources, data and learning 

design, implementation, and outcomes. Learning Forward (2012, n.p.) further indicates 

that use o f these standards can assist in increasing equity o f access to a high quality 

education for every student. This indicates commitment to effective professional learning, 

increasing the quality of educator learning, performance of all educators, student 

learning, and increasing educator effectiveness.

Learning communities represents the standard that exemplifies professional 

development that increases educator effectiveness and results for all students. Learning 

Forward (2012) indicates that teachers participating in these professional groups show a 

commitment to continuous improvement, collective responsibility, and goal alignment. 

Consequently, the standard for leadership demonstrates the educator’s development of 

capacity and advocacy, while creating and participating in support systems for 

professional learning. The accurate use o f valuable resources is another professional 

standard which increases educator effectiveness and results for all students. This standard 

requires prioritizing, monitoring, and coordinating resources for educator learning. Data 

is an additional standard that increases educator effectiveness through the collection and 

analysis o f data to obtain results for all students. The correct implementation of the 

standard utilizes a variety of sources and types o f data, including student, educator, and 

system information to plan, assess, and evaluate professional learning.
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According to Learning Forward (2012), Learning Designs are referred to 

professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results for all students.

This standard integrates theories, research, and models o f human learning to achieve 

intended outcomes. Implementation is another essential standard in which professional 

learning increases educator effectiveness and results for all students through the 

application and implementation of research long-term change. Outcomes refer to 

professional learning that increases educator effectiveness and results for all students.

This standard aligns outcomes of professional learning with educator performance and 

student curriculum standards.

The idea that high quality professional development should focus on the 

improvement o f student learning is a central foundation of the Standards for Professional 

Learning (Learning Forward, 2012). Creators o f professional development programs with 

the intent of improving student learning can use these standards when determining 

program effectiveness. However, viewing the key purpose o f professional development 

programs as increasing student achievement and success limits the development of 

programs that meet the needs of teachers. It is essential that explicit learning 

opportunities are recognized so that teachers are able to describe learning that is most 

valuable and should be considered as central factors in evaluating professional learning 

and growth (Lindstrom & Speck, 2004). Recognizing how professional development 

programs have evolved over the course of the last thirty years and the reform movements 

that have helped to form these changes is significant to understanding the importance of 

this study.
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Influences of Education Reform on Professional Development

Historically, educational reforms have been described as attempts to assist 

individuals, groups, or cultures demonstrating a critical need (Spring, 2004). Hence, with 

the creation of the National Defense Education Act of 1958, (USDOE, 2012) education in 

America was forever changed. Since that time, the United States has been attempting to 

ensure power and competiveness in the world in response to the Soviet launching of 

Sputnik by implementing major changes to the education landscape to further this 

dominance.

Ten years later after Sputnik, the implementation of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1968 provided an equitable education for all students and 

continues to be recognized as one of the most expansive federal reforms o f education 

through the categorization of federal education aid to address national policy concerns 

such as poverty, defense, and/or economic growth (Spring, 2011). Subsequently, 

education reform became yet another major focus of policymakers at the federal level 

with the publishing of the USDOE 1983 report, A Nation at Risk. This document is 

important to mention because its dissemination provided a primary impetus for the 

numerous education reforms for school improvement that have been implemented in the 

United States since that time.

The National Commission on Excellence in Education, under the direction of U.S. 

Secretary of Education, issued the report to evaluate the quality o f teaching and learning 

in America. A Nation at Risk stated that America had “lost sight o f the basic purposes of 

schooling, and of the high expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them”
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(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 1). It proposed thirty-eight 

recommendations to change the course of education in the Unites States. States 

responded to the report and initiated reforms by increasing coursework for high school 

graduation requirements, implementing standards-based education systems, expanding 

assessment programs, and raising standards for prospective teachers (Goertz, Floden, & 

O’Day, 1995). The 1983 report further indicated that many teachers across the nation 

were not adequately trained to assist students in competing on national and state levels. 

Although the document initiated a call for strengthening content for high school 

graduation requirements, classroom teaching and learning began to focus on students 

obtaining the skills necessary to compete on national and international levels.

A Nation at Risk further sought to restructure schools and professionalize teaching 

by providing educators with more time to pursue professional development opportunities. 

However, instead of this recommendation coming to fruition, emphasis was placed upon 

raising teaching standards in teacher preparation programs through increased pedagogical 

content knowledge and practice. Hence, very little change occurred that altered the 

reigning notions o f teaching and learning. Goertz, Floden, and O ’Day (1995) note that the 

continued fragmentation o f state and local district policies was one reason for no real 

change in classrooms across the nation. This further indicates that there was still no 

consistent support provided for the type of professional learning teachers needed. This 

same fragmentation also made it difficult to sustain or share the promising reforms taking 

place in individual schools or districts across the nation (Goertz, Floden, & O’Day,

1995).
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The 1994 implementation of Goals 2000: Educate America Act initiated a move 

for professional development opportunities to promote teacher growth (Smylie, 

Allensworth, Greenberg, Harris, & Luppescu, 2001). Goals 2000 (USDOE, 1994) was 

based on the premise that students will reach higher levels o f  achievement when more is 

expected of them. This initiative was implemented to provide monetary resources to 

states and communities to ensure that all students had opportunities to reach their full 

potential. In 1996, the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future criticized 

the current practice of the day by referring to poor design, inconsistency and “lack of 

professional development” as some of the barriers to making progress in American 

schools (National Education Commission, 1996, p. 24).

During the same period of time, teacher quality began to be increasingly 

highlighted and defined as years o f teaching experience, level of education/certification, 

and knowledge of subject matter. Teacher quality also began to be viewed as a key 

predictor of student achievement. Thus, the role o f professional development became 

significant in creating highly qualified teachers (Wenglinsky, 2002). These movements in 

education reform clearly offer insight into current perceptions o f professional 

development as it has evolved over the last thirty years.

Reforms during the later part o f the 20th century continued to focus on results 

rather than educational inputs with grants being awarded to twenty-six states that made 

systematic changes to improve mathematics, science, and technology in education 

systems (National Science Foundation, n. d. as cited in Goertz, Floden, & O ’Day, 1995). 

States receiving these grants had effectively articulated the key components of systematic
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reform which included a vision o f curriculum goals and content, instructional strategies, 

and student assessment. Other elements that had to be clearly defined were changes in 

school structure, decision-making, equity, and professional development o f teachers and 

administrators (Goertz, Floden, & O ’Day, 1995). Consequently, in 1996, the U.S. 

Department of Education established the National Awards Program for Model 

Professional Development to recognize school districts with outstanding professional 

development programs (Rodriguez, 2000).

Research suggests that effective professional development includes both strong 

content and effective methods for making initial and ongoing decisions (Hassel, 1999). 

Hassel (1999) outlined essential yet common components o f model professional 

development programs to include collaboration among teacher participants and 

professional development program organizers. Significantly, this collaboration should 

create a strong foundation to plan, design, and implement model professional 

development programs.

Linking professional development to educational outcomes began to emerge from 

reform efforts as teachers were viewed to be at the heart o f educational improvement 

efforts. This move caused states to focus on student achievement and quantifiable 

outcomes without giving adequate consideration to promoting improvement in teaching 

and teacher development. Hence, states began to endorse school improvement plans by 

allocating funding for these efforts through Title I programs (Elmore, 2007; John, Ward,

& Laine, 1999).
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Strong emphasis on highly qualified teachers (HQT) and an implemented system 

of accountability are key factors of the No Child Left Behind Act o f 2001. Title I, Section 

119 of NCLB ensures that all educators teaching in core academic subject areas be highly 

qualified and further warrants that each local education agency (LEA) spend at least five 

percent of Title I monies to ensure that teachers meet highly qualified status (USDOE, 

2001). Although highly qualified does not constitute teacher effectiveness, one must 

consider that teacher quality continues to be in the legislative spotlight with an abundance 

of explicit statements for accountability and improved student performance (Center for 

Public Education, 2009). According to Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1995), 

student achievement correlates significantly with teacher quality. Given the persistent 

focus on highly qualified teachers, interest in their professional development continues to 

be highlighted. However, there is a serious mismatch between teacher training and the 

growing expectations of both the public and policymakers (National Research Council, 

2001, as cited in Zaslow, Tout, Halle, Whittaker, & Lavelle, 2010):

Teachers of young children are being asked to promote high levels of 

achievement among all children, respond sensitively and appropriately to a wide 

array of diverse student needs, implement complex pedagogy, have a deep 

understanding of subject-matter disciplines, engage in serious reflection about 

their practices, and work collaboratively with colleagues and families (p. 261).

Professional Development and Gifted Education Research 

Descriptive qualitative studies seeking to describe the professional development 

experiences of teachers who participate in gifted education certification training are
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needed to understanding the impact these learning opportunities have on pedagogical 

content knowledge and practice. Unfortunately, there is a limited research base 

investigating the experiences of teachers participating in professional development 

programs in gifted education. There must be additional studies o f this nature to inform 

the development o f future programs. The lack of research is further noticeable in limited 

information on professional development experience of teachers working in rural schools. 

In a study of rural teachers' perceptions o f education o f the gifted and talented, Ehlers and 

Montgomery (1999) reported that teachers trained in gifted education understand that 

curriculum for gifted students differs substantially from the general education curriculum. 

Tomlinson (1997) contends that the professional development o f gifted educators should 

challenge students to take risks to meet their highest potential and be structured to meet 

the needs of individuals. Therefore, it is essential that rural teachers have the pedagogical 

knowledge to ensure that gifted students be provided with a flexible curriculum that can 

be translated into problem solving learning experiences that can be characterized by a 

complex and varied content, process, product, and learning environment.

Lawrence’s (2009) literature review on gifted education within rural contexts 

posits that there is a critical need for additional case study research utilizing teachers’ 

experiences in gifted education professional development to provide a strong base for 

further research. Subsequently, Farmer (2005) for the National Center for Rural 

Education Research reports that it is critical that a broad range o f research approaches be 

implemented in rural education research to include descriptive studies on teachers’ 

professional development. These investigations are to serve as a foundation for
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promoting a systematic coordination between descriptive studies and designing future 

research.

For example, Gentry and Keilty (2004) conducted a study regarding teacher 

practices and professional development for gifted education. The significance of this 

research to the current investigation is that it situates within the framework for furthering 

rural, gifted professional development research. Gentry and Keilty (2004) utilized 

grounded theory to explore and compare a professional development program with 

similar characteristics and implemented at two different sites. The location o f these two 

programs was significant with one being a rural school district and the other a suburban 

district. By comparing and integrating programs at separate sites, the researchers (2004) 

were able to offer strategies for developing and implementing professional development 

to help build successful gifted programs for the future. More studies are needed to 

provide descriptions o f teacher experiences while seeking gifted certification to add to 

future research (Gentry & Keilty, 2004).

Research conducted by the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented 

found that 61% of approximately 7,300 randomly selected third and fourth grade teachers 

in both public and private schools reported never having training in teaching gifted 

students (Archambault, Westberg, Brown, Hallmark, Emmons, & Zhang, 1993). 

Significantly, the research found that classroom teachers reported making only slight, 

irregular modifications to the general curriculum for the purposes o f meeting the needs of 

gifted students. The results from the study were consistent with public and private 

schools sampled as well as rural, urban, and suburban classrooms in various regions
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across the country. In addition, survey data from this examination revealed that there was 

little difference in regular classroom services provided for gifted students in schools with 

formal gifted programs and schools without formal gifted programs (Archambault et al., 

1993). Recommendations from the study suggest that every effort should be made to 

continue to offer gifted programs to ensure that gifted students have opportunities to 

work with teachers who are specifically trained to meet their needs. Furthermore, efforts 

should be made to help classroom teachers identify characteristics o f the gifted and high 

ability students and provide gifted students with an enriched, challenging curriculum. In 

addition, teacher training should include methods for compacting the regular curriculum 

and using specific materials to assist in becoming flexible in meeting the needs of all 

students (Archambault et al., 1993).

The Classroom Practices Study was performed by The National Research Center 

on the Gifted and Talented (Archambault et al. 1993) and examined the instructional and 

curricular practices implemented by teachers o f gifted and talented. Descriptive 

information about these practices was obtained from surveys and classroom observations. 

The observations were designed to determine if and how teachers meet the needs of 

gifted and talented students in regular classroom settings. The Classroom Practices 

Record (CPR) instrument was developed for this study to document the types of 

differentiated instruction students receive through modifications in curricular activities, 

materials, and teacher-student verbal interactions. Descriptive statistics and chi-square 

procedures were used to analyze the CPR data with results indicating that there was little 

differentiation in instructional and curricular practices provided for gifted and talented
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students in regular classrooms. Additionally, systematic observations in 46 third and 

fourth grade classrooms found little differentiation in the instructional and curricular 

practices for gifted students in the regular classroom setting. Observations were done in 

all content areas over 92 observation days, indicating that gifted students rarely 

experienced instructional or curricular differentiation in 84% of the instructional 

activities in which they participated.

Influence of Federal Reform on Gifted Education

An important modification in gifted education occurred from a Nation at Risk 

(USDOE, 1983) and increased support for gifted and talented students in America. The 

Jacob Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Act (Javits) was passed in 1988 as a 

part of the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act as the first of 

its kind to support the development of giftedness and talent in U.S. schools (NAGC, 

2008c). This initiative was created:

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 o f gifted and talented students (NAGC, 2008c, n.p.).

Under the Javits Act, the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented was 

created to award millions of dollars in grant funding to colleges, states, and districts that 

focus on underrepresented populations o f gifted students and to reduce the achievement 

gap (NAGC. 2008c).
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Another influencing initiative o f the 1990s, was the national report, The Case fo r  

Developing America's Talent (1993), issued by the United States Department o f 

Education outlining a number of recommendations influencing the last decade of research 

in the field of gifted education. As a result o f this report, additional research and 

programming in the field o f gifted education was initiated and the National Association 

for Gifted Children published the Pre-K-12 Grades: Gifted Program Standards in 1998. 

These standards were to help solidify the field's intent and provide school districts across 

the country with a set o f programming criteria that would be used until revisions were 

made in 2010 (NAGC, 2008c, 2012).

Due to the fact that the goal o f NCLB was to ensure academic proficiency of all 

students, critics noted that it did not address the needs of gifted students who perform 

above average. Although there were designed penalties on schools, administrators, and 

teachers when students did not receive passing scores on criterion-referenced 

assessments, NCLB did not address any achievement standards for high functioning 

students.

A report published by the Fordham Institute (Farkas & Duffet, 2008) considered 

potential instructional policies that should be addressed for educating high-achieving 

students since the implementation of NCLB reform. The examination of achievement 

trends (1990‘s to 2000) o f high-achieving students on the National Assessment o f  

Educational Progress (NAEP), specifically from the early 1990s and since 2000, found 

that achievement growth among high-achieving students has been moving at a much 

slower rate than to that of low-achieving students. The researchers indicate that this trend
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can be traced back to state accountability practices imposed since the implementation 

NCLB initiatives.

In addition, the report from the Fordham Institute provided results from the 

National Teacher Survey (Farkas & Duffett, 2008). Survey data regarding teachers' views 

of how schools are currently serving high-achieving students in the NCLB era indicate 

that teachers would support new policies targeted to assist high achieving students. 

Consequently, almost 65% of teachers in the national sample reported that their education 

courses or teacher preparation programs focused either very little or not at all on how to 

best teach academically advanced students. Another noteworthy finding from the survey 

was that six in ten teachers stated that they had not participated in any form of 

professional development that was specifically focused on teaching gifted or high-ability 

learners (Farkas & Duffet, 2008).

As NCLB initiatives were implemented, gifted education was also affected 

through the reauthorization of the Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education 

Act of 2001 (NAGC, 2008c). The importance of this change was to maintain the Javits 

Act as a separate program which would still be able to provide grant funding for state and 

local education agencies to implement projects, scientifically based research, and training 

activities designed to meet the special needs of gifted and talented students.

