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Article

Eight years ago, an existing private school for gifted students 
with academic, social, emotional, and/or behavioral chal-
lenges implemented an alternative approach to traditional 
teaching practices based on a growing body of multidisci-
plinary research that cites the benefits of using a strengths-
based, talent-focused philosophy. The school’s program 
consisted of three key elements: The multiperspectives pro-
cess model (MPPM), which is an explicit decision-making 
tool; the schoolwide enrichment model (SEM; Renzulli & 
Reis, 1997); and the contextualization and integration of skill 
development with differentiation that takes into account both 
strengths and weaknesses.

The purpose of this study was to understand the experi-
ences of the first cohort of students who entered the school 
when the strengths-based, talent-focused approach was put 
into effect. By identifying ways this approach may have 
influenced student growth, the researchers hoped this study 
would add to the literature about creating effective educa-
tional programs for twice-exceptional (2e) students.a

Background

Reviews of extant literature indicate that the 2e population 
has a unique set of educational needs. Four articles in the 
past 15 years summarized existing information and, taken 

together, concur that research has centered primarily on the 
characteristics and identification of 2e students along with 
compensation and remediation techniques (Brody & Mills, 
1997; Kalbfleisch & Iguchi, 2008; Nicpon, Allmon, Sieck, & 
Stinson, 2011; Nielsen, 2002). To a lesser degree, the articles 
addressed the social and emotional issues faced by these stu-
dents as a function of their paradoxical syndromes. While 
programming options are described, there has been little 
research on the effectiveness of various approaches. Nicpon 
et al. (2011) note that “this research agenda must be a prior-
ity” (p. 14).

Although 2e students possess gifts and disabilities simul-
taneously, the two exceptionalities are often addressed sepa-
rately in educational settings (Assouline & Whiteman, 2011), 
with little regard for the influence one exceptionality may 
have on the other (Schultz, 2012). For example, as Schultz 
argues, 2e students may not have received necessary accom-
modations for success when participating in an advanced 
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Abstract
This study sought to understand the experiences of a cohort of students who entered a strengths-based private school 
for twice-exceptional students during middle school and successfully completed graduation requirements. Using a case 
study design, the researchers analyzed data collected from student and teacher interviews, parent focus groups, educational 
records, and psychological reports. Findings indicate areas of change and development across cognitive, emotional/behavioral, 
and social domains and identified five factors underlying student growth: psychological safety, tolerance for asynchrony, time, 
positive relationships, and the consistent use of a strengths-based, talent-focused philosophy. Data also revealed four benefits 
from the talent development opportunities offered by the school. Participating in talent development activities enabled 
students to become part of a social group; to overcome some social, emotional, and cognitive challenges in context; to 
develop ongoing mentor and professional relationships with people in talent areas; and to develop expertise in an area of 
talent. This research supports the incorporation of a strengths-based, talent-focused approach for twice-exceptional learners.
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honors course. Furthermore, Crim, Hawkins, Ruban, and 
Johnson (2008) found that because of the federal mandate to 
serve students with disabilities, 2e students were more likely 
to receive deficits-based services than talent development or 
gifted programming.

Theoretical Framework

Traditionally, schools have tended to serve the needs of these 
students by first trying to remediate the deficits through a 
variety of programs and settings (Assouline & Whiteman, 
2011; Crim et al., 2008). From a distinctly different perspec-
tive, the field of positive psychology argues that a primary 
focus on the disability or problem offers only a limited 
understanding of a student’s potential (Peterson, 2009). 
Rather than placing attention primarily on correcting weak-
nesses, positive psychologists recommend adopting research-
based interventions that build competency by focusing on 
and amplifying strengths (Terjesen, Jacofsky, Froh, & 
DiGiuseppe, 2004). “Treatment is not just fixing what is  
broken; it is nurturing what is best” (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 7).

Many researchers agree that 2e students require an approach 
that encompasses attention to high potential and talent areas as 
well as areas of deficit (Assouline & Whiteman, 2011; Baum 
& Owen, 2004; Brody & Mills, 1997; Nicpon et al., 2011; 
Reis, Neu, & McGuire, 1995; Schultz, 2012). Studies from the 
field of gifted education, applying gifted education strategies 
with nontraditionally gifted students, have provided evidence 
to support this position (Baum, Cooper, Neu, & Owen, 1997; 
Olenchak, 1995; Oreck, Baum, & McCartney, 2000; Reis, 
Schader, Milne, & Stephens, 2003). The commonality across 
this research is the presence of a talent focus. Although recog-
nizing that some or all of the elements in a traditional approach 
of providing remediation, compensation strategies, and social 
skills classes for struggling learners can show some success, 
collective findings from positive psychology and gifted educa-
tion suggest using a different lens—away from remediation as 
the primary emphasis to a model based on what clinical pro-
fessor of psychiatry Daniel Siegel (personal communication, 
May 31, 2013) suggests—using “strengths as the entry point.” 
The combination of positive psychology and the talent devel-
opment approach validated through gifted education research 
formed the theoretical foundation for the school’s philosophy 
and programming.

Method and Procedures

To understand what students experienced, the researchers 
employed a case study research design. Merriam and 
Simpson (1995) define qualitative case study as “an inten-
sive description and analysis of a phenomenon or social unit 
such as an individual, group, institution, or community”  
(p. 108), looking holistically and in-depth within a particular 
context, and reporting descriptions of the contextual 

influences on the individual or program under investigation. 
Case studies examine individuals’ experiences within one 
“bounded system” (Merriam, 1998) and provide a thorough 
understanding of the particular, which is transferred when 
the particular is recognized across similar or diverse contexts 
(Stake, 2010). This investigation involved a bounded system 
of one cohort of students in one particular school.

For the purpose of this study, these operational definitions 
were used:

•• “Strengths-based” is defined as curricular and instruc-
tional approaches that are differentiated to align with 
students’ cognitive styles, learning preferences, and 
profiles of intelligences.

•• “Talent-focused” involves ongoing identification and 
recognition of a student’s advanced abilities as well as 
budding interests, along with explicit options for 
exploring and expressing those abilities and interests 
within and outside the curriculum. Talent focus is used 
as an overarching term that includes “talent 
development.”

•• “Talent development” refers to encouragement and 
support of identified talents and abilities that are nur-
tured in their own right—neither as an opening for 
remediation nor as a reward or motivator for 
achievement.

Setting

The research took place in a private, college preparatory 
school for 2e students in Grades 6 to 12 with class size lim-
ited to between 8 and 12 students. The school’s professional 
staff included an educational therapist; a school psycholo-
gist; a part-time director of professional development, who is 
one of the authors of this study; and teachers with expertise 
in their own discipline areas (i.e., published authors, experi-
enced musicians, and accomplished scientists) but not neces-
sarily with special education or gifted education credentials.

Participants

The focus of the study was to understand the experiences of 
a cohort of students who were the first for whom the school’s 
philosophy was implemented. The 10 students (eight males 
and two females) that entered in middle school and com-
pleted graduation requirements by 2011 were included in this 
research. Throughout this article, the participants are identi-
fied using pseudonyms to protect their anonymity. Table 1 
provides the students’ pseudonyms, information about age 
and grade level at entry to the school, as well as the reasons 
cited in exit interviews for students who left the cohort. All 
students came from middle to high–socioeconomic status 
families; only one was not Caucasian.

Acceptance at the school required that each student sub-
mit a comprehensive psycho-educational report with scores 
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documenting both high abilities and diagnosed disabilities 
that affect learning. As prospective students, each visited the 
school for in-depth interviews and participated in classroom 
sessions where teachers observed their responses and inter-
actions. Gifted potential was agreed on by the admissions 
committee based on a synthesis of test scores, interviews, 
and observations.

All students had documented evidence of superior intel-
lectual ability on The Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 
Children (WISC), either the WISC III (Wechsler, 1991) or 
the WISC IV (Wechsler, 2003). Full Scale scores ranged 
from 120 to 149; Verbal Comprehension scores ranged from 
110 to 150; and Perceptual Reasoning ranged from 106 to 
142. Diagnoses noted in psychological reports prior to entry 

Table 1. Students Entering Middle School.

