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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this dissertation was to explore the lives and experiences of gifted 

adolescent girls through qualitative inquiry. Qualitative inquiry with adolescents is challenging, 

especially in educational research in which they see adults as the gatekeepers of ‘right’ and 

‘wrong’ answers. To help diminish power dynamics, group interviews are a common method for 

inquiry; however, the intense desire to fit in with a group of peers (Erickson, 1980) and the risks 

associated with confidentiality can influence how adolescents respond in a group setting. The 

first study summarizes common obstacles to group interviews with adolescents followed by 

strategies qualitative researchers can employ to foster richer meaning making among adolescent 

participants. Implications for researchers and teachers of qualitative research methods are 

addressed. 

 For many gifted and high ability adolescent girls, navigating the social terrain of peer 

acceptance in classrooms can be challenging. The second study employed some of the suggested 

strategies discussed in the first study to understand the influence of an all-girls advanced math 

class from the perspectives of a class of gifted adolescent girls and their teacher. Data included 

student written reflections, two group interviews with students, two interviews with the teacher, 



and two small group follow-up discussions with the students. Through deductive and inductive 

analyses, I identified four key themes of influence. The findings indicate that single-sex classes 

may benefit gifted girls, especially in STEM classes, by supporting meaningful engagement in 

the classroom. The chapter begins with a poetic transcription that I composed, based on the work 

of Glesne (1997), representing the participants’ collective voice.  

  Inspired by narrative inquiry methodology, the purpose of the third study was to explore 

how gifted adolescent girls experience giftedness and belonging through the perspectives of their 

mothers. Participants were three mothers who were invited to be shared narrative inquirers and 

co-negotiators of their daughters’ narratives. Their perspectives provided unique insight that can 

be difficult to capture through direct inquiry with adolescents. Three narratives are presented that 

demonstrate the complexity of how giftedness can influence a girls’ sense of belonging, focusing 

primarily on the social landscapes of adolescence and school. 

 

 

 

 

INDEX WORDS: Qualitative inquiry, Gifted adolescent girls, Group interviews, Threats to 

group interviews, Narrative inquiry, Poetic transcription, Girls in STEM, 

Classroom engagement, Sense of Self, Belonging 

 

  



 

 

EXPLORING THE EXPERIENCES OF GIFTED ADOLESCENT GIRLS THROUGH 

QUALITATIVE INQUIRY, WITH METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

 

by 

 

KATE HOBGOOD GUTHRIE 

B.S.Ed., University of Georgia, 2007 

M.Ed., University of Georgia, 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of The University of Georgia in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

ATHENS, GEORGIA 

2019 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2019 

Kate Hobgood Guthrie 

All Rights Reserved 

  



 

 

EXPLORING THE EXPERIENCES OF GIFTED ADOLESCENT GIRLS THROUGH 

QUALITATIVE INQUIRY, WITH METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

 

by 

 

KATE HOBGOOD GUTHRIE 

 

 

 

 

      Major Professor: Bonnie Cramond 
      Committee:  Kathleen deMarrais 
         H. George McMahon 
         Meg Easom Hines 
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Electronic Version Approved: 
 
Suzanne Barbour 
Dean of the Graduate School 
The University of Georgia 
May 2019 
 



iv 

 

 

 

DEDICATION 

 I dedicate this dissertation to my son, Athens Gabriel. May you continue to grow in your 

own unique gifts. 

  



v 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 I would like to thank my family and loved ones for their continued support and 

throughout my graduate studies. To Jason, thank you for believing in me and helping me see my 

potential. To Athens Gabriel, thank you for your enthusiasm and childlike perspective that 

always reminds me about the important things in life. To my parents and brother, the support and 

generosity you offered me throughout this process is un-repayable. 

I would like to thank my advisor, Dr. Bonnie Cramond, who has encouraged me 

throughout this process and by offering her creative insights and careful attention to detail. You 

have been a great influence on the field of gifted education, and I am thankful for the opportunity 

to work with you. I would also like to thank my committee members who have provided helpful 

guidance and direction. To Dr. Kathleen deMarrais, thank you for offering your expertise in 

qualitative inquiry and your willingness to support my work. Your influence on UGA’s 

Interdisciplinary Qualitative Research Studies Certificate Program has helped me find my 

epistemological home. To Dr. McMahon, thank you for all of the times you offered support and 

a listening ear. Your grounded presence and genuineness have significantly impacted me. To Dr. 

Hines, thank you for your mentorship, positive vibes, and overall belief in who I am. You have 

served as a role model for me in many ways. 

Lastly, I would like to thank my colleagues in the Torrance Center. To Dr. Sumners, Dr. 

Sharpe, and Dr. Kim, you have shown me the power of female leadership and teamwork, and I 

have forever grateful for our relationships. 

  



vi 

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................................................ v 

LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... ix 

LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................................................... x 

CHAPTER 

 1 INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................... 1 

   Part 1: My Qualitative Paradigm ............................................................................. 3 

   Part 2: Dissertation Overview ................................................................................. 8 

Part 3: The Current State of Qualitative Inquiry with or About American Gifted 

Adolescent Girls ............................................................................ 10 

References  ....................................................................................................... 22 

Appendix  ....................................................................................................... 25 

 2 QUALITATIVE INQUIRY WITH ADOLESCENTS: STRATEGIES FOR 

FOSTERING RICH MEANING MAKING IN GROUP INTERVIEWS .................. 26 

   Abstract .................................................................................................................. 27 

Introduction  ....................................................................................................... 28 

An Interactionist Perspective of Meaning Making ................................................ 30 

The Foundation to Rich Meaning Making: Group Cohesion and Trust ................ 31 

   Threats to Group Cohesion and Trust in Group Interviews with Adolescents ...... 33 

Strategies for Fostering Rich Meaning Making in Group Interviews with 

Adolescents .................................................................................... 39 



vii 

 

Implications for Researchers and Teachers of Qualitative Research Methods ..... 54 

Conclusion  ....................................................................................................... 56 

References  ....................................................................................................... 57 

 3 “I HAVE MY CONFIDENCE…WHICH I DIDN’T HAVE BEFORE”: THE 

INFLUENCE OF AN ALL-GIRLS ADVANCED MATH CLASS ON GIFTED 

ADOLESCENT GIRLS .............................................................................................. 62 

   Abstract .................................................................................................................. 63 

   Introduction ........................................................................................................... 64 

Methods  ....................................................................................................... 73 

Findings  ....................................................................................................... 86 

Discussion  ....................................................................................................... 96 

References  ..................................................................................................... 106 

Appendix  ..................................................................................................... 114 

 4 STORIES OF GIFTEDNESS AND BELONGING: A SHARED NARRATIVE 

INQUIRY WITH THREE MOTHERS OF GIFTED ADOLESCENT GIRLS ........ 117 

   Abstract ................................................................................................................ 118 

   Introduction ......................................................................................................... 119 

Methods  ..................................................................................................... 125 

Findings  ..................................................................................................... 132 

Discussion  ..................................................................................................... 153 

References  ..................................................................................................... 158 

Appendix  ..................................................................................................... 164 

 5 CONCLUSION ......................................................................................................... 165 

   Attention to Qualitative Quality .......................................................................... 166 



viii 

 

   Justifications for Dissertation Research .............................................................. 171 

   Reflections and Ongoing Questions .................................................................... 173 

   References ........................................................................................................... 176 

 

  



ix 

 

 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

Page 

Table 1.1: Overview of Articles in Literature Search ................................................................... 13 

Table 1.2: Summary of Literature Search ..................................................................................... 16 

Table 2.1: Scenarios of Group Social Influence from the Perspective of an Adolescent  Participant

   ............................................................................................................................... 37 

Table 2.2: Applications of the Stages of Group Development to Group Interviews ..................... 41 

Table 3.1: Descriptions of Final Deductive and Inductive Buckets .............................................. 81 

Table 3.2: Coding Map or Thematic Categories, Codes, and Sub-Codes ..................................... 83 

Table 4.1: Summary of Participants and Their Daughters .......................................................... 129 

Table 5.1: Qualitative Quality Criteria and an Account of Each Criterion by Chapter .............. 171 

 

  



x 

 

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Page 

Figure 1: Visual Model of Themes ................................................................................................ 87 

 



1 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 My interest in studying gifted adolescent girls began my first year as a high school math 

teacher. At the time, I was completing my Gifted Endorsement Certificate at the University of 

Georgia after graduating from the Secondary Mathematics Education department. I was 

interested in obtaining the certificate, because from my student teaching experience, I noticed 

how my teaching style and mathematical perspective resonated with the mathematically gifted 

students in the class. I empathized with the ways they poured over problems and asked higher-

order questions about complex mathematical concepts. They understood mathematical 

relationships differently from their peers. I was also aware of how some of them held their breath 

after expressing their advanced ideas aloud, as if they were not completely comfortable sharing 

their insights in front of their peers. I saw how some of the gifted girls in my classes doubted 

their abilities, despite their track records of having high achievement. They were not comfortable 

being known as the ‘smart one.’ These behaviors perplexed me, and as I began to study more 

about giftedness and how giftedness and gender norms interact, I found myself devouring the 

works of Barbara A. Kerr and Sally M. Reis, women known for their work in studying the lives 

and experiences of gifted females.  

 My studies inspired me to design a six-week enrichment group for mathematically gifted 

girls at a public high school in Georgia to fulfill my M.Ed. Internship. Once a week, I met with 

eight gifted girls who were sophomores in high school on an accelerated math track during a flex 

class period in the middle of the school day. They were currently taking both Advanced 

Placement (AP) Calculus AB and BC, courses typically reserved for juniors and seniors, in 
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addition to a rigorous academic course load of other AP classes. Together, we explored what 

being gifted meant to them, how they saw their giftedness impacting their relationships, 

achievement, and well-being. I learned about the pressure they felt to meet the high expectations 

of their parents, their teachers, and themselves. To this day, I remember one girl commenting, “I 

feel guilty when I have fun”–because in her mind, she should be spending time studying instead 

of going out to eat to celebrate a friend’s birthday. Her statement never left me, and when I 

applied for my current Ph.D. program, I knew I wanted to continue studying the lives and 

experiences gifted adolescent girls. 

 In the footsteps of Kerr and Reis–and from my own experiences working with gifted 

adolescent girls–I have developed overarching research questions to guide my program of 

research. Essentially, these questions relate to how gifted adolescent girls makes sense of their 

world and how researchers can access their sense-making. These guiding questions include: 

• What does being gifted mean to gifted adolescent girls? What messages do they receive? 

How do their interpretations of their giftedness influence their sense of self? In what way 

does their giftedness influence the ways in which they experience and make meaning of 

their world?  

• How do adolescent participants engage and respond to qualitative inquiry? How can 

group interviews and group interaction support efforts of qualitative inquiry and 

meaning-making? How can we encourage rich meaning-making among adolescents in 

group interviews? In what ways might group interviews benefit gifted adolescent girls in 

their search for meaning and understanding?  

These questions do not necessarily have clear-cut answers. Instead, they invite a sense of 

exploring, interpreting, and wondering and are thus best situated in a qualitative paradigm that 
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recognizes the complexity of realities, interpretations, and constructions of meaning. Thus, I 

have found qualitative research to be particularly suited for exploration of these questions.   

 This Introduction chapter is organized into three parts. Part 1 describes my qualitative 

paradigm and acknowledges my subjectivities as a qualitative researcher. Part 2 introduces the 

three studies in this dissertation, highlighting how they align with my program of research. 

Lastly, the state of qualitative inquiry with or about American gifted adolescent girls is presently 

lacking. Part 3 supports this claim with an overview of the state of qualitative inquiry with or 

about American gifted adolescent girls from 2008-2018 as published in peer-reviewed academic 

journals. Thus, readers gain a broad perspective on how this dissertation can contribute to the 

field of gifted education. 

Part 1: My Qualitative Paradigm 

 The ways in which we experience the world shape our understanding. We create stories 

that attempt to make our experiences cohesive, and we live in the midst of these stories 

(Clandinin, 2013). I understand the world through my own familial stories (of being a daughter, a 

wife, and a mother), institutional stories (of being a working parent, a graduate student, and a 

product of public education), cultural stories (of being White, American, and female), and others. 

There are times when these stories fit together nicely, but there are also times when they bump 

against each other. All of these stories, and the ways in which they overlap and interact, 

influence the stories we live by, our sense of self.  

 Qualitative researchers are interested in these stories. They are interested in 

“understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what 

meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 6). Adopting a 

qualitative paradigm to explore my overarching research questions means that my research 

adheres to a “shared set of ontological and epistemological assumptions that unites a community 
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of scholars and prescribes specific guidelines for conducting research” (Prasad, 2005, p. 8). To 

be more specific, my research embraces an interpretive paradigm. This lens of viewing the world 

assumes reality is socially constructed with a variety of interpretations and meanings (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). Creswell and Poth (2018) explained: 

These meanings are varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity 

of views rather than narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas. The goal of 

research, then, is to rely as much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation. 

Often these subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically. In other words, 

they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through interaction with 

others…and through historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives. (p. 

24) 

Qualitative researchers using an interpretive paradigm thus see the world in terms of complex 

and overlapping influences and connections among people, situations, events, and processes 

(Maxwell, 2004; 2013).  

 Within this interpretive paradigm my overarching theoretical perspective is symbolic 

interactionism (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). Symbolic interactionism believes that we live a 

world of ‘objects’ (e.g. relationships, institutions, values, physical objects, etc.) and we are 

guided by the meanings we place on those objects (Blumer, 1969). Rooting my research within 

this framework is appropriate because I am interested in understanding how gifted adolescent 

girls make meaning of their giftedness and how their meaning-making influences their sense of 

self. Qualitative methodologies (e.g. narrative inquiry) and methods (e.g. interviews) help me to 

further explore the lives and experiences of gifted adolescent girls. According to Coleman, Guo, 

and Dabbs (2007), the field of gifted education is need of qualitative lines of inquiry in order to 
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deepen our understandings of phenomena related to giftedness, and my program of research 

answers this call.   

Subjectivity Statement: The Stories I Carry with Me 

 When designing, conducting, and interpreting qualitative research, Peshkin (1988) 

advocated for systematic “monitoring the self” (p. 20). This means that as the researcher, I 

should be aware of how my personal subjectivities influence my own understandings of the 

research. I am a part of every aspect of this study–from the theoretical perspective to the study 

design, data collection, data analysis, interpretation, and representation of findings (Roulston, 

2010). Or in the words of Clandinin (2013), I am a part of the “storied landscapes” I study. Here 

I present my own subjectivities and stories of growing up gifted. 

My journey to research in gifted education began with growing up as a gifted girl, but if I 

am honest, I have never really identified with the term gifted. I was first tested for gifted 

program services in first grade at my local public elementary school. I did not meet the cut off 

scores, and reflecting back on my experience, I am not sure I even knew what the testing was for. 

The following school year, I transferred to a new school due to rapid growth in my county’s 

public-school system. I began second grade at a school with brand new facilities and eager 

teachers, awestruck that the student body got to vote on the school mascot. I adored my new 

teacher and quickly made a new best friend, with whom I stay in contact with to this day. I was a 

bright student who got excited about school supplies, organizing my folders, and always being 

the first one to complete our timed math worksheets. I was a hard worker, but a large portion of 

the academic curriculum came easy to me. 