Unfortunately, the Javits Act was placed under serious scrutiny in 2008 by the Bush 

administration and has no longer been able to provide the funding it did in previous years 

(USDOE, 2008).
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During the same time that NCLB initiatives were under way, the National 

Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) and the Council for Exceptional Children 

(CEC) began a collaboration to develop and revise standards for teacher preparation for 

gifted education (NAGC, 2012). The National Council of Accreditation o f Teacher 

Education (NCATE), the professional organization that accredits schools and colleges of 

teacher education, adopted the revised gifted education standards in the fall of 

2006. These new standards were to be used immediately to bring coherence to gifted 

education and “ensure educational quality across school districts and education 

institutions” (NAGC, 2006, n.p.).

Standards for Teacher Knowledge & Skill for Gifted and Talented Education

The NAGC recognizes that teachers are the primary agents in identifying and 

serving gifted students (NAGC, 2008c). Therefore, teachers of the gifted should share a 

vast array of specialized functions and key responsibilities that reflect current principles 

in gifted education. The NAGC-CEC Teacher Knowledge & Skill Standards fo r  Gifted 

and Talented Education (2006) is a collection of ten essential standards that are 

supported by research based in peer reviewed investigations, literature/theory, and 

pedagogical practice (NAGC, 2008c). The standards include: Foundations, Development 

and Characteristics o f Learners, Individual Differences, Instructional Strategies, Learning 

Environments and Social Interactions, Language and Communication, Instructional 

Planning, Assessment, Professional and Ethical Practice, and Collaboration (NAGC,

2006, n.p.). These standards recognize the development o f personal, social, and 

intellectual skills o f teachers as well as emphasize the importance of communication
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skills, use of technology at appropriate levels o f advancement, and various forms of 

collaboration (NAGCb, 2008).

Knowledge-based foundations is the standard that draws upon the theoretical, 

historical, and research-based constructs that are necessary to understanding the 

importance of recognizing giftedness and the factors that impact the development of 

intellectual talent more broadly. Development and Characteristics o f Learners in addition 

to Individual Differences are the standards that highlight how gifted learners are different 

from other learners in respect to individual characteristics, development, and ways of 

learning. These standards also place explicit concentration on individual differences due 

to cultural background, poverty, and specific learning problems that gifted learners may 

have (NAGC, 2008c).

Instructional Strategies and Instructional Planning are standards that focus on 

effective pedagogical approaches for teaching gifted learners and the products necessary 

to differentiate curriculum appropriately. Emphasis is placed on best practices, resources, 

and artifacts that include management strategies, technology, learning plans, units, and 

scope/sequence documents. Differentiation is also a focus o f these two standards so that 

consideration is given to various domains and student differences (NAGC, 2008c).

The standards, including Learning Environments and Social Interactions, 

Language and Communication, and Collaboration, place significant attention to the 

learning environments of gifted for optimal teaching and learning. These standards 

recognize the development of personal, social, and intellectual skills as well as the 

development of oral and written language of gifted learners. In addition, communication
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skills, the use o f technology at appropriate levels o f  advancement, and various forms of 

collaboration are emphasized within these standards (NAGC, 2008c).

Knowledge and skills essential for both the identification o f  gifted learners and 

the assessment of their learning in gifted programs are the major elements o f the 

Assessment Standard. Finally, the Standard for Professional and Ethical Practice 

challenges gifted educators to strive for continuous improvement through professional 

development and reflection on practice (NAGC, 2008c).

In addition, the National Association for Gifted Children, the Council for 

Exceptional Children, and the Association for the Gifted further approved the Advanced 

Standards in Gifted Education Teacher Training, indicating the knowledge and skills that 

all teachers in gifted education must master as a part o f their preparation for advanced 

professional practice (NAGC, 2008c). Gifted educators may continue their professional 

growth toward mastery of advanced professional standards at the graduate level to deepen 

their levels of expertise and increase their responsibilities for leadership within the 

classroom. Pursuing graduate level work in gifted education allows individuals to assume 

roles of specialization that may include administering gifted education program services, 

moving into teacher preparation, and assuming roles in gifted education research (NAGC, 

2011).

The standard on Leadership and Policy is significant to understanding the role of 

gifted educators within the context o f teaching and learning. This standard involves gifted 

educators advocating for the learner and other educators to ensure that needs of gifted and 

talented individuals are recognized and met. The goal of this standard further promotes
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high professional self-expectations of gifted educators as they seek to inform others about 

the historical and legal issues of gifted education (NAGC, 2011).

The standard o f Program Development and Organization refers to how gifted 

educators apply their knowledge of cognitive science, learning theory, and instructional 

technologies to improve instructional programs at the school and district levels. 

Significantly, gifted educators support the use o f evidence-based practices through 

program design and delivery by using their understanding o f individuals to inform gifted 

program development (NAGC, 2011).

The Research and Inquiry standard informs the decisions o f gifted educators in 

advanced roles by including knowledge of models, theories, philosophies, and research 

methods that form the basis for evidence-based practices in gifted education. This 

knowledge also includes sources o f information, data collection, and data analysis 

strategies that are used to evaluate the appropriateness o f research methodologies in 

relation to practices presented in the literature. Gifted educators utilize educational 

research to inform others o f evidenced-based practices, improve instructional techniques, 

assess intervention strategies, and examine curricular materials to assist in the 

development of effective gifted education (NAGC, 2011).

The standard o f Evaluation encompasses knowledge of systems and theories of 

educational assessment for evidence based practices critical to the advanced roles of 

gifted educators. Gifted educators design and implement research activities to evaluate 

the effectiveness of instructional practices and to assess progress toward the 

organizational vision, mission, and goals of gifted programs (NAGC, 2011).
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Professional Ethics and Practice standards direct professional development and 

ethical practice of gifted educators. These standards guide leadership responsibilities for 

promoting the success o f individuals with exceptional learning needs and their families. 

Gifted educators are to create supportive environments that safeguard the legal rights of 

gifted education stakeholders through policies and procedures that promote ethical and 

professional practice. Professional development for gifted education is planned, 

presented, and evaluated based on models that apply adult learning theories and focus on 

effective practice at all organizational levels (NAGC, 2011).

Gifted educators in advanced roles are required to have a deep understanding of 

collaboration and its significance to the roles within gifted education. Recognizing the 

significant the role of collaboration while promoting understanding, resolving conflicts, 

and building consensus among internal and external stakeholders are essential 

characteristics o f leaders o f gifted education. Consequently, gifted educators should also 

have an understanding of the possible interactions of language, diversity, culture and 

religion, as well as how to use collaboration and consultation to enhance opportunities for 

individuals with exceptional learning needs (NAGC, 2011). The Advanced Standards in 

Gifted Education Teacher Training are significant to gifted program guidance and the 

implementation of gifted education. These standards present characteristics o f effective 

teacher training for gifted education and offer guidance for the current case study. 

Professional Development and Gifted Education in Georgia

According to the Georgia Department o f Education (2012), professional learning 

is the means by which teachers acquire, enhance, and refine the knowledge, skills, and
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commitment necessary to create and support high levels o f learning for all students. The 

GASPC (2006) is the entity that is “responsible for teacher quality and, as such, is the 

agency in charge of establishing and enforcing professional teaching standards and 

certifying and licensing teachers” (p. 7). Under NCLB, the state o f Georgia began to 

define the highly qualified teacher as “one who holds a bachelor’s degree or higher, has a 

major in the subject area or has passed the state teacher content assessment, and is 

assigned to teach his/her major subject(s)” (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 

2004, p. 6). Georgia’s move to define a highly qualified teacher was part o f a response to 

NCLB initiatives attempting to make advances to correlate effective professional 

development to teacher quality and student academic success. Consequently, the current 

study investigated the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program, a GADOE-approved 

professional development curriculum that offers teachers a venue for obtaining gifted 

certification to reach highly qualified status which is a required objective for serving 

gifted students in the state of Georgia.

The GADOE is currently operating under NCLB Flexibility and has been named 

as one o f the first o f ten states to be granted a waiver of flexibility. The waiver, granted 

under President Barack Obama’s administration, has freed Georgia from requirements of 

NCLB reform but requires that education standards be raised with particular emphasis on 

improving accountability measures and undertaking essential reform initiatives to 

improve teacher effectiveness (GADOE, 2012b). In March, 2012, the U.S. Department of 

Education approved the state of Georgia’s ESEA Flexibility Request allowing the state to
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hold schools accountable while rewarding them for the work implemented in all subjects 

with all students (Lazarus, Thurlow, & Edwards, 2013).

The importance of this waiver in reference to the current study is that it highlights 

the professional development support needed for effective instruction and leadership in 

Georgia schools. The waiver also led to the development and adoption of guidelines for 

local teacher and principal evaluations and support systems (GADOE, 2012b). In 

addition, the GADOE has been granted $4 billion under provisions o f the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act o f 2009 (ARRA) to financially support new approaches 

to school improvement. From these funds, the GADOE developed the Race to the Top 

Initiative (RT3) in which 26 school districts in collaboration with educational partners 

and the Evaluation Task Force Committee developed a new effectiveness system for 

teacher evaluation and professional growth (GADOE, 2012c).

In the spring of 2012, the school districts participating in Race to the Top piloted 

the Teacher Keys Effectiveness System (TKES), which was created to provide all 

Georgia students with effective teachers and leaders through the establishment of the best 

learning and teaching conditions in Georgia’s schools and classrooms (GADOE, 2012c). 

The knowledge gained and skills learned through TKES implementation were viewed by 

GADOE as a method for empowering students to be successful and able to compete with 

peers both nationally and internationally (GADOE, 2012c). The Teacher and Leader 

Keys Effectiveness System encompasses ten performance standards as a part of the 

evaluation system to support teachers’ continuous growth and development. These ten 

performance standards include: Professional Knowledge, Instructional Planning.
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Instructional Strategies, Differentiated Instruction, Assessment Strategies, Assessment 

Uses, Positive Learning Environment, Academically Challenging Environment, 

Professionalism, and Communication. Through this system of measurable performance, 

Georgia teachers are to exhibit a commitment to the profession by indicating proficient or 

exemplary status for each standard (GADOE, 2012c). Although all o f the standards can 

be enhanced through teacher professional development programs, for the purposes of this 

study, significance was placed on standards for professional learning in relation to 

recognizing and understanding the needs o f gifted students which encompasses teachers’ 

in-depth knowledge o f content, pedagogy, instructional strategies, resources, materials, 

and assessments.

The last quarter of a century has brought various forms o f  professional 

development for teachers in the state o f Georgia. One such model provides support for 

teachers who wish to join collaborative online learning cohorts to satisfy professional 

development requirements, earn/obtain graduate credits, and complete master's degree 

programs. The importance of using online collaborative learning is that it allows teacher 

participants to work with experts and peers who are placed in other parts o f the nation 

and/or the world. CaseNEX is one organization that offers online professional 

development courses. Founded at the University o f Virginia's Curry School of Education, 

CaseNEX operates within a research-based practice that educators apply during case 

study analysis. This research based framework allows teachers to approach CaseNEX 

learning with a basis for interpretation, and to solve problems with confidence. This 

method incorporates a five step approach: (1) identify educational issues, problems, or
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opportunities as they present themselves in the case; (2) recognize different perspectives 

or values that drive people's actions in the case; (3) call up personal, theoretical, and 

empirical knowledge relevant to the issues identified; (4) propose possible actions for 

handling the issues identified; and (5) forecast the likely consequences of such actions 

(CaseNex, 2012, n. p.)

Professional development opportunities offered through an online collaborative 

environment may also include other endorsements and programs. Professional 

development programs in the state o f Georgia are often presented in a variety o f contexts 

and offered by multiple education institutions for the purposes o f gaining graduate course 

credit and/or additional certifications through GAPSC approved programs. Partnerships 

between local school districts, Regional Education Service Agencies (RESA), and/or 

local universities represent professional development opportunities that may be offered to 

teachers in Georgia.

Professional development programs that are offered in Georgia, as well as other 

states, may also include both traditional and innovative approaches; however, many 

programs provided in the state o f Georgia are still characterized by the periodic in-service 

workshop days, staff development trainings, and webinars delivered by the GADOE. The 

purpose of these forms of professional learning is to transfer professional knowledge to 

teachers and administrators about standards, assessments, strategies for helping at risk 

students, and other information deemed important. Currently, Georgia’s Common Core 

Standards (GACCS) are being disseminated by specialists within each field and 

employed by the Department o f Education through a series of webinars. These in-service
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training experiences exemplify a traditional approach where teachers are passive learners 

as they learn about new content and subject area standards. Professional development that 

requires passivity in participants limits learner engagement and is often implemented to 

provide information on content knowledge and skills (Joyce & Showers, 2002).

Other professional development opportunities using a similar model or mixed 

model approach may be offered during the school day, summer, or on Saturdays through 

partnerships with the RESA. These organizations may offer coursework for certified 

program endorsements, bullying, classroom management, educational law, and standards- 

based reforms to those Georgia counties that are within the agency’s educational region. 

Thus, it is important to recognize the various methods of professional development 

utilized to increase the quality and capacity o f rural K-12 teachers in Georgia as they seek 

training to meet the needs o f gifted students (Avalos, 2010).

Regional Education Service Agency

Regional education service agencies (RESA) are one form of education service 

agencies (ESA) which have been established across the nation since the 1960s (Stephens 

& Keane (2005). Coif and Harmon (2011) assert that ESAs were created by state 

education agencies primarily to “increase the capacity of small rural school districts 

through collaborative efforts o f several districts” (p. 31).

In Expanding the Vision New Roles fo r  Educational Service Agencies in Rural 

School District Improvement (1998), Stephens examined the role o f the educational 

service agency (ESA) and its significance in enabling and facilitating rural school 

improvement through the development o f institutional and individual capacity, providing
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access to current technologies, and providing leadership through regional collaboratives 

for the advancement of education. In addition, Stephens and Keane (2005) noted that one 

o f the primary roles of ESA’s is to support P-12 education in numerous states across the 

nation by working directly with local school districts and state legislators. Though rarely 

in the spotlight, these agencies are responsible for training in-service teachers, 

administrators, and other staff members throughout the country.

Stephens and Keane (2005) categorized ESAs found throughout the United States 

into three models based on structure, funding and function. Some ESAs serve as liaisons 

between state education agencies and local school districts with primary support and 

funding coming from a combination o f local, regional, state and state/federal dollars. 

Other ESAs are rigidly established and defined by state education agencies (SEAs). 

Cooperative ESAs are the most flexible with the state legislation allowing two or more 

local districts to come together to form these collaborative organizations. These 

organizations are characterized by the services and support that they provide to 

participating districts. Under NCLB, the U.S. Department o f Education broadly defined 

Education Service Agency (ESA) as a “regional public multi-service agency authorized 

by state statute to develop, manage, and provide services or programs to local education 

agencies” (USDOE, 2001, n.p.).

In the state o f Georgia, shared service agencies, later known as Cooperative 

Educational Service Agencies (CESAs), and finally, RESAs have been assisting school 

districts in meeting state school improvement initiatives since their establishment in 

1966. In 1986, the Regional Educational Service Agencies (RESA) became an expansion
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of the Cooperative Educational Service Agencies (CESA) developed in 1972 by the 

Georgia General Assembly to provide specific shared services and assist with 

documented local needs of the 180 school systems across the state o f Georgia. These 

education organizations are funded by state, local, federal, and grant funds.

The goal o f each Georgia RESA is to assist school districts by offering various 

services to include: School improvement; Staff Development; Curriculum and 

Instruction; Assessment and Evaluation; Technology; Alternate Routes to Certification 

Youth Apprenticeships, and Teacher Certifications. Due to the fact that professional 

development programs in the state o f Georgia often are specifically put into place for 

school improvement and student achievement purposes, RESAs play an essential role in 

this process (Senate Research Office, 2009).