Student code Pseudonym
Age at entry, 

years
6th grade 

entry
7th grade 

entry
8th grade 

entry
Grade left 

cohort
Reasons cited 

for leaving

S1 Mark 11 X Graduated
S2 Beth 11 X Graduated
S3 Jacob 11 X Graduated
S4 Peter 11 X Graduated
S5 Amy 11 X Graduated
S6 Lucas 11 X Graduated
S7 Paul 12 X Graduated
S8 Brian 12 X Graduated
S9 Michael 13 X Graduated
S10 Andrew 13 X Graduated
S11 X 9th Repeated 8th 

grade and 
graduated 
the 
following 
year

S12 X 8th Desired 
larger social 
environment 
and school 
with more 
sports

S13 X 10th Financial 
reasons; 
chose 
mainstream 
school with 
Special 
Education 
options

S14 X 8th Wanted 
to be at 
mainstream 
school

S15 X 9th Financial 
reasons

S16 X 10th Wanted 
a larger, 
mainstream 
school

S17 X 11th Needed new 
environment 
at both 
home and 
school; went 
abroad
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included the followingb: attention deficit hyperactivity disor-
der (ADHD; n = 6); Asperger’s syndromec (n = 3), with three 
additional students noted as having “Asperger’s-like” behav-
iors; obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD; n = 2); opposi-
tional defiant disorder (ODD) (n = 2); generalized anxiety 
disorder (GAD; n = 4); Tourette syndrome (n = 1); and major 
depressive disorder (n = 1). The reports also indicated weak-
nesses in executive functioning, processing speed, working 
memory, and/or written production for the majority of stu-
dents. Prior to acceptance at the school, all but two of the 
students had been receiving therapies and services to address 
their respective needs. Seven were taking or had taken some 
form of medication to address combinations of inattention, 
hyperactivity, anxiety, and/or depression. Even with these 
supports in place, no student had been able to thrive in previ-
ous school environments.

The cohort of students shared identification as 2e, yet 
their combination of gifts and disabilities was individual. All 
of the students graduated from the school, but their develop-
ment and progress varied. The short descriptions of the par-
ticipants, compiled from admissions folders, psychological 
reports, interim progress reports, and cumulative folders pro-
vide an understanding of the range of unique challenges and 
needs, along with a sense of the commonalities within the 
group.

Brian: Brian suffered from GAD, which manifested in his 
inability to speak or interact with others. Also diagnosed 
with dysgraphia, he had a difficult time producing written 
material and had performed poorly in public school 
despite an IQ in the superior range, standardized achieve-
ment test scores above the 98th percentile in all subject 
areas, and extraordinary skills in computer technology. 
By high school, Brian had been accelerated in math, sci-
ence, and technology. He graduated a year early, deferring 
admission for a year to a well-respected school of engi-
neering to serve as a research assistant to scientists at 
California Institute of Technology.
Peter: According to psychological reports, Peter was 
diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome at age 3. He scored 
in the superior range on the WISC IV, but professionals 
projected that he would always have difficulties with 
socialization and group settings. Deficits were also noted 
in executive functioning and motor planning. When he 
entered the school, he was seeing an educational therapist 
weekly to help with writing skills and organizational dif-
ficulties. By graduation Peter excelled in writing, drama, 
and drumming. He was accepted at five colleges.
Lucas: A victim of panic attacks and bullying in previous 
schools, Lucas resorted to cutting (self-mutilation with a 
sharp object). His sensitivity to the injustices of the world 
caused high levels of anxiety. At the time of entrance to 
the school, Lucas was taking medication for anxiety and 
was attending weekly counseling sessions. Scoring in the 
93rd percentile on Verbal Comprehension Index on the 

WISC III, Lucas also had specific learning disabilities in 
written production, organization, and math. His academic 
challenges, although diminishing each year, continued 
throughout high school. By graduation, he was accepted 
into a school of music as an emerging professional 
musician.
Andrew: Diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome, ODD, 
and ADHD Inattentive Type, Andrew had been hospital-
ized for depression and then homeschooled for a year 
prior to entering the school. Despite scores in the superior 
range on both the Verbal Comprehension and Perceptual 
Organization indices on the WISC III, his poor handwrit-
ing and his attention and sequencing difficulties were 
ongoing obstacles to success. By the end of high school, 
as documented in his psychological evaluation, Andrew’s 
friends, teachers, and peers all noticed his keen wit and 
intense interest in technology and video games. He was 
accepted into five universities, planning to major in sci-
ence and technology.
Jacob: Jacob had diagnoses of ADHD, OCD, dysgraphia, 
and Tourette’s syndrome. Entering this school, he was 
anxious, depressed, fearful of change, often oppositional, 
and taking a mix of prescription medications. He scored 
138 on the Verbal Comprehension Index of the WISC III. 
Although it was noted that Jacob was highly gifted in 
reading and writing, he often refused to complete assign-
ments. By his senior year, Jacob was regarded as a leader. 
Already accepted through early action at two notable lib-
eral arts colleges at the time of his interview, Jacob was 
looking forward to hearing from other schools.
Paul: Paul’s psychological reports indicated diagnoses of 
ADHD and dysgraphia and severe problems with process-
ing speed and working memory resulting in an inability to 
memorize information and write fluently. Performing in 
the superior range on the WISC III, Paul scored in the 
99th percentile on the Verbal Comprehension Index. 
Creative, humorous, and socially adept, Paul often used 
these abilities to avoid tasks. He barely met academic 
requirements for graduation but was accepted to a state 
university.
Mark: Diagnosed with ADHD and OCD, Mark experi-
enced difficulties with executive functioning, anxiety, 
impulsivity, and visual motor integration. Performing in 
the superior range on the WISC III Full Scale, he scored 
in the 99th percentile on the Verbal Comprehension Index. 
Throughout high school, Mark floated ideas for entrepre-
neurial ventures. He did not complete his college applica-
tion on time (later receiving acceptance to a local college), 
choosing to start a video filming company directly after 
graduation.
Michael: Michael was diagnosed with Asperger’s syn-
drome, OCD, and ADHD. His records noted extreme cog-
nitive rigidity and social immaturity. His superior 
intellectual abilities on the WISC III along with excellent 
academic performance led to acceleration in seventh 
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grade. However, his emotional issues increased, and he 
began to struggle with productivity. He required an extra 
year to finish all the requirements and was then accepted 
to a drama program in a state university.
Amy: Academically advanced but diagnosed with autism, 
Amy had difficulty staying focused and transitioning 
from one task to another. She was rude and abrasive to 
faculty and peers. She skipped eighth grade and graduated 
a year ahead of her peers, receiving a scholarship to attend 
a noted women’s college; however, her parents insisted on 
declining the offer. Amy then attended a local community 
college and continued to visit the school frequently during 
that year, spending time with the school counselor and 
friends from her original cohort.
Beth: With diagnoses of Asperger’s, ADHD, ODD, and 
GAD, Beth had been seen by three therapists, was taking 
medication, and was enrolled in a social skills class when 
she entered the school. Her highly variable WISC III pro-
file ranged from a score of 147 on Perceptual Organization 
Index to a low of 69 on the Freedom From Distraction 
Index. She was a voracious reader, adding insightful com-
ments during discussions, yet only on her own terms. Her 
defiance led to standoffs with peers and faculty. By her 
senior year, Beth had completed most of her assignments 
on time but continued to need support with writing. Her 
talent in art flourished during high school resulting in her 
acceptance by a well-known college for the arts.

Denzin (2006) suggests extending participants to 
include other stakeholders, therefore we also included 
information from parents and teachers who taught these 
students at different grade levels, as well as staff members 
who witnessed the students’ growth from middle school to 
graduation.

Program

Multiperspectives Process Model. To create the highly support-
ive program, faculty and staff developed a team decision-
making model (Figure 1) that synthesized important elements 
critical to understanding 2e students. Starting from a 
strengths-based, talent-focused philosophy, use of the 
MPPM encouraged collaboration among the professionals 
working with the students and their families that resulted in 
a cohesive, consistent approach where the different perspec-
tives were considered and aligned. To assure fidelity to the 
model, an enlarged, visual diagram of the MPPM was used at 
team meetings in order to guide discussions.

The MPPM is best described as student-centered. Both 
the talents and challenges of 2e students are viewed simulta-
neously, highlighting the dynamic interplay between and 
among five critical variables gleaned from both research on 
2e learners and experience. The variables are gifts, talents, 

and interests; learning differences; social and emotional 
readiness; disabilities; and the family context.

Gifts, talents, and interests: This variable is always con-
sidered first. Its priority stems from knowledge that such 
a focus opens avenues for engaging student attention 
(Gardner, 2004) and finding avenues for them to develop 
positively (Neihart, 2002; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000).
Learning differences: Style differences (personality, cog-
nitive, multiple intelligences profiles, and learning styles) 
affect how 2e learners process information and organize 
their lives (Baum & Owen, 2004; Gardner, 2004; 
Silverman, 1989). Because a strengths-based perspective 
requires careful attention (Tomlinson, 2004), the MPPM 
team uses students’ profiles to align instructional goals 
appropriately.
Social and emotional readiness: Social and emotional 
well-being is foundational for good learning to take 
place. Psycho-social and emotional issues are prevalent 
in students with dual diagnoses (Assouline, Nicpon, & 
Whiteman, 2010; Moon, 2002; Reis & Colbert, 2004; 
Webb et al., 2005). Twice-exceptional students tend to 
be anxious, as well as socially and emotionally imma-
ture (Baum, Dann, Novak, & Pruess, 2009; Eide & 
Eide, 2006). These issues may compromise their readi-
ness to cope with age- or grade-level demands. For 
these reasons, readiness is weighed carefully by the 
team.