Towards the middle of second grade, my awareness of my academic abilities started to 

shift. I remember answering the phone one evening at home to hear my second-grade teacher on 

the other line, requesting to speak with my parents. After several minutes, my mother came into 
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my bedroom, sat on my bed with me, and queried as to whether or not I would be interested in 

moving up to third grade in the coming week. The change sounded exciting, and with butterflies 

in my stomach, I was soon escorted from the second-grade hallway at one end of the school, past 

the office, past the cafeteria, past the media center, and to the exact opposite end of the school 

building to my new third grade classroom. I started to see myself as ‘uniquely smart’–as I 

learned of only one other peer in the school who received grade level acceleration. Procedures 

for my second attempt to be identified as gifted came shortly after my transition to third grade. 

This time, I was eligible, but only after being pulled aside after testing to discuss why I had 

selected certain answer choices. (My impression was that I answered many simple questions 

incorrectly, and the testing administrator wanted to ensure that I indeed knew the correct 

answers.)  

As my schooling progressed, being gifted meant that I received pull-out services in 

elementary school and advanced content in middle and high school. The school’s program was 

set up so that in 6th grade, we had gifted science, and in 7th-10th grade, we had gifted 

English/language arts. Seeing as how my strengths were in math, I sometimes doubted my 

abilities, especially as I entered high school. For me, being a gifted adolescent girl just meant I 

was smart and that I took harder classes than my peers, often without the weighted grade point 

average that is a more recent practice. I envied some of my peers who made A’s in the general 

education English classroom, while I made my first C in a highly rigorous and time-consuming 

pre-AP English class. And due to my grade acceleration, it meant I was the last of my friends to 

get a driver’s license. I had always been told that I ‘seemed older than I was’ or that I was ‘very 

mature’ for my age. As an adolescent girl trying to find her place, neither of these traits felt 

helpful.    
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It was not until I began studying gifted and creative education in graduate school that I 

could look back on my childhood and adolescent years and understand how my abilities set me 

apart from many of my peers in school. I had always thought I was different from most of my 

classmates, but I could never fully describe how I was different. I just knew that I saw the world 

differently, often in patterns and mathematical relationships. I never had an adult talk with me 

about what it meant to be gifted. My parents admit to not knowing anything about gifted 

education, although they always supported and celebrated my academic achievements.  

Today, I still question as to whether or not ‘gifted’ feels appropriate for me, or rather, for 

the younger version of me in K-12 school. Knowing what I know about teacher referral bias and 

underrepresentation of minority students, I cannot help but question as to whether or not I was 

just a bright, White, high-achieving child who did an excellent job at fulfilling the role of the 

model student. I do believe that grade acceleration was an appropriate curricular intervention for 

me as young student, but my advanced cognitive abilities did not interfere with my ability to 

socialize with others nor did they result in potential misdiagnosis (see Assouline, Nicpon, & 

Doobay, 2009). If anything, I grew up with unhealthy socially prescribed perfectionism which is 

no stranger to gifted children (see Christopher & Shewmaker, 2010; Worley, 2015). Considering 

the four levels of giftedness (moderate, highly, exceptionally, and profoundly; Carolyn, n. d.), I 

considered my younger self to be at the lowest level. 

 After graduating, I then began to work with gifted girls in my new career as a math 

teacher. I graduated college with a B.S.Ed. in Secondary Mathematics Education, and I spent one 

year in the high school math classroom before returning to graduate school to earn an M.Ed. in 

Gifted and Creative Education. Many of my graduate school projects focused on gifted girls in 

math. With my advanced degree, I went back in the math classroom, teaching in both North 

Carolina and Georgia. I taught in public, private, and charter schools, and I worked with 
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adolescents with a variety of backgrounds and ability levels. With my advanced knowledge of 

gifted and creative education, I paid particular attention to how my gifted students, especially 

gifted girls, performed the roles of gifted and girl in my classes. I knew the importance of 

supporting the social and emotional needs of my gifted students, but it often seemed impossible 

to do. Our instructional time was filled with data-driven assessments and preparing for Advanced 

Placement exams. I assumed many of the gifted adolescents in my classroom knew they were 

smart, but I sensed no one had ever spoken with them about what it meant to be gifted and the 

complex experiences that often accompany giftedness (e.g., asynchronous development, 

precocious development, unique social and emotional needs, etc.). When I began my Ph.D. 

studies in 2015, I knew I wanted to continue my study of exploring the lives of gifted adolescent 

girls. 

 Now, as a budding researcher, I have found a ‘epistemological home’ in qualitative 

inquiry. Despite my talent and love for mathematics, I feel drawn to the ways in which we place 

meaning on phenomena and how these meanings shape our storied lives. I bring with me stories 

of my own experiences as a gifted girl and how my giftedness has influenced my experiences in 

schools. I also bring with me stories learned from literature on giftedness, interactionist 

perspectives, and feminist approaches to conducting research. Engaging in self-reflexivity and 

personal introspection, as conveyed in this subjectivity statement, enhances my ability to create 

trusting relationships with my participants and acts as a “springboard for interpretations and 

more general insight” (Finlay, 2002, p. 215) into the stories of gifted girls. 

Part 2: Dissertation Overview 

 My aims in designing the current dissertation studies were to (1) contribute inquiry 

studies, marked by qualitative quality, that prioritized the lives and experiences of gifted 

adolescent girls, and (2) provide innovative suggestions for qualitative researchers for how to 
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conduct qualitative inquiry with adolescent participants. This dissertation is organized into three 

different articles. Broadly speaking, the first is a methodological article that highlights qualitative 

inquiry with adolescents (Chapter 2), the second is a qualitative inquiry study with gifted 

adolescent girls in an all-girls math classroom (Chapter 3), and the third is a qualitative inquiry 

study about gifted adolescent girls’ sense of belonging (Chapter 4). 

 Chapter 2 discusses strategies to support rich qualitative inquiry with adolescents in 

general. Qualitative inquiry with adolescents can be challenging, and one-on-one interviews with 

an adult researcher may feel awkward to an adolescent. Therefore, the group interview is a 

common approach to interviewing this population because adolescents may be more comfortable 

in a group environment (Eder & Fingerson, 2001). In this chapter, I first discuss obstacles to 

group interviews as they relate to threatening a sense of cohesion among the group. Then, I 

present several strategies for enhancing cohesion as a path to rich meaning making in the group 

interview. I conclude the chapter with pedagogical suggestions for teaching these strategies to 

novice researchers. The ideas presented in this chapter represent a synthesis of concepts 

presented in qualitative inquiry literature, group work/counseling literature, and my own 

experiences in working with adolescents. I intend to submit this article to a qualitative journal 

dedicated to methodological considerations for qualitative research in education. 

 Chapter 3, which used some of the strategies mentioned in Chapter 2, presents a 

qualitative inquiry study that explored the influence of an all-girls advanced high school math 

class from the perspectives of the students and their teacher. Through group interviews (large 

and small), written reflections, and one-on-one interviews with the teachers, I used inductive and 

deductive analytic approaches to uncover four key themes of influence relating to how the all-

girl environment influenced the gifted adolescent girls’ sense of self and engagement in the 

classroom. I also analyzed my data using an alternative, poetical approach. The chapter is 
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introduced with a poetic transcription representing the girls’ collective voice. I conclude the 

chapter with a discussion of how they study’s findings relate to concepts found in gifted 

education literature and implications for educators, counselors, and parents. I intend to submit 

this article to a gifted education journal. 

 Chapter 4, the final article, presents a narrative inquiry study that explored three gifted 

adolescent girls’ stories of belonging through the perspectives of their mothers. I adapted 

narrative inquiry methodology (Clandinin, 2013) to include mothers as shared narrative inquirers 

to their daughters’ storied lives. Through one-on-one interviews and follow-up discussions, the 

mothers participated in shaping the final research texts. The findings of our shared inquiry are 

presented as three separate narratives that highlight the girls’ complex stories of school, 

relationships with peers, and sense of self. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the 

methodological approach, connections to literature on gifted adolescent girls, and reflections that 

prioritizing wondering over generalizing. I intend to submit this article to a qualitative journal or 

a gifted education journal. 

Part 3: The Current State of Qualitative Inquiry with or About American Gifted 

Adolescent Girls 

 To conclude this Introduction, awareness of the current state of qualitative inquiry with or 

about gifted adolescent girls is helpful in understanding how this dissertation contributes to the 

field of gifted education. The current state of qualitative inquiry with or about American gifted 

adolescent girls, as published in peer-reviewed academic journals, is lacking. To support this 

claim, I present readers with findings and a discussion of an online search for such studies 

published from 2008 to 2018. 
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Procedures 

 In my examination of current qualitative inquiry studies with or about American gifted 

adolescent girls, I first conducted an online search using the databases Education Research 

Complete, ERIC, and PsycINFO with combinations of the following keywords: gifted, girl, 

female, qualitative, inquiry, interview, narrative, grounded theory, case study, ethnography, 

observation, action research, focus group, and document analysis. Results were then refined 

using filters that allowed me sort results by publications in scholarly (peer-reviewed) journals 

from 2008-2018. Guided by Cannady’s (2015) review of current gifted education journals, I was 

first interested in locating studies published in top American gifted education journals. These 

included: Gifted Child Quarterly, Roeper Review, Journal for the Education of the Gifted, 

Journal of Advanced Academics, and High Ability Studies. I also included the publication Gifted 

and Talented International, as some studies published involve participants from the United 

States.  

 To refine my search, I read the titles and abstracts of each article in order to determine if 

the study (a) inquired with or about the lives of American gifted adolescent girls/females, and (b) 

engaged in qualitative inquiry according to four characteristics delineated by Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016). These four characteristics are: (1) there is a focus on meaning and understanding, 

(2) the researcher is the primary instrument, (3) the research process is inductive rather than 

deductive, and (4) the product of qualitative inquiry is richly descriptive. I omitted quantitative 

studies, mixed methods studies, studies with both male and female participants, and studies about 

non-American gifted adolescent girls. This search resulted in only six qualitative studies for 

review. 

 Next, I conducted another online search because I wondered, “Why are there so few 

recent studies about gifted adolescent girls in gifted education journals? Perhaps authors are 
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simply publishing elsewhere?” I expanded the search beyond publications in gifted education 

journals. I reconducted my database and keyword search, and after re-reading titles and abstracts 

discovered, only two additional studies met my search criteria. Thus, a total of eight studies were 

included for review. 

Findings 

 Full citations of the eight qualitative inquiry studies, six from gifted education journals 

and two from non-gifted education journals, can be found in the Appendix. Table 1.1 provides an 

overview of the articles, including the authors, publication dates, titles, publications, and 

participants. 
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Of these eight articles, I would like to address aspects of three of the articles. First, the 

two publications by Peterson (2012; 2014) are articles resulting from the same study. One article 

primarily focused on the asset-burden paradox of giftedness, and the other highlighted 

giftedness, trauma, and development. Although related, the two articles provide unique insights 

into the life of a gifted adolescent girl. It can be difficult to publish the analyses and findings of a 

complex longitudinal study in one article, and therefore I chose to consider these as two separate 

contributions. Second, the publication by Willard-Holt (2008) interviewed gifted females ages 

20-50. In the midst of the inquiry, some of the participants spoke of their experiences as an 

adolescent; therefore, I chose to keep this study as part of the review. 

Summary and Discussion  

 To further explore the qualitative nature of these studies, Table 1.2 provides a summary 

of the purpose of the inquiry and/or corresponding research questions, theoretical perspective(s), 

methodology, and method(s). Table 1.2 is followed by a discussion of each of these components 

of qualitative inquiry and how they are demonstrated in the eight articles under review. I chose to 

not address the studies’ approaches to data analysis and findings. Findings of qualitative studies 

are intended to be complex and rich, unable to provide generalizations. A summary of study 

findings is thus not provided in order to avoid generalizations and trite assumptions. 
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 The purpose of the inquiry and/or corresponding research questions help orient the reader 

to the authors’ overarching purpose and perspective. The studies primarily situated the purpose 

of inquiry around understanding, exploring, and investigating the lives and inner worlds of gifted 

girls. Pepperell and Rubel (2009) explored experiences of transition between elementary and 

middle school. Hyatt (2010) and Peterson (2012; 2014) studied gifted adolescent girls that had 

experienced difficult life experiences and trauma. O’Shea et al. (2010), Sayman (2015), and 

Stutler (2011) investigated characteristics related to affect and achievement in gifted girls with 

high abilities in the areas of STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) and 

reading, with Sayman (2015) also exploring the experiences of gifted girls who identify with an 

underrepresented minority population. Willard-Holt (2008) studied the influences and 

experiences related to a career choice in education. To summarize, all of the studies inquired 

about topics related to affect in gifted girls, but the research differed based on sub-populations of 

gifted girls and topics related to affect. 

 Theoretical perspectives underlie all qualitative research “because no study could be 

designed without some question being asked (explicit or implicitly)” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, 

p. 85). They shape how questions are phrased and the sense through which we interpret our data. 

In my own qualitative paradigm, I value theoretical perspectives that specifically relate to 

qualitative theories, frameworks, and philosophical underpinnings instead of general literature 

reviews on gifted girls. And according to Tracy (2010), informing readers of the theoretical 

perspective(s) underlying one’s inquiry approach provides evidence of rich rigor and enhances 

the quality of the research.  

 Five of the eight studies (Hyatt, 2010; Pepperell & Rubel, 2009; Peterson, 2012; 

Peterson, 2014; Sayman, 2015) provided reviews of literature related to the topic of inquiry and 

clearly addressed theoretical perspectives underpinning the research conducted. These included 
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perspectives stemming from symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, critical, feminist, and 

multicultural theories. Stutler (2011) explained an array of concepts related to giftedness under a 

section titled ‘theoretical perspectives,’ and after careful review, I determined the author’s 

perspectives aligned more with the idea of a conceptual framework than one that represents a 

qualitative paradigm with shared ontological and epistemological underpinnings. The remaining 

three studies each provided a review of literature that provided conceptual frameworks for the 

reader, although there was no mention of a broader theoretical perspective that shaped the study 

design and data analyses. The reader would therefore assume that the concepts presented in the 

literature review provided the lens through which the qualitative study was conducted. 

 According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), basic qualitative studies – studies that are 

designed as ‘general’ and ‘interpretive’ without noting a specific type of research design – may 

very well be the most common form of qualitative research in education. However, qualitative 

studies that take on a specific design (e.g. phenomenology, ethnography, narrative inquiry) have 

additional dimensions that relay a particular aspect of richness to the research. These dimensions 

not only influence design, but they may also include unique details related to theoretical 

perspectives to which they align, data collection methods, and approaches to data analyses and 

interpretation. I refer to the type of research design as methodology, and the ways in which the 

design is carried out as methods. 

 Four of the studies situated their research methods within specific methodologies: O’Shea 

at al. (2010) adopted a comparative case study design, Pepperell and Rubel (2009) used a 

grounded theory design, and Peterson (2012; 2014) adhered to an “open-ended exploration” 

phenomenological case study design to her longitudinal study. The remaining four studies, 

although appropriate qualitative methods were listed, did not clearly state a methodological 

framework for inquiry. All studies included more than one method of data collection and 
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included interviews as a primary source of data collection. Other data methods included focus 

groups, researcher journal/field notes, participant observation, and document review. 