The A+ Georgia Reform Act (2000) increased the role o f RESAs to include 

developing and implementing staff development programs to improve student 

achievement and school accountability. Moreover, RESAs were to assist in the 

development o f services for specific teacher training in specific subject areas and 

assistance in complying with state education laws (Senate Research Office, 2009).

Moreover, addressing the assessed needs o f all students and teachers as identified 

through an analysis o f student data and evaluation are critical areas addressed in teacher 

professional development. In the state o f Georgia, the professional learning needs of 

teachers are to be identified and addressed during the evaluation process (GADOE,

2003). Georgia teachers must acquire up to 10 professional learning units (PLU) during 

one school year. One PLU is a credit-based on ten contact hours, which are actual clock
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hours of formal instruction received during the preparation phase o f a Professional 

Learning Unit (PLU) activity (GADOE, 2010).

Teaching Endorsements/Certifications

In addition to holding a teaching certificate in a particular subject or grade level, 

teachers may pursue endorsements in certificate fields that supplement their initial 

teaching certificate. An endorsement may be added to a teaching certificate by 

completing extra coursework that often includes ten or more credit hours. Endorsements 

expire with the teaching certificate and can be renewed with certificate renewal. Teaching 

endorsements for educators in Georgia include: English to Speakers o f Other Languages 

(ESOL); Gifted In-field; Intervention Specialist; Reading, K-5 Math; and Science.

Endorsements are offered in the state of Georgia for certified teachers wanting to 

pursue additional certification. These programs are considered to be a part of a teacher’s 

professional growth and commitment to student success. Special subject endorsements 

are attached to currently held teaching certificates and allow teachers to teach in 

additional areas without having to apply for a separate certificate or license. Typically, 

additional subject areas are added to a certificate/license by completing a state-approved 

program of study and/or passing the appropriate subject area competency examination(s) 

(GAPSC, 2012).

According to the Georgia Professional Standards Commission (2012), an in-field 

upgrade or additional certification may be issued by gaining an endorsement in specific 

areas to recognize additional expertise. In some areas, an endorsement is required in 

order to be considered to work or teach in a designated area. This is indicative to gaining
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the Gifted In-field Endorsement, which authorizes the holder to work in P-12 gifted areas 

in all subjects (GAPSC, 2012). Hence, in-service teachers who wish to add a field of 

certification must complete a state-approved program in the endorsement field and be 

recommended by the approved provider as stated in rule 505-2-.41 of the Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission (2012, p. 4). Service providers include accredited 

universities and local RESAs.

The array of professional development programs available to in-service teachers 

in the state of Georgia and the impact that these professional learning opportunities have 

on teacher pedagogical content knowledge and practice were important to the current 

study because it was implemented during a time in which requirements for professional 

learning units (PLUs) were altered. During the 2010 Legislative Session, the General 

Assembly voted to temporarily suspend PLU requirements for certificate renewal as a 

way of providing relief to educators during the budget crisis. This indicates that teachers 

and school districts in the state of Georgia were having difficulty meeting prior 

requirements due to limited funding from furloughs and the removal of particular federal 

funding (GADOE, 2012c). House Bill 1307 was signed into law and, effective July 1, 

2010, changed professional learning requirements: “From July 1, 2010, through June 30, 

2015, no professional learning requirements shall be required for certificate renewal for 

clear renewable certificates for certificated personnel or for certificate renewal for 

paraprofessionals” (House Bill 1307, 2010, Section 1, Lines 17-19). However, Georgia 

educators were to continue to participate in professional development programs under the 

guidance of school districts and the Georgia Department o f Education (GADOE, 2012d).
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Gifted Education in Georgia

Although the primary focus o f this study is framed in the last quarter o f a century, 

one must recognize the fact the state o f Georgia was the first to identify gifted students as 

having special academic needs with the passing o f HR-246 in 1958 (GADOE, 2006) after 

the National Defense Education Act o f 1958 (Federal Education Policy History, 2011) 

was put into action. This move, which came only four months later, was an immediate 

response to calls from the federal government to examine the quality o f American 

education for those talented students who would benefit from participating in advanced 

math, science, and technology instruction. Consequently, with the implementation of this 

legislation, Georgia was the first state to “provide funding and systematic support for its 

most capable students” (GADOE, 2006, p. 4).

Georgia remains one o f the states at the forefront o f  gifted education 

implementation and research, being one of the 32 states to mandate some form of gifted 

education to include a specific protocol mandating training for teachers in gifted 

education (NAGC, 2012). The Georgia gifted endorsement, an in-field certificate add

on, certifies teachers as trained in gifted education and is one component of schools 

securing additional state funding for students identified as gifted (GADOE, 2006, 2012a). 

The Georgia Professional Standards Commission is responsible for approving programs 

by which teachers may receive an in-field certification in gifted education (GADOE,

2006, 2012b). Approved programs are available through the local RESA, independent 

local education agencies, and universities which have met program accreditation
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standards (GAPSC, 2010). These approved programs typically consist o f a minimum of 

four courses that include instruction for the following purposes:

1. Developing expertise in gifted instruction for identified gifted students,

2. Developing expertise in assessments to identify giftedness and assessments 

that can be used to evaluate the learning of gifted students,

3. Becoming a teacher leader in gifted education and being involved in 

collaborations among peers, administrators, families and communities

As a result of the prescribed elements o f the gifted endorsement program, the 

teacher candidate must become a gifted education specialist and have an in-depth 

understanding of the highly specialized instructional needs o f gifted students while being 

able to recognize the historical and theoretical underpinnings o f current beliefs and 

practices. Additionally, the professional development program ensures that educators of 

the gifted have a working knowledge of current gifted education research (GAPSC,

2010).

Recognizing the various professional development opportunities afforded to 

Georgia educators choosing to pursue gifted certification provides a significant element 

to the current study. Moreover, there is a need to investigate and describe gifted 

endorsement programs to analyze them for consistency in content, context, and process. 

Furthermore, it is important that research situates the teacher as adult learner in 

professional development to effectively describe the learning that occurs through 

experiences.
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Adult Learning Theory

The professional development o f teachers is a complex process requiring the 

cognitive and emotional involvement o f teachers on individual and collective levels. As 

teachers participate in professional development programs, it is important to recognize 

the professional learning of these individuals as lifelong adult learners. According to 

Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005), adult learning theory assumes that there are 

significant differences between adult and child learning. Adult learning, known as 

andragogy, exemplifies a set of five characteristics o f the adult learner (Knowles, 1980,

p. 11):

1. The adult learner is self-directed.

2. The adult learner possesses life experiences that can be used as a resource for 

learning.

3. The adult learner’s readiness to learn is related to his or her social role.

4. The adult learner is more problem-centered, task-centered, or life-centered 

than subject-centered.

5. The adult learner is motivated internally rather than externally.

Adult learner characteristics call for a classroom climate in which adults actively 

participate in activities that capitalize on life experiences and include group discussion, 

role-playing, and problem-solving projects. This climate parallels with Knowles’ (1980) 

assertion that peers are the richest resources in teaching adults. Knowles and others 

(2005) also refer to adults being resistant to professional development experiences that
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require them to be passive learners, diverting their energy away from the actual learning 

process.

Teachers are responsive to both external and internal motivators that may include 

job responsibility and/or self esteem. This brings up a question about adult learning in 

which accountability and external factors are opposed to internal factors o f responsibility. 

Consequently, the motivation of adult learning can be blocked by training and education 

that ignores the principles of adult learning theory (Knowles et al., 2005; Merriam, 2011).

As lifelong adult learners, teachers participate in professional development 

opportunities to maintain their professional skills in an ever-changing world. Although, 

the primary goal o f these professional development experiences is to assist teachers 

engaging in the acquisition of academic knowledge, these experiences must include more 

than technical skills training (Hill, 2011, as cited Merriam, 2011). Personal and social 

development must be included in the lifelong professional learning of adults because 

adult learners are motivated to consciously work to attain knowledge and skills 

throughout their lives from both formal and informal learning events (Chalmers & 

Keown, 2006).

Education scholars (Barab & Duffy, 2000) agree that there is an extreme need for 

facilitators of professional development programs to create environments in which the 

teachers engage in real life problems and practices occurring both inside and outside 

schools. Additionally, teachers participating in these programs must be able to apply the 

new knowledge gained to further improve their lifelong experiences and keep current 

with latest policies and techniques in the educational field. This enables teacher
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participants to be engaged both cognitively and emotionally on both individual and 

collective levels (Avalos, 2010).

Social Constructivism 

Social constructivism is an extensive field o f theory that has origins in the 

expansive works of Vygotsky (1978). Defining social constructivism requires one to 

recognize and understand constructivist theory that emphasizes the internal mental 

processes by which people learn. According to Merriam and Caffarella (1991), “ ...a 

constructivist stance maintains that learning is a process o f constructing meaning; it is 

how people make sense o f their experience” (p. 261). This notion emphasizes that the 

learner must be provided opportunities to make meaning and thereby distinguishes 

constructivist theory from other approaches to educational psychology.

Therefore, to understand effective models o f professional development, it is 

important to recognize the principles that frame social constructivism which are based on 

specific assumptions about reality, knowledge, and learning. Social constructivists 

believe that reality is constructed through human activity and cannot be discovered prior 

to its social invention. Rather, knowledge is another basis for social constructivism, since 

it is socially and culturally constructed (Gredler, 1997; Prawat & Floden, 1994). In other 

words, individuals create meaning through their interactions with each other and with the 

environment in which they live and work. Learning does not only occur within the 

individual but is a social process affected and shaped by external forces (McMahon,

1997). Rather, meaningful learning occurs when individuals are engaged in social
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activities, which implies that effective professional development programs for teachers 

would exemplify this characteristic.

Teachers’ professional learning viewed through social constructivist theory must 

consider two aspects o f social context that largely affect the nature and extent of the 

learning (Gredler, 1997; Wertch, 1991). Prior knowledge o f the learner gained from 

previous learning experiences affects learning. This has to do with the logic the learner is 

capable o f using to make meaning. Examples of this component o f social constructivist 

theory encompass symbol systems that include language and logic. Another crucial 

element of social constructivism is the interactions o f the learner with experts or 

knowledgeable individuals. This social interaction largely affects learning and is essential 

for learners to become more knowledgeable about a subject or field.

Social constructivists view both the context in which learning occurs and the 

social contexts that learners bring to their learning environment as crucial to meaning 

making (Kim, 2001). Therefore, it is important that investigations o f professional 

development experiences o f teachers consider the intent o f the learning program, the 

process of learning that occurs, and the knowledge framed in the context o f social 

learning.

Summary

Although teacher learning comes in a variety o f forms, occurring in many 

contexts, it is essential to recognize effective professional development programs that 

assist teachers in negotiating the current educational terrain to serve the needs o f gifted 

learners.
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Many aspects o f professional development implementation can influence 

outcomes in educator knowledge, educator practice and student success. However, the 

previous research does not provide significant description or insight for policymakers and 

curriculum developers to make informed decisions for the creation of future programs. 

Elements that are often lacking in the foundation o f the research are studies within the 

context o f rural schools and professional development for gifted education (Guskey,

1984, 1996, 1997). Descriptions of teacher learning are another essential element that is 

often lacking in the previous research. This literature review has been specifically 

developed to inform the reader o f the challenges faced in the current study and provide a 

large foundational background in which this research is positioned and needed.



CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Introduction

Over the last century, rural schools in Georgia have worked to meet NCLB 

accountability measures and to develop a highly qualified teaching force with limited 

resources, lack of funds, and being situated in remote geographical locations. Regional 

education service agencies (RESAs) have been a significant component for assisting rural 

schools in Georgia to meet NCLB requirements by providing professional development 

in the form of K-12 In-field Gifted Endorsement Programs. This form of professional 

development is a central focus o f this study because it has enabled rural teachers to gain 

gifted certification for teaching gifted and high ability students during a time when gifted 

education has been neglected in many schools across the nation.

The setting of this research was in Middle Georgia where one regional education 

service agency (RESA) has played a major part in assisting teachers in rural schools 

within its service area in becoming gifted certified. This RESA has been able to provide 

approximately 40 teachers with professional development to gain gifted certification from 

2007 to 2011. Therefore, the purpose of this research was to provide in-depth 

descriptions of the experiences of nine of these rural teachers who participated in this 

professional development program over the course o f one year to gain In-field Gifted

76
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Endorsement. Additionally, this research sought to describe how these experiences have 

affected teacher participants’ pedagogical content knowledge and practice.

A single case study, qualitative in design was utilized for the collection and 

analysis of highly descriptive data which assists in answering “how” or “why” questions 

from participant reports of their experiences. Furthermore, single case study design was 

implemented as a means of inquiry within the social constructivist paradigm to make 

meaning from the descriptions reported by participants o f this In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program.

There were two research questions for this single case study: (1) What can be 

learned from the experiences o f rural, Middle Georgia teachers’ participation in the same 

In-field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented at multiple sites? and (2) How do 

these professional development experiences affect pedagogical practice? These questions 

guided the investigation as the researcher explored a bounded system that encompassed 

the experiences o f nine rural teachers participating in a specific professional development 

program offered at multiple sites to obtain gifted certification over the period o f five 

years from 2007 to 2011. For the purpose of this qualitative case study, the researcher 

investigated and described the professional development experiences o f rural Middle 

Georgia teachers who have participated in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program 

implemented by their local RESA to obtain gifted certification.

Problem and Purpose 

In a report published by the National Association for Gifted Children (Nagel, 

2009), the Council of State Directors o f Programs for the Gifted indicate that there is a
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lack of commitment in American education to support the necessary training teachers 

need to support gifted and talented students. In addition, three million gifted and talented 

students across the nation are being neglected because of weak policies, uneven funding, 

and the lack of teacher preparation (Nagel, 2009.)

Teachers working in rural schools are at a greater disadvantage to gain 

professional development because o f geographical location and lack of funds and 

resources (Malhoit, 2005). Consequently, teachers serving students in underfunded, rural 

schools need professional development opportunities that meet the needs o f the educator 

while providing the curricular and pedagogical content knowledge necessary to meet the 

needs of gifted and high ability learners.

While there is a serious lack of consistency across the nation in both gifted 

education and professional development, the Georgia Professional Standards 

Commission, in cooperation with the Georgia Department o f Education and RESAs have 

been implementing professional development programs for K-12 teachers seeking gifted 

certification since 2005. RESAs have also played a significant role in assisting teachers 

working in rural settings in getting the necessary training and certification to meet the 

needs o f gifted and high ability students. Therefore, there is a vital need to recognize, 

investigate, and describe programs that have been deemed effective for in-service 

teachers choosing to pursue additional certification, gifted certification in particular, in 

schools that are situated in rural, underserved communities.

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate and describe the 

professional development experiences o f rural teachers working in Middle Georgia who
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have participated in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program during 2007-2011. This 

research specifically investigated the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program developed by 

Northwest Georgia RESA and initiated by a RESA serving schools in Middle Georgia. 

The study also sought to investigate the impact this particular program has had on the 

pedagogical content knowledge of teacher participants and their practice. This 

investigation provided a foundation for further research in the area o f rural professional 

development for teachers who have obtained gifted certification. The professional 

development experiences o f teacher participants described in this study may contribute to 

informing effective professional learning opportunities for the future.

Research Questions 

This investigation led to the following research questions:

1. What can be learned from the experiences o f rural, Middle Georgia teachers’ 

participation in the same In-field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented 

at multiple sites?

2. How do these professional development experiences affect pedagogical 

practice?

Data collection includes the following: (1) audio recordings of teacher interviews, 

(2) teacher-created documents, and (3) program documents in the form of course 

syllabi from each of the four classes.