Figure 1. The multiperspectives process model.
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Disabilities: This variable represents students’ individual 
diagnoses. It becomes important to grasp the neurologi-
cal, psychological, and physiological manifestations of a 
syndrome(s) and how the families have chosen to address 
the disabilities outside the school setting (Brody & Mills, 
1997; Webb et al., 2005). To assure understanding of how 
outside interventions may be affecting a student’s perfor-
mance at any given time, the school maintains regular 
communication with families and therapists.
Family context: Families of 2e students often bring a past 
history of problematic relationships with school commu-
nities. The resulting parental anxiety, lack of confidence 
in dealing with teachers and staff, and overarching con-
cern about their child’s future success can have a negative 
effect on a student’s performance and school adjustment 
(Baum & Owen, 2004). In addition, a parent’s expecta-
tions may not match those of the school, causing addi-
tional conflict. Ongoing communication and resources are 
provided to help parents more effectively support their 
child beyond the school day, as well as to invite parental 
participation on the educational decision-making team.

By taking these five variables into account, the MPPM 
model offers a consistent framework for faculty and staff dis-
cussions about ongoing curriculum development, instruc-
tion, and enrichment for each student. It also serves to inform 
conversations about appropriate services, specific interven-
tions, and other opportunities that might be offered. When 
generating solutions to a problem, the team begins by look-
ing for multiple explanations to provide insight for the 
behavior. For instance, if a student is refusing to complete 
work, questions could be the following: Is the work at the 
student’s intellectual level? Does the student have talent 
development opportunities on a consistent basis? Is the work 
in the classroom dually differentiated to address both 
strengths and deficits?

Schoolwide Enrichment Model. Elements of the SEM (Ren-
zulli & Reis, 1997) are used to offer a continuum of services 
to students that may include enrichment, acceleration, and 
talent development options both within and outside the aca-
demic curriculum. Curriculum is aligned to student readi-
ness, interests, strengths, talents, and learning profiles. 
Electives and talent development include opportunities in 
performing arts, writing, debate, engineering and design, 
technology, enrichment clusters, service learning, advanced 
art, and independent study. Such opportunities are a critical 
part of the program and are not considered extracurricular.

Contextualization and Integration of Skills Development. To 
address the learning differences of the students, teachers 
design curriculum units using the three types of enrichment 
activities described in the enrichment triad model (Renzulli, 
1977), an integral part of SEM. This model allows for a 

variety of ways to introduce students to and engage them in 
a topic (Type I activities). Using field trips, film, speakers, 
and demonstrations as entry points to a unit, students with 
difficulties in reading or processing are offered multiple 
ways to access the curriculum. The second kind of experi-
ence (Type II enrichment) is the purposeful articulation of 
targeted skill instruction within the context of the topic. 
These skills include “learning how to learn” (executive func-
tioning and self-regulation skills), critical and creative think-
ing, communication skills, affective learning (emotional 
regulation), and skills of the discipline. Within each content 
unit particular skills are targeted, taught explicitly, and then 
reinforced in future units of study. For instance, “backward 
planning” might be taught as a “learning how to learn” skill 
if the culminating activity of the unit is a long-term project. 
Finally, to assess learning, units often conclude with some 
sort of authentic creative product or performance (Type III). 
Using the enrichment triad model as a template for planning 
allows the curriculum to be dually differentiated, which 
means that both gifts and learning differences are addressed 
simultaneously. Students are provided challenging content 
and offered alternative ways to access the advanced content 
along with choices for how they communicate what they 
have learned.

Other opportunities for contextualization of skill develop-
ment exist within both enrichment and talent development. 
For instance, at this school, all middle school students take 
drama to explore their interest in that discipline and, more 
important, to learn social skills, which are naturally embed-
ded in the performing arts (i.e., awareness of emotional con-
text, understanding emotions of others, communicating, 
using tone of voice effectively). Contests, competitions, per-
formances, and other opportunities in self-selected areas of 
talent provide yet another platform to teach backward plan-
ning, meeting deadlines, appropriate behavior in public, and 
teamwork. In these cases intrinsic motivation and authentic 
contexts enhance the students’ willingness to stay in the 
struggle, become aware of expectations, and find ways to 
regulate behavior.

Professional Development. The faculty received extensive 
training in the use of this model. Both schoolwide develop-
ment and individual professional development were pro-
vided on a monthly basis during the years of this project. The 
director has extensive background in the model and has been 
influential in its use with 2e students. Beginning in 2008, an 
additional consultant, known for her work in curriculum and 
the SEM, provided teacher training and curriculum support 
several weeks per year. Because all units were to be designed 
using the enrichment triad model, the curriculum consultant, 
the director of professional development, and the directors of 
both the middle and high school created curriculum tem-
plates for faculty to use when designing units. Faculty sub-
mitted their unit plans and were given feedback on both the 
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content and the use of the enrichment triad model by their 
directors.

Data Collection

Data collection included retrospective, semistructured video 
and audio interviews with students, teachers, and parents and 
a focus group with students and parents conducted during the 
students’ senior year. Data were also collected from the stu-
dents’ permanent folders, including psychological reports, 
parent correspondence, and admissions information, as well 
as college letters of application and acceptance and photo-
graphs of school social life.

Interviews with open-ended questions, ranging in length 
from 60 to 90 minutes, were designed to gain direct access to 
participants’ experiences (Schwandt, 2001). A purposeful 
sample of teachers and staff who had worked with these stu-
dents were interviewed, including the sixth-grade teacher, an 
English teacher who taught this cohort for both freshman and 
senior year, a history teacher who also taught these students 
for a minimum of one class, the music teacher, and the art 
teacher, as well as the director of middle school. Parents rep-
resenting six of the cohort accepted the invitation to attend 
the focus group. Questions guiding student interviews, the 
parent focus group, and teacher and professional staff inter-
views can found in Appendixes A, B, and C.

When needed, the researchers met with the administrative 
staff to confirm initial impressions. Researchers were also 
given access to information systematically collected by the 
school to track student growth including semiannual prog-
ress reports, notes from parent meetings, e-mail, and portfo-
lios of student products. The educational therapist maintained 
files with educational plans and notes from MPPM meetings, 
including problems and subsequent actions. As suggested by 
Hodder (1994), these materials provided meaningful evi-
dence of the academic and social culture experienced by the 
students.

Data Analysis

The data analysis team consisted of three researchers. As 
noted previously, the first author, who worked part-time at 
the school, was integral in contributing to the evolution of 
the model, classroom practices supporting the model, and 
teacher training. The other two members of the team are 
qualitative researchers with expertise in the education of at-
risk gifted learners. The team selected inductive analysis as 
the strategy for analyzing and interpreting the data. Such an 
approach involved examining the data closely in search of 
categories or themes within the phenomena under investiga-
tion, followed by a search for relationships among the cate-
gories. The work of Miles and Huberman (1994) served as a 
guide in the process of coding and analyzing the varied docu-
ments and interviews. In coding, the researchers examined 
the data to identify similar patterns, recurring ideas or 

phrases, and commonalities or differences between and 
among segments of data. As a team, the researchers system-
atically organized codes with agreed-on phrases that identi-
fied similar patterns or themes (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). 
This coding procedure compacted data into equivalent cate-
gories and enabled the organization and management of 
meaningful components (LeCompte, 2000). The codes 
served as analytic tools that explained the data, allowing the 
researchers to examine them from multiple perspectives, to 
reconstruct them, and then to hypothesize further about the 
meaning of the data (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).

The preliminary stage of coding was followed by an in-
depth examination and discussion of single cases in the data 
that included triangulation with multiple sources and served 
to expand, as well as illuminate and confirm, the initial 
codes. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) indicated that this strat-
egy shifts the data analysis process toward interpretation 
because coding is “about breaking the data apart in analyti-
cally relevant ways” (p. 31) in order to ask further questions 
of the data.

The third stage of analysis involved the examination of 
data through a display of diagrams of the codes to examine 
the composition of each data set (Huberman & Miles, 1994). 
The diagrams helped structure information into a compact, 
accessible format. The researchers then determined mean-
ingful patterns and identified areas of consistency between 
two or more patterns or themes within the data. Through this 
process, they gradually established generalizations that 
explained the consistencies. To conclude the analyses, these 
generalizations were compared and contrasted with other 
published literature on the emerging themes.

This analytical process can be understood through the 
graphic in Appendix D. In the first stage of coding, similar 
patterns, commonalties, and recurring ideas were labeled 
using term such as anxious, worried about peer relation-
ships, traumas, intensity, weak in seeking out others, and 
not comfortable in social settings. In the second stage of 
analysis, the researchers collapsed these codes under one 
category labeled anxiety. As a second example, labels such 
as optimistic, cooperative, developing young adult, and 
proud were collapsed to form the category labeled confi-
dent. In the next stage of analysis, involving a closer exami-
nation of the interviews and documents, the researchers 
noted that relationships existed between and among these 
dichotomous concepts, and they were eventually merged 
into a category labeled emotional/behavioral growth. Two 
other categories were identified, leading to a major theme 
of student growth.