 Considering these findings, the current state of qualitative inquiry with or about 

American gifted adolescent girls is deficient. Qualitative research is rich with a variety of 

theoretical perspectives and methodological designs. With a vast amount of literature on gender 

and giftedness and the complexities of the interactions of giftedness and adolescence, where are 

the studies providing specific lines of inquiry into the lives and experiences of gifted adolescent 

girls of recent generations? When published, two of the studies in this dissertation (Chapters 3-4) 

will indeed contribute unique insights and perspectives into the lives of gifted adolescent girls of 

today’s generation.  
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CHAPTER 2 

QUALITATIVE INQUIRY WITH ADOLESCENTS: STRATEGIES FOR FOSTERING 

RICH MEANING MAKING IN GROUP INTERVIEWS1 

  

                                                
1 Guthrie, K. H. To be submitted to Qualitative Inquiry. 
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ABSTRACT 

Qualitative inquiry with adolescents is challenging, especially in the field of educational research 

in which adults are often the gatekeepers of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ answers. To help diminish power 

dynamics, group interviews are a common method for inquiry into the experiences and 

perspectives of adolescents. However, the intense desire to fit in with a group of peers (Erickson, 

1980) and the risks associated with confidentiality can influence how adolescents respond in a 

group setting. In this article, I first summarize common obstacles to group interviews with 

adolescents (experienced in the field as well as grounded in literature) followed by strategies 

qualitative researchers can employ to foster richer meaning making among adolescent 

participants. Suggestions include strategies that foster group cohesion and trust, such as 

incorporating introductory activities, defining your leadership style, encouraging effective group 

norms, and incorporating written reflections in data collection. These strategies can help a 

qualitative researcher create a space suitable for discussion of personal or sensitive topics 

(Yalom, 2005; Norris et al., 2013) and capture the rich, shared meaning making that can happen 

as a result of the group’s social interaction in the group interview (Morgan, 2012). I conclude 

with implications for researchers and teachers of qualitative research methods. 

 

Keywords: Qualitative inquiry, Adolescent participants, Group interviews, Group cohesion, 

Group trust, Interview activities, Educational research, Teaching qualitative research  
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Introduction  

Qualitative inquiry with adolescents can offer the field of education insight into 

adolescents’ experiences as students and stakeholders in education. Educational research 

involving adolescent participants often relies heavily on adult interpretation, but because they are 

situated with little power in researcher-researched relationships, adolescents are known to be a 

challenging population to engage in qualitative inquiry.  

 To combat some of the challenges of interviewing adolescents, group interviews2 are 

recommended as a favorable method of data collection among this population. Compared to one-

on-one interviews, group interviews may feel more natural to adolescents as they regularly 

construct collective meanings with their peers in group environments (e.g., classroom, friendship 

circles; Eder & Fingerson, 2001), and they may feel more comfortable responding in a group 

environment when the researcher is outnumbered. Group interview settings often elicit different 

participant responses than one-on-one environments (Barbour, 2007; Eder & Fingerson, 2001; 

Roulston, 2010; Wilkinson, 1998; 2008). Interaction of group participants can trigger memories, 

stimulate discussion, and encourage disclosure and detailed accounts of shared responses 

(Wilkinson, 1998; 2008). However, because adolescence is a period where youth experience an 

intense desire to fit in with their peers (Erickson, 1980), there are obstacles to facilitating group 

environments in which adolescents feel comfortable sharing their thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences aloud. 

Norris, Aroian, and Warren (2013) listed the following as challenges of conducting group 

interviews with adolescents: (a) there is a declining social trust among adolescents that can affect 

                                                
2 Although the field of qualitative inquiry notes the differences between focus groups and group 
interviews, I have chosen to use the term group interview to represent a scenario in which the 
number of participants interviewed outnumber that of the researchers. Thus, some of the 
literature cited here refers to literature about both focus groups (e.g. Barbour, 2007; Wilkinson, 
2008) and group interviews (e.g. Roulston, 2010). 
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the quality and quantity of information shared, (b) adolescents have an intense need for peer 

approval and may show discomfort with answering direct questions in front of peers, (c) 

adolescents may find it difficult to talk about sensitive topics, (d) adolescents often have a short 

attention span which can create restless energy, and (e) adolescents may only share socially 

desirable responses with the group. Although some of these challenges may be apparent to 

educators, parents, or other adults who work closely with adolescents, they may not be as 

obvious to researchers who have had little access or experience in working with adolescent 

participants or who have been removed from working in educational environments for some 

time.  

The purpose of this article is two-fold: (1) to discuss obstacles to group interviews with 

adolescents and (2) offer suggestions for how to design and facilitate effective group interviews 

with adolescents inspired by concepts from the field of group work (e.g., group counseling). 

Although some of the ideas presented in this article are well-known in the field of group work 

and group psychotherapy, in general, interviewers should avoid establishing a therapeutic 

relationship (Seidman, 2013). Rather, I encourage the reader to consider how skills and strategies 

from the field of group work can strengthen one’s ability to facilitate effective group interactions 

and discussions. My aim is for the reader to consider these strategies as stepping stones for 

reflection and practice of qualitative inquiry among groups of adolescents in schools. 

This article is organized into four parts. Part one introduces the reader to the theoretical 

underpinnings of meaning making in the group context. Part two describes how meaning making 

in group interviews is influenced by group cohesion and trust. Part three summarizes three 

primary threats to group cohesion and trust when interviewing groups of adolescents: power 

dynamics, peer influence, and confidentiality. And, part four presents several strategies to help 

researchers overcome these obstacles inspired by literature and my own experiences in working 
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with groups of adolescents. I conclude with implications for researchers and teachers of 

qualitative research methods. 

An Interactionist Perspective of Meaning Making  

Based in the symbolic interactionism tradition (Mead, 1934), an interactionist perspective 

provides the framework for understanding how adolescent participants make meaning in social 

situations. In this tradition, meaning is not created in one’s individual experiences but instead, it 

is created out of the social interaction with others (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). According to 

Mead (1934), we are social beings, and in the midst of social interaction, there is a giving and 

receiving of certain gestures. We then undergo a state of self-interaction in order to interpret 

those gestures into meanings. Through this process, we collect, analyze, discard, or fuel aspects 

of ‘meaning’ and then interpret and respond accordingly. Thus, we are guided by the meanings 

we place on our experiences with others (Blumer, 1969).  

In group settings, we have the capacity to view ourselves as others see us. We can define 

a situation and organize ourselves to confirm our socially defined role or expectation of behavior 

(Prasad, 2005). By seeing how we fit into certain situations, we are then able to decide how to 

act in those situations. From this perspective, everything adolescent participants say during a 

group interview is influenced by their sense of how the other participants, and the adult 

researcher, will react to what they say (see Morgan, 2012).  

By applying this interactionist perspective, qualitative researchers can shape the way 

meaning is constructed in group interviews. The study design, methods, the ways in which a 

researcher attends and responds to participants’ conversations, and if or how the researcher 

encourages participants to attend to and respond to each other all have potential influence on the 

shared meaning created by participants. Fostering a group environment where meaning making 

can take place is thus a priority in conducting group interviews with adolescents, and one of the 
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primary requirements for facilitating rich meaning making is enabling the group’s ability to 

establish group cohesion and trust. 

The Foundation for Rich Meaning Making: Group Cohesion and Trust 

What is rich meaning making? In qualitative inquiry, researchers use a variety of methods 

to gather insights into participants’ thoughts and feelings regarding their lived experiences. When 

asking adolescent participants to make meaning of their experiences, we are asking them to 

reconstruct their experiences by bringing those experiences to their attention, reflect on them, 

and then assign meaning to them (Schutz, 1967). Richness is characterized by details, thick 

descriptive, and careful construction. Collecting rich data enhances the credibility of qualitative 

research (Tracy, 2010).  

One method of capturing rich meaning making is through qualitative interviews, either 

one-on-one or with groups of participants. More than just a verbal exchange of information 

through a stimulus (i.e. an interviewer’s question) and response (i.e. an interviewee’s answer), 

qualitative interviews can be viewed as a discourse between the interviewer and interviewee in 

an attempt to reach a joint construction of meaning (Mishler, 1986). An interview is an activity in 

which both the interviewer and interviewee(s), “through repeated reformulations of questions 

and responses, strive to arrive together at meanings that both can understand” (Mishler, 1986, p. 

65). Together, they engaged in shared meaning making. To be clear, in the group interview 

context, this shared meaning is not the same as all of the participants in a group agreeing with 

each other (Morgan, 2012). Through sharing and comparing their responses with each other, 

group interview participants create a shared understanding of the complexity of meaning through 

discourse and reflection. As deMarrais (2004) reminded us, the researcher participates in the 

construction of the group’s shared meaning experience by entering into this discourse by 

attending and responding to the conversation. Since shared meaning making within group 
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interviews can be risky for adolescents (Norris et al., 2013), we look to the field of group work to 

learn about how fostering a sense of group cohesion and trust can create a space in which 

adolescents feel comfortable sharing rich details of their lived experiences. 

Group cohesion has a variety of definitions in the field of group work. Yalom (2005), in 

his work with group psychotherapy, defined group cohesiveness as a sense of “groupness” or 

“we-ness” that translates to attractiveness towards the group and its members. Johnson and 

Johnson (2013) also described group cohesiveness as attraction and a “desire to remain in the 

group” (p. 97). In the context of group interviews, if adolescent participants experience the group 

as being welcoming and a source of belonging, the group’s cohesiveness can encourage the 

“affective sharing of one’s inner world” (Yalom, 2005, p. 56). Cohesion here does not mean that 

the participants desire to be the same–which is neither the goal in group work nor the goal of 

qualitative inquiry. Instead, group cohesion is a characteristic of group dynamics that influences 

the setting of the interview and the adolescent participants’ comfortability in reflecting, 

exploring, and sharing their experiences aloud.  

In order for a group to be cohesive, there must be a sense of trust among the group 

members. Johnson and Johnson (2013) claimed the crucial elements to developing and 

maintaining trust in group work are openness, sharing, acceptance, support, and cooperative 

intentions. One must not forget–acceptance among adolescents is a big deal. They are most often 

motivated by peer acceptance, while at the same time, beginning the journey of self-acceptance. 

Acceptance in terms of group work or group interviews, does not translate to agreement, but 

rather the group’s ability to listen attentively without expressing judgement or criticism towards 

each other. The more trustworthy group members are, including the group leader, the more likely 

they are to disclose their thoughts, feelings, and experiences with the group.    
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In qualitative research, the term trustworthiness describes a research study’s quality 

(Freeman, deMarrais, Preissle, Roulston, & St. Pierre, 2007), or more specifically, a study’s 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). However, 

in the current context, I am using trustworthiness to describe not only the qualitative researcher’s 

ability to maintain confidentiality, but also the ability to respond to an adolescent participant’s 

risk-taking (e.g. sharing their thoughts, feelings, and experiences within the group interview) in a 

way that ensures the participant benefits from your acceptance and support in the inquiry. 

Trustworthy interviewers are respectful, nonjudgmental, and non-threatening (Merrian & Tisdell, 

2016). They listen more and talk less, aware that too much or ill-timed exploration of 

participants’ responses can make participants respond defensively (Seidman, 2013). If an 

interviewer exhibits these characteristics with a positive attitude and orientation, in addition to 

encouraging adolescent participants to adopt similar behaviors, then group cohesiveness is more 

likely. Groups that are highly cohesive have higher levels of engagement (MacKenzie, Dies, 

Coché, Rutan, & Stone, 1987) and greater levels of self-disclosure (Yalom, 2005). Thus, a 

researcher’s ability to encourage and establish group cohesion and trust can influence the group’s 

ability to co-construct meaning through sharing and comparing their thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences (Morgan, 2012).  

Threats to Group Cohesion and Trust in Group Interviews with Adolescents 

Unfortunately, rich meaning making, group cohesion, and trust are not always easily 

accessible to adolescent participants. Researchers who gather adolescents for group interviews, 

without considering the obstacles that may prevent adolescents from being able to co-construct 

meaning making, may well be disappointed in the poor quantity and quality of data collected. 

Therefore, this section includes a discussion of three primary obstacles to rich meaning making 

in group interviews: power dynamics, peer influence and group norms, and confidentiality. These 



34 

 

‘threats’ to group cohesion and trust are complex and often overlap in the midst of adolescent 

development and social interaction. 

Unequal Power Dynamics 

Power dynamics, either between the researcher and participants or among the group of 

participants, can threaten the group’s ability to be cohesive and build a sense of trust. In the 

context of qualitative inquiry, Seidman (2013) described power as “who controls the direction of 

the interview, who controls the results, [and] who benefits” (p. 101) and claimed the researcher-

participant relationship has the potential to be power-laden and unequal. Group interviews are 

thus often recommended as a method to address power imbalances in the researcher-participant 

relationship. Compared to one-on-one interviews, group interviews can help minimize the power 

differential as the number of participants outweighs the number of researchers (Dixon, 2015; 

Eder & Fingerson, 2001; Roulston, 2010). However, group interviews with adolescents does not 

instantly guarantee a more equitable power relationship simply because the interviewer is 

outnumbered. 

 Power can be experienced directly, primarily through the relationships and interactions of 

those in the group (Johnson & Johnson, 2013). This includes the direct researcher-participant 

relationship and the participants’ relationships to each other. According to Mayall (1999), 

children and adolescents are regarded as a “minority group in their social positioning within local 

and national power structures” (p. 10), and even within the family, children and adolescents have 

little power to participate in decision making. In traditional educational settings, adults tend to 

hold the most power and decision-making responsibilities. Throughout their years of schooling, 

adolescents’ day to day activities are guided by a strict bell schedule, and they have learned that 

the adults in the classrooms are the ultimate judges of right and wrong answers. Power can also 

be experienced directly through participants’ relationships and interactions with their peers in the 
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group. For example, the ‘popular’ students may hold more power in certain groups, and if the 

participants know each other, they carry with them their past experiences in classrooms, on the 

playgrounds, or in the hallways. 

 On the other hand, adolescents in schools also experience power indirectly through group 

norms and values (Johnson & Johnson, 2013). They spend most of time at school in groups (e.g. 

classes, clubs, teams, groups of friends, etc.), and there often exists a hierarchy of power in each 

of the different groups to which they belong. Some students hold more power, or privilege, 

compared to their peers due to academic, social, cultural, socioeconomic, or some other socially 

prescribed status. Depending on the composition of the group, adolescents are often quick to note 

which of their peers holds power or privilege and which of their peers do not. For a group of 

adolescents who already know each other, these power roles have likely already been established 

outside of the group interview.  

Peer Influence 

 Another threat to group cohesion and trust in group interviews with adolescents is the 

increased emphasis of obtaining peer approval that naturally develops in adolescence (Erikson, 

1980). Berg, Landreth, and Fall (2013) claimed adolescence as a stage of development 

“characterized by conflict, questioning of values, a bewildering array of choices, confusing 

physiological changes, and an overwhelming need for approval by peers” (p. 171), and these 

characteristics influence the ways in which adolescents interact and respond in group 

environments. Conforming to a group’s “rules of the game” is usually a requirement for 

acceptance and continued membership in the group (Johnson & Johnson, 2013), and yet, 

adolescents often oscillate – breaking the “rules” of one group in order to find belonging in 

another group.  
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 As summarized by Forsyth (2006), there are three sources of group influence on 

members: informational influence, normative influence, and interpersonal influence. 