The Case

Case study design allows for an exploration of a bounded system over time and 

offers detailed, in-depth data collection for description and analysis involving multiple
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sources (Creswell, 2007, 2009; Merriam, 2009). The case for this research study was 

chosen specifically because it is represented by a specific Gifted Endorsement Program 

and implemented at multiple sites for rural K-12 teachers in Middle Georgia. Bounding 

the case provided the researcher with structure and space for investigating and describing 

the professional development experiences o f teacher participants (Denzin & Lincoln,

2011). Other elements that significantly frame the case include the same program 

developer, Northwest Georgia RESA, and the nine teachers who all currently work within 

rural K-12 school districts in Middle Georgia serving gifted students and have 

participated in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program to gain gifted certification. The 

case was further bounded by the timeframe (2007-2011) during which time the Gifted 

Endorsement Program was implemented.

A noteworthy characteristic of this case study was that although the professional 

development program was developed by the same education institution and follows the 

same guidelines, it has been implemented at multiple sites in Middle Georgia. Hence, 

there was room for the researcher to provide “thick” descriptions o f both the program 

implemented and the teacher participants’ experiences at multiple sites (Merriam, 2009; 

Stake, 1995).

The Context of the Case 

The context o f the case is significant in multiple ways. First of all, the In-field 

Gifted Endorsement Program, a major component of the bounded system, is a 

professional development program that has been implemented by a particular RESA at 

multiple sites to be accessible for the teachers working at schools within the service area
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of the RESA. Consequently, all school systems served by this RESA are situated in non- 

urban communities and meet the definition of either distant or remote rural areas 

mentioned in previous chapters. This information came from the 2010-11 school district 

data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2010) and the Office of 

Management and Budget, (2000) which defines distant rural communities as those that 

are between 5 and 25 miles of an urban area. Participants in the current study only 

worked in Title I schools situated in distant rural communities, more than 15 miles away 

from the same city with a population o f less than 100,000. These schools are also 

supported by Title I, Part A funds, provided federally to assist schools in meeting the 

educational goals and needs of economically disadvantaged students (ED DATA 

Express, n.d).

The Gifted Endorsement Program 

The In-field Gifted Endorsement Program was developed by Northwest Georgia 

RESA and approved by the Georgia Professional Standards Commission (2012). This 

professional development program has been used and implemented by a particular RESA 

in Middle Georgia to provide a venue for K-12 teachers to pursue additional certification 

for teaching gifted students. Moreover, the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program is based 

on a conceptual framework designed to “ensure that candidates are knowledgeable 

professionals who possess both a theoretical and practical knowledge base” in gifted 

education (Northwest Georgia RESA, n.d., p. 1). This same In-field Gifted Endorsement 

program has been implemented since 2007 at three separate satellite locations in Middle
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Georgia with each implementation consistently following the same protocol, offering the 

same four courses:

Course 1 -  Characteristics of the Gifted 

Course 2 - Assessment o f Gifted Students 

Course 3 - Methods and Materials for Teaching the Gifted 

Course 4 - Curriculum and Program Development 

Each course offered in the program requires 50 hours o f instructional time in which 

teachers must be in attendance. The timeframe for each endorsement program requires 

that it be completed within two years o f beginning the program before the teacher 

participant may be eligible for the Gifted In-field Endorsement that can be added to an 

individual’s teaching certificate.

Teachers who choose to participate in the program must complete all four courses 

along with assigned readings, tasks, field experiences, and assessments to become 

knowledgeable about the gifted learner, curriculum, pedagogy, and other elements 

significant to gifted education. Course objectives align with CEC-NAGC Initial 

Knowledge & Skill Standards fo r  Gifted and Talented Education (2012) to ensure that 

candidates gain the foundational and pedagogical content knowledge needed to meet the 

needs of gifted learners.

The Teacher Participants 

The bounded system of the case study included participants that can be described 

as single units within the system (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). These nine participants were 

purposefully chosen from a population of teachers within four cohorts who had worked to
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gain In-field Gifted Endorsement through one RESA serving counties within its service 

area in Middle Georgia during 2007-11.

According to Maxwell (2005), purposeful sampling is a strategy in which the 

sample is deliberately chosen in order to provide information that cannot be gained from 

other choices. Four cohorts of teachers participated in the In-field Gifted Endorsement 

Program provided through the RESA chosen for this study. This population o f teachers 

was comprised of approximately 40 teachers who could have been chosen for this case 

study. However, for the purpose of this investigation, the researcher gained consent from 

nine participants who met the necessary criteria set forth because o f their current status as 

K-12 gifted teachers serving gifted students in rural schools situated in Middle Georgia. 

These participants had successfully completed the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program 

developed by Northwest Georgia RESA and implemented by a specific RESA located in 

Middle Georgia from 2007 to 2011.

Given that the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program is provided for K-12 

teachers, the researcher sought to gain participant consent from each level of the K-12 

field. Hence, the nine participants were categorized by school level with three 

representing each: elementary, middle, and high. A copy of the informed consent form is 

located in Appendix C and interview questions are located in Appendix D. Professional 

and demographic information was gathered from participants during interviews to assist 

in providing in-depth descriptions o f the rural teachers who participated in the In-field 

Gifted Endorsement Program and to add richness to the study.
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Initially, it was found that all three elementary teachers had over 15 years 

teaching experience with each choosing to participate in the In-field Gifted Endorsement 

Program after previously gaining a Master’s degree in Early Childhood Education.

During the time of the study, two of these educators taught in a specialized subject area 

and had previously gained other certifications through the local R£SA. Both of these 

teachers had reading endorsements as well. The third elementary teacher did not have any 

previous endorsements and taught all subjects areas as a third grade teacher.

The three middle school participants’ subject area certifications and levels of 

education represented an eclectic group of individuals. Two of the middle school teachers 

were certified in English language arts with one having additional certification in middle 

school mathematics. Another of the middle school teachers was certified in middle grades 

science and social studies. The levels o f education varied as well with each of the 

teacher’s holding either a Bachelor’s, Master’s, or a Specialist degree in Middle Grades 

Education. Interestingly, this group of educators had the least years teaching experience 

with two having a little over ten years in the field while the other had only eight.

The high school teacher participants were also varied in experiences and levels of 

education. One of these participants had a Specialist degree and had taught English 

Literature for almost 29 years. Consequently, both of the other two high school teachers 

taught social studies and even extended their training for teaching gifted and high ability 

students through participation in Advanced Placement courses. However, only one of 

these participants had over twenty years teaching experience and held a Specialist degree.
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Table 1 provides demographic information on each teacher participant gathered by the 

researcher during interviews.

Table 1
Characteristics o f  Teacher Participants

Teacher # Gender
Female/

Male

Race Level
of

Teaching

Level of 
Education

Year of 
Participation 

in Gifted 
Endorsement 

Program

Years of 
Teaching 

Experience

Teacher 1 F AA Elem. M. Ed. 2010 16
Teacher 2 F C Elem. M. Ed. 2011 21
Teacher 3 F AA Elem. M. Ed. 2009 16
Teacher 4 F C Middle M. Ed. 2008 13
Teacher 5 M C Middle Ed. S. 2007 14
Teacher 6 F AA Middle B.S. 2011 8
Teacher 7 M C High B.S. 2011 5
Teacher 8 F C High Ed. S. 2007 29
Teacher 9 F C High Ed. S. 2010 24

degree: Ed. S. is Specialist degree.

Interviews were conducted between January and February 2013. Interviews were 

semi-structured in nature with each lasting no more than 90 minutes. All interviews 

occurred in a neutral location determined by each participant and the researcher. During 

these sessions, the researcher was able to ask specific questions pertaining to the 

teacher’s documents provided by each participant prior to the individual’s interview. See 

Appendix D for interview questions.

Each of the nine teacher participants who were interviewed met other specific 

criteria set forth by the researcher. All participants were rural K-12 teachers working in 

school systems in Middle Georgia that were situated in Title I schools in rural distant or
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remote communities. The three elementary, three middle, and three high school teachers

met the following requirements before enrolling in the Gifted Endorsement Program:

•  Clear renewable Georgia teaching certificate

•  Three years of teaching experience

•  Employed by a Georgia school system

• Recommended by local professional learning director/coordinator and building 

level administrator

Participants met the above criteria with each participant gaining gifted certification upon 

completing the program. These individuals were also currently serving gifted students in 

a rural school system in Middle Georgia.

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

Initially, the researcher communicated with the staff from a RESA serving 

schools located within the Middle Georgia region to obtain consent for the current 

investigation. The researcher was seeking to describe the experiences o f teachers 

participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program offered through this facility 

from 2007-11. The Executive Director o f the RESA gave consent and agreed to allow 

one of his staff members to send out the email request developed by the researcher 

seeking volunteers who met the prescribed parameters o f the current study. A copy of the 

email is located in Appendix A. The content o f the email provided general information 

about the purpose and significance o f the investigation as well as researcher contact 

information for any individual who chose to communicate interest in participating in the 

current study. Other pertinent information included in this email was the request for up to
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three documents from individuals participating in the study. The researcher requested 

these documents prior to interview sessions so that the she would be able to ask specific 

questions as to why or how the documents are used.

According to Merriam (2009), triangulation is recognized as a strategy for 

improving the internal validity of research and findings. Hence, the use o f multiple 

methods of data collection was implemented to triangulate interviews, documents, and 

member checks. This method for collecting data allowed the researcher and participants 

to work within the social constructivist paradigm to make meaning from professional 

development experiences described by the teacher participants as well as the documents 

used by the participants to teach gifted students.

The researcher structured the data collected to each specific research question. 

Table 2 indicates collected data and the research question that can be correlated to the 

data. The first research question sought to discover and describe the experiences of rural, 

Middle Georgia in-service teachers’ participating in the same In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program and implemented at multiple sites. Data collected for this purpose 

include transcriptions from participant interviews and course syllabi from the four 

courses that comprise the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program. The second research 

question sought to discover if the professional development experiences reported by the 

teacher participants affected their pedagogical practice. Data collected to discover an 

impact on pedagogical practice include teacher-created documents provided by teacher 

participants to support evidence o f a possible change in practice. Transcripts of 

participant interviews were also used to answer the second research question.
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Table 2
Research Questions and Data Collection

Research Question Data Collection

What can be learned from the experiences of 
rural, Middle Georgia teachers’ participation in 
the same In-field Gifted Endorsement Program 
implemented at multiple sites?

In-field Gifted Endorsement Program syllabi 
from each of the four courses

Transcriptions from teacher participant 
interviews

How do these professional development 
experiences possibly affect pedagogical practice?

Documents provided by teacher participants to 
support possible change in classroom practice 
for meeting the needs of gifted learners

Transcriptions from teacher participant 
interviews

Teacher-Created Documents

Prior to interviews, the researcher requested that each participant provide up to 

three documents to offer variety and evidence into how he/she meets the needs of gifted 

students in the classroom. Up to three teacher-created documents were requested and 

deemed sufficient to give the researcher a representation and insight into what each 

participant recognized and understood as meeting the needs of gifted learners. These 

documents were used during each interview to assist the researcher in making meaning of 

each teacher’s pedagogical practice and how it may have been changed as a result of 

participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program.

A list generated by the researcher is presented in Appendix A. This list was sent 

to participants to offer examples o f the kinds of data needed for the investigation. A space 

was marked as “other” to offer participants the opportunity to provide documents of their 

own choosing. Teachers provided a variety o f documents for data collection.
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Interviews

A primary source of data included participant interviews. The researcher used the 

transcripts from interviews in conjunction with each participant’s documents evidencing 

teacher pedagogical practice to understand and describe the experiences o f each 

individual. According to Stake (1995), the primary method for gathering data in case 

studies is through participant interviews. This is based on the researcher’s assumption 

that each participant has unique experiences to share. Therefore, semi-structured 

interviews were utilized in this case study to gain individual teacher descriptions and 

interpretations o f their experiences in the professional development program. Interviews 

were conducted to discuss participant experiences within the professional development 

program and provide explanations as to “why” and “how” documents are used.

The interviews occurred between January and February 2013. Interview 

questions, developed by the researcher located in Appendix D, were based on the need to 

gain insight and rich information into how participating in the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program possibly transformed teacher learning and affected pedagogical 

practice. All interviews were audio-recorded using a voice recorder, and the researcher 

took notes during each session to ensure that she gained full knowledge of the entire 

conversation. Finally, interviews were transcribed in their entirety for accuracy.

In order to avoid field issues that could have occurred during the interviews, the 

researcher arrived early at each interviewing site, which was determined by the 

interviewer and the interviewee as a neutral location. The audio recording device was 

tested during this time to ensure that it was working. Before beginning each interview.
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the researcher engaged in casual conversation with the interviewee to set the purpose of 

the interview, as well as to put the interviewee at ease concerning the interview being 

audio recorded. In addition, the researcher notified each participant before the interview 

began that she would be taking notes during the interview.

The semi-structured format of the interview allowed each participant to be asked 

the same questions; however, each participant was given the opportunity to contribute 

detailed information and his/her viewpoints in relation to individual experiences within 

the professional development program. The researcher asked probing questions to gain 

meaning and understanding from participant responses and she gave particular attention 

to the questions pertaining to the documents provided by each participant prior to his/her 

interview (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005).

All interviews were audio recorded using a digital voice recorder and then stored 

on the researcher’s password protected computer. Copies o f each recording were made 

and stored on an external drive. These recordings were organized into folders by the 

names of the participants. The researcher listened to each participant’s audio recording 

multiple times and transcribed each session by hand. Additionally, while listening to each 

of the interviews, the researcher kept notes that were recorded under the assigned number 

given for each of the interviewees. For example, Teacher #1: Teacher discusses the 

importance ofproviding gifted students with choices fo r  assignments ...This method 

proved to be useful when searching for particular topics and when determining emerging 

themes that were linked to program and teaching documents.
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Preparation for the interviews included locating a neutral setting that would have 

the least distractions for the participants and ensuring that the recording technology was 

working properly and correctly prepared for each interview session. In addition, it was 

essential that the participants understand the purpose and format (i.e., open-ended, length 

of time) of the interview. Confidentiality was also addressed and the interviewee was 

allowed an opportunity to clarify any misconceptions about the interview (Patton, 2002).

During the interview, the researcher/interviewer asked the questions clearly and 

kept control o f the course of the session while remaining impassive and tolerant of 

provocative or unconventional answers. The researcher also attempted to be 

inconspicuous while taking notes during the interview and periodically checked the 

recording device to ensure that it was working correctly.

In-Field Gifted Endorsement Program Documents

The researcher collected program documents in the form o f course syllabi in an 

effort to understand the purpose and objectives of each class in relation to participant 

interviews. Course syllabi comprised the four courses the In-field Gifted Endorsement 

Program and included Characteristics o f the Gifted, Assessment o f Gifted Students, 

Methods and Materials for Teaching the Gifted, and Curriculum and Program 

Development. Reviewing these syllabi enabled the researcher to analyze the purpose and 

intent of each of the four required courses in the gifted endorsement program sequence.

Data Analysis

According to Creswell (2007), data analysis and representation for case study 

research includes managing, note taking, classifying, interpreting, and representing data.
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The researcher used this approach to develop a sequence for data analysis. Due to the 

qualitative nature of the study, the researcher chose to analyze data as it was collected. 

This technique required the researcher to continuously refer to the questions guiding the 

study as data were collected and analyzed (Miriam, 2009).

The actual analysis o f all collected data followed procedures for open coding and 

constant comparison. This system is based on Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) ideas in which 

the researcher identifies themes presented through the data because of her recognition 

that she comes to the study with personal bias that can influence her point o f view when 

analyzing data. Accordingly, the researcher considered that she had participated in the In

field Gifted Endorsement Program in 2007 provided by the RESA used in this case study. 

However, the researcher recognized this bias and therefore, used multiple pieces of data 

and emerging codes to support findings.

As participants began to provide documents evidencing practice for teaching 

gifted students, the researcher began to examine and make note o f  any significant 

information in the margins to be used in later interviews. These notes were utilized to 

assist the researcher in asking questions specific to each teacher participant during 

subsequent interviews which were conducted as each participant began to provide 

consent and necessary documents. During each interview, questions were tailored to 

documents provided by each participant. As each interview was conducted, the researcher 

would immediately transcribe the session by listening carefully to the audio recording 

and then paying special attention to the written transcript. In addition, the researcher 

searched for key words, phrases, and emerging patterns in the written transcript. The
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researcher would then reread the transcript simultaneously with her notes that were taken 

during each interview to search for any other key words or phrases that may have been 

overlooked and related to research questions.