Researcher Subjectivity Considerations

The researchers examined their subjectivities and the effects 
on their data, acknowledging the sentiments of Bogdan and 
Biklen (1998) as they explained that “no matter how much 
you try you cannot divorce your research and writing from 
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your past experiences, who you are, what you believe and 
what you value” (p. 34).

During professional teaching careers in K-12 schools, two 
of the researchers had worked with 2e students in their class-
rooms and planned collaboratively with specialists to address 
student needs. All three researchers, as former teachers and 
as parents, had observed the educational obstacles and psy-
chosocial issues that 2e students face during various stages 
of development. In addition, as university faculty members, 
the researchers had extensive experience working with 2e 
college students. All three researchers were graduates of a 
doctoral program in gifted education known for its focus on 
a talent development approach.

To establish the trustworthiness of the study, and to con-
trol for bias in interpretation, several strategies discussed by 
Marshall and Rossman (1989) were used. The researchers 
reflected on their subjectivities throughout the research pro-
cess, taking note of times when they identified with what the 
participants were saying, and made every attempt to keep 
their subjectivities in check. They also combed through the 
interview transcripts and field notes looking for times when 
they may not have identified with what the participants were 
saying and, consequently, may not have probed thoroughly 
enough for additional information. In such instances, the 
researchers made it a point to ask participants for more detail 
or clarification. Finally the researchers not only sought to 
substantiate findings through triangulation but also relied on 
reaching consensus when opinions differed.

Findings

The data collected from students, parents, teachers, and spe-
cialists provided strong evidence of three primary themes: 
student growth, factors contributing to that growth, and ben-
efits of talent development.

Student Growth

When comparing student documentation at the time of school 
entry to descriptions and documentation at graduation, the 
researchers noted positive change for all participants; how-
ever, each student’s change was manifest in individual and 
irregular ways. The students differed in how they handled the 
pace of the program, they differed in the amount and type of 
support required, they differed in maturity, they differed in 
their talent levels, and they differed in their ability to com-
pensate for their disabilities. Three student examples repre-
sent the variability of growth patternsd: Some students 
required specific interventions and therapies in addition to 
those provided in school; for others, the severity of disabili-
ties and circumstances made progress more difficult; and for 
still others, learning was more predictable and steady.

First, representative of students who required more inter-
ventions and therapies in addition to the school, Student A 
required major changes in his program. Midyear 8th grade, 

he was so disruptive that in a meeting using the MPPM, the 
team, including the school head and his parents, agreed on a 
drastic move. Student A was removed from the school to 
attend a special program for students with his particular dis-
ability. He returned at the beginning of ninth grade. As a high 
school student, he was then eligible to join the jazz band, 
which became a strong social and interest motivator for him. 
Gradually Student A began to engage, gaining competence 
and confidence not only in music but also in most of his aca-
demic courses. At the beginning of 10th grade his 
Individualized Education Program report noted As and Bs in 
all subjects with particular comments about his high levels of 
analytic thinking and class participation, even though the 
report also stated that he still needed prompts for staying on 
task. By 12th grade, even these issues had dissipated.

For some students, circumstances made progress more 
difficult. Student B, highly talented as an actor and liked by 
all his classmates, rarely arrived at school on time and was 
frequently absent. This student was dealing with multiple, 
long-term family health issues. The constant upheaval at 
home and high levels of stress from always having to catch 
up caused friction throughout his school experience. The 
continued absenteeism was a major factor in having him 
reevaluated in fall of 2010 along with “ongoing bouts with 
depression, insomnia and frequent episodes of despair” (psy-
chological report, October 28, 2010, p. 1). Mixed messages 
from his parents about priorities also added complexity to the 
problem. Regardless of his learning disabilities, they were 
convinced that an arts public high school for drama would 
the best fit. The student, however, wanted to stay at this 
school where he felt accepted. Yet when he focused on his 
drama performances at school, the parents became concerned 
about his incomplete assignments.

All of these rehearsals have made [my son’s] ability to get all of 
the work and SAT stuff pretty impossible for him and for me. 
I’m so frustrated that I can’t help him. He hasn’t missed a 
rehearsal and I know that has helped him cope with all the 
sadness at home and upheaval at home and not having his father 
with us right now, but it has also hurt his ability to just have time 
to focus on so much else. It’s all just too, too much. (Parent 
communication to school, November 30, 2010)

Even with strong teacher support, Student B was able to 
barely meet academic requirements for graduation. Above-
average scores on his SAT gained him acceptance to a local 
university where he would major in drama.

For some students in the group, growth was more consis-
tent. During his senior interview, Student C reminisced about 
his issues when he first came to the school in sixth grade, “I 
wasn’t aware of how I came off to other people. I had prob-
lems writing, organizing my thoughts, taking notes. I basi-
cally had no notes. My parents were both writers. I had a 
problem adapting to new situations” (individual interview, 
February 24, 2011). By ninth grade, his progress report 
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showed he was “a calming force in the classroom” (progress 
report, May 15, 2008). That same year he began to achieve in 
drama, with starring roles all through high school, and he 
also began drumming. His music teacher commented that he 
“is a natural with the drums, and more importantly a leader” 
(individual interview, December 12, 2011). Despite mild dif-
ficulties with pragmatic language due to his high–function-
ing autism diagnosis, Student C continued to improve 
academically, and by his senior year he was performing 
above grade level in all academic areas. He was accepted to 
college where he planned to major in psychology.

The theme of student growth was found in three develop-
mental domains: cognitive, emotional/behavioral, and social.

Cognitive Growth. Prior to this school, these students had been 
defined by their deficits. They showed little motivation or 
productivity. At the time of application, no student was hav-
ing a positive school experience. Before coming to this 
school, “I was overwhelmed, disorganized, frustrated in 
school,” explained Michael (individual interview, February 
23, 2011). Similar sentiments were echoed by all 10 of the 
students. Their sixth-grade teacher said during that first year, 
it was “a fight to get them to produce anything” (individual 
interview, November 26, 2011).

Initially these youngsters were rigid in their thinking, 
each to varying degrees. The students with Asperger’s syn-
drome and those who were classified as obsessive-compul-
sive tended to be rule-bound and easily upset by changes in 
routine or procedures. When Michael was asked to make any 
adjustment “he would explode,” explained the high school 
director (individual interview, December 9, 2012).

Over their years at this school, students became more pro-
ductive, particularly when engaged in their areas of interests 
and strengths (even if homework was not always submitted 
on time). The students also began to participate and make 
progress in classes outside their main interest areas. Andrew 
marveled at his growth, “I now write papers that I never 
would have started. I even complete projects on time” (indi-
vidual interview, February 23, 2011). His psychologist also 
commented on growth:

His early years were characterized by weak attention and 
impulse control. Academic difficulty and peer teasing were 
continual through elementary and into middle schools. Although 
diagnosed and treated both for attention and anxiety disorders, 
he showed little progress. His placement at this school has 
brought great success in both domains . . . [Andrew] is a 
remarkable young man who has made remarkable gains both 
socially and academically over his last two years. (Psychological 
evaluation, April 2009)

Emotional/Behavioral Growth. When these students entered 
middle school, they spoke of feeling hopeless and different 
from their age mates. Many were highly anxious and 
depressed. The teachers recalled that as a group the students 

were oppositional and defiant. They disliked each other and 
often refused to cooperate under any circumstance. The mid-
dle school director commented that the emotional turmoil of 
this cohort in their early years at the school had a profoundly 
negative effect on their learning.

At times our resources were just exhausted. All of the energies 
of the therapists, teachers, and staff were spent on dealing with 
behavioral issues. There wasn’t time to teach content. It was a 
struggle to understand that the time spent dealing with these 
issues during these early years would be productive down the 
road. (Individual interview, December 14, 2011)

Manifestations of anxiety varied across the group. For some 
it was extreme inhibition. For example, Brian explained in 
his college application essay:

When I was younger, I never spoke a word to anybody. This was 
beyond garden-variety shyness—there were many people I 
knew and saw every day that had genuinely never heard my 
voice. Despite my best efforts to interact with people around me, 
I found myself compulsively trying to become invisible. In a 
classroom setting, I managed to quietly exist in the background. 
The moment attention was called to me, though, I would spring 
shut like a very quiet bear trap. I wanted to talk, but simply 
found myself unable—it was a huge handicap . . . At the time, I 
had no idea how to change this. Years later, I’m a thousand times 
more outgoing. Looking back on how this came to be, it now 
looks a lot like a set of scenes from a delightfully corny 
inspirational drama. (Written correspondence, April 2, 2010)

For some, the anxiety manifested in a sense of hopelessness. 
As Andrew explained,

I was a mess with no future. I had just been released from a 
psychiatric hospital. I didn’t want to go to school. Learning was 
not for me. I was a social recluse who escaped by reading and 
playing video games. (Individual interview, February 23, 2011)

By graduation, students in the cohort described themselves 
as confident, hopeful, and looking forward to the next phase 
of their lives. Andrew characterized himself as

accomplished. I have accomplished things I never thought I 
would. And I know I will continue to accomplish. My mom is 
really proud of me now . . . because I was able to come from 
where I was 5 years ago to where I am now . . . a mature and 
developing young adult who can handle responsibility. 
(Individual interview, February 23, 2011)

Social Growth. Prior to attending this school, most students 
revealed they did not have friends, often felt isolated, and did 
not adhere to social conventions. Those with Asperger’s syn-
drome were particularly limited by their inability to under-
stand and navigate the social world. The difficulties clustered 
around a lack of awareness of their place in the world and 
how they fit into it. They frequently alienated those around 
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them. Beth used the word “oblivious” in explaining her early 
perceptions:

I was not born with knowing how to interact with other people. 
And I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to play with 
the other kids. I didn’t even know that I didn’t know how to play 
with them. (Individual interview, February 24, 2011)

The students talked about how much they disliked each 
other initially. Their individual behaviors (i.e., arguing, criti-
cizing, screaming and yelling, being sarcastic and opinion-
ated, even bullying) served to keep them separate. Jacob 
explained, “The kids were angry with each other much of the 
time. No one liked anyone very much” (individual interview, 
February 22, 2011).