Informational influence describes the interpersonal processes that promote change by 

challenging the correctness of a group members’ beliefs or the appropriateness of their behavior 

directly or indirectly. Normative influence describes the personal and interpersonal processes that 

cause individuals to feel, think, and act in ways that are consistent with social norms, standards, 

and conventions. Interpersonal influence describes the social influence that results from other 

group members selectively encouraging conformity and discouraging nonconformity (Forsyth, 

2006). In Table 2.1, I present possible scenarios of how these three sources of group social 

influence may be experienced by an adolescent participant in the midst of a group interview. 

Although the messages portrayed by these sources of influence may be positive, messages that 

are negative or intimidating in nature have the potential to threaten group cohesion, thus 

hindering participants’ comfort and willingness to share aloud in the group interview.  
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Table 2.1  

Scenarios of Group Social Influence from the Perspective of an Adolescent Participant 

Source of Group 
Social Influence 

Possible Scenarios 

Informational 
influence 

When Mariah shared her experience, everyone seemed to nod their heads 
in agreement with her. The group must agree with her more than they 
agree with Sam.  
 
Jeremy answered the interviewer’s question with disagreement. I should 
take a second to consider if I disagree with the interviewer, too. 
 

Normative 
influence 

Everyone raised their hand to agree with Veronica, and I accept that her 
response is a reflection of my own. 
 
I am tired of always answering adults’ questions. Most of the group is 
slouching in their seats with their arms crossed. If I participate fully, I risk 
not fitting in.  
 

Interpersonal 
influence 

When Raphael spoke in favor of Plan A, the group laughed in disbelief 
and called him a ‘traitor.’ 
 
When Trey spoke in favor of Plan B, the group agreed with him. 
 

Note. Scenarios have been adapted from Forsyth (2006) to the context of group interviews with 
adolescents. 
 

These sources of social influence may already be established as group norms among 

participants. Berg et al. (2013) defined group norms as “implicit or explicit agreed-upon 

standards that govern behavior in the group” (p. 182). In the case that your adolescent 

participants know each other and/or have been grouped together in the classroom or other 

educational environment, paying particular attention to the group’s norms can help you better 

understand how shared meaning making and disclosure of information are expressed in the 

group. For example, you may have a participant who has always been looked to as being the 

spokesperson of the group. Or, you may have two participants who are especially quiet and have 

learned that speaking up in opposition of their classmates leads to being ostracized. Disrupting 

the group norms may or may not play to the advantage of facilitating richer meaning making in 
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the group, and strategies related to establishing group norms for your group interview are 

discussed later in this article. 

Ultimately, recognizing that adolescents gain most of their understanding of the world in 

the midst of social interaction at school, in the classroom, and amongst their peers should have 

bearing on how a researcher designs and implements group interviews as a way of collecting 

data. Ignorance of how adolescent participants may experience the group interview may result 

not only in poor data quality but also the increased chance that the participants may experience 

unnecessary risks or discomforts.  

Confidentiality 

The final threat to group cohesion and trust is that of confidentiality. Confidentiality is 

directly linked to establishing a sense of trust within the group. When working with human 

subjects in research contexts, and with minors in particular, maintaining confidentiality of 

participants’ identities and disclosures is critical. Conducting group interviews in the context of 

schools may pose certain risks to students who may hesitate to share their thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences as they relate to authority figures or peers they see on a daily basis. Additionally, 

researchers are held to ethical standards of reporting situations or responses from minors that 

elicit statements related to abuse, mistreatment, neglect, drug use, or other criminal behaviors 

(The National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral 

Research, 1979). 

When conducting group interviews with adolescents, the concept of confidentiality is 

broadened to also include the notion of holding the conversations shared within the group 

privately. Confidentiality is challenged as participants voluntarily offer responses in front of 

other participants, and although the researcher encourages group members to hold the groups’ 

conversations private, the researcher cannot guarantee that participants will keep what is shared 
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within the group private (Roulston & Liljestrom, 2010). When working with adolescents, it is 

possible that a participant may share what is said in the group interview with others (e.g., peers, 

adults, etc.) who were not present, thus breaking the confidentiality of the group. If adolescent 

participants believe their peers may break confidentiality of the group, they may be more 

reluctant to self-disclose and participate in shared meaning making. If you plan to discuss 

sensitive topics with your adolescent participants, reconsider as to whether the group interview 

method is the most appropriate and beneficial for your participants.  

Strategies for Fostering Rich Meaning Making in Group Interviews with Adolescents 

As additions to typical group interview strategies in the field of educational research, 

these suggestions have been influenced by the fields of group work and my own experiences of 

working with adolescents in a variety of contexts, primarily as a middle and high school math 

teacher. I spent the majority of my waking hours each weekday immersed in a sea of teenagers–

as a classroom teacher, hallway and lunch room monitor, after school club organizer, and athletic 

coach. In addition, I have conducted several studies which included group interviews with 

adolescents. One study incorporated a series of five group interviews with two groups of 

adolescent girls as part of an academic residential summer program, and another study involved 

four group interviews with adolescent girls conducted before and during school hours at a public 

high school. From the literature and from my experiences, I have developed the following 

strategies, which can be used in designing and conducting group interviews with adolescents to 

help encourage and build group cohesion and trust. 

Strategies include: 

• Understanding stages of group development 

• Paying attention to the influence of the school setting 

• Defining your leadership style 
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• Using introductory activities 

• Encouraging effective group norms 

• Incorporating humor 

• Encouraging written reflections in data collection 

• Designing your study to benefit participants 

You will find that these strategies can be implemented independently or in conjunction with 

others in order to enhance rich meaning making among adolescent participants. 

Understand Stages of Group Development 

Throughout the history of group work and group dynamics, there have been several 

models proposed that demonstrate the stages of group development. I have found Tuckman and 

Jensen’s (1977) stages of small group development to be easy to follow and appropriate for 

application to qualitative inquiry with group interviews. They described five sequential stages of 

development: Forming, Storming, Norming, Performing, and Adjourning. In Table 2.2, I 

summarize these stages and provides suggestions for how they can be applied to a single group 

interview or series of group interviews. Understanding each stage of group development can be 

particularly helpful in the research context when forming groups of participants that do not 

already know each other (Finch, Lewis, & Turley, 2014).  
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Table 2.2 

Applications of the Stages of Group Development to Group Interviews 

Stage Description Application(s) to Group 
Interview(s) 

Forming This stage often takes place at the 
beginning of the group formation, 
including the time the facilitator designs 
and initiates the group. The facilitator 
focuses on creating the group and 
helping group members get settled and 
comfortable with the purpose of their 
group. 
 

This stage reflects the period of time the 
researcher begins to design the group 
interview study, contact and recruit 
participants, and any other introductory 
communications that take place before or 
at the initial start of the group 
interview(s). 

Storming In this stage, the group focus shifts from 
wanting acceptance, approval, and 
commitment to one that has tension, 
conflict, and even competition as some 
group members may try to assert 
dominance or power in the group. 

This stage can be viewed as the 
beginning moments or periods of time in 
which participants adjust to the 
environment of the group interview. This 
can include questions and conversations 
regarding the introduction and review of 
the purpose of the group interview(s), 
individual introductions of the 
participants, and beginning interview 
questions that are introductory in nature. 
 

Norming This stage describes the process of 
developing a feeling of cohesion within 
the group. Cohesive groups are more 
likely to be honest, have better trust, 
have higher emotional closeness, seek 
out intimacy, and manage conflicts 
respectfully. 

This stage is when groups begin to trust 
each other, through a statement of group 
expectations, through activities, or 
through the beginning stages of group 
discussion. The interviewer will need to 
pay careful attention that the ‘norming’ 
of the group does not mask diverse 
attitudes and perspectives from being 
shared.  
 

Performing This stage is often referred to as the 
‘working’ stage in which the bulk of the 
‘work’ or ‘process’ take place. The goals 
and purpose of the group are often 
referring to the work that takes place 
during this stage. 
 

This is when participants feel 
comfortable with each other and engage 
in sharing and comparing. This stage is 
the phase of rich meaning making among 
participants. 

Adjourning This stage describes the final stage of 
group development where the adjourning 
is the transition between the experiences 
within the group and the experiences that 
come after the group ends. 

In this final stage, the researcher starts to 
bring closure to the group interview(s), 
debriefs the participants, and informs the 
participants of the next steps in the 
research study or how to contact the 
researcher should any questions arise. 
 

Note. The stages and descriptions of group development presented are summarized from the 
work of Tuckman and Jensen (1977).  
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Although these stages are presented linearly, they vary in duration and some stages can 

reoccur throughout the formation of the group, and each stage may vary in duration. In other 

words, if group interviews are conducted across multiple sessions, the group may experience 

some of the stages (e.g. Forming, Storming, Norming) repeatedly over time. Each session may 

begin with brief experiences of Norming before settling into the Performing stage. Recall that 

adolescence is a turbulent time of development and conducting group interviews across multiple 

sessions means that the participants will have had multiple opportunities to be socially 

influenced outside of the group.  

As noted in Table 2.2, the Performing stage is considered the time that rich meaning 

making occurs in group interviews. The Performing stage is when the group has reached a level 

of cohesion and trust that participants voluntarily share perspectives of their experiences, 

thoughts, and feelings. Rich meaning making happens because this is the phase of group 

development that in which groups reach a state of cohesiveness (Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). 

However, neglecting to recognize the early stages of group development (e.g., Forming, 

Storming, and Norming) may cause a researcher to prematurely assume a group of adolescent 

participants is primed for rich meaning making. This can result in reluctant participants and weak 

data collection. 

Suggested Strategies. Finding ways to guide participants through the Forming, 

Storming, and Norming stages in addition to being aware of how these stages influence the 

Performing stage, or rich meaning-making stage, can help provide a roadmap for researchers as 

they design research studies and moderate group interviews. Although addressing issues that 

occur in the beginning stages of group development take time, it may result in an environment in 

which adolescent participants are more willing or feel safer in offering their perspectives and 

stories aloud to the group. Some strategies you can implement include: designing introductory 
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activities that welcome the group and provides space for them to get to know you and one 

another (Forming stage), monitoring discussion and modeling expected behaviors in the group 

(Storming stage), and working with adolescent participants to create group guidelines (Norming 

stage). When implemented thoughtfully, each of these suggested strategies can foster group 

cohesion and are addressed later in this section. 

Pay Attention to the Influence of the School Setting 

  When conducting educational research with adolescent participants in schools, 

researchers should be mindful of how the school setting may influence a participant’s responses 

in a group interview. Adolescents are used to sitting amongst a group of peers, listening and 

responding to an all-knowing authority figure at the front of the room. Although a researcher 

may try to dislodge herself from playing the role of a teacher, it is still important to realize that 

adolescents have been conditioned to respond to adults in classrooms in certain ways. 

Researchers should consider ways of conducting group interviews that avoid mimicking 

classroom lessons based on “known-answer” questions (Eder & Fingerson, 2001).  

Furthermore, when researching in the school setting, adolescent participants may have 

more negative associations with some particular classrooms or school spaces than others. For 

example, hosting group interviews in the front office with adolescents who are part of a study 

exploring combative behaviors would be a poor choice for the setting of the interviews. 

Similarly, a particular teacher’s classroom may have been the class in which the student made 

her first failing grade or had been bullied by the boy behind her. Ensuring that the environment is 

comfortable and safe for participants is, by default, a good practice, and although it is impossible 

for researchers to know which spaces may trigger participants to feel certain ways, some 

suggestions can be made to help create a safe space for reflection and sharing with others. 
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Suggested Strategies. If interviewing in a classroom, try situating the desks or tables in a 

new orientation different from which they would expect to be in if attending class in the room. 

For example, placing the desks or chairs in a circle or moving furniture and sitting on the floor 

can help send a message to participants that this is not Algebra class. Situating yourself amongst 

the participants is another simple strategy that can help prevent the participants from viewing 

you as the teacher or an ‘outside researcher’ who is only interested in collecting and analyzing 

your data. Ensuring that you and the group of participants can make easy eye contact with each 

other can enhance the frequency of interaction, friendliness, and cooperation (Johnson & 

Johnson, 2013). Lastly, if you are conducting multiple group interviews, try your best to keep the 

location and setting the same with each interview. This will help your adolescent participants 

settle into the space more quickly or easily over time. 

Define Your Leadership Style 

When conducting qualitative inquiry, adult researchers ultimately want adolescent 

participants to see them as different from other adults in their lives (e.g., a parent, a teacher, etc.). 

Yet, since adult researchers are likely much older than adolescent participants, Seidman (2013) 

cautioned that it takes a special type of sensitivity to be able to connect with young participants 

without being patronizing. Berg et al. (2013), known for their expertise in the field of counseling 

and group work, emphasized that the facilitator should consider positioning themselves as 

different from other adults in the ways in which they treat and interact with the adolescent group 

members. The authors warned that if you try to be “cool” and act like an adolescent in order to 

gain their approval, then this may create resistance from adolescents as they can “see right 

through” your attempt. You are not an adolescent. Acting like one is counterproductive to gaining 

their trust. 
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Similarly, your style of moderating the group discussion can also influence how 

adolescent participants respond to interview questions. In the field of group work, there are three 

general leadership styles a facilitator can embody. Initially described by Lewin, Lippitt, and 

White (1939), these styles are autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire. An autocratic leader 

dictates the order of the group and determines all group policies and expectations without the 

involvement of the group members in decision making. A democratic leader sets group policies 

and expectations through group discussion and decision making and, in general, encourages 

group cohesiveness. Under this style of leadership, group members are encouraged to interact, 

cooperate, and be considerate of others. A laissez-faire leader plays a more passive role and does 

not participate in the group’s decision-making processes (Berg et al., 2013; Johnson & Johnson, 

2013). They simply sit back and watch how interaction unfolds. Adolescent participants will 

respond to each style of leadership differently, which will in turn, influence data collection. 

Suggested Strategies. In order to facilitate a group interview environment that lends 

itself to eliciting rich responses, and especially if they are inquiring into sensitive topics, 

facilitators of group interviews should be genuine, caring, and open. When working with 

adolescents, Dillon (2010) encouraged participants to call her by her first name in order to help 

diminish her participants as seeing her as a figure of authority, and I, too, have adopted this 

strategy in my own work. I also pay careful attention to choosing attire that is non-intimidating 

and not too formal, and I avoid wearing an official name tag other than the school’s official 

visitor pass. 

Additionally, a researcher should reflect on the appropriate leadership style for 

facilitating a group interview with adolescent participants. Researchers should avoid autocratic 

leadership exclusively. Although the direct leadership of a researcher is necessary in order to 

execute each phase of research, when communicating with adolescent participants, a more 



46 

 

democratic approach may be helpful in establishing group cohesion and trust. With this 

approach, you can encourage participants to see you as a leader who values their experiences and 

acknowledges the risks they take in sharing their experiences aloud amongst their peers. Some of 

the additional strategies suggested later in this section, such as encouraging group members to 

collaborate to determine appropriate group expectations (i.e. group norms), lend themselves to a 

more democratic style of leading a group of adolescents.  