Once all interviews were transcribed, initially analyzed, and summarized by the 

researcher, each participant was given the opportunity to review his/her transcript and 

summary for accuracy. These member checks allowed the participants to read their own 

recorded responses and the researcher’s interpretation o f these responses in the transcript 

(Creswell, 2007). All participants were satisfied with their responses to interview 

questions and had no issue with his/her written transcript.

Data was collected and analyzed simultaneously due to the time frame allowed for 

the research and the volume of information gathered. Creswell’s (2007) approach to data 

analysis was used which allows for sorting and chunking collected data into sets in order 

to manage and organize the analysis process. Data sets were created for each participant 

and included his/her created documents, transcript, summary of transcript, and course 

syllabi.

Summary

Chapter 3 provided the detailed methodology that was used for this research 

study. The case study design described the case, the context, and the points that bound the 

system under investigation. The characteristics o f the program and the participants were 

provided in detail. Data sources, collection, and analysis were also described in Chapter 3 

with limitations and assumptions detailed as well.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF DATA ANALYSIS 

Data Collection

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate and describe the 

professional development experiences o f rural teachers working in Middle Georgia who 

participated in the same In-field Gifted Endorsement Program during 2007-2011. 

Moreover, the study sought to investigate the impact this particular program had on 

teacher participants’ pedagogical practice. The following questions guided the research 

investigation:

1. What can be learned from the experiences o f rural, Middle Georgia teachers’ 

participation in the same In-field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented 

at multiple sites?

2. How do these professional development experiences affect pedagogical 

practice?

Data collected included interview transcripts from nine teachers who met the 

criteria set forth by the researcher, teacher-created documents demonstrating evidence of 

pedagogical practice, and syllabi from the four required courses from the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program. This chapter presents the methods of data analysis, emerging 

codes, and results of these qualitative instruments.

94
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Methods of Data Analysis 

Due to the nature o f the study, the practice o f open coding and emerging themes 

was chosen as the selected data analysis method. This process involved analyzing the 

data with an open mind for ideas that may materialize in the collected data (Glaser & 

Straus, 1967). Several themes emerged through analysis o f data to assist in understanding 

the experiences o f rural, Middle Georgia in-service teachers’ participating in the same In

field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented at multiple sites. From the interviews, it 

became evident that some teachers wanted to ensure their own anonymity in the research 

process. However, once the researcher reviewed the terms o f the study and conditions of 

consent, these teachers appeared to be open and willing to share about their experiences 

while participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program offered by their local 

RESA. Consequently, all participant interviews provided insight into how the 

professional development experience from the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program 

affected their pedagogical practice.

Because all nine teachers participated and successfully completed the same In- 

Field Gifted Endorsement Program for gifted certification, course syllabi from the four 

required classes were collected and analyzed by the researcher. These syllabi represented 

the following courses:

Course 1 -  Characteristics o f the Gifted

Course 2 - Assessment o f Gifted Students

Course 3 - Methods and Materials for Teaching the Gifted

Course 4 - Curriculum and Program Development
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The first course in the program was Characteristics o f the Gifted, which offers 

teachers opportunities to learn about and research the characteristics and needs o f gifted 

students. The goal of the Characteristics o f the Gifted course was to assist teachers in 

gaining foundational knowledge to better understand how to specifically address the 

needs o f gifted students in the classroom. In this course, participants were involved in 

examining the research related to the cognitive, social, emotional, and behavioral 

characteristics o f gifted students (Northwest Georgia RES A, n.d.). Teacher participants 

were required to create a case study on a gifted student to share with colleagues in the 

class. This assignment required each teacher to describe the social, emotional, behavioral, 

and developmental characteristics of the gifted learner through observation and reflection 

(Northwest Georgia RESA, n.d.).

Assessment of Gifted Students was the second course in the sequence. This 

course provided an overview of various assessments used to determine gifted eligibility 

in the state of Georgia as well as rules and regulations that guide assessment 

implementation. Assessment terminology was studied with a focus on standardized tests 

used to determine eligibility in academic achievement, mental ability, motivation, and 

creativity. Teacher participants researched these assessments as well as learned how to 

interpret reports on test results. Teachers also participated in activities that demonstrate 

the significant role of assessment for improving instruction (Northwest Georgia RESA, 

n.d.).

The third course in the sequence was Methods and Materials for Teaching the 

Gifted (Northwest Georgia RESA. n.d.). This course provided teacher participants with
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opportunities to explore, identify, and assess various methods and strategies to use in 

teaching gifted students. Participants were to work with colleagues to develop a set o f 

specific lesson plans to use for teaching gifted students. A requirement for this course 

was that teacher participants develop an interdisciplinary unit “around a broad-based 

issue, problem, or theme” (Northwest Georgia RESA, n.d., p. 3). In addition, participants 

were to become “resident experts” on a differentiation strategy and implement three 

activities from a tic-tac-toe choice menu to share with colleagues.

The final course in the gifted program was Curriculum and Program Development 

(Northwest Georgia RESA, n.d.). The purpose for this course was to assist teacher 

participants in recognizing the development and differentiation o f gifted curriculum to 

meet the needs o f gifted learners. Various curriculum models were studied with 

participants being assessed on their understanding of gifted education program delivery 

models as well. A major requirement for this course was that teacher participants develop 

and implement their own unit o f study for teaching gifted students in the form of a Gifted 

Summer Camp.

Data Analysis by Participant 

For the purposes of this study, nine teachers were purposefully chosen because of 

their current status as rural, K-12 teachers serving gifted students in Middle Georgia and 

their completion of the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program during 2007-2011. This 

particular program was implemented by a RESA at multiple sites within its service area 

in Middle Georgia. Due to the fact that the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program is 

offered for teachers serving all K-12 levels, the nine teacher participants were categorized
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based on the school level in which each worked (i.e., three elementary, three middle, and 

three high schools). These nine participants represent the embedded units in this case 

study with their responses in interviews and their documents provide the researcher with 

an in-depth description of their professional development experiences (Stake, 1995; Yin, 

2009).

After transcribing each o f the interviews, the researcher immediately read through 

each transcript and her notes written during each to get an understanding of the learning 

experiences o f the teachers and what they reported as most valuable and/or affecting their 

pedagogical practice.

While the researcher wanted to get to know each participant, she had to consider 

that four of the nine teachers were concerned about privacy and requested that she ensure 

their anonymity in the investigation. When asked about this, one participant stated that he 

felt that he could be more honest with the assurance of anonymity. Hence, at the 

beginning of interviews, the researcher assured participant anonymity in the review o f the 

informed consent form and answered any questions participants may have had. Every 

attempt was also made to respect the privacy of each teacher throughout the analysis and 

reporting of data.

Emerging Codes in Data Analysis

As stated previously, the researcher read through the transcribed interviews 

immediately after each session and then reread transcripts to gain a holistic view of each 

participant. Then the researcher read through each transcript to look for emerging ideas or 

codes. This method, which corresponds to Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) open coding and
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case study analysis, was employed so that the researcher could ensure that her own biases 

were considered and to allow for emerging thoughts or ideas that may have arisen from 

the research.

After reading through the first interview transcript, the researcher began to search 

for prevailing ideas or thoughts o f the participant to develop a list o f emerging codes.

This process was repeated as the researcher read through all transcripts, adding to the list 

of emerging codes. As the list was developed, the researcher used the find tool as well as 

the highlight tool in Microsoft Word to bring attention to specific ideas found in each 

transcript. Tables were created to show emerging codes that were found in the transcripts. 

One of these codes highlighted was the choice teacher participants had when 

demonstrating knowledge during their professional development experience within the 

gifted endorsement program. Tables 3 and 4 present samples of participants’ transcripts 

and how codes were labeled.
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Table 3
Sample o f  Transcription Analysis fo r  Teacher #1

Line# KeyW ord/Phrase Code Comments

19 We were given choices and were Choice
20 able to choose from various
21 assessments to show our new
22 learning.

29 For example, we were allowed to
30 choose articles about certain topics to Choice
31 read and report our understanding of
32 topics in class. This helped me to
33 realize that everyone gets something
34 different from the same information.
35 Our discussions about these articles
36 were valuable and we were able to
37 present new learning through multiple
38 methods

Table 4
Sample o f  Transcription Analysis fo r  Teacher #7

Line# Key W ord/Phrase Code Comments

22 Yes, we were provided choice in how we Choice Example of choice in how
23 were able to demonstrate our learning. instruction was provided or
24 We were provided with a rubric so that how knowledge was assessed
25 we would understand the criteria set
26 forth by each assignment Example of
27 some of the things my groups did or I did
28 on individual projects were skits,
29 PowerPoints, manipulatives, handouts;
30 facilitator provided the expectation and
31 then allowed us to show our knowledge
32 through

The above method was utilized throughout the entire analysis o f transcripts for 

each emerging code. The following list indicates the 19 codes that were found in the 

analysis of interview transcripts.

Choice in how instruction 
was provided or how new 
knowledge was assessed

Example of choice in how 
instruction was provided or 
how knowledge was 
assessed
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1. Positive thoughts toward participation

2. Dialogue

3. Identifying giftedness

4. Case study

5. Differentiating instruction

6. Importance of effective facilitator

7. Importance of instructor’s knowledge

8. Facilitator feedback

9. Teacher choice

10. Student choice

11. Student ownership

12. Engagement

13. Reflection/journaling

14. Work through newly learned information to use in teaching gifted

15. Techniques for teaching gifted

16. Collaboration with colleagues

17. Need for more professional development

18. Change in practice

19. Change in thinking

The experiences o f teachers while participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement 

Program can be classified into the above categories with several o f the same ideas or 

concepts being reported more often than others. Analysis o f data continued through a
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search for emerging codes in the next two sets of data, course syllabi and teacher-created 

documents. Emerging codes that were discovered in the next two sets of data were added 

to the initial list of 19 emerging codes.

Next, the course syllabi that comprise the curriculum and program of study for the 

In-field Gifted Endorsement Program were analyzed using the initial list of emerging 

codes. The following course syllabi were analyzed:

1. Characteristics and Identification o f Gifted

2. Methods and Materials for Gifted

3. Curriculum and Programming for Gifted

4. Assessment of Gifted

Objectives and goals from each of the four courses were examined to observe if 

the initial codes from the interview transcripts would be discovered. During this process, 

the researcher also searched for new emerging codes. Objectives in all four courses 

referred to the significance of learning goals and the ability to demonstrate this learning 

among participants. In addition, analysis o f the four courses indicated that collaboration 

among colleagues was viewed as important in some course objectives. Emerging codes 

found to be prevalent in the course objectives include research/evaluation/interpretation, 

flexible grouping, observation/interview, standards, and curriculum/program.

The above codes were added to the initial list, and then the revised list was used 

to repeat the same method for analyzing teacher-created documents. Major ideas found in 

the documents include providing students with both choice and ownership in their own 

learning. Differentiation techniques were also evident in the documents with flexible
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grouping and both acceleration and enrichment activities found as prevalent by the 

researcher. Although codes from the initial data analysis o f transcripts were used, the 

researcher continued to be open minded to new emerging codes. However, only two new 

codes emerged from the analysis o f documents, connections across curriculum and 

higher-level questioning/thinking.

Following the analysis of all documents, the process of searching for repeating 

and prevailing codes was conducted using the list of 26 created from the previous 

analysis. The process was accomplished by creating a frequency table to indicate how 

often each code was found in the data. An example of a frequency table used for 

interview transcripts is located in appendix E.

The researcher was then able to chunk codes together into categories, and from 

these categories of codes, themes emerged with several ideas being clustered under a 

particular theme. See appendix F for an illustration of the chunking process. Themes that 

emerged from this process embrace evidence as to “how”, “what” , and “why” 

participants’ learning occurred during their professional development experience. 

Therefore, as themes were developed from emerging codes, the researcher considered the 

purpose of the study and the research questions that guided the study, primarily the 

learning experiences that were mentioned by teacher participants as most significant to 

their development of new knowledge to teach gifted students. The chart in appendix F 

provides an illustration of how themes emerged while the researcher considered the 

descriptions of the professional development experiences of teachers while participating



104

in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program and how these experiences may have 

affected their pedagogical practice.

Analysis o f Courses from Participant Interviews 

Participant interviews indicated that four teachers found Methods and Materials 

for Teaching Gifted to be the most valuable course of the program. These teachers 

reported that they learned strategies and techniques for serving gifted students. A veteran 

high school teacher summarized her feelings toward this class by stating that participating 

in the Methods and Materials class made her a better teacher, “I am a better teacher as a 

result of participating in this course because I now know how to differentiate and why it 

is so important. I often use flexible grouping and provide choice menus in all of my units 

to accelerate high achieving and gifted students” (Teacher #9, personal communication, 

February 12,2013).

The researcher also found that although only four teachers stated that the Methods 

and Materials course was most valuable, all participants mentioned or referenced the 

course during their interviews. One elementary teacher reported, “I am fortunate to have 

access to a great deal o f technology so I try to incorporate this in many lessons. I also 

provide an enrichment activity in every one of my lessons so that students may dig 

deeper into the content” (Teacher #1, personal communication, January 28, 2013). 

Another elementary teacher stated, “I always provide activities to enrich and accelerate 

student learning. I use choice menus and technology” (Teacher #2, personal 

communication, January 30, 2013).



Three teachers mentioned that the Identification and Characteristics of Gifted had 

the greatest significance on their learning. These teachers reported that before 

participating in this course, they felt sure that they had overlooked students who were 

more than likely gifted. One elementary teacher stated that she had to change her way of 

thinking about giftedness, “I think that just being able to identify giftedness by 

recognizing characteristics that before I would have overlooked has definitely changed 

my way of thinking about gifted and teaching” (Teacher #2, personal communication, 

January 30, 2013). Similarly, a high school teacher reported that the most valuable course 

in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program was Identification and Characteristics of 

Gifted, “The case studies in this course were highly effective to helping me understand 

giftedness and how underachieving students may be gifted as well” (Teacher #7, personal 

communication, February 8, 2013).

All o f the data gathered and analyzed provided the researcher a method for 

constant comparison and emerging themes. This allowed for themes to be considered as 

evidence was gathered for answering research questions.

Addressing Question #1 

The first research question sought to understand and describe the learning 

experiences o f rural, Middle Georgia in-service teachers who participated in the same In

field Gifted Endorsement Program developed by Northwest Georgia RESA for gifted 

certification at multiple sites. Emerging themes were discovered during data analyses that 

describe the experiences o f participants. These themes include understanding and 

recognizing giftedness, importance of differentiating instruction, effective facilitator,
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choice, significance of challenge and change in thinking, and collaboration with 

colleagues. Each theme is described below with evidence from data analysis supporting 

each emerging theme.

Initially, the researcher discovered that all participants reported positively in some 

way about their participation in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program and most 

mentioned at least one course as valuable to their professional development experience.

A middle school teacher reported, “I am glad I participated in the program and received 

certification.” Similarly, an elementary teacher elaborated, “The program taught me a 

great deal; learned about gifted students, differentiating instruction, identifying 

giftedness, high achieving students.” Another elementary teacher stated, “The program 

provided me with valuable information to use for ensuring the success o f the gifted 

student as well as those struggling students.” A novice high school teacher also 

responded positively, “I enjoyed the format o f the program and learned a great deal”. 

Another participant stated that all courses were beneficial. A novice middle school 

teacher agreed, “I found the entire program to be informative. The program was 

informative and what I wanted to learn.”