Changes began to be noticeable as the cohort entered high 
school. Several reported making a conscious decision to get 
along. Lucas explained, “We all hated each other at first 
because we were so similar and so different. We began to 
lighten up in 8th grade. In 9th grade we started to gel” (indi-
vidual interview, February 24, 2011). Several students in the 
cohort explicitly acknowledged that over the years they had 
become a tight-knit community, highly supportive of each 
other.

For others, coming out of their shells and becoming more 
confident were markers of their social growth. Brian emerged 
from being a social recluse to being an active participant in a 
series of enrichment activities, including his role as the sweet 
maiden Thisbe in a performance of Midsummer’s Night 
Dream. He was captured in a photo as a 6 ft 4 in. young man 
in a princess dress with a long blonde wig and prominent 
Adam’s apple (photograph, January 2009).

Factors Contributing to Student Growth

Five factors emerged as critical to the students’ overall devel-
opment: (a) a psychologically safe environment, (b) time 
(allowing for changes to take place without rushing or 
demanding), (c) tolerance for asynchronous behaviors, (d) 
positive relationships (with faculty, staff, peers, family, and 
professionals), and (e) the strengths-based, talent-focused 
environment (based on a growing awareness of each stu-
dent’s individuality). Of major importance, these factors 
were shown to be interconnected and interdependent.

Psychologically Safe Environment. Students described their 
prior school experiences using words such as “shamed” 
(individual interview, February 23, 2011) and “excluded” 
(individual interview, February 24, 2011). At this school, 
they gradually began to feel safe. As Lucas pointed out, “We 
were treated badly in other environments. [This school] 
allowed us to get our confidence back” (individual interview, 
February 24, 2011). Andrew described this school as “like 
other high schools but more relaxed. It provides a friendly 
place to socialize and grow with other people. It lets you 
blossom into what you can be” (individual interview, Febru-
ary 23, 2011).

The cohort’s sixth-grade teacher talked about creating a 
welcoming environment. She noted it was important for stu-
dents to find self-acceptance.

Children come here with baggage and you need to give them the 
opportunity to look at their issues. At [the school] we find out 
what the students need and then deliver it. It’s about consistency 
and making sure the students know that we want them here. 
(Individual interview, November 26, 2011)

Tolerance for Asynchrony. Creating a psychologically safe 
environment required that teachers embrace tolerance and 
patience, especially for the students’ asynchronous behav-
iors. Beth explained the dilemma:

Mentally I’m probably 2 or 3 years ahead of most kids my age, 
but socially I’m probably 2 or 3 years behind. So I’m stuck in 
this sort of weird time-warp thing where I’m at the same time 
younger and older than kids my age. I mean socially I’ve come 
much closer, but still, I needed those years to catch up. And 
that’s what a lot of kids at this school are like. They need those 
few breathing years. It’s like you need those healing years. 
(Personal interview, February 24, 2011)

Many teachers talked about the need for patience in working 
with these students. They said it was important to remember 
to meet them where they are at any given moment and to 
keep remembering that the students need time for growth.

Time. Time was a critical factor in the students’ develop-
ment. As growth was allowed to take place without rushing, 
or demanding that students perform at grade level, the stu-
dents were able to come to terms with extreme anxieties and 
developmental asynchronies. “The main thing about [this 
school],” recalled Andrew, “is that “it gives you time to grow 
socially and learn how to control your whatevers” (February 
23, 2011).

The music director explained that when he was first hired, 
he was told that he would need patience with this group of 
children and to understand that as the students began to trust 
the environment, they would be able to perform at a rate 
commensurate with their abilities. He explained that this 
advice had served him well over the years, and gave an 
example of Brian in seventh grade during drumming class:

Brian would sit in the circle with his arms over his head and turn 
himself into a ball with his face down on his lap. His anxiety kept 
him from being an active participant. Even though he improved 
somewhat, Brian was not ready for the class’s year-end coffee 
house live event, but he did want his work to be there. He 
composed his own piece of music and recorded it on techno track 
and sent it in so it could be played in public. Years later, Brian 
performed on stage in front of a live audience of over 100 people. 
It just took time. (Individual interview, December 12, 2011)

Positive Relationships. Patience and understanding by teachers 
helped forge positive relationships among students, staff, and 
parents. The high school history teacher explained, “These 
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kids are quirkier, they’re more interesting. Some of the things 
they come up with are out of left field, but oftentimes bril-
liant” (individual interview, February 20, 2008). Students 
acknowledged how easy it was to talk to the teachers about 
problems. “[The high school director] was my advisor and 
she was always there for me. She could tell when I was hav-
ing a bad day,” said Amy (focus group, March 1, 2011). Dur-
ing a focus group discussion, parents commented on how 
much the teachers seemed to truly like their child, even 
though he or she could be exasperating.

Strengths-Based, Talent-Focused Philosophy. Finally, apprecia-
tion of the strengths-based, talent-focused approach echoed 
throughout the interviews. The focus on student capacities 
offered hope for parents. Jacob’s mother described her first 
meeting with the school’s admissions director:

It was very clear that they were looking for the strengths of the 
kids. . . . I fell apart and started to cry because nobody [else] had. 
Everybody had pathologized Jacob and said what was wrong 
with him. We needed a place that would say what is right with 
him. (Focus group, March 1, 2011)

While recognition, encouragement, and opportunities to 
grow gifts and talents were shown to be critical in the stu-
dents’ development, learning how to integrate a student’s 
talents, strengths, and interests appropriately within the 
curriculum proved to be of equal concern and importance. 
The professional staff continuously and carefully tried to 
engage students by analyzing how student strengths and 
abilities can inform learning, self-understanding, and pos-
sible pathways to success. For example, Beth’s passion for 
art was viewed as a way to channel her learning in produc-
tive ways. Her English teacher observed that it allowed her 
to grapple visually with big ideas and to organize her 
thinking prior to expressing her ideas verbally. He 
explained,

A pen and sketchbook were her ubiquitous appendages and 
initially I had some concern that Beth was paying more attention 
to her drawings than classroom activities. She demonstrated 
time and time again that this was not the case, and I became 
quite comfortable with her visual laboring over her latest project 
in the midst of class discussions. (Individual interview, 
December 12, 2011)

Students also commented on the strengths-based philosophy. 
Andrew explained,

The school tailors curriculum around your strengths. It helps 
you grow your mind in every way. You may not do well in one 
area but then there will be a class in an area of strength like 
programming, art, or music. (Individual interview, February 23, 
2011)

Data also pointed to the importance of providing multiple 
ways to create interest and engagement in a field.

Talent Development

As previously noted in the study’s operational definitions, 
talent development in this school referred to the encourage-
ment and support of identified gifts and abilities that are 
nurtured in their own right. Findings about the role of talent 
development indicated that it addressed four main needs: 
the need to be part of a social group with a positive identity; 
a way to overcome some social, emotional, and cognitive 
challenges contextually; an opportunity to develop ongoing 
mentor and professional relationships with people in talent 
areas; and the opportunity to become expert in an area of 
talent.

Talent development opportunities provided an environ-
ment in which students could be a valued part of a social 
group. For example, during middle school Jacob had alien-
ated most of his peer group by his oppositional defiant 
behaviors. Although talented in music, he was never willing 
to stay in the struggle when lessons required practice and 
perseverance. Instead, he would just quit. In the ninth grade, 
however, an opportunity to participate in the popular jazz 
band gave him a way to be with peers whom he admired. To 
assure getting into the group and holding up his musical 
responsibility, Jacob practiced hard and began to be appreci-
ated. Soon he and his classmates were jamming together, 
which eventually extended to other social invitations. 
Jacob’s parents remarked that this was the “first time he ever 
stuck with something” (focus group interview, March 1, 
2011).