Use Introductory Activities 

In general, incorporating creative introductory actives can help adolescents gain insight 

into themselves and express their emotions (Veach & Gladding, 2006), create a safe and 

consistent environment, and provide opportunities for self-exploration. Facilitated as warm-up 

exercises, structured activities can promote interaction among members and can help speed up 

the group’s cohesion by bypassing the hesitant, uneasy feelings of introducing oneself to the 

group (Yalom, 2005). Introductory activities need not be directly related to the research topic of 

the interview nor does data need to be collected in order for the activity to be meaningful and 

successful. However, activities that set the tone for the topic of group discussion can help 

participants ease into the interview. The quicker a group can reach the Performing stage, the 

stage of cohesion and shared meaning making, the more likely the researcher will be able to 

collect rich data in a timely manner.  

Suggested Strategies. Some examples of introductory activities include movement 

exercises, written reflection prompts, and group rituals. Movement exercises can help to 

“alleviate tension, break down barriers, and energize the group as a whole in an expedient 

manner” (Veach & Gladding, 2006, p. 73). In my own experience in working with children and 

adolescents, I have found younger children to be more open to movement activities. Adolescence 

is a time of development in which youth are generally more awkward or uncomfortable in their 
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bodies. Their movements are more reserved, risking disproval of their peers. However, when 

carefully implemented and with appropriate humor, movement activities with adolescents can 

help create a group experience of purposefully feeling awkward and silly. I also encourage you, 

the researcher, to participate alongside your participants. This can create a shared, collective 

feeling of being awkward and silly together. It helps the group acknowledge and release feelings 

of nervous tension that typically accompany forming a group in which they may be asked to 

share their personal thoughts, feelings, and experiences with others. 

Written reflection prompts can help promote self-reflection among adolescents (Peterson, 

2008) and can help group members acknowledge their unique contributions to the group 

interview. An introductory writing activity can be focused on the topic of the interview in order 

to transition the participants to the interview experience and stimulate rich discussion (Colluci, 

2007). In order to encourage reflection, the prompt should be open ended in nature and brief 

enough so that the participants do not experience fatigue or get the impression that they are 

completing an assignment (as they often do in a classroom). In order to avoid mimicking the 

classroom setting, the researcher can encourage participants to respond to a prompt in whatever 

ways are most comfortable for them (e.g., sentences, fragments, bullet points, poems, letters, 

drawings, etc.) and should remind participants that their responses will not be graded. 

If the inquiry takes place over a series of group interviews, establishing group rituals can 

also support group cohesion as repetitive activities can promote a sense of unity among 

adolescents (Malekoff, 2004). They can act as buffers from the ‘outside world’ they were 

involved in before arriving to the group interview. In my own research with groups of gifted 

adolescent girls (Guthrie, Accepted), I spent the beginning 2-3 minutes of each session leading 

the participants through a short centering exercises in which they were invited to close their eyes, 

take a few deep breaths, and choose a few words to describe how they were feeling in the 
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moment. Participants recorded their responses silently and a few volunteered to share their 

reflections. This ritual helped create a sense of togetherness as they transitioned from their 

previous activities to our research setting. 

Regardless of the type of activity, giving adolescent participants time to adjust to the 

group interview setting is crucial for promoting an environment in which they feel comfortable 

sharing responses aloud with the group. Gladding’s (2016) The Creative Arts in Counseling (5th 

edition) offers an array of creative activities that can be adapted for group interviews in order to 

promote group cohesion, trust, and individual reflection. For example, Gladding (2016) shares 

how having adolescents make up skits that address topics in humorous ways can help promote a 

sense of empowerment and empathy among group members. Used as an introductory activity, 

the researcher can gain insight into adolescent perspectives and at the same time, promote a 

sense of togetherness and bonding among the group members. Lastly, involving adolescent 

participants in setting group expectations (see below) could serve as another introductory activity 

that promotes cohesion and trust among participants. 

Encourage Effective Group Norms 

 As mentioned earlier, group norms amongst adolescents can be complex. However, 

regardless of whether or not the group of adolescents have pre-established group norms, 

encouraging appropriate behaviors and expectations at the beginning and throughout group 

interviews will support the group in working towards cohesion and trust. One of the most 

effective ways of implementing group norms is to define the group members’ roles and 

expectations though group discussion (Johnson & Johnson, 2013). Issues of confidentiality and 

strategies for sharing and listening are some examples of expectations that can be stated directly 

and accepted by participants in the early stages of the research.  
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Suggested Strategies. In qualitative inquiry, establishing behavioral expectations is often 

covered in the consent stage of the interview. With groups of adolescent participants, having a 

group discussion about appropriate behaviors early on in the research is an effective way of 

encouraging and managing group norms that support rich meaning making. For example, when I 

have interviewed groups of adolescents, after I have re-introduced the purpose of the interview 

and confirmed minor assent to participation, we discuss and agree upon a set of group guidelines 

for participation. Inspired by Delisle and Galbraith (2002), I distribute copies of a list of 

suggested group guidelines that include statements such as, “Anything that is said in the group, 

stays in the group. We agree to keep things confidential,” “We respect everyone’s need to be 

heard,” and “We realize that feelings are not ‘bad’ or ‘good.’ They just are. Therefore, we don’t 

say things like, ‘You shouldn’t feel that way.’” As a group, we take turns reading these guidelines 

out loud to each other. Then, we discuss whether or not we would like to re-word, remove, or add 

any statements. Allowing participants to shape the group’s expectations of behavior helps to 

diminish the power imbalance between myself, the adult researcher, and the adolescent 

participants. Once we have our final list of group guidelines, I encourage each participant to sign 

their name in recognition of their intention to uphold the group guidelines as best they can. 

Regardless of how many interview sessions are scheduled, reminding participants of the 

group guidelines (i.e. group norms) before, during, and after each interview session can help 

participants uphold their commitment and feel safe under your leadership. If the topic of 

discussion brings up emotions in the participants, it is not uncommon for them to forget some of 

the guidelines stated days or weeks before. I suggest you keep a copy of the signed group 

guidelines on hand. If the behaviors of the participants start to shift away from those deemed 

necessary for cohesion and trust, a simple gesture to the document may be all you need to remind 

participants of appropriate ways to interact within the group setting.  And, recall that in schools, 
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adolescents are used to adults setting and enforcing the rules. It is the administrators, teachers, 

and coaches that ultimately have control. But in qualitative inquiry, we ultimately want the 

power to be more balanced between interviewer and interviewee. Reminding participants of their 

co-constructed group guidelines can help prevent you from being seen as an adult who has more 

power and authority over the group. 

Incorporate Humor 

Incorporating humor is another strategy that can be helpful in promoting group 

communication and cohesiveness (Johnson & Johnson, 2013) and can be an asset in working 

with groups of adolescents (Malekoff, 2004). In general, humor has been found to promote group 

cohesion, provide insight into group dynamics, and reduce group tension (Bloch, Browning, & 

McGrath, 1983). It can enhance a sense of intimacy, belonging, warmth, and friendliness (Bloch 

et al., 1983). With respect to the group facilitator, Smith and Powell (1988) found that when 

group leaders engaged in self-disparaging humor (i.e. when the group leader was the target of her 

own humor), there was a decrease in group tension and an increase in participation and 

willingness for group members to share their opinions with the group. Similarly, Denison and 

Sutton (1990) claimed that the use of humor is most effective when it is initiated by higher-

power members of the group. However, one should be careful to only incorporate humor that is 

appropriate and directed towards the goal of promoting group cohesion and trust. Humor that 

resembles teasing or belittling of a group member should be avoided as it may send mixed or 

harmful messages to the group that impede group’s ability to connect or see the group leader as 

trustworthy (Smith & Powell, 1988).  

Suggested Strategies. Especially with adolescents, the use of humor in group interviews 

can be a powerful tool to ease group related tensions and encourage group cohesiveness. 

Adolescents appreciate humor, and as Malekoff (2004) cautioned, an adult group facilitator 
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should be careful not to try to manipulate adolescents into behaving as “little adults,” nor should 

facilitators “abandon the youthful spirit within themselves” (p. 26). Coming alongside 

adolescents’ natural tendencies towards engaging in humor may help an interviewer facilitate 

cohesion amongst a group of participants. As the adult with the most power in the group 

interview setting, consider initiating self-disparaging or group related humor can promote 

transparency by helping adolescent participants see your “human-ness” (Bloch et al., 1983). 

Poking fun at yourself in front of the group may help the participants see you as an adult that is 

open and accepting towards imperfections. Depending on the topic of conversation, this may be 

particularly helpful.  

Encourage Written Reflections in Data Collection 

 One method of increasing rigor in qualitative inquiry involves collecting data through a 

variety of methods (e.g., participant observation, interviews, surveys, etc.). When interviewing 

groups of adolescents–especially because their experiences are often socially rooted in their 

peers’ experiences–using additional methods of data collection can help validate participants’ 

responses and strengthen the analysis of the interview (Eder & Fingerson, 2001; Tracy, 2010). 

These can include field observations and single interviews (in conjunction with group 

interviews) as additional methods (Eder & Fingerson, 2001). Written reflections can serve as an 

additional method of data collection. Written reflections can serve as prompts for group 

discussion and help adolescents ease into sharing their thoughts, feelings, and experiences with 

the group. Additionally, it is likely that there will be times in which some participants are hesitant 

to share their thoughts, feelings, or experiences aloud with the group. They may feel comfortable 

writing them down on paper.  

 Suggested Strategies. Written reflections can be encouraged and collected at the 

beginning, during, or at the conclusion of a group interview. If encouraged prior to the group 
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discussion, a researcher can capture individual responses that have not yet been influenced by the 

group discussion. However, written reflections that are collected later, either during or after a 

group discussion, can also provide rich insight. Recall that social interaction in the group 

environment has the potential to create “high quality, interactive data” (Wilkinson, 1998) because 

participants often naturally build off each other’s conversation through agreement, disagreement, 

or adding elaborated details to each other’s comments. In practice, I have listened as participants 

commented, “I didn’t write this down, but so-and-so’s comment reminded me of a time when…” 

I have also watched participants write down additional thoughts as they listened to their peers 

share aloud with the group. Capturing adolescents’ reflections prior to, during, and/or after 

interactions with others can help support robust data collection. In my experience, if the group 

displayed evidence of cohesion and trust, reflections that are written down during or after the 

group discussion are more elaborate and self-disclosing. 

Before proceeding, I would also like to reiterate that when interviewing in the context of 

schools, it is important for the interviewer to remind participants that their written responses will 

not be judged for proper grammar. As stated earlier, I encourage adolescents to respond in any 

way they would like (e.g., sentences, fragments, bullet points, poems, letters, drawings, etc.). 

This helps to alleviate their conditioned response to assuming that I, the adult, will be grading 

what they submit to me. 

Design Your Study to Benefit Participants 

Another way to respond to the power dynamics between researcher and adolescent 

participants is to emphasize reciprocity, or in other words, a giving back to the participants in 

return for data collected. Eder and Fingerson (2001) claimed that a researcher’s desire to collect 

participants’ information without giving anything in return is a reflection of the researcher’s 

privilege and power. When working with adolescents in schools, I encourage educational 
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researchers to avoid giving incentives or rewards for participation, unless the purpose of offering 

an incentive or reward is to support group cohesion3. The following suggestions, although simple 

in nature, can be enough to help increase reciprocity and decrease the researcher’s privilege and 

power and increase group cohesion and trust.  

Suggested Strategies. Reciprocity can take on many forms. For example, interviewers 

can begin to offer reciprocity with interviewees by being the kind of listener that takes 

participants seriously and values what they say (Seidman, 2013). Participants benefit from 

researchers that honor the details of their lives and experiences not only in the midst of the 

interview, but also in the writing up and dissemination of findings (Seidman, 2013). Group 

interviews and shared meaning making can also create experiences that benefit participants. 

Participants may leave with a greater sense of altruism or universality (Yalom, 2005). 

For example, in my own past research with adolescent girls, at the conclusion of our five 

group interview sessions, I reserved time for participants to reflect and record what participating 

in the group interviews was like for them. In one study, (Guthrie, 2018), I simply provided the 

prompt “What I Know Now” to as a way of encouraging them to reflect and integrate the content 

that was shared in the group discussions. In sharing their responses with the group, participants 

thanked me for the opportunity to reflect on and share their experiences with others. In hearing 

their peers share aloud with the group, they reported feeling less alone in their experiences.  

Consider how the overall design of your group interview study, your role and facilitation 

style, and the activities you incorporate into the group interviews may benefit adolescent 

                                                
3 For example, I once gave t-shirts to participants of one of my studies (Guthrie, 2018). The study 
was imbedded in a five-session evening activity of an academic residential summer program and 
involved teen-friendly yoga, relaxation, journaling, and group discussions. The t-shirts displayed 
the activity’s logo and were intended to (1) give the participants something comfortable to wear 
during our five-sessions and (2) create a tangible sense of connection and belonging among the 
participants. 
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participants. Being an adult who listens and shows deep interest in their thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences can create a sense of validation and worth that they may not experience in 

interactions with adults in academic settings. Depending on the topic, making connections 

among participants by linking their experiences to one another has the potential to create a sense 

of belonging amongst adolescents.  

Implications for Researchers and Teachers of Qualitative Research Methods 

For researchers and teachers, the strategies mentioned in this article serve as suggestions 

for designing qualitative inquiry with adolescents that go beyond introductory approaches often 

included in introductory qualitative research texts. Some of the suggestions would undoubtedly 

be included in a research proposal (e.g., using introductory activities), but others may go 

overlooked in the design process (e.g., leadership style and incorporating humor). In my work 

with adolescents, I have found it is both the formal, research designed activities and the small, 

more nuanced gestures that create space for rich meaning making.  

Teachers of qualitative research methods in education can use information presented in 

this article to inform their qualitative pedagogy. According to Preissle and deMarrais (2011), 

qualitative pedagogy should incorporate “learning-by-doing” experiences that mirror the ways 

qualitative research is practiced. Class activities such as personal reflection activities and 

engaging in ethnographic exercises can encourage graduate students to consider their roles as 

qualitative researchers inquiring into the lives of adolescents in schools. 

Personal reflection activities can challenge adult researchers to reflect back on their own 

adolescent experiences in school contexts. These reflections can then inform their subjectivity 

statements. A researcher’s subjectivities, according to Preissle (2008), “may bias, unbalance, and 

limit endeavors, but they may also motivate and illuminate inquiry” (p. 846). The following 

questions may be helpful in guiding graduate students preparing to conduct qualitative inquiry 
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with adolescents: What did the notion of school and learning have for them when they were 

adolescents in school? What were their relationships like with teachers? How comfortable did 

they feel sharing their thoughts, feelings, and experiences with their peers? With adults? What 

type of ‘power’ did they experience in schools? Reflection activities that help adult researchers 

put themselves in the mindset of what it was like to be an adolescent may help them empathize 

with their participants. As the group interviewer, the more you can empathize with a participant, 

while at the same time remaining open and non-judgmental, the greater the potential the 

participants will trust you and self-disclose amongst the group. 

Ethnographic activities can take on many forms. Researchers who do not spend a lot of 

time with adolescents may be far removed from adolescent culture. Finding time to volunteer at 

schools and observe students in the hallways, in classrooms, or in school parking lots can help 

researchers becom more familiar with current adolescent behaviors, mannerisms, and interests. 