Understanding and Recognizing Giftedness

A major theme that was discovered was the importance o f  understanding 

giftedness and the characteristics associated with gifted individuals. Some participants 

mentioned that the case studies provided in the Characteristics and Identification of 

Gifted course were essential to their learning about identifying traits of giftedness in 

students and the importance of being able to appropriately recognize and serve gifted
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students in a classroom setting. When asked what was perceived as the most valuable part 

of the program, a high school social studies teacher stated, “Identification of gifted 

students and recognizing that under achieving students may be gifted as well.” She 

further responded, “The case studies in the identification and characteristics course 

helped me understand the importance o f teachers being able to identify gifted 

characteristics in students.”

Importance of Differentiating Instruction

Another theme that emerged was the importance of differentiating instruction. 

Several teachers reported that learning how to differentiate instruction for teaching gifted 

was viewed as a valuable learning experience. One veteran elementary teacher mentioned 

that the “most valuable asset o f the program was the vital information received on 

differentiating for the talented and gifted while continuing to provide instruction for those 

struggling students.” Likewise, a veteran elementary teacher had this to say:

Participating in the endorsement program helped show me to how to provide 

assignments for all students, but also, it has given me insight on how to excel 

those students that needed it. For example: Simply directing students to report on 

a story that they are required to read is now adapted to meet the needs for higher- 

leveled students by allowing them to have choices in how they present knowledge 

learned. (Teacher #1, personal communication, January 28, 2013)

In addition, a high school teacher had this to say about the strategies he often uses 

in his classroom, “Flexible grouping is one o f the most valuable strategies I learned about 

and use in my classroom. I try to group students through a variety o f methods for various
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reasons. Sometimes they may be grouped because o f a need to extend their knowledge. 

Sometimes they may be grouped according to interest level.”

Effective Facilitator

Many teachers who participated in the gifted program endorsement after 2008 

continued to mention the name of one facilitator, who was the teacher for all four 

courses. Several teachers reported positively about this facilitator, indicating that she had 

specific characteristics that demonstrated an effective teacher of adults. For example, 

participants agreed that this facilitator supported their learning by her demonstration of 

essential knowledge of gifted education, as well as her ability to provide immediate and 

in-depth feedback during discussions, on assignments, and in her review of participant 

work and journal responses. One middle school teacher stated, “The facilitator had 

several years teaching experience and provided a great deal o f knowledge about gifted 

education.” Teachers also indicated that this particular facilitator gave clear learning 

goals for each of the courses she taught and allowed for ongoing collaboration among her 

adult learners. A high school teacher said, “The facilitator ensured that we participated in 

class and created an environment for open discussions. She was very structured in her 

approach to teaching.” Some participants referred to her ability to engage them in 

learning. One teacher commented, “The facilitator was excellent. She was able to keep 

me engaged in class activities”.

Choice

Choice was found to be another emerging theme mentioned by participants in 

relation to options provided in assignments and in demonstration of learning provided
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throughout the four courses. Most teachers referred to options that they were provided 

primarily for demonstrating their learned knowledge. One teacher commented, “We were 

given choices and were able to choose from various assessments to show our new 

learning.” Teachers also referred to the choices they currently provide to their students as 

a result of participating in the course. Examples o f the choices provided for students 

include choice menus and learning contracts. A veteran middle school teacher mentioned, 

“I provide choice menus for my students in my social studies class. I like to make sure 

that I give students as much choice as possible in assignments because I think they do 

better when they have more choice.”

Significance of Challenge and Change in Thinking '

Some teachers described the learning challenges, the productive struggles, and the 

changes in thinking that occurred while they were participating in the program. An 

elementary teacher had this to say about her struggle to make connections and meaning of 

newly learned concepts, “It was frustrating because of working in unfamiliar territory; I 

had to work through all o f the new information to see how to use it for my students. They 

definitely benefited from this.” A veteran high school teacher talked about her thoughts 

on professional development after participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement 

Program, “Education would be more interesting to students if  they were ALL approached 

like the gifted...smaller classes, special funds, higher expectations, etc.”

Another veteran high school teacher referred to her professional development 

experiences while participating in the gifted endorsement as making her a “better 

teacher.” She further added that her teacher-created document was an example of her
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evolution as a teacher because she now has the pedagogical tools to meet the needs o f 

students who may be artistic or mathematical. A middle school teacher talked about the 

significance of the case studies that were a major component in the Characteristics o f the 

Gifted course. She said, “The case studies in this course were highly effective to helping 

me change my way of thinking about gifted students. I now feel that I am able to better 

recognize gifted students and see that some of my under achieving students show signs of 

giftedness.”

Collaboration with Colleagues

The final emerging theme among many participants was collaboration with 

colleagues. This was found to be valuable to participants’ learning as they reported the 

significance of discussing teaching strategies and real life teaching practices with their 

peers. For example, one middle school teacher reported that he found “getting to know 

other gifted teachers and exchanging lesson plan ideas, projects, and themes” to be 

valuable. An elementary teacher said, “Listening to other colleagues helped to understand 

information better.” Another middle school teacher stated, “The collaboration with my 

colleagues was a great experience and continues to be so today. I still work with one of 

those members o f the class and we continue to collaborate about curriculum and meeting 

the needs of students.”

Addressing Question #2 

The second research question sought to discover how the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program's professional development experiences affected the pedagogical 

practice o f teacher participants. Analysis o f transcripts and documents provided a
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description of changes in pedagogical practice. Table 3 provides a list o f teacher-created 

documents provided by all nine participants.

Table 5
Teacher-Created Documents

Teacher 1 (1) Tiered activity for Book Reports; (2) Study Guide with alternate projects for 
teaching oceans and ecosystem; (3) Bio-cube used as a basis for writing summaries

Teacher 2 (1) Sample lesson Plans for teaching English Language Arts through units integrating 
either science or social studies concepts; (2) Rubric; (3) Choice menu

Teacher 3 (1) Acceleration and enrichment activities math: choice menu; (2) Geometry Unit with 
culminating project; (3) Rubric based on tiers with 3rd tier portion for high level 
students

Teacher 4 Learning Contract Template

Teacher 5 (1) Tic-Tac-Toe menu (American Government); (2) Form for document analysis; 
(3) Get the Picture Activity for analyzing historical photographs

Teacher 6 Writing Rubrics

Teacher 7 (1) Sample lesson plan for Advanced Placement U.S. History (WW1I); (2) Sample lesson 
plan for Advanced Placement U.S. History (13 American colonies); (3) Rubric

Teacher 8 (1) Sample lesson plans with cognitive teaching and acceleration strategies provided;
(2) jane Eyre Diaries- synthesis of the reading and the historical context of the book

Teacher 9 Sample lesson plan for social studies showing significance of teaching big ideas- cause- 
effect relationships

Change in Practice

Initially, all teachers provided documentation demonstrating how they 

differentiate curriculum and instruction to teach gifted students as a result of their 

participation in the In-field Gifted Endorsement. Examples o f teacher-created documents 

provided by participants included a learning contract, sample lesson plans, an integrated 

unit, rubrics, choice menus, acceleration and enrichment activities, and tiered 

assignments.

Teacher participants referred to the importance o f providing choices for students 

to demonstrate knowledge. For example, in his interview, a middle school teacher stated
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that one way he had changed his practice was how he currently emphasized choice in 

assignments for students. The researcher found evidence to support this statement in the 

choice menu he provided as one of his teacher-created documents.

Another middle school teacher discussed how she currently uses learning 

contracts to allow some of her gifted middle school students to plan their own self

directed learning and projects. This teacher provided a template o f  the document and she 

explained that she uses a pre-assessment to indicate students who demonstrate 

proficiency in a concept or skill. This helps the teacher determine the students who may 

be eligible to use a learning contract. Figure 2 illustrates this teacher’s document 

provided to the researcher. It is a learning contract template that offers students 

ownership and choice in their learning.

Learning Contract Template
Content Area(s), Concept, and/or Topic:
Intended Purpose: Alternate Activity for Compacted Student(s)
Duration:
Differentiation based on readiness and: □  Interest □  Learning profile 
Essential Curriculum Standards and Indicators Addressed:
Resources/Materials:

• Learning Contract and accompanying activity sheets for each qualified student
• Access to the school media center, the Internet, textbooks, and/or subscription databases
• Supplies such as rulers, poster board, colored pencils, markers, paper, etc. for construction of maps, graphic 

organizers, etc
Assessment:

• Completed products and activity sheets
• Teacher-generated quiz or test (optional)

Implementation of Contract:
Compacted students may be excused from class to complete the contract during class time with the guidance of the 
Enrichment Specialist Students will complete all contract activities and may complete extension activities as time 
permits or as indicated by the classroom teacher.

Monitoring Progress of Students:
• Schedule meetings with each student or group of students to ensure that they are gaining the correct understanding 

of the topic and progressing though the contract in a timely manner.
• Meet with students prior to the start of each new topic to review the requirements of each activity and the

_________resources available to students.______________________________________________________________________
I agree to the learning conditions described by my teacher w hich require m e to  use m y tim e w ise ly  and respectfully.
S tudent's signa tu re____________________________
W e have reviewed the above contract and understand the studen t's responsibilities.
Parent’s s igna tu re____________________________ T eacher’s s ig n a tu re___________________________

Figure 2. Learning Contract Template Provided by Teacher # 4
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An elementary teacher described the tiered assignments that she used to meet the 

needs of all of her students. As an elementary language arts teacher, she understood the 

importance of reading for understanding. Tiered activities that she created during her 

participation in the In-field Gifted Endorsement are still used in her classroom today. 

Figure 3 is an example o f the teacher-created documents depicting one of these activities.

Subject: Language Arts Key Concept: Book Report and Presentation 
Tiered According to Ability and Readiness
Background: Students are reading at different levels in each class; therefore books need to be 
appropriately picked as does the form of book report Higher-leveled students need more challenging 
tasks and lower leveled students need less intrusive tasks. Each of the following activities has been 
designed considering each type of student’s needs.

Below
Grade
Level

Diorama Book Report
Students will create different illustrations and paragraphs on paper and glue into the 
insides of their box after completion. All sides are used except the inside top. 
Back-illustrate setting of the book and write book title on the picture; Side-illustrate the 
main character; Side-illustrate their favorite scene; Bottom-summarize the plot in 
paragraph form

Grade
Level

Paper Bag Book Report
Use lunch size paper bag and have students create a written plan for their report, including 
5 items to go on the inside as well as what will be on each part of the outside.
Inside- students will collect and put 5 things inside that describe parts of the book; Front- 
write the title, author, and publisher; Back-illustrate their favorite scene; Side-summarize 
the plot in paragraph form; Side-describe the main character

Gifted/
High
Achievers

Use 14 X 11 inch paper, heavier paper and fold it into a folder. On each side student will 
describe a part of the story in a different way.
Front-illustrate any picture to describe the book; Inside-summarize the plot in paragraph 
form; Inside-describe and illustrate main character; Back-critique book and forward 
recommendations

Figure 3. Tiered Lesson Provided by Teacher #1

Teacher #1 reported in her interview that she is now able to recognize characteristics of 

giftedness and understands the importance of differentiating instruction to meet the needs 

of students. Furthermore, the document provided by this teacher indicates sustainable 

pedagogical practice as a result o f participating in the In-field Gifted Endorsement 

Program.
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An elementary math teacher reported that she found the methods and materials 

course to be of value to her professional development experience. The researcher was 

able to correlate her interview responses to the document she provided as a part o f her 

pedagogical practice. This participant provided a unit on geometry that she said she first 

developed while participating in the gifted endorsement program. She stated that she uses 

this unit every year. The culminating activity allows gifted and high ability students to 

extend their knowledge of measurement by accurately developing blueprints for their 

dream homes. The teacher’s description o f the activity also provided further extension by 

encouraging students to create their own miniature versions of their homes to share with 

the class. Figure 4 depicts part of the lesson plan for this task.

(Tier 3)
All high performing and gifted students will do tiers 1,2 and 3 The students will use a protractor to 
measure and draw angles, lines, and shapes. They must include triangles, parallelograms, and regular 
polygons. They must use the formula to find the area of each. They must also label the number of 
vertices, sides, and angles. The students will do an extension to the assignment by designing their dream 
house.

The students will use a ruler to create a blue print for their home. They must include at least two acute, 
two obtuse, and two right angles in their blueprints. They must also include at least one triangle, four 
parallelograms and/or two additional polygons.

Upon completion of the blueprint, the students will do the actual construction of a model, following the 
rubric and blueprint

(2) Acute angles (measure) 5 points
(2) Obtuse angles (measure) 5 points
(2) Right angles (measure) 5 points
Triangles (at least one) 5 points
(4) Parallelograms and/or two additional polygons 10 points
Correct use of formula to find the area 10 points
Correctly labeled the number of vertices, sides, and angles. 10 points
Correctly drawn blueprint 20 points
Construction of blueprint 30 points
Total 100 points

As a whole group extension, we will compare the measurements in the blueprints to the measurements 
of the actual construction of the student models.

Figure 4 . Sample o f Culminating Activity Lesson Plan Provided by Teacher #3
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Two of the three high school teachers who participated in the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program extended their professional development experiences by 

participating in Advanced Placement Institutes provided by educational institutions 

across the state and the College Board. Figure 5 depicts a sample lesson plan provided by 

a novice high school teacher for teaching WWII in his Advanced Placement U.S. History 

class. When asked about his lesson plan, this teacher was able to explain why this lesson 

plan is significant for teaching gifted and high ability students. He stated that he often 

incorporates technology in his classroom teaching strategies and encourages 

collaboration among his students. Moreover, this teacher stated that he continuously 

works to incorporate activities that promote student engagement to ensure that students 

are involved in learning and are able to make long lasting connections for future learning.

Essential Question

How did WWII impact the U.S? (SSUSH19)
-How did WWII begin?
-Why did the U.S. enter WWII?
-How did the U.S. impact the Allied victory in WWII?
-Why did the U.S. decide to drop the atomic bomb on Japan?

Activating Strategies APUSH Question of the Day/ Review Sources

Acceierati on/Previewing
Key Vocabulary 
Map-WWII in the Pacific 
Map-WWII in Europe

Teaching Strategies 
(Collaborative Pairs; 
Graphic Organizers)

PowerPoints 
Pre WWII 
WWII Begins 
WWII U.S. Home 
WWII Victory
Thinking Map- Cause/Effect, WWII

Distributed Guided 
Practice; Distributed 
Summarizing Prompts

Activities:
Dr. Seuss Goes to War Powerpoint 
Debate-The Dropping of the Atomic Bomb 
Timeline-Major Events of WWII

Summarizing Strategies
Jeopardy Review
Videos: Opening Scene-Saving Private Ryan (D-Day) 

Hiroshima (Safari Montage)
Hitler Youth Propaganda Film

Figure 5. Sample Lesson Plan Provided by Teacher #7
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This high school teacher further stated, “I think it’s important for students to be engaged 

in lessons. I often show video clips o f real-life events to spark classroom discussions” 

(Teacher #7, personal communication, February 8,2013).

From the analysis o f  transcripts in correlation with teacher-created documents and 

course syllabi, a Venn diagram was created to depict how significant themes could be 

chunked together for discussion. Table FI located in appendix F illustrates the process 

that the researcher used to categorize codes under particular themes. Codes that were 

related to multiple themes were listed more than once under each related theme. Figure 6 

illustrates the researcher’s process o f relating themes back to the research questions and 

purpose for the study.

Choice

ReflectionLearning applicable/ 
valuable

Change in Thinking 

Change in Practice
CollaborationNeed for Knowledge

Challenge/ 
Productive Struggle

Feedback

Figure 6. Diagram of Emerging Themes
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The above figure shows how collaboration emerged as a theme that connects 

teacher learning and practice. Emerging themes for teacher professional development 

include participants having a choice to actively pursue professional learning 

opportunities. In addition, the idea that new learning was viewed as necessary and 

valuable to teacher participants’ everyday practice emerged from analysis. One 

elementary teacher said that she felt that the entire program and the content that was 

taught were extremely beneficial to her teaching gifted students.