This same music experience not only provided a social 
group for Jacob but also encouraged authentic collaboration 
among members of the group. As Jacob’s father explained,

So now suddenly here are all these kids who can’t seem to get 
along, who are not only having to cooperate as part of a band 
together, but they are writing together. They are coming up with 
collaborative pieces. They’re having to appreciate what each 
person brings to the group. None of these kids have done this 
before. (Focus group interview, March 1, 2011)

For some of these youngsters, talent development opportuni-
ties appeared to be key in helping them overcome emotional 
issues blocking their development. In his college essay, Brian 
described events during his high school years that contrib-
uted to overcoming his shyness and anxiety:

Very early in high school, my school offered a 2-week stand-up 
comedy class during intersession. The final product was to be a 
comedy routine delivered to the entire school. Throwing all 
common sense to the wind, I entered that class. One might argue 
that a kid so shy he was practically mute might not be an ideal 
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candidate for a class on public performance. I, however, refused to 
let something as silly as a complete inability to speak stand between 
me and sweet, sweet comedy. In place of a vocal performance, I 
programmed my laptop to act as a ventriloquist dummy using text-
to-speech software. I wrote a routine for it to perform, in which it 
told jokes, made horrendous puns, and viciously mocked me and 
my silence. The audience loved it. I didn’t speak a word, but I sure 
did communicate. (Written correspondence, April 2, 2010)

Another example was how Beth’s talent in art provided a 
way for her to confront social issues that are typical for a 
person with Asperger’s syndrome. As the art teacher 
commented,

[Beth] told me that because of her Asperger’s, she had always 
had a hard time making eye contact with people. She noticed 
that progress in her art had reached a plateau as none of her 
drawings or sketches included people with eyes. She has 
struggled with it and has tried to force herself, but with difficult 
results. To improve her art as well as confront a weakness, Beth 
decided to start drawing eyes realistically, from observation, as 
a way to learn about eyes, and their importance to expression. 
(Individual interview, December 12, 2011)

For those students whose abilities and interests took hold 
prior to graduation, the talent development opportunities 
opened mentor relationships that facilitated growth along 
possible career trajectories. For example, the music teacher 
talked about his relationship with Lucas:

Many of the kids [at this school] can communicate through 
music, but Lucas rocked. In other classes he struggles. In music 
the guy is a rock star. I made him my course assistant, my right 
hand man . . . I know someday I will say, I knew him when. 
(Individual interview, December 12, 2011)

By the end of the senior year, some students were receiving 
awards and acknowledgement of their accomplishments. In 
some cases, however, talent development was stalled due to 
individual circumstances such as the impact of a specific dis-
ability on a talent area. For example, the middle school direc-
tor explained that two talented actors had such difficulty 
memorizing lines due to their poor working memory and 
anxiety that they were unable to hold major roles in public 
performances. Lack of agreement between parents and teach-
ers about priorities resulted in some students not receiving 
focused development in their talent areas. For instance, the 
parents of one student were so concerned about their child’s 
future employability that they wanted time spent on practical 
skills rather than creative arts.

Discussion

This study sought to understand the experiences of a cohort 
of students at a school that used a strengths-based, talent-
focused paradigm. Everyone in the cohort exhibited growth; 
however, unlike typical students, these students’ growth was 

erratic and sporadic, not consistently meeting age-level 
expectations. One key to dealing with the uneven progress 
was that when any particular student had difficulties, the fac-
ulty and professional staff used the MPPM to identify and 
target the issues in order to problem-solve possible solutions 
in cooperation with parents and other experts.

The students who made the most gains were those for 
whom the components of the model could be put in alignment. 
When the families were in agreement with the school’s phi-
losophy, progress was easier. When a students’ talent or inter-
est was not affected directly by his or her disabilities, he or she 
moved on the trajectory from novice to expert more easily. For 
those students whose asynchrony was most discrepant, more 
time was needed for executive functioning and self-regulation 
to develop. When problems were manifest, it was difficult to 
keep a focus on strengths, interests, and talents; however, no 
student was ever withheld from an enrichment or talent devel-
opment opportunity.

The findings illustrated that students had poor cognitive, 
emotional, and social regulation when they arrived at the 
school. Their particular learning issues and challenges had 
contributed to years of failure, and as a result, they came in 
emotional turmoil, experiencing high levels of stress. 
Classrooms were chaotic, work was unfinished, and the stu-
dents lacked a sense of community. The students fought with 
each other verbally and physically, passively and aggressively. 
A growing body of literature from psychology and neurosci-
ence supports the link between stress and poor learning. The 
negative emotions felt by these youngsters inhibited all aspects 
of their performance, especially in the areas of working mem-
ory and executive functioning (Clinkenbeard, 2012; Hanson et 
al., 2012; Medina, 2008; Sapolsky, 2004; Siegel, 1999).

Coupled with poor cognitive skills, the students’ feelings of 
being disconnected also compromised their ability to perform. 
Studies show that the effects of students’ perceptions of discon-
nectedness are more common among students with disabilities 
(Brown, 1989; Murray, 2002; Seidel & Vaughn, 1991) and 
negatively influence intrinsic motivation, expectations, and 
active engagement in learning, especially during adolescence 
(Dobson, Campbell, & Dobson, 1987; Osterman, 2000). 
Social rejection and alienation lead to frustration, lower self-
concept, and loneliness (Siegel, 1999). The culmination of 
these experiences often results in high dropout rates and poor 
performance. (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006; Wentzel, 
Barry, & Caldwell, 2004). Yet the students in this study devel-
oped quite differently than these studies would have predicted, 
and over the course of their school years they became produc-
tive, emotionally regulated, and socially connected.

The five factors associated with the growth of the students 
in this study have been shown in the literature to be important 
in optimal learning environments. The first factor identified 
the students’ need for a physically and psychologically safe 
environment (Maslow, 1954; Seligman, 1975). This school 
provided a haven in which the students could first let down 
their guard and then begin developing into healthy learners. 
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The second factor, tolerance for asynchrony, was essential for 
teachers, students, and parents. Developmental delays in some 
areas punctuate the growth patterns of the 2e population 
(Baum et al., 2009; Baum & Owen, 2004; Eide & Eide, 2006; 
Singer, 2000; Webb et al., 2005). This unevenness frequently 
causes anxiety and unpredictable behaviors on the part of the 
students (Baum et al., 2009). Asynchronous development 
requires adults to alter expectations and to support the students 
in developmentally appropriate ways (Vygotsky, 1978).

Time, the third factor, thus was critical to these students’ 
growth, especially considering their asynchronous develop-
ment. Gifted students with ADHD or those who are on the 
autism spectrum are at least 3 to 5 years behind in executive 
functioning maturity (Barkley, 2012; Eide & Eide, 2006; 
McCloskey, Perkins, & Van Divner, 2009). Expecting or 
demanding that 2e students “act” their chronological age is 
both unreasonable and ill conceived.

Much research supports the benefits of positive relation-
ships, the fourth factor, in school settings (Marzano, 2003; 
Rubin et al. 2006; Wentzel et al., 2004; Zehm & Kottler, 
1993). Without trusted friends and adults, the students’ 
development could have been stifled. These students, how-
ever, were able to build a supportive social network among 
classmates, faculty, mentors, and staff, all of whom created a 
learning community.

The fifth factor was the consistent use of a strengths-
based, talent-focused approach. From the perspective of the 
faculty, the students were gifted first and challenged second, 
with neither feature ignored at the expense of the other. The 
emergence of this factor adds evidence to support the posi-
tive psychology paradigm as a means to nurture academic 
and social development (Grandin & Panek, 2013; Immordino-
Yang & Damasio, 2007; Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, 
& Linkins, 2009; Siegel, 1999).

Results from this study show that talent development can 
be a worthwhile intervention. Recent studies confirm the 
importance of addressing strengths and gifts (Assouline et 
al., 2010; Nicpon et al., 2011; Olenchak, 2009; Schultz, 
2012). As Nicpon et al. (2011) state, “It is important to pro-
vide the student with opportunities to use her or his high 
abilities” (p. 14). Therefore, it is surprising that in the past 
decade there has been no new work added to the literature 
focusing on talent development as an intervention for 2e stu-
dents. In fact, Willard-Holt, Weber, Morrison, and Horgan 
(2013) note that although researchers in the field acknowl-
edge the benefits of learning from experts in an area of inter-
est and talent (the Renzulli triad model), schools do not 
typically put this approach into practice.

Limitations and Further Research

Although the findings of this study provide evidence of inter-
related factors that created a successful educational experi-
ence for this cohort of 2e learners, the results need to be 
interpreted at least partially as a function of the environment 
in which the students learned: a specialized school with small 

class sizes and more flexibility in programming than typi-
cally allowed in most public schools. In spite of this school’s 
advantages, however, educators might employ and adapt the 
themes within this study for the benefit of 2e students in 
other settings. Replication studies in other school settings, 
both public and private and across social and economic lev-
els, would advance our understanding of how educators can 
better meet the needs of 2e learners. Empirical studies are 
also needed to look specifically at the effects of talent devel-
opment over time.