Even observing adolescents off school grounds can provide insight into how they may respond to 

peers and adults differently (e.g., coffee shops, sports events, church groups). Or, after gaining 

permission from school personnel, graduate students can be assigned to observe adolescent 

students with their peers and adults in the classroom, in the hallway, or in the lunchroom. These 

activities can be embedded throughout the course as a way of teaching qualitative research 

methods through immersive experiences that have them acting as qualitative researchers (see 

Fontes & Piercy, 2000). Teachers can increase the rigor of these activities by requiring graduate 

students to record observational field notes (see Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and write reflexive 

memos (see Annink, 2016). Then, graduate students can begin to make inferences by analyzing 

their observations. Guiding questions can include: How do adolescents respond differently to 

different adults? Where do you see power imbalances in their interactions with administrators, 

teachers, or peers? How do adolescents behave in different settings? How might the makeup of 
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the participants in the group influence participation, cohesiveness, and trust? These observations 

and inferences can help a researcher attend to how participants may interact and behave in a 

group interview. 

Conclusion 

Keeffe and Andrews (2015) proposed that when working with adolescents, a “greater 

depth of understanding is required for the researcher to listen carefully to the spoken and the 

unspoken, to identify and balance power relations, to collaborate with students as partners in 

research” (p. 357). Group cohesion and trust are essential to rich meaning making among group 

interviews with adolescents. Threats to cohesion and trust include unbalanced power in the 

relationships (either between researcher-participant or amongst the participants themselves), the 

presence of peer influence, and the risk of breaking confidentiality. However, the strategies 

mentioned in this article, when implemented carefully, can guard against these threats and 

ultimately create a group environment that supports social interaction and shared meaning 

making.  

The suggestions from my own personal experience should be taken as just that–my own 

experience. My comfort level in working with adolescents has been influenced by my own 

experiences of working with students in the middle and high school classrooms, lunchrooms, and 

hallways, in addition to my responsibilities as an extra-curricular club leader and coach as well 

as from my research with groups of adolescents. Every group of adolescents is different, and 

you, the reader, have your own experiences from which to draw. Strategies suggested in this 

article should be considered as starting points for designing effective group interviews with 

adolescents and should be adapted and modified appropriately for the purpose of the research 

and topic of discussion.  
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CHAPTER 3 

“I HAVE MY CONFIDENCE…WHICH I DIDN’T HAVE BEFORE”: THE INFLUENCE 

OF AN ALL-GIRLS ADVANCED MATH CLASS ON GIFTED ADOLESCENT GIRLS4 

  

                                                
4 Guthrie, K. H. To be submitted to The Journal for the Education of the Gifted. 
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ABSTRACT 

For many gifted and high ability adolescent girls, navigating the social terrain of peer acceptance 

in classrooms can be challenging. Using symbolic interactionism and women’s voice/experience 

feminism, the purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the influence of an all-girls 

advanced math class from the perspectives of a class of gifted adolescent girls and their teacher. 

Data included student written reflections, two group interviews with students, two interviews 

with the teacher, and two small group follow-up discussions with the students. Through 

deductive and inductive analyses, I identified four key themes of influence: (1) the power of an 

influential teacher, (2) an environment that encouraged supportive communication, (3) a sense of 

freedom to struggle, and (4) a complex sense of confidence in math ability. These findings 

indicate that single-sex classes may benefit gifted girls, especially in STEM classes, by 

supporting meaningful engagement in the classroom. Additional comments from follow-up 

discussions with the participants the following school year are included. The article begins with a 

poetic transcription that I composed, based on the work of Glesne (1997), representing the 

participants’ collective voice. Direct quotes appear Tin italics. 

 

Keywords: Gifted girls in STEM, Single-sex classroom, Sense of self, Classroom engagement, 

Qualitative research, Interviews, Group discussions, Written reflections, Poetic analysis 
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Introduction 
 
Before, 
a math problem to be solved, 
and others’ opinions were voiced louder than mine. 
Unsure if I would get the answer right or wrong, 
I retreated. 
Quietly. 
 They know what to do! Just let them do it. 
 
 
But what about me? 
My ideas, 
my methods, 
my answers? 
I kept them to myself. 
I kept them quiet.  
 I’ll take my own idea off the table so that you can feel good. 
You, the  
 very, very smart 
   boys in the class. 
But, not just me. 
 
 
Together, we kept quiet. 
Our ideas. 
Our methods. 
Our opinions. 
We kept them to ourselves 
in order to be  
 polite. 
 
 

But now, 
it is different. 
You are not in this class anymore. 
Now, I am surrounded by other girls. 
At first, I thought 
 What are we going to do without the boys? 
 
 
But then I realized the gift of this space. 
This time to come together, 
to share similar experiences, 
to let go of having to prove myself. 
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Now, 
I feel 
 comfortable.  
 secure.  
 equal. 
I am challenged. 
 There isn’t anybody to default to. 
I take more ownership of my learning. 
I have found how to challenge others respectfully 
without worrying about being polite. 
 
 
Now, 
I have confidence, 
 confidence that I’m good in math.  
 which I didn’t have before. 
But, not just me. 
 
 
Together 
 we’re more confident. 
We are 
 freed up. 
We share 
Our ideas, 
our methods, 
our opinions.  
As a team, we work together. 
We have learned how to 
 speak up with confidence. 
 
 
That is what I want to take with me 
moving forward. 
I have proved something to myself. 
 Yeah. 
I have proved something to myself. 
 
 
Will I be able to keep this confidence next year? 
I’m not sure. 
I hope so. 

 

The field of gifted education has a history of encouraging ability grouping for its positive 

influence on gifted students’ achievement, but there has been concern for how ability grouping 
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may affect students’ academic self-concept. Gifted students grouped in advanced-level classes 

may experience a decrease in academic self-concept compared to being placed in an on-level 

class. Often referred to as the Big Fish Little Pond Effect (BFLPE), this theory describes how 

equally able peers may experience a decreased academic self-concept when they compare 

themselves to more able students, but an increased academic self-concept when they compare 

themselves to less-able students (Marsh, 1987; Marsh & Parker, 1984). The BFLPE emphasizes 

how gifted students may derive their self-concept by comparing themselves to their classmates 

(Rinn et al., 2010), and when gifted students are grouped together, there are fewer ‘less-abled’ 

peers with whom to compare themselves. Although the BFLPE is a common phenomenon 

addressed in gifted education, there is little mention of its effect in single-sex classrooms. How 

might both ability-grouping and single-sex grouping influence gifted adolescent girls’ learning 

and sense of self?  

In the Spring of 2017, I met Laura5 at a local gifted education conference. She was a high 

school math teacher who happened to be teaching a math class of all gifted and high-ability girls. 

The girls had been accepted into their school district’s innovative programming for gifted and 

high-ability students during elementary or middle school. The all-girls class itself happened by 

accident. There was no intention to have an all-girls math class at the school, even after trying to 

rearrange schedules to create a co-ed classroom. At the conference, Laura shared her experience 

of how having a class of all-girls was different from the other math classes she taught in the past. 

And not only was the class all-girls, but it was also an advanced math class in which the 9th 

grade students were gifted and high ability students taking mathematics that more closely aligned 

with 11th grade standards. I approached Laura after her presentation, and we discussed my 

                                                
5 All names in this article have been replaced with pseudonyms. 
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research interests of the lives of gifted adolescent girls. We quickly acknowledged that deeper 

inquiry with this group of students would be of interest for me and my research program. This 

study was of particular interest to me, the researcher, because I was once a mathematically gifted 

adolescent girl and a high school math teacher.  

The purpose of this study was to better understand the unique influence of an all-girls 

advanced math class from the perspectives of those involved, the teacher and the class of gifted 

and high-ability adolescent girls. Each of the girls in the class had been accepted into one of the 

local school district’s enrichment programs–programs designed to emphasize students’ 

individual strengths and interests through rigorous coursework. In the district, these programs 

served both gifted and high-ability students who were accepted via a competitive application 

process. All of the participants were students who had been accepted into an individualized 

program and had been identified as gifted6 or having high-ability in certain academic areas. For 

the sake of consistency, the term gifted will be used to describe all of the participants in this 

study. 

Through one-on-one interviews with the teacher and group discussions and written 

reflections with the girls, the following research questions guided my inquiry: (1) How does an 

all-girls advanced math class support or impede gifted adolescent girls’ sense of themselves as 

gifted learners?, (2) In what ways does a group of gifted adolescent girls perceive the classroom 

environment of an all-girls advanced math class to enable learning?, and (3) In what ways do 

gifted adolescent girls perceive an all-girls advanced math class to be different from co-ed 

classes?  

                                                
6 Gifted identification for the school district adopted a multiple criteria approach that considered 
mental ability, achievement, creativity, and motivation. Documenting each participant’s 
individual scores and strengths were beyond the scope of this study. 
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The use of the first-person narrative throughout the article is purposeful, as the researcher 

plays an integral role in qualitative inquiry (Walcott, 2009). Wolcott (2009) posited, 

“Recognizing the critical nature of the observer role and the influence of his or her subjective 

assessments in qualitative work makes it all the more important to have readers remain aware of 

that role, that presence” (p. 17). In addition to following the American Psychological Association 

(APA) guidelines to writing clearly and concisely (APA, 2010) which dictates using “I” instead 

of the more formal “the researcher,” I use the first person pronoun to enhance sincerity (Tracy, 

2010) and help readers remain aware of my own subjectivity and placement in the midst of the 

experiences of the girls and their teacher.  

Review of Literature 

 The following review provides context for this study by discussing literature on gifted 

girls’ sense of self, gifted girls in STEM, and gifted girls in single-sex classrooms.  

 Gifted Girls’ Sense of Self. Situated in the context of self-actualization, I use the phrase 

sense of self to describe the idea or set of ideas a gifted girl has about herself. Maslow (1962) 

characterized self-actualization as implying an “acceptance and expression of the inner core of 

self” (p. 36) and later described self-actualized youth as being those who can experience their 

selves fully, vividly, and selflessly (Maslow, 1965). For a gifted adolescent girl, self-

actualization is the process of identifying who she is, her preferences, her potentials, and her gifts 

and talents. This happens over time and results in the revelation of her authentic self. 

For gifted girls, getting to know their authentic selves can be difficult in the midst of 

adolescent development. Parents and educators may assume gifted adolescents who are high 

achieving have a high sense of self, but that is not necessarily the case. Gifted adolescents often 

have heightened internal comparisons that might not match up with how they appear to be 
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performing in class (Plucker & Stocking, 2001), and Tolan and Piechowski (2012) argued the 

need to support gifted youth’s sense of self, outside of academic achievement:  

Caught in an education culture that values only recognizable talents in specific domains, 

the unusually intelligent young person may lose track of other aspects of [herself] that are 

of critical importance to developing a sense of wholeness and a deeper understanding of 

[her] developing identity. (p. 5) 

For many gifted adolescents, overwhelming attention on gifts and talents can leave them feeling 

as if their performance in the classroom is all that matters. 

A wavering sense of a self can inhibit a gifted girl from realizing her full potential. Reis 

(2002) explored internal barriers, priorities, and personal decisions among gifted females and 

found most gifted girls develop through adolescence without an understanding of self. Compared 

to gifted boys, gifted girls have been found to have a lower self-concept (Reis & Park, 2001), 

with their self-concept declining with each increase in grade level (Rudasill, Capper, Foust, 

Callahan, & Albaugh, 2009). Gifted girls may also be more likely to deny their giftedness 

(Swiatek, 1998). Some have found that gifted girls are more likely to attribute success to luck 

rather than ability (Reis, 2002; Reis & Hébert, 2008; Reis & Park, 2001), whereas other research 

has found gifted girls attribute success to reasons such as long-term effort and ability and failure 

to a lack of effort and task difficulty (Assouline, Colangelo, Ihrig, & Forstadt, 2006). Knowing 

that a positive sense of self is important to healthy social and emotional development, this study 

investigated how gifted girls perceived an all-girls environment to be of influence. 

Gifted Girls in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM). Once an area 

of study dominated by males, enrollment of females in STEM education has increased over the 

years, but a gender gap still exists in some areas. The National Science Foundation (NSF; 2016) 

found women earn the majority of bachelor’s degrees in the biological, agricultural, social 
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sciences, and psychology, and men earn the majority of degrees in engineering, computer 

science, mathematics and statistics, and physics. The proportion of women receiving bachelor’s 

degrees the computer sciences, mathematics, physics, engineering, and economics declined over 

these years 2000-2013 (NSF, 2016). Why are our talented girls not choosing STEM careers?  

Underrepresentation of female students in STEM programs has been linked to females’ 

lack of self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s abilities. In a quantitative study with high achieving 

adolescents in math and science, Reis and Park (2001) found high achieving males felt better 

about themselves than high achieving females; high achieving females were more likely to 

regard hard-work as the reason for their success, and high achieving females believed teachers 

were more important in helping them decide to take advanced math courses than did high 

achieving males. Heilbronner (2013) surveyed participants (N = 360) who had competed in the 

nationally prestigious Science Talent Search. The author found that as undergraduates, males 

reported significantly higher self-efficacy scores in STEM than females.  

Girls may also avoid STEM areas in education because of pressure to conform to 

traditional gender roles, and gifted girls are no exception (Sayman, 2015). Factors contributing to 

a gifted girl’s interest and achievement in science and technology have been found to include 

differences in treatment and perceived expectations of girls compared to boys (Meadows, 2016). 

The desire for social acceptance and the need to ‘fit in’ is prominent in adolescence, thus 

creating a sense of tension between academic performance in the classroom and social capital 

among peers. Similarly, Kerr and McKay (2014) described how talented adolescent girls often 

fall victim to a “culture of romance” in which attention is focused more on attractiveness than 

intelligence. Yet, history’s most eminent gifted women were found to have resisted the culture of 

romance (Kerr & McKay, 2014).  
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Two recent qualitative studies have explored how talented girls from diverse 

backgrounds describe their experiences in STEM education, highlighting reflections on 

participants’ sense of self. In a qualitative study with adolescent Latinas attending a STEM 

academy, Sayman (2015) interviewed participants to better understand the role of resilience in 

their academic self-concepts. Working within a critical feminist framework, Sayman found the 

participants had lower self-esteem, compared their abilities to their male peers, and continued to 

struggle for academic equity despite the privileged environment of the STEM academy. One 

participant reported how she was scared to be “the stupid” one, and how it had always been the 

boys who were “really, really, really, really good at math and science” (p. 30).  

Carlone, Johnson, and Scott (2015) conducted a qualitative study on science engagement 

among 13 girls over the span of three years (4th to 7th grade). The authors were interested in 

how the girls performed femininity, or proper ways of being a girl, in science class as influenced 

by ideological, organization, institutional, and interpersonal structures. They found participants 

minimized their differences to fit in amongst their peers, felt the pressure to please adults, and 

attempted to make themselves submissive and invisible. The authors also presented a 

longitudinal case study of one of the participants, Maribel (pseudonym), who was a first-

generation immigrant to the United States. In 4th grade, Maribel was at the top of her science 

class, and although she desired to fit in amongst her peers, she was viewed as being successful as 

both “girly” and “scientific”’ However, with each passing year, and despite her precociousness 

in science, Maribel’s performance dropped. By the time she reached 7th grade, the authors 

concluded that it was more important for Maribel to perform “girl” than it was for her to perform 

“science.” Although these qualitative studies (Carlone et al., 2015; Sayman, 2015) are not 

generalizable for a large population, their findings present unique student perspectives of what it 

is like to be a talented girl in STEM.  
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 Gifted Girls in Single-Sex7 Classrooms. Research on the impact of single-sex 

classrooms for gifted students is sparse, but two studies conducted in the 1990’s explored the 

influence of an all-girls class on gifted or high achieving girls. Subotnik and Strauss (1995) 

compared classroom participation and achievement on the Advanced Placement Calculus BC 

exam among five groups of high school seniors at two schools: a publicly funded laboratory 

school for the gifted and an all-female independent school. The experimental groups were as 

follows: an all-female experimental group, females in co-ed classes, males in co-ed classes, an 

all-male experimental group, and females from an independent all-female school. Results found 

no significant differences in achievement among the all-female experimental group and students 

in co-educational settings. Yet, females from the all-female independent school were the most 

active in the classroom and scored significantly higher than females in the all-female 

experimental group. The authors noted differences in expectations and atmospheres between the 

all-female independent school and the laboratory school, and that simply grouping females 

together was not enough to increase achievement. The authors recommended an ethnographic 

study of the independent school’s ambiance and instructional strategies to better understand the 

academic success of its female students. 