Participants also noted that case studies were helpful in changing the way they 

viewed gifted students. Several participants mentioned that they thought differently about 

identifying gifted students as a result o f their participation in the case study activity in the 

Identification and Characteristics o f Gifted course. Feedback from the facilitator also 

emerged as a theme with some participants commenting that they liked having a teacher 

who participated in dialogue with them to assist in their learning. Productive struggle and 

challenge were also seen as one emerging theme. Many participants were able to mention 

that they experienced either a challenge or a time when they had to consider changing 

their way of thinking. This often occurred when teachers discussed learning about 

characteristics o f gifted individuals. Themes that emerged related to teacher professional 

development and pedagogical practice involved teacher participants reporting on their 

participation in reflection, dialogue, and collaboration which may possibly affect change 

in thinking and practice.

Chapter 4 provided a description of all collected data that was used for this 

research study. Data collection was explained in detail with specific details provided for
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interviews, course syllabi, and teacher-created documents. The method of data analysis 

used for collected data included open coding and emerging themes. From the data 

analysis, a description o f each participant was created, emerging themes were shared, and 

evidence for each research question described.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Review o f the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate and describe the 

professional development experiences o f rural teachers working in Middle Georgia who 

participated in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program during 2007-2011. Moreover, 

the study sought to investigate the impact a particular program had on teacher 

participants’ pedagogical practice. The following questions guided this research:

1. What can be learned from the experiences o f rural, Middle Georgia teachers’ 

participation in the same In-field Gifted Endorsement Program implemented at 

multiple sites?

2. How do these professional development experiences affect pedagogical 

practice?

Chapter 1 provided a foundation for the current study to facilitate understanding 

of the theoretical framework that guided the research and the conceptual underpinnings 

that include a background for gifted education and professional development of rural 

Middle Georgia teachers who seek gifted certification. The statement o f the problem, 

purpose of the study, research questions, rationale, significance o f the problem, and 

methodology were provided.

119
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Chapter 2 presented a review o f literature related to the research questions for the 

current study. In this chapter, qualitative and quantitative research studies were reviewed 

to include the most recent information on gifted certification in the state o f Georgia and 

professional development.

Chapter 3 explained the research design for the study with the case, context o f the 

case, and detailed description of the participants. Data collection and instrumentation 

were described as well.

Chapter 4 presented the analysis o f the data collected from participant interviews, 

teacher-created documents, and course syllabi. In this chapter, the researcher detailed the 

data analysis process o f searching for emerging themes and constant comparative 

measures. This chapter provided a discussion o f the findings, conclusions, and 

implications of the findings for future practice and research.

Discussion of Findings 

Several outcomes were identified from analysis o f transcripts o f teacher 

interviews, course syllabi, and teacher-created documents. All data were viewed through 

the social constructivist lens using the theoretical framework based in Borko’s (2004) 

Model for Evaluating Professional Development, Knowles’ (1980) Theory of Andragogy, 

and Mezirow’s (1996) Transformative Learning Theory. All of the findings surfaced 

from the collection of multiple forms o f data and analysis utilizing emerging themes. 

Choosing to Leam Due to a Professional Development Need

A major theme that emerged regarding the professional development experiences 

of participants was their need to leam more about gifted education to serve the students in
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their classrooms. All nine teachers chose to participate and commit themselves to the In

field Gifted Endorsement Program process to increase knowledge about teaching gifted 

students and acquire gifted certification. Findings that support this theme include teachers 

reporting significance of:

1. Learning about identifying characteristics o f gifted individuals

2. Learning about methods and materials to use for teaching gifted students

3. Needing more professional development experiences to build on new 

knowledge gained through gifted endorsement

4. Effective facilitator of instruction who is an expert in his/her field

5. Effective and immediate feedback from facilitator

6 . Need for collaboration with colleagues as an essential part o f the learning 

experience

The above findings provide a description of what teacher participants experienced 

as most valuable and necessary to their professional development while participating in 

the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program. From these findings, the researcher was able to 

relate the theoretical framework that guided the study back to the evidence provided 

through data analysis.

First, the researcher considered Borko’s (2004) second phase as a model for 

evaluating the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program. This model examines program 

facilitators, teachers as learners, and a specific professional development program 

implemented at multiple sites. The context o f the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program 

was initially considered with its foundation being based on providing professional
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development for K-12 teachers to receive gifted certification. This foundation was further 

grounded with the program being accredited by the GAPSC and offered to rural K-12 

teachers working in Middle Georgia to gain gifted certification.

The content of the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program was examined using the 

required course syllabi of the program. These four required courses were aligned to rules 

set forth by the GAPSC. Furthermore, course objectives found in the syllabi indicated 

that the demonstrated learning of teacher participants was aligned to the NAGC-CEC  

Teacher Knowledge & Skill Standards fo r  Gifted and Talented Education (2006). In 

addition, there was consistency in learning objectives and the learning outcomes of 

teacher participants to make connections in their current practice even though the 

professional development program was implemented at multiple sites and offered by 

different facilitators. This is a central component to Borko’s (2004) model to check for 

consistency in program content and implementation.

Borko’s (2004) model was further used to assist the researcher in gaining an 

understanding of what teachers learned throughout their participation in the In-field 

Gifted Endorsement Program. It was found that all teachers chose to participate in the 

professional development opportunity and reported positively about their learning 

experiences while participating in In-field Gifted Endorsement Program. It was also 

discovered that each participant mentioned the course for teaching methods and materials 

as important to their learning about gifted education. Several other teachers reported that 

the characteristic of gifted course was valuable to their learning experience. Both of these 

courses were reported as being significant to teacher participant learning.
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Participants also provided information about the facilitators o f the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program with characteristics o f effective facilitators being discussed by 

several. Many of these teachers referred to a certain facilitator o f the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement program as possessing many of the necessary characteristics of an effective 

facilitator o f professional development. Some of these essential characteristics mentioned 

by teachers include effective facilitators needing to be experts in their field and being 

able to provide appropriate and timely feedback to participants.

Borko’s (2004) model assisted the researcher in evaluating the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program for effectiveness. The In-field Gifted Endorsement Program was 

found to have many elements that support effective professional development programs 

needed to assist teachers in gaining knowledge to meet the needs o f gifted students in 

their classrooms. These elements include program facilitators and the teacher participant 

learning that occurred during participation in the In-field Gifted Endorsement Program. 

Other elements that were examined include the context and content of the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program implemented at multiple sites.

The researcher was also able to relate findings to Knowles’ (1980) Theory of 

Andragogy that describes the needs of adult learners and how they must view new 

learning experiences. Several o f the teacher participants stated that they felt they needed 

to leam more about gifted education to serve the students in their classrooms. Some 

participants even reported a need for ongoing professional development so that they 

could continue to build their knowledge of gifted education. Additionally, the researcher
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was able to connect the significance of choice in adult learning to each participant 

choosing to commit to the yearlong gifted endorsement program.

Change in Thinking and Practice as a Result of Professional Development

Recognizing how the above professional development experiences affect teacher 

participants’ pedagogical practice answers the second research question and is supported 

by the following findings:

1. Teachers refer to productive struggles or learning incidents that occurred 

throughout their professional development experience where they were 

challenged to leam more, change their thinking, and/or change their practice.

2. As a result of their professional development experience, teachers explain the 

creation and implementation of differentiated curriculum, instruction, and/or 

assessments that are currently utilized in their classrooms to serve gifted 

students.

The findings that support the second research question are related to Mezirow’s 

(1996) Transformative Learning Theory. Teachers were able to provide examples of 

particular curricular tools or instructional strategies that were used during their 

professional development to change their thinking about gifted students and meeting their 

needs. For example, the activities that involved teachers evaluating and developing case 

studies of gifted individuals were mentioned by several participants as incidents that 

changed their thinking and views o f giftedness. Six o f the participants talked about how 

differently they view giftedness than before participating in the program.
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Change in practice supports a transformation for teachers as they explained how 

they currently meet the needs of gifted students in their classrooms as a result o f what 

they learned in the gifted endorsement program. Accordingly, most participants stated 

that they felt they were better teachers and better able to adapt curriculum and implement 

differentiated instructional strategies as a result o f their participation in the program.

Many teachers also reported that as a result o f participating in the program, they were 

better able to serve all of their students.

Relationship to Literature 

The researcher considered the major findings o f the research study by evaluating 

reports of teachers’ reactions to participating in the gifted endorsement program, the 

accounts of their learning experiences, and the descriptions o f their application and 

implementation of new learning (Guskey, 2002). Initially, the researcher found that 

teachers place significance on professional development that offers opportunities to leam 

new pedagogical content knowledge (Ball & Cohen, 1999). This finding corresponds to 

the notion that teachers who value learning may be able to apply and implement what 

they leam from professional development experiences and possibly change their 

pedagogical practice. Consequently, active participation in professional development 

provides teachers opportunities to apply new learning to their practice (Cohen & Hill, 

2000; Loucks-Horsely, Love, Stiles, Mundry, & Hewson, 2003). The results from this 

case study support the notion that teachers react positively to learning experiences that 

are engaging and valuable for increasing their need to build pedagogical content 

knowledge and practice.
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Although teachers made several positive statements about the In-field Gifted 

Endorsement Program, many still mentioned their need for more opportunities to apply 

knowledge and continuous professional development to support ongoing learning and 

growth. Therefore, program developers and facilitators o f professional development for 

rural teachers o f gifted should consider providing participants multiple opportunities to 

implement new learning with continuous reflection and evaluation. In addition, 

professional development offering teachers multiple opportunities to collaborate with 

colleagues to support this reflection and growth should be considered. This finding is 

supported by the N AG C C EC  Teacher Knowledge & Skill Standards fo r  Gifted and 

Talented Education (2006) and the Advanced Standards in Gifted Education (NAGC,

2011) in which collaboration with colleagues and other education stakeholders is 

recognized as essential to building consensus and understanding in gifted education.

Positive responses o f teacher participants correspond with the effectiveness o f the 

In-field Gifted Endorsement Program in relation to the content taught, the process o f 

teaching and learning, and context o f the program. This statement relates to the newly 

revised Standards for Professional Learning (Learning Forward, 2012), delineating 

characteristics o f professional learning that leads to effective teaching practices. 

Accordingly, teachers referred to the knowledge and content that they acquired through 

participating in the four courses, especially Identification and Characteristics o f Gifted 

and Methods and Materials for Teaching Gifted as useful to their thinking and practice. 

Collaboration with colleagues and immediate feedback from the facilitator were also 

referenced by teachers as necessary to individual and group professional development
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(Learning Forward, 2012). The findings from the current study allow for significant 

consideration to be made to previous and future research.

Implications

The effectiveness o f a professional development program is dependent upon how 

carefully teacher participants are able to implement their learning experiences into 

practice (Mizell, 2010). Therefore, it is important to recognize that the teachers in the 

current case study were able to effectively acknowledge and demonstrate their learning 

that occurred through interviews and teacher-created documents. This allowed the 

researcher to gain understanding of how new learning affected teachers’ pedagogical 

practice. Research from this study and other similar studies should be considered when 

policy makers are setting requirements for gifted endorsement and gifted education.

Curriculum developers and facilitators should consider the current study in 

relation to adult learning theory when designing professional development programs for 

teachers. Professional development programs offering realistic learning objectives that 

are important to teachers enable them to both choose and commit to authentic learning 

that may cause a transformation in both thinking and practice. In addition, teachers need 

professional development program facilitators who are experts in their area o f expertise 

and willing to provide support and feedback when necessary to assist teachers in 

transferring learning into practice so that it is sustained. Facilitators must also be able to 

ensure that teachers have multiple learning opportunities to implement new knowledge 

with ongoing feedback so that teachers can build and further sustain effective practice. 

Finally, professional development programs created for teachers should provide
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numerous opportunities for support through collaboration with colleagues to allow for 

continued application, analysis, reflection, practice, and synthesis o f  learning (Speck, 

1996).

From the implications, the researcher referred to the theoretical framework that 

guided this study to develop a method for viewing future professional development. 

Figure 7 displays the implications for future professional development within a social 

constructivist paradigm.

Professional Development within a Social 
Constructivist Paradigm

Theory

Collaboration

Professional 
Development 
Program Design

(Knowles, 1980, as 
cited in Merriam, 
2001)

Knowles' Theory of 
Andragogy

Interest
Choice
Need

Mezirow’s 
Transformative 

Learning Theory

Transforming 
Teacher Learning

• Inclusive
• Differentiating
• Permeable
• Critically 

reflective
• Integrative o f 

experience
(Mezirow, 1996, p. 
163)

(Borko, 2004)

Borko's Model for 
Evaluating 

Professional 
Development

Facilitator
Process o f
teaching
Participant
learning
Context of the
program

Figure 7. Implications for Future Professional Development within a Social 
Constructivist Paradigm
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Professional development for teachers o f gifted should be framed within social 

constructivism with foundations in Knowles' Theory o f Andragogy (Knowles, 1980), 

Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 1996), and evaluated through Borko's Model 

for Evaluating Professional Development (Borko, 2004). This framework emphasizes 

choice, challenge, and collaboration which supports teacher learning that may affect 

pedagogical practice.

Recommendations for Future Research 

Findings from the analysis o f collected data indicate that emerging themes 

support the theoretical framework and build upon this foundation. These discoveries set a 

framework from which other researchers can build and support their own studies.

When the researcher was conducting a literature review for the study, she found 

minimal existing research on the specific topic o f gifted education in rural school 

settings. The researcher had a disadvantage for building her research background with 

such limited available data. This study adds to the current insufficient body of research 

while providing a base for future qualitative and quantitative research.

The In-field Gifted Endorsement Program evaluated within the current case study 

is a good example of how teachers in rural schools get needed support from RESAs. The 

findings from this research also indicate that when teachers are provided professional 

development that impacts their pedagogical practice, student learning can be impacted as 

well. Programs similar to the one that was under study need to be evaluated similarly so 

that program developers will be able to improve an already effective professional 

development opportunity for gifted education.
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Final Thoughts

More studies must be conducted to gain an understanding o f what teachers of 

gifted need to be able to change their thinking and practice. For too long, professional 

development programs have been implemented, primarily to provide teachers with 

content knowledge to increase student achievement. This endeavor is not unfounded; 

however, for student learning to be impacted, true change in a teacher’s thinking and 

pedagogical practice must occur. Thus, teachers’ adult learning needs should be 

considered so that learning is seen as significant, necessary, and meaningful. When 

teachers of gifted recognize new learning as such, then there is potential for authentic 

change to occur in their pedagogical practice. This change in practice places emphasis on 

the impact it may have on teaching gifted students and ultimately, student learning.
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This document was sent via email as an attachment with the following letter:
D e a r____________ ,
I want to thank you for agreeing to participate in my case study on “Professional 
Development of Teachers o f the Gifted”. As a part o f this study, I will need to collect and 
analyze documents that teachers would consider as modifications to the regular 
curriculum or changes in instructional practices.
The purpose of acquiring these documents prior to our interview is to allow me access 
into the connections that you make for your gifted students to enrich or accelerate 
curriculum. Therefore, please send me 3 documents that you consider meet these criteria. 
You may send these via email, by mail, or you may call me to collect them from you. 
These documents need to be available to me by January 25, 2013 so that I may begin my 
research analysis and schedule an interview. Use this list below as a framework for 
gathering documents; however, please feel free to use any other artifact that you feel 
meet the above description.
Interviews will be scheduled between the following dates: January 28, 2013 to February 
28, 2013. A portion o f the interview will be focused on discussing the documents that 
you send so that I may gain insight into your instructional practice. The interview will 
last approximately no longer than 2 hours and will take place at the local coffee shop or 
in a neutral location that you choose.
Please be reminded that participation in this study is completely voluntary, and you have 
the right to withdraw as a participant at any time. Furthermore, Mercer University’s 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study # (H I301011) and approved it on (18- 
Jan-2013).
Questions about your rights as a research participant:
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part o f this 
study, you can contact, anonymously if  you wish, the Institutional Review Board by 
phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC Research @Mercer.edu