Conclusions

Although most learning disabilities are lifelong conditions 
(individuals do not outgrow them, nor do they disappear), 
many individuals not only gain coping skills but, as many 
adults have demonstrated, also can learn to thrive in spite of 
the difficulties. Results from this research suggest three 
overarching guidelines for creating programs where 2e stu-
dents feel safe, valued, and accepted. The first is the purpose-
ful collection of data to gain knowledge of students’ strengths, 
interests, and talents—information not typically collected 
when using a deficit model. Such knowledge enables profes-
sionals to plan appropriate talent development opportunities 
and to develop dually differentiated strategies for use within 
the classroom. Second is to address student deficits (as many 
as possible) contextually within an enriched curriculum so 
students can apply and transfer skills in authentic ways.

Finally, because the asynchronous development of these 
students can result in growth spurts rather than predictable lin-
ear patterns of readiness, assessing progress by evaluating spe-
cific growth over time may serve these students better than 
insistence on measuring them by grade-level expectations.

Today, through the Response to Intervention movement, 
teams of professionals and parents are well positioned to use 
strategies for problem solving similar to those suggested by 
the MPPM. These strategies encourage teams to consider the 
whole child using a positive approach, and direct attention to 
students’ interests, strengths, and talents with the understand-
ing that “a person builds a happy and successful life not on 
remediated weaknesses but on developed strengths” 
(Hallowell, 2005, p. 34).

Appendix A

Interview Guide: Students

1. Describe yourself as a child.
2. Describe your elementary school experience.
3. What were you like as a student in elementary school?
4. Why did your parents decide to enroll you in this 

school?
5. Describe your initial visit to this school. What were 

your impressions?
6. Describe your first week at this school.
7. What were your impressions of your classmates?
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 8. What were your impressions of your teachers?
 9. Describe any changes in your impressions of the 

school.
10. Describe any changes in your impressions of the 

teachers.
11. Describe any changes in your impressions of your 

classmates.
12. Describe any interests that you pursue with passion.
13. Describe your favorite subject/teacher.
14. Take me back to your middle school years at this 

school. Describe your fondest memory. Describe any 
challenges you faced.

15. Reflect on your high school years at this school. 
Describe your fondest memory. Describe any chal-
lenges you faced.

16. Describe your feelings about leaving high school and 
going out into the world.

17. How do you think this school has prepared you for 
life after graduation?

18. What does the term “twice-exceptional” or “2e” 
mean to you?

19. Describe yourself 10 years from now.

Appendix B

Interview Guide: Parent Focus Groups

•• Explain what led you to consider enrolling your child 
in this school.

•• Describe changes you have seen in your son/daughter 
since the first day of school in this setting.

•• As your son/daughter graduates from this school, 
describe your feelings regarding plans for his/her 
future?

•• What advice would you provide other parents of 
twice-exceptional students?

Appendix C

Interview Guide: Teachers

•• Describe changes you have seen in the students who 
are about to graduate from this school.

•• As a result of your experiences working with these 
students, what advice would you provide other teach-
ers of twice-exceptional students?

Appendix D
Visual representation of data analysis process.
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Notes

a. Twice-exceptionality refers to students who are identified as 
gifted and talented and who also exhibit either one or more of 
the special education categories (excluding cognitive disabili-
ties) defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
or receive a diagnosis of special needs based on the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM-5; 
American Psychological Association, 2013).

b. Diagnostic terminology and criteria used in this study were 
based on the DSM (4th ed., text rev.; American Psychological 
Association, 2000), which was in use during the years the stu-
dents were identified.

c. In the DSM-5, Asperger’s syndrome was incorporated 
into Autism Spectrum Disorders and is no longer listed 
independently.

d. Because of the sensitivity of the student information described 
in this section, the researchers chose not to reveal subject 
pseudonyms in these examples.

References

American Psychiatric Association. (2000). Diagnostic and statisti-
cal manual of mental disorders (4th ed., text rev.). Washington, 
DC: Author.

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and sta-
tistical manual of mental disorders (5th ed.). Arlington, VA: 
American Psychiatric Publishing.

Assouline, S. G., Nicpon, M. F., & Whiteman, C. (2010). Cognitive 
and psychosocial characteristics of gifted students with spe-
cific learning disabilities. Gifted Child Quarterly, 54, 102-115. 
doi:10.1177/0016986209355974

Assouline, S. G., & Whiteman, C. S. (2011). Twice-exceptionality: 
Implications for school psychologists in the post-IDEA 2004 
era. Journal of Applied School Psychology, 27, 380-402. doi:1
0.1080/15377903.2011.616576

Barkley, R. (2012). Executive functions: What they are, how they 
work, and why they work. New York, NY: Guilford.

Baum, S., Cooper, C., Neu, T., & Owen, S. (1997). Evaluation of 
project High Hopes (Project R206a30159-95). Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of Education.

Baum, S., Dann, M., Novak, C., & Pruess, L. (2009). Academic and 
social readiness. 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, 35, 16-19.

Baum, S., & Owen, S. (2004). To be gifted and learning disabled: 
Strategies for helping bright students with LD, ADHD, and 
more. Mansfield Center, CT: Creative Learning.

Bogdan, R. C., & Biklen, S. K. (1998). Qualitative research for 
education: An introduction to theory and methods (3rd ed.). 
Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Brody, L. E., & Mills, C. J. (1997). Gifted children with learn-
ing disabilities: A review of the issues. Journal of Learning 
Disabilities, 30, 282-296. doi:10.1177/002221949703000304

Brown, B. B. (1989). The role of peer groups in adolescents’ adjust-
ment to secondary school. In T. J. Berndt & G. W. Ladd (Eds.), 
Peer relationships in child development (pp. 188-215). New 
York, NY: Wiley.

Clinkenbeard, P. R. (2012). Neuroscience and young children: 
Implications for the diversity of gifted programming. In R. 
Subotnik, A. Robinson, C. Callahan, & E. J. Gubbins (Eds.), 
Malleable minds: Translating insights from psychology and 
neuroscience for gifted education (pp. 197-208). Storrs, CT: 
National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented.

Coffey, A., & Atkinson, P. (1996). Making sense of qualitative 
data: Complementary research strategies. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Crim, C., Hawkins, J., Ruban, L., & Johnson, S. (2008). 
Curricular modifications for elementary students with learn-
ing disabilities in high-, average-, and low-IQ groups. 
Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 22, 233-245. 
doi:10.1080/02568540809594624

Denzin, N. K. (2006). Sociological methods: A sourcebook (5th 
ed.). Piscataway, NJ: Transaction.

Dobson, J. E., Campbell, N. J., & Dobson, R. (1987). Relationships 
among loneliness, perceptions of school, and grade point aver-
ages of high school juniors. School Counselor, 35, 143-148.

Eide, B., & Eide, F. (2006). The mislabeled child: How understand-
ing your child’s unique learning style can open the door to suc-
cess. New York, NY: Hyperion.

Gardner, H. (2004). Frames of mind: The theory of multiple intel-
ligences. New York, NY: Basic Books.

Grandin, T., & Panek, R. (2013). The autistic brain: Thinking 
across the spectrum. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Hallowell, E. (2005). The problem with problems: How the pathol-
ogy model destroys what could be good. Independent School, 
Fall, 30-38.

Hanson, J. L., Chung, M. K., Avants, B. B., Rudolph, K. 
D., Shirtcliff, E. A., Gee, J. C., . . .  Pollack, S. D. (2012). 
Structural variations in prefrontal cortex mediate the relation-
ship between early childhood stress and spatial working mem-
ory. Journal of Neuroscience, 32, 7917-7925. doi:10.1523/
JNEUROSCI.0307-12.2012

Hodder, I. (1994). The interpretation of documents and material 
culture. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The handbook 
of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 706-715), Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Huberman, A. M., & Miles, M. B. (1994). Data management and 
analysis methods. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), 
The handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 428-444). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Immordino-Yang, M. H., & Damasio, A. (2007). We feel, therefore 
we learn: The relevance of affective and social neuroscience to 
education. Mind, Brain, and Education, 1, 3-10. doi:10.1111/
j.1751-228X.2007.00004.x

Kalbfleisch, M. L., & Iguchi, C. (2008). Twice exceptional learners. In 
J. A. Plucker & C. Callahan (Eds.), Critical issues and practices in 
gifted education (pp. 707-720). Waco, TX: Prufrock Press.

 by guest on September 9, 2014gcq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gcq.sagepub.com/


326 Gifted Child Quarterly 58(4)

LeCompte, M. D. (2000). Analyzing qualitative data. Theory Into 
Practice, 39, 146-154. doi:10.1207/s15430421tip3903_5

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (1989). Designing qualitative 
research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Marzano, R. J. (2003). Classroom management that works: 
Research-based strategies for every teacher. Alexandria, VA: 
ASCD.

Maslow, A. (1954). Motivation and personality. New York, NY: 
Harper.