 In the second article, Stutler (1997) compared perspectives and behaviors of an all-girls 

advanced middle school algebra class to an all-boys class. Girls in the single-sex math class 

perceived a more nurturing environment, were not afraid to be competitive with each other, and 

the teacher found no evidence of the fear of success syndrome. The fear of success syndrome, or 

the Horner Effect (Horner, 1972), describes a case in which a female unconsciously and 

consistently lowers her ability in order for the male to ‘win.’ In the single-sex math class, the 

                                                
7 For the purposes of this article, the terms sex and gender may be used interchangeably to describe girls and females 
to be consistent with the terms used in the research cited. Although I acknowledge the differences between sex and 
gender identification, the literature in review does not.  
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girls were often observed exhibiting un-feminine behaviors, including untucking their shirts, 

pinning up their hair, leaning back in their desks, and working on the floor. They were louder in 

the all-girls class than observed in co-educational settings. However, before walking out the 

door, they were quick to tuck in their shirts, smooth out their hair, and check their appearance in 

the mirror. The results of a self-report questionnaire found the girls in the single-sex math class 

were more comfortable asking questions and believed their overall understanding of math 

concepts was greater in a single-sex setting. The qualitative purpose of this study study seeks to 

contribute additional understandings of how gifted adolescent girls perceive an advanced all-girls 

math class. 

Methods 

The following section discusses this study’s design, theoretical perspectives, procedures, 

and participants. To enhance qualitative transparency, I then discuss my role and relationship to 

participants as the researcher, data collection procedures, my multiple analytic approaches, and 

how I have addressed qualitative quality. 

Research Design 

The primary methods for this study were semi-structured interviews and group 

interviews8. A semi-structured interview approach with the teacher allowed for me to ask 

questions out of order or initiate questions and follow-up questions based on her responses 

(Roulston, 2010). Group interviews are often recommended when interviewing children and 

adolescents for many reasons. Eder and Fingerson (2001) recommended group interviews with 

children and adolescents because the group environment reflects how they experience peer 

culture, encourages interaction among group members to elicit more accurate accounts since they 

have to defend their statements in front of their peers, and can help decrease power differentials 

                                                
8 In this article, I use the terms group interviews and group discussions interchangeably. With the adolescent 
participants, I referred to our time as ‘group discussions’ in order to minimize research jargon. 
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with the adult researcher since the number of participants outnumbers the researcher. Group 

interviews were appropriate methods because they allowed for more interaction among 

participants rather than simply asking questions of each group participant in turn (Wilkinson, 

2008). The decision to include written reflections from student participants was intended to be an 

additional method of data collection and increase the validity of the participants’ responses. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

This study was informed primarily by interpretivist and feminist perspectives: symbolic 

interactionism and women’s voice/experience feminism. 

Symbolic interactionism. Stemming from the interpretive tradition, symbolic 

interactionism claims people respond to objects and symbols based on the meanings they place 

on those objects and symbols. How we interpret the world defines how we interact with it, and in 

turn, our interactions inform additional interpretations and meanings (Mead, 1934). Because we 

are social beings, we can define and organize ourselves to confirm our socially defined roles or 

expectation of behavior (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). To a symbolic interactionist, meaning is a 

product of social interaction (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). Adolescence is a period of 

development in which the awareness and influence of peer groups is strong. An adolescent girl 

often defines herself in relation to her peers, and thus her belief in herself is interpreted in the 

midst of social interaction. For this study, how the participants made meaning of the intersection 

of being gifted and a girl served as the primary perspective through which the study was 

designed, carried out, and interpreted. 

Women’s voice/experience feminism. From the critical traditions, women’s 

voice/experience feminism has been heavily influenced by the work of Simone de Beauvoir and 

others who believed women’s notions of self and relationships to the social world are 

fundamentally different from men’s (Bernard, 1987). Prasad (2005) summarized two of the goals 
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of the tradition as: (1) to recognize women’s experiences are different from men’s and (2) to 

privilege women’s voices and identities. Taking this feminist perspective also influenced my 

methodological strategies by increasing the researcher/researched connection (Sprague, 2016). 

Sprague (2016), known for her work with feminist methodologies, claimed that instead of 

working to maintain a sharp dichotomy between the researcher and the researched, feminist 

qualitative researchers choose to emphasize the connections between them. Since I, too, had been 

a mathematically gifted adolescent girl and a female high school math teacher, I chose to 

disclose some of this information to participants in order to help me be seen as less of an 

‘outsider.’ By recognizing our connections, I was less likely to objectivity my participants 

throughout the design, data collection, data analysis, and writing stages of this study (Sprague, 

2016).  

Participants 

Participants included the teacher of the class and all ten 9th grade gifted and high-ability 

students in the class. The teacher, a veteran in her field, had been teaching for 28 years. With 

multiple advanced degrees in mathematics education, she had experience of both teaching 

middle and high school mathematics and once held an administrative role when she helped open 

a non-traditional school. Previously, Laura had taught middle school mathematics at one of the 

high school’s feeder schools. She had taught all of the students who made up the all-girls class 

the year before, but in middle school, the classes were larger and mixed gender. Her relationship 

with these students was unique, as she was able to compare her perspectives of how the all-girls 

class had influenced the students compared to her experience of having them in a co-ed 

classroom the previous year.  

The student participants were girls who participated in the school district’s enrichment 

programs for gifted and high-ability students through the district’s application process. In middle 
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school, all but one of the participants were a part of a STEM program for gifted and high-ability 

students that focused on infusing creativity into the curriculum in addition to the emphasis of 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. At the high school level, the girls were able 

to choose between continuing in a STEM program, choosing a program more geared towards 

Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate diplomas, or both. Nine of the ten girls 

were White, and one was of Lebanese origin. 

Procedures 

After gaining approval from my institutional review board and the board of education to 

which Laura’s school belonged, a recruitment video and email were distributed to the students 

and parents of Laura’s class during the last week of the 2016-2017 academic school year. 

Consent forms were distributed and collected by Laura, and upon turning in their consent forms, 

student participants received a voluntary written reflection handout that they could fill out prior 

to our group discussions. The written reflection handout mirrored the group discussion questions 

(Appendix) and gave participants an opportunity to respond to questions individually prior to our 

group discussions. The handout included a warm-up activity on the ‘ups and downs’ of being 

gifted (see Delisle & Galbraith, 2002), and a list of the reflection prompts is provided in the 

Appendix. 

Over two consecutive days, I conducted two interviews with Laura and two group 

discussions with the students in her class. Each day, I first interviewed Laura in her classroom 

during her planning period, a time where we could talk privately, uninterrupted. Then, I 

interviewed the group of girls the following class period as that was the time they were regularly 

scheduled to be in Laura’s class. Since this was the last week of school, many of the students had 

already completed their course examinations, and thus the research study did not interrupt 

instructional time. 
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The two one-on-one semi-structured interviews I conducted with the teacher each lasted 

approximately 45 minutes. An interview guide was created (Appendix) that included specific 

topic questions and probes. The two student group discussions lasted approximately 45 minutes. 

Because the girls had been with each other for the entire school year, they knew each other well, 

and interaction among the participants came naturally. I acted as a moderator and encouraged 

discussion amongst the participants. A group discussion guide (Appendix) was used to help 

stimulate discussion in addition to prompting the girls to consider on what they wrote in the 

written reflection handout. Each participant wrote her chosen pseudonym on her written 

reflection handout, and I collected the handouts at the end of the second group discussion. In the 

case that a student did not care to choose a pseudonym, I selected one for her. 

 Later, during the following 2017-2018 academic school year, I had the opportunity to 

revisit the participants and talk with them about what it was like to transition back into a co-ed 

advanced math class. Permission was granted to revisit the participants via the school district, 

and additional consent forms were collected. Two follow-up discussions, lasting approximately 

35-45 minutes, took place mid-way through the following school year with six of the original ten 

adolescent participants. These follow-up discussions were broken into smaller groups (e.g. two 

groups of three) so that I could probe more deeply into their experiences. I wanted to ensure that 

each girl had time to share their reflections aloud in the time we had allotted. I prepared a follow-

up discussion guide (Appendix) to use in each discussion. The discussions were scheduled before 

and after school in Laura’s classroom so that the girls would not miss any instructional time. 

Researcher Role and Relationship 

I came to this study with my own experiences of being a high school math teacher. By 

coming into relation with my participants, I acknowledge that I, too, was part of the study’s 

landscape (Clandinin, 2013). The ways in which I have witnessed how gifted adolescent girls 
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behave in co-ed classrooms and my past experiences of conducting qualitative inquiry into the 

lives of gifted adolescent girls have shaped how I approached the study and how I interacted with 

the teacher and participants.  

My role and relationship with Laura resembled that of a colleague. Our discussions were 

shaped by our shared experiences of teaching high school math and working with gifted 

adolescent girls. My role and relationship with the student participants were different. In order to 

minimize the power differential between myself and participants, I conducted my inquiry in a 

group environment in which I played the role of non-expert. I was also less concerned about 

getting all of my interview questions answered and more concerned about understanding the 

students being interviewed (Eder & Fingerson, 2001). After reviewing the purposes of the study 

and confirming minor assent to participate in the study, I encouraged each participant to create 

her own pseudonym and only volunteer responses they were comfortable sharing. I sat amongst 

the girls during the group discussions, and they were encouraged to call me by my first name 

which helped minimize the girls seeing me as a teacher who might judge their responses as being 

right or wrong. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Audio files from the teacher interviews, student group interviews, and small group 

follow-up discussions were transcribed verbatim except in the case that several girls spoke at the 

same time in response to a question or in talking with each other. When this happened, which 

was seldom, a summary of what was shared was noted on the transcript. Adolescent idioms were 

included in the transcription except for cases in which too many idioms (e.g., “like”) made the 

statements difficult to read. To enhance credibility (Tracy, 2010), the transcripts from the two 

interviews with Laura were sent to her to review, and she did not request any changes. Due to the 

summer break, I was unable to meet with the girls in order to member check the group discussion 
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transcripts. The written reflection handouts, that included a brief introductory reflection on the 

‘ups and downs’ of being gifted and six open-ended questions that mirrored the group discussion 

questions, were collected at the end of the second group discussion and electronically scanned.  

Data also included reflexive research memos recorded after each set of interviews and group 

discussions.  

After data were collected, data were imported into MAXQDA 12 for Mac (VERBI 

Software, 2016), a qualitative data analysis software, to help manage the organizing, exploring, 

interpreting, and integrating of the data (Gilbert, Jackson, & Gregorio, 2014). Additional 

reflexive memos were recorded throughout coding and analysis. All reflexive memos were 

created in or imported into MAXQDA 12 for Mac. 

Analysis Procedures 

My analytic process first began in the field when I interacted with participants. Since 

memos have been found to help clarify thinking, articulate assumptions, and facilitate the study 

design (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008), at the end of each afternoon with participants, I 

recorded a reflexive memo of my experience that included initial impressions, curiosities and 

questions, and big ideas. I also recorded memos after transcribing the data that contained initial 

notes of patterns and ideas of potential themes. The following analytic procedures describe my 

process for making sense of the initial group discussions with the participants, their written 

reflections, and the interviews with their teacher. The follow-up discussion data was not included 

in this analysis as the purpose of following-up with the participants was meant to provide insight 

as to how the initial findings of the influence of the all-girls math classroom re-surfaced among 

the participants during the following school year.   

After the data were imported into my qualitative data analysis software, I began several 

rounds of open coding that included value, description, and in-vivo codes (Saldaña, 2013). Then, 
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I referred to Freeman’s (2017) categorical mode of thinking and Galman’s (2013) method of 

creating deductive and inductive buckets, or categories, to both code data items and organize 

codes. Deductive buckets were drafted after I re-examined the study’s conceptual and theoretical 

frameworks. Inductive buckets were created after my rounds of open-coding, and these buckets 

included categories of potential codes and patterns. Both sets of buckets were operationalized, 

and after re-reading the data, the buckets were revised, and codes were organized according to 

each bucket. The buckets then became thematic categories representing the data. Table 3.1 

provides descriptions of the revised deductive and inductive buckets or thematic categories. 

Table 3.2 displays a coding map that includes the thematic categories (or buckets), codes, and 

sub-codes and their relations to one another. 
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Table 3.1 

Descriptions of Final Deductive and Inductive Buckets 

Type of 
Bucket 

Bucket Title Description: Bucket may include… 

Deductive Symbolic 
understanding of 
“gifted” 
 

Teacher and student statements that reflect how 
participates relate to, understand, or describe what it means 
to be “gifted.” 
 

 Shared meaning 
making 
 

Examples of interactions or statements of the student 
participants that reflect their shared meaning. This may be 
when others agree, disagree, or add on to others’ responses. 
 

 Classroom 
environment 
 

Statements about the class norms, the small class size, the 
teacher’s approach to teaching, and the students’ 
perceptions of how student learning is valued by this 
teacher.  
Statements about how students feel they can express 
themselves, statements related towards boys, how the 
smart boys are no longer in the class, and how the 
participants are not worried about how others will view 
them when they solve problems on the board. 
 

 Perspectives of 
gender 
 

Statements from teacher or students relating to gender, 
gender norms, and expectations of being female.  
Includes statements related specifically to giftedness and 
gender, traits and behaviors of gifted girls (examples or 
counterexamples), and gifted girls and attribution theory. 
 

 Lessons learned Statements about teacher reflections, influence on teaching, 
learning, self-concept. 
 

 Sense of self 
 

Statements about how students viewed math in middle 
school, now during/after experiencing this class, and 
related to future academic experiences.  
Statements about how students view themselves as gifted 
girls and/or gifted students. 
Teacher’s statements about how she sees the girls viewing 
themselves. 
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Table 3.1 

Descriptions of Final Deductive and Inductive Buckets (Continued) 

Type of 
Bucket 

Bucket Title Description: Bucket may include… 

Inductive School programs 
 

Statements about how the middle school program 
influenced teaching, how the middle school program 
influenced student learning, and the stigma between 
belonging to the different middle school programs. 
Statements about high school gifted programs of choice. 
 

 Feelings of future 
 

Statements about stress about future academic planning, 
determining programs of choice, wanting to be on the 
‘right track’ for certain college programs, careers, etc.  
Statements about parental attitudes/influence on future 
decision. 
 