Thank you for your time and consideration,
Bonnie R. Green, Ph.D. Candidate 
Curriculum & Instruction 
Tift College of Education 
Mercer University

Phone: 478-979-7966/Email: brrgreen@yahoo.com

mailto:brrgreen@yahoo.com


List o f Documents/Artifacts 

Lesson Plan or other written document indicating one o f the following:

□  Curriculum compacting

□  Flexible Grouping

□  Differentiated Curriculum

□  Enrichment activities

□  Accelerated activates

□  Problem-based learning

□  Projects

□  Higher order questioning

□  Higher order thinking

□  Problem solving/inquiry

□  Flexible Choice

□  Other:______________________

Template or artifact:

□  Menu or Choice Board

□  Differentiated Product (ie, flip book, foldable)

□  Independent Study

□  Other
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f n s n r u r t a n a t  R * v w w  i f o a r r i  
f o r  R o s o t t r t h  i n s  H u m a n  S u i > j « c t i

18-Jan-2013

Z s. Bonnie R. G reen  
Tift College o f E ducation 
Tift College o f E ducation 
1400 Coleman A venue 
/a e o n , GA 31207-0001

IE: P rofessional D evelopm ent fo r T eacher o f  G ifted  in Rural M iddle G eorgia (H1301011 

>ear Ms. G reen:

rour application  en titled : P rofessional D evelopm ent fo r Teacher o f G ifted in Rural M iddle G eorg ia  (H 1301011 w as rev iew ed  by 
his Institutional Review Board fo r H um an Subjects R esearch  in acco rd an ce  w ith  Federa l R egu la tions 21 CFR 56.110(b) and  45 
1FR 46.110(b) (for ex p ed ited  review ) an d  w as ap p ro v ed  u n d e r  C atego ry  6 ,7  p e r  63 FR 60364.

rour application  w as approved  fo r on e  year o f  study o n  18-Jan -2013. The p ro toco l exp ires 18-Jan-2013. If th e  study  con tin u es 
>eyond o n e  year, it m ust be  re -e v a lu a ted  by th e  IRB C o m m ittee .

tem (s) A pproved: 
yew  Application

’ lease  com p le te  th e  survey for th e  IRB and  th e  Office o f  R esearch  C om pliance. To acce ss  th e  su rv ey , click on  th e  follow ing 
ink: h t t p : / / h t t p s : / / w w w - S u r v e y m o n k f c y . c o m / s / K 7 C T T B R

kva Chambliss-Richardson, M ED ., CIP, CIM 
/ e m b e r
n tu itional Review Board
Z e rc e r University IRB & Office o f  Research C om pliance 
’hon e  (478) 301-4101 
:ax (478) 301-2329 
3RC_Mercer@ M ercer.Edu

Respectfully,

Mptre* tiniverwty hart .vtnpiwd ,m<l agree* tc conduct its clniral reeearrh sluams mi arrordance wtm the 
inlerndUonai ConMetHe on ManponiMtion t  HCH > GuxkHdes for Good cim cal Praclicp

I >OR f Pllegr st«<-«-( •  / «  < lriH|M
(-4 71 > 301 4101 •  ♦’*) AOl

http://https://www-Surveymonkfcy.com/s/K7CTTBR
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A/lERCER
X  Y  J L U  N 1 V E R S I T Y

Informed Consent
Professional Development for Teachers of Gifted in Rural Middle Georgia

You arc being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

Investigators

Bonnie Green, a doctoral student at Mercer University in the Tift College o f Education, is 
the principal investigator for this research study. The faculty advisor for this study is Dr. 
Kelly Reffitt. Both Bonnie Green and Dr. ReiTitt can be located at 1400 Coleman 
Avenue. Macon. Georgia, 31207.

Purpose of the Research

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to investigate and describe the professional 
development experiences of rural teachers working in Middle Georgia who have 
participated in the Gifted Endorsement Program developed by Northwest Georgia 
Regional Education Service Agency (RESA) during the provided timeframe: 2007-2011.

As a participant in the study, you will be asked to describe your experiences while you 
participated in the Gifted Endorsement Program during 2007-2011. The research will be 
completed in order for the principal investigator to meet the doctoral requirements of 
Mercer University.

Procedures

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to collect three artifacts 
that indicate how you meet the needs o f the gifted learners that you teach (see attached 
list for examples). These artifacts will need to be provided to the researcher prior to the 
interview session.

You will be interviewed by the principal investigator for approximately 45-75 minutes 
and will be asked about the provided artifacts during this time. The interview will take 
place in a neutral location agreed upon by both the reseurcher and the participant.

Potential Risks or Discomforts

There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. However, any questions that 
cause discomfort may be skipped and you have the right to end the interview or to

Q ifisU ao
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withdraw from this study either temporarily or permanently at any time.

Potential Benefits of the Research

While there are no direct potential benefits for the participant, there is potential to further 
research in professional development for teachers o f the gifted.

Confidentiality and Data Storage

The data collected will be only for the purposes o f this study, with numbers and school 
level (Elementary Teacher #1) being assigned to the participant and his or her associated 
school. Only the investigator and Dr. Rcllitt will have access to the full identity o f  the 
participant.

Data will be kept secure in a secure location under lock and key. Electronic data will be 
kept on the researcher's password protected laptop. ITte investigator and Dr. Reffitt will 
only have access.

Participation and Withdrawal

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate or withdraw at any time. To withdraw from the study please contact:

Bonnie R. Green 
(478) 979-7966

Please note: if the data are anonymous, subjects cannot withdraw after data collection has 
taken place.

Questions about the Research

If you have any questions about the research, please contact:

Bonnie R. Green 
(478) 979-7966 
brrgreenftr yahoo.com

Dr. Kelly Rcftitt
478-301-5389
REFFITT KE'fl'mercer.edu

In Case of Injury

It is unlikely that participation in this project will result in harm to subjects.

Audio or Video Tanine
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By agreeing to participate in this study, you are also agreeing to the audio taping of the 
fuce-to-face interview

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you 
believe there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may 
contact the IRB Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered 
to your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary' agreement to 
participate in this research study.

KI-H'Sl liVMUK! N

Signature o f Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature o f Person Obtaining Consent

Re* O S 'W 'Z iiH )
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The researcher used semi-structured, open-ended guiding questions to facilitate a 
conversational interview with each participant. The following questions were asked 
throughout the interview:

Interview Recording Form

Teacher #
Introduction
Key Components to address:
• Thank you
• Your name
• Purpose
• Confidentiality
• Duration
• How interview will be conducted
• Opportunity for questions
• Signature o f consent

Demographic Information 
Participant name
School Affiliation
Years o f  teaching experience
Age
Ethnicity
Gender
Other

When did you participate in the gifted 
endorsement program?

Where did you go to complete your courses?

How would you describe the endorsement 
program provided to you?

How would you describe the program 
facilitator?

How was the information disseminated to you?

Were you ever provided choice?

What did you find to be most valuable about 
the program?

Do you feel that your learning needs were met?

How would you describe your experiences 
while participating in the gifted endorsement 
program?
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How have you changed your practice?

Which course did you find most helpful?

What tools or materials do you use most in 
your everyday practice that you learned about 
through the gifted program endorsement?

Please describe your documents?

How do you use your documents in your 
everyday work?

Where did you learn about these (documents)?

Please share your feelings toward previous 
professional development and what you think 
you need with future programs.

Please describe one experience that you feel 
had a lasting impact on you instructional 
practice.

Is there anything else that you would like to 
add?

Closing

Key Components:

• Additional comments

• Next steps

• Thank you
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Table El
Frequency o f  Emerging Codes from  Interviews

Emerging Codes From Interviews
T1 T2 T3 T4 T5 T6 T7 T8 T9

1. Positive thoughts tow ard ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
participation ✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓
✓
✓

2. Dialogue ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
✓

3. Identifying Giftedness ■/ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
✓
✓
✓

4. Case Study ✓ ✓ ✓

5. Differentiating Instruction ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

✓
✓

6. Im portance of Effective Facilitator ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

7. Im portance of Instructor’s V ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Knowledge

8. Facilitator Feedback ✓ ✓
9. Choice (teacher) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

10. Choice (Student) ✓ ✓ ✓
✓
V
✓

11. S tudent Ownership ✓
✓

12. Engagement ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

13. W ork through newly learned ✓ ✓ V
inform ation to use in teaching gifted

14. Reflection/Journaling ✓ ✓
✓

15. Techniques for teaching gifted ✓ ✓ ✓ V ✓ ✓

16. Collaboration with colleagues ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
✓ ✓
✓ ✓

17. Need for m ore professional ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
developm ent ✓

18. Change in practice ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
✓ ✓

✓
19. Change in thinking ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

✓ ✓ ✓
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Table FI
Codes Illustrating the Chunking Process

Positive thoughts tow ard 
participation

Dialogue

Identifying Giftedness 

Case Study

Differentiating Instruction

Importance o f Effective Facilitator

Importance of Instructor's 
Knowledge

Facilitator Feedback

Choice (teacher)

Choice (Student)

S tudent Ownership

Engagement

Productive Struggle

Reflection/Journaling

Techniques for teaching gifted

Collaboration with colleagues

Need for m ore professional 
developm ent

Change in practice

Change in thinking 
research /evaluation /in terp retation

Flexible grouping

O bservation/interview

Standards

Curriculum/program 

Connections across curriculum 

Higher level questioning/ thinking

Techniques for teaching gifted; 
research /evaluation /in terpreta tion ; 
flexible grouping; observation / 
interview; standards; curriculum / 
program ; connections across 
curriculum; higher level 
questioning/ thinking

Identifying Giftedness; Case Study; 
research / evaluation/ 
in terpretation ; flexible grouping; 
observation / interview; Standards; 
higher level question ing/ thinking

Im portance of Instructor's 
Knowledge; Facilitator Feedback; 
Engagement

Differentiation for Gifted

Characteristics o f Gifted

Effective Facilitator

Positive; Engagem ent; Choice;
Collaboration w ith colleagues; Need
for m ore professional developm ent; Collaboration
connections across curriculum;
higher level question ing/ thinking

Choice (teacher); assignm ents; 
Choice (student); assignm ents; 
S tudent Ownership

Dialogue; Productive Struggle; 
Reflection/Journaling; Case Study; 
Collaboration with colleagues; 
Change in practice; Change in 
thinking; research / evaluation 
/in te rp re ta tion ; higher level 
questioning/ thinking

Choice

Challenge/Change
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Northweit O w g le  RESA 
C tn c H r tU c i  of th> GH sd  

Daftvarad t h r o u g h M B  RESA

C h a r a c t a r i a f c a o f t t e M a dcoiaaH.11am__________
 __________ A_
O m  A e e te m  Oct V 11. N w  *1 7 .
D >t<  __________
Clias Monk 4 4M M _________

M i n a w  m

Endoreaw ent a n d  C a r tA g to n  Progw m a a> Horthweat  G eo ig te  RESA w  J aajgn Bd  to 
a r m a  r a  c m U a m  m  b w a ta d g a a M  p ra fa a M M li nAo  p o a a m  t n t i  a  tiao ra tica l 
a n d  p r a d c *  ta m lo d g a  D ata  T o tte k n o w to d g a a b te m a a n a to h a t t a t to r o u ? *  
g roundhg  « th a  a c a d a m e  c a n a rd  t i p a c M  a# aductead  p a o p la  *1 Ho r t m a t  G e o rg s  
RESA E ndonw nard  Prog ram ! tw ro  th e  p n r a q u s d id o R s n d  t a d  a l  c m i d e l a t  
p rea a rt aw daw ca of k o n g  underg radua te  a c a d a n c  te m d e t o r  a c c o m p an a d  by 
a u x a e a f J  b e e f in g  experience, upon  arteoh V s e  endo re am a n t program knoM bdge a  
oonatructed. For a l Kprlh wee t G eo rg ia  RESA  can r t t o m  to  b e  Ir o adedgeaM e m ean a  
a m p m ?  a n d  being  p r o i a a n tn o o n c o r S ib f l aludy to f i e  endocaem anl Bald of teudy 
n  ia W i  th a  r a n r t te to  chooaaa to  m o a t z a

L C om e OaacrtpMoR
C ha rad a n aa ca  o f « «  G ihad pmwidaf an  o v a m o f  gA ad la a m a n  a n d  ip e c a i  
popuiafeona C o y v a .  aooaF artoO onal. and  tianaw oral c h aractenaoca  of g d b c  
chddran n e c e e e tm  ddleren t ne»xx»onai d e s y i  T he o o u n a  « i  add raee  m e thods by 

« A ch  the  w q u e  ch a ro c te n s te s  c an  d a  a d d m a a d  a t n a tu e t to n  and teem ing 

a n w o n m  T h s  c o i m  m  a d d re s se s  the  r s m i t i e n t i  u e e d  n  to e  p ro c e ss  of 
(dertfyvig a n d  se rw ig  g f le d  s tudents

L  R a te rw la

T he purpose  of C J s ra c te n s fc s  of to e  G A e d *  to  ex am d *  t w  *arioue to te s  of toe  grfted 
a n d  to  u n d sn ta n d  to e  erw W nm enta l a n d  ctftorarf (actors th a t m ay affec t toe  
KferdfeMton a n d  n d ro c h o n  of th e ae  student*

f t  Teriboofc
T he textbook adopted  to r to n  c o u r s e s ’
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V. C om a OHaeflna and O m a m a
The o n n e  « •  adteeas * »  totoatoQ « m  atpetoae and outeamae ea Agnefl to
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Cm dkA easA leam ie:
C a e r i a  O j a c i m
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gA ed
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educator*
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(Northwest Georgia RESA, Characteristics o f  the gifted course handbook (n.d., pp. 1-2)
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Sample Analysis of Syllabus from Methods and Materials for Teaching Gifted

Course Objectives: 
Candidates will be able to:

Code

Demonstrate knowledge of the unique learning 

needs of gifted students and major i 

instructional goals appropriate for gifted students

teacher learning 

characteristics of gifted 

instruction
Demonstrate knowledge of a

variety of instructional methods that are

appropriate for gifted students

teacher learning 

differentiated instruction 

characteristics of gifted
Demonstrate knowledge of current

educational issues and practices in 
programming and

instruction for gifted students

teacher learning 

program

instruction
characteristics of gifted

Develop differentiated curricula and

appropriate instructional materials to meet 
the unique needs of gifted students

differentiation
curriculum

differentiated instruction 
characteristics of gifted

Demonstrate the ability to implement and

evaluate differentiated learning experiences for gifted 
students

teacher learning 

assessment
differentiated instruction
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R: When did you participate in the gifted endorsement program?
T3:1 took the courses during the 2009-2010 school year.
R: Where did you go to complete your courses?
T3:1 did not have to go anywhere because the facilitator arranged to have the program 
implemented at my school.
R: Why was the program offered at your school?
Our school system had the most teachers to sign up for the program so RESA brought the 
program to us.
R: How would you describe the endorsement program provided to you?
T3: The program was offered through RESA and consisted o f 4 courses. We met on 
Tuesdays from 4:00-9:00. It was a good program.
R: How would you describe the program facilitator?
T3: Program facilitator was excellent in delivering information. She was very thorough 
and did a great job in elaborating on information and making sure that we participated in 
each class session. She was also good using course objectives to help us understand the 
purpose for all of our assignments.
R: Please describe how the information/ instruction in each o f the courses was 
disseminated to you?
T3: The information was provided through face to face contact, Power Points, oral 
presentations, or interactive participation.
R: Were you ever provided choice in how instruction was provided or how your 
knowledge was assessed? If so, please describe at least one example.
T3: M s.____________ often asked our opinion on how we wanted information presented.
She listened to us and brought in additional resources when needed and encouraged us to 
do the same thing. We were able to choose how we wanted to present what we learned 
too.
R: What did you find to be most valuable about the program?
T3: The most valuable asset o f the program was the information we received on 
differentiating for the talented and gifted while continuing to provide instruction for those 
struggling students.

R indicates researcher/interviewer; T3 indicates Teacher # 3