McCloskey, G., Perkins, L., & Van Divner, B. (2009). Assessment 
and intervention for executive function difficulties. New York, 
NY: Routledge.

Medina, R. (2008). Brain rules. Seattle, WA: Pear Press.
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study appli-

cations in education. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Merriam, S. B., & Simpson, E. L. (1995). A guide to research 

for educators and trainers of adults (2nd ed.). Malabar, FL: 
Krieger.

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analy-
sis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Malabar, FL: Krieger.

Moon, S. M. (2002). Gifted children with attention deficit/hyperac-
tivity disorder. In M. Neihart, S. Reis, N. Robinson, & S. Moon 
(Eds.), The social and emotional development of gifted chil-
dren: What do we know? (pp. 193-204). Waco, TX: Prufrock 
Press.

Murray, C. (2002). Supportive teacher-student relationships: 
Promoting the social and emotional health of early adolescents 
with high incidence disabilities. Childhood Education, 78, 285-
290. doi:10.1080/00094056.2002.10522743

Neihart, M. (2002). Gifted children and depression. In M. Neihart, 
S. Reis, N. Robinson, & S. Moon (Eds.), The social and emo-
tional needs of gifted students: What do we know? (pp. 93-102). 
Washington, DC: National Association for Gifted Students.

Nicpon, M. F., Allmon, A., Sieck, R., & Stinson, R. D. (2011). 
Empirical investigation of twice-exceptionality: Where have 
we been and where are we going? Gifted Child Quarterly, 55, 
3-17. doi:10.1177/0016986210382575

Nielsen, M. E. (2002). Gifted students with learning disabili-
ties: Recommendations for identification and programming. 
Exceptionality, 10, 93-111. doi:10.1207/S15327035EX1002_4

Olenchak, F. R. (1995). Effects of enrichment on gifted/learning 
disabled students. Journal for the Education of the Gifted, 18, 
385-399. doi:10.1177/016235329501800403

Olenchak, F. R. (2009). Multiply exceptional: The psychosocial 
development of diverse gifted students. Gifted Education 
International, 22, 178-185.

Oreck, B., Baum, S., & McCartney, H. (2000). Artistic talent 
development for urban youth: The promise and the challenge 
(RM00144). Storrs: The National Research Center on the 
Gifted and Talented, University of Connecticut.

Osterman, K. F. (2000). Students’ need for belonging in the school 
community. Review of Educational Research, 70, 323-367. 
doi:10.3102/00346543070003323

Peterson, C. (2009). Positive psychology. Reclaiming Children and 
Youth, 18(2), 3-7.

Reis, S. M., & Colbert, R. D. (2004). Counseling needs of academically 
talented students with learning disabilities. Professional School 
Counseling, 8, 156-167. doi:10.3102/00346543070003323

Reis, S. M., Neu, T. W., & McGuire, J. (1995). Talents in two 
places: Case studies of high-ability students with learning  

disabilities who have achieved (Research Monograph No. 
95114). Storrs: National Research Center on the Gifted and 
Talented, University of Connecticut.

Reis, S. M., Schader, R. M., Milne, H., & Stephens, R. (2003). 
Music & minds: Using a talent development approach for 
young adults with Williams syndrome. Exceptional Children, 
69(3), 293-313.

Renzulli, J. S. (1977). The enrichment triad model: A guide for 
developing defensible programs for gifted and talented. 
Mansfield Center, CT: Creative Learning Press.

Renzulli, J. S., & Reis, S. M. (1997). The schoolwide enrichment 
model: A comprehensive plan for educational excellence. 
Mansfield Center, CT: Creative Learning Press.

Rubin, K. H., Bukowski, W., & Parker, J. (2006). Peer interactions, 
relationships, and groups. In N. Eisenberg (Ed), Handbook of 
child psychology: Social, emotional, and personality develop-
ment (pp. 571-645). New York, NY: Wiley.

Sapolsky, R. M. (2004). Why zebras don’t get ulcers: The acclaimed 
guide to stress, stress-related diseases, and coping. New York, 
NY: Owl Books.

Schultz, S. M. (2012). Twice-exceptional students enrolled in 
advanced placement classes. Gifted Child Quarterly, 56, 119-
133. doi:10.1177/0016986212444605

Schwandt, T. A. (2001). Dictionary of qualitative inquiry (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Seidel, J. F., & Vaughn, S. (1991). Social alienation and the learn-
ing disabled school dropout. Learning Disabilities Research & 
Practice, 6, 152-157.

Seligman, M. (1975). Helplessness: On depression, development, 
and death. San Francisco, CA: W. H. Freeman.

Seligman, M., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive psychol-
ogy: An introduction. American Psychologist, 55, 5-14. 
doi:10.1037/0003-066X.56.1.89

Seligman, M., Ernst, R. M., Gillham, J., Reivich, K., & Linkins, 
M. (2009). Positive education: Positive psychology and class-
room interventions. Oxford Review of Education, 35, 293-311. 
doi:10.1080/03054980902934563

Siegel, D. J. (1999). The developing mind: How relationships and 
the brain interact to shape who we are. New York, NY: The 
Guilford Press.

Silverman, L. K. (1989). Invisible gifts, invisible handicaps. Roeper 
Review, 12, 37-42. doi:10.1080/02783198909553228

Singer, L. (2000). If gifted = asynchronous development, then 
gifted/special needs = asynchrony squared. In K. Kiesa (Ed.), 
Uniquely gifted: Identifying and meeting the needs of twice 
exceptional students (pp. 44-49). Gilson, NH: Avocus.

Stake, R. E. (2010). Qualitative research: Studying how things 
work. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Terjesen, M. D., Jacofsky, M., Froh, J., & DiGiuseppe, R. (2004). 
Integrating positive psychology into schools: Implications for 
practice. Psychology in the Schools, 41, 163-172. doi:10.1002/
pits.10148

Tomlinson, C. A. (2004). How to differentiate instruction in mixed 
ability classrooms (2nd ed.). Alexandria, VA: Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher 
psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.

Webb, J. T., Amend, E. R., Webb, N. E., Goerss, J., Beljan, P., & 
Olenchak, F. R. (2005). Misdiagnosis and dual diagnoses of gifted 

 by guest on September 9, 2014gcq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gcq.sagepub.com/


Baum et al. 327

children and adults: ADHD, bipolar, OCD, Asperger’s, depres-
sion, and other disorders. Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.

Wechsler, D. (1991). Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (3rd 
ed.). San Antonio, TX: Psychological Corporation.

Wechsler, D. (2003). Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (4th 
ed.). San Antonio, TX: Pearson Education.

Wentzel, K. R., Barry, C., & Caldwell, K. (2004). Friendships in 
middle school: Influences on motivation and school adjust-
ment. Journal of Educational Psychology, 96, 195-203. 
doi:10.1037/0022-0663.96.2.195

Willard-Holt, C., Weber, J., Morrison, K., & Horgan, J. (2013). 
Twice-exceptional learners’ perspectives on effective 
learning strategies. Gifted Child Quarterly, 57, 247-262. 
doi:10.1177/0016986213501076

Zehm, S. J., & Kottler, J. A. (1993). On being a teacher: The human 
dimension. Newbury Park, CA: Corwin Press.

Author Biographies

Susan M. Baum, PhD, Professor Emeritus from The College of 
New Rochelle, is the codirector of the International Center for Talent 
Development. She is well known for her seminal work in the educa-
tion of twice-exceptional children and has published extensively on 
the topic. She has served on the Board of Directors of the National 
Association for Gifted Students and is a past president and cofounder 
of the Association for the Education of Gifted Underachieving 
Students. She is recipient of the Weinfeld Group’s Lifetime 

Achievement Award and the 2012 CAG Friend of the Gifted Award 
for her work in educating the twice-exceptional child.

Robin M. Schader, PhD, was formerly an assistant research pro-
fessor at the University of Connecticut and Parent Resource Advisor 
for the National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC). Her 
work explores the vital roles parents and educators play in creating 
environments that support and encourage optimal development. A 
frequent speaker at state and national conferences such as NAGC, 
National PTA, National Association for the Education of Young 
Children, and National Head Start, she combines theory and 
research with practical experience. She has served on independent 
and public school boards and is currently on the executive board of 
the 2e Center for Research and Professional Development.

Thomas P. Hébert, PhD, is Professor of Gifted and Talented 
Education in the College of Education at the University of South 
Carolina. He has more than a decade of K-12 classroom experience 
working with gifted students and 20 years in higher education train-
ing graduate students and educators in gifted education. He has also 
conducted research for the National Research Center on the Gifted 
and Talented. He served on the Board of Directors of the National 
Association for Gifted Children and the Association for the Gifted 
of the Council for Exceptional Children. His research interests 
include gifted culturally diverse students, social and emotional 
development of gifted students, and problems faced by gifted young 
men. He is the author of the award-winning text Understanding the 
Social and Emotional Lives of Gifted Students.

 by guest on September 9, 2014gcq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gcq.sagepub.com/