 Student traits, 
behaviors, and 
relations 
 

Statements that discuss the traits, aptitudes, and behaviors 
of the students. 
Statements of how participants relate to each other, how 
they communicate, and how they support one another. 
Statements about the students’ abilities to think 
“creatively” in math. 
 

 Reactions to all-
girls class 
 

Statements used to describe teacher, student, or others’ 
reactions to an all-girls class. 
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Table 3.2  

Coding Map of Thematic Categories, Codes, and Sub-Codes 

Second Iteration: Potential Themes 
A. Lessons Learned 
 
B. Perspectives of Gender 
 
C. Students’ Beliefs in Self 

D. Symbolic Understanding of 
“Gifted” 

 
E. Feelings about Future 
 
F. Reactions to All-Girls Class 
  
G. Shared Meaning Making 
 

H. Student Traits, Behaviors, and 
Relations 

 
I. Classroom Environment 
 
J. School Programs 
 
K. Miscellaneous Codes 
 

First Iteration: Codes (sub-codes are listed in parentheses) 
 
A. influence (on learning, on 

teaching, on sense of self, on 
attitude towards math) 

A. transition 
A. change 
A. fairness 
A. advice for other teachers 
A. confidence 
A. feelings of being in the class 

(relational, comfortable, wants 
co-ed, equal, weird, accepted, 
cared for, smart, confident, 
strong, secure, connection) 

A. emotional needs 
A. next year (teacher reflection of 

the year, student thoughts of 
next year) 

A. relationship 
A. the teacher matters 
 
 
B. awareness (student awareness, 

teacher awareness) 
B. opportunity 
B. compared to boys 
B. gender perspectives 
B. girls in STEM 
B. how class is different than co-ed 

classes 
B. obstacles for gifted girls 
B. worry about all-girls 
 
 
C. not better than anyone 
C. pride 
C. student self-concept 
C. teacher belief of students 
C. teacher beliefs of self 
C. teacher perspective of student 

self-concept 
C. attitude towards math 
C. what others think 

 
D. teacher perspectives of “gifted 

(home and family, teacher feels 
students feel pressure) 

D. stressful being gifted 
D. restrictions due to talents 
D. see things differently 
D. effort/work (sub-codes include: 

(work load/hard work, “we just 
try harder”) 

D. respect 
D. expectations (expectations in this 

class vs. others) 
D. learning opportunities (better 

future, challenged, better 
education) 

D. grouping 
D. up of being gifted 
D. down of being gifted 
D. stigma of being gifted 

(separation, gifted and normal, 
label) 

D. student perspectives of gifted 
girls 

 
 
E. mapping out future (so many 

options, closing the wrong door, 
choosing enjoyment or 
academics) 

E. teacher hopes confidence sticks 
E. influence on future career 
E. uncertainty 
E. stress about future 
E. social expectations in future 
 
 
F. teacher/adult reactions 
F. student reactions (jealous, 

chosen) 
 
G. student agreement 
G. student disagreement 
 

 
H. adolescent drama 
H. communication 
H. creativity 
H. girls’ achievement 
H. girls’ relation to each other 
H. imposter syndrome 
H. peer relations 
 
 
I. unique classroom characteristics 

(unique classroom environment, 
relaxed, challenged) 

I. support (from parents, from other 
educators) 

I. relationships (teacher relationship 
to students, student relationship 
with teacher) 

I. class size (student belief of class 
size, class size and student 
behavior) 

I. competition (lack of competition 
in here, competition from other 
peers) 

I. setting norms 
I. students’ perspectives of teacher 
I. teamwork 
 
 
J. high school program (extending 

experiences beyond math class, 
program of choice, scheduling of 
class, support for students in 
program, choice in high school) 

J. past experiences of schooling 
(middle school program) 

 
 
K. teacher background (professional 

development, teacher attitude, 
teacher’s experience, timeline of 
schooling) 
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To answer the study’s research questions, thematic analysis was chosen as the primary 

analytical approach since themes represent patterned responses or meanings from the data in 

relation to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The defining and naming of potential 

themes was influenced by Ryan and Bernard’s (2003) recommended strategies of looking for 

repetitions, transitions, and similarities and differences. Once themes had been defined and 

redefined, I created a conceptual cluster matrix (Miles, Hubrium, & Saldaña, 2013) to organize 

quotes from transcripts and written reflections by theme. To support the feminist underpinnings 

of my research, I preserved the voices of the girls, adding little of my own interpretation, and 

prioritized their voices in the dissemination of my findings. 

Lastly, I conducted an alternative poetic analysis to the data, one strategy for increasing 

rigor in a qualitative study (Tracy, 2010). Some analytical approaches, including the categorical 

and thematic approaches mentioned above, are more reductionist in nature where inquirers 

attempt to break apart data to smaller and smaller pieces to understand the essential building 

blocks of meaning. A poetical approach, on the other hand, reaches “beyond a search for 

knowledge or meaning into the sensual, efferent and afferent, difficult-to-grasp, or to put into 

words, experiential world” (Freeman, 2017, p. 73). With the introductory poem, readers were 

invited to join in, placing their own feelings, reflections, and experiences alongside the poetic 

transcription (Glesne, 1997). I predicted that some female readers may be able to relate to the 

participants’ collective voice and experience regarding how they felt as adolescents in the 

classroom. This form of re-presentation can offer a space where researchers, participants, and 

audiences can relate and make sense of lived experiences together (Freeman, 2017).  

Before constructing the introductory poem, I created two rules. First, I could pull quotes 

from anywhere in the transcripts and written reflections. Second, I wanted to highlight direct 

quotes in italics in order to preserve my participants’ words. With these guidelines, I aimed to 
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create a poem that represented the collective voices of the girls and their teacher. As a result, the 

poetic transcriptions create a third voice that represents a combination of myself, the researcher, 

and Laura and her students, the participants (Glesne, 1997). 

Qualitative Quality 

Traditional topics of quality research, such as objectivity, reliability, and generalizability, 

are often irrelevant to qualitative inquiry (Tracy, 2010). Instead, the quality or validity of the 

present study is reflected in its worthy topic, rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, and 

ethical considerations–criteria that represent quality and the ‘end goal’ of qualitative research as 

described by Tracy (2010). These criteria have also been described by others in the field (e.g. 

Creswell & Miller, 2000) as ways to increase validity in qualitative research.  

Worthy topic. Tracy (2010) deems a worthy topic as a topic of research that is relevant, 

timely, significant, and interesting. Gifted girls have been considered an at-risk subpopulation of 

gifted students, and chapters dedicated to the underachievement of gifted females can be found 

in introductory gifted education textbooks (e.g. Davis, Rimm, & Siegle, 2011). Some scholars 

have dedicated their efforts to studying gifted girls (e.g. Kerr, 1997; Kerr & McKay, 2014; Reis, 

2002; Reis, 2003) however, there is limited recent research dedicated specifically to voicing the 

needs of gifted adolescent girls. 

Rich rigor, credibility, and resonance. Rich rigor was achieved through complexity of 

the study’s theoretical perspectives, the variety of data collection to include multivocality, and 

alternative approaches to analysis. I avoided taking a critical feminist approach with the initial 

design of the study in an attempt to distance myself from a priori assumptions (Freeman, 

deMarrais, Preissle, Roulston, & St. Pierre, 2007) of the experiences of the girls. However, after 

data collection and initial analysis, approaching analysis using a critical feminist framework was 

appropriate in order to place significance on the girls’ voiced perspectives. Multiple analytic 
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approaches enhanced my analysis of the data (Freeman, 2017) and the study’s credibility and 

resonance (Tracy, 2010). The poetic transcription introducing this article was included to 

promote empathetic validity. Dadds (2008) described empathetic validity as “the potential of the 

research in its processes and outcomes to transform the emotional dispositions of people towards 

each other, such that more positive feelings are created between them in the form of greater 

empathy” (p. 280). 

Sincerity. To increase sincerity, I kept the narrative in first person in order to remind the 

reader of my own subjectivity and placement in the landscape of the study. Sincerity was also 

enhanced by being transparent about the study’s methods and limitations (Tracy, 2010) in 

addition to including my own personal interest in conducting the study and my personal 

reflections of the study’s findings (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

Ethics. All procedures were approved and deemed ethical by an institutional review 

board and the board of education to which the high school belonged. My role among the 

participants was one that provided a safe space for the participants to reflect and share their 

experiences with me and the other participants. Taking measures to decrease power dynamics 

and increase reciprocity among the adolescent participants was considered in the design of this 

study. These choices reflect attention to relational ethics in which I was not simply a researcher 

out to simply collect data and get a ‘great story’ (Tracy, 2010).  

Findings 

Through deductive and inductive analysis, four key themes were found that described 

how an all-girls advanced math classroom influenced the group of girls’ learning and sense of 

self compared to a co-ed environment. The themes included: (1) the power of an influential 

teacher, (2) an environment that encouraged supportive communication, (3) a sense of freedom 

to struggle, and (4) a complex sense of “confidence” in math ability. It may be helpful for the 
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reader to note that themes, although often presented separately from each other, are often 

interconnected and overlapping. The assemblage of themes identified represent structures that 

move, collide, and fold into one another (Freeman, 2017), thus, the reader will find traces of 

themes woven throughout others. A model of how the four themes interacted is displayed in 

Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Visual Model of Themes  

In addition, the classroom environment was a convergence of many influential factors 

including the fact that the girls had been together the previous school year in middle school, their 

teacher followed them to their 9th grade math classroom, and the class size of ten students was 

significantly smaller than usual for their school (typically 30 students). These additional 

influential factors contribute additional layers and webs of connection to the students’ 

experiences of being surrounded by only girls and should not be dismissed from the context of 

this study. 
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The Power of an Influential Teacher 

A common thread throughout all of the girls’ responses and reflections was the positive 

influence of their teacher. When Laura first learned that the class schedule was not able to add 

any other students into the class, she prepared the girls to be aware of the unique opportunity 

they had been given. Part of her own dissertation research had been on observing how females 

work together in groups in math classrooms. She shared how she found her participants’ abilities 

to problem solve were hindered by social constraints such as thinking that being polite meant 

that they had to let everyone else talk, they had to be nurturing, and in order to work together, 

everyone had to come to agreement. Laura shared how she found women are often quick to 

respond passively. She provided an example: 

“I’m sorry! You speak! I’ll take my own idea off the table so that you feel good about 

your work.” Literally. I will take my idea off the table and you put yours on there…When 

I came in here, I thought, “We can’t have that. We can’t have what we think is socially 

acceptable for most women in here. Like, this is the one place where all that shouldn’t 

come into play. We should be able to think about manners and support and nurturing in a 

different way. (emphasis original; Teacher interview, May 17, 2017) 

With Laura’s guidance, the girls were encouraged to be aware of times in which they were 

‘taking their idea off the table’ in order to avoid conflict and times in which it was okay to let 

others take the lead. She continued, 

I mean, sometimes it is okay to say, “Alright, I’m good with that. But I really would like 

to hear what everybody else has to say.” And sometimes you miss an opportunity for 

your own ideas to go in a different direction. They stay aware of that. I try to stay aware 

of what’s going on. (Teacher interview, May 17, 2017) 
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Laura clearly understood the challenges gifted girls often face in the math classroom, and she 

encouraged them to approach problem solving using mature communication.  

Not only did Laura help support their social development as gifted girls, but Laura’s 

teaching style influenced the girls’ appreciation of learning. One example of Laura’s pedagogy 

provided by the girls revolved around how the learning environment was less tense in the 

classroom because Laura was not a teacher who would move on with content if a student scored 

poorly on a test. One girl claimed, “She never gives up when we don’t understand something; 

she helps us until we get it right” (Written reflection, May 18, 2017). The girls admitted to 

having high expectations for themselves, and at the same time, recognizing the high expectations 

of others including those set by Laura or their parents. In this class, they felt assured that no 

matter what, they would be able to reach those high expectations even if it took several attempts. 

Many9 of the girls expressed anxious feelings about the likelihood that future math teachers may 

be complacent with students scoring poorly and not care enough about the student to stop and 

help her master the content. 

In addition to teacher pedagogy, many of the girls felt the relationship with the teacher 

mattered. They were able to grow in “confidence” because Laura was a safe and nurturing 

mentor. For example, one girl shared how she believed Laura was different from other teachers: 

“She cares about us. Anything that we’re going through. She cares about us individually… 

There’s a lot of teachers who would not go out of their way in the way that she does. For every 

single student she has” (Group discussion, May 17, 2017). It seemed as though the level of care 

Laura extended to her students was reciprocated by the endearing ways the girls spoke of her. As 

                                                
9 In the group discussions, the group of girls would often nod their heads or express words of 
agreement aloud. Adjectives such as many and most are used to indicate a perspective that was 
expressed as typical for the majority of the group, either through verbal, non-verbal, or written 
agreement. Adjectives such as few, some, and a handful are used to represent a perspective that 
was expressed by less than half of the group. 
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a result, the girls credited an increased sense of confidence in their math ability to Laura’s 

influence.  

An Environment that Encouraged Supportive Communication 

The small, all-girl environment fostered more honest interaction among the girls. Despite 

the fact that some of these girls were not close friends outside of the classroom, they openly 

shared how much they respected each other. Augusta voiced, “All of us are really nice to each 

other. We’re really open, we’re really accepting to everyone’s ideas. And we, like, challenge 

everyone else’s ideas without being rude or just harsh” (Group discussion, May 17, 2017). She 

learned how to help people without being “pushy or trying to prove yourself better” (Group 

discussion, May 18, 2017). Laura agreed the girls were “really supportive of each other and 

really honest with each other–(short pause) about math” (emphasis original; Teacher interview, 

May 17, 2017). 

Having supportive relationships was bolstered by their ability to communicate with each 

other. The girls seemed highly aware of how their communication was different in this class 

compared to other classes, and they were eager to share their observations. They reported being 

able to communicate “better” in an all-girls class since “there isn’t as much intimidation” 

(Written reflection, May 18, 2017). When asked how this class of girls compared to some of her 

other advanced math classes, Laura shared: 

I think it’s their communication. It’s the way they talk to each other. It opens up this 

creativity for them. They don’t shut each other down. Ever. And they don’t do that to 

each other and they don’t let each other do that to them. So, they just have these really 

rich conversations. (Teacher interview, May 27, 2017) 
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Many of the girls used the term “team” or “teamwork” to describe how they worked together in 

class. A handful of participants wanted to take “collaboration” and the importance of 

“teamwork” with them to their next year’s co-ed math class (Written reflections, May 18, 2017). 

Moreover, the girls had found ways to be supportive of each other without feeling the 

pressure to be overly polite and passive. The girls challenged each other in ways that might seem 

to ‘shut each other down’, but yet the girls did not take such statements as judgements and 

criticisms. Laura explained, 

…They’re kind to each other, but if you didn’t know that and walked in here, you could 

think, “Oh, these girls are being kind of rude.” I mean, they snatch the pen from each 

other and [say], “That’s not how to do it!” But that’s just because they’ve worked hard to 

create some of those norms. (Teacher interview, May 17, 2017) 

Even though their behavior could have been interpreted as rude, the girls’ relationships had 

matured to a point where they could push past the boundaries of being ‘polite’ without having 

their feelings hurt. 

A Sense of Freedom to Struggle without Judgement 

When asked to describe how their all-girls class differed from other classes, the 

participants were quick to share how they felt they were under less pressure to be perfect. Being 

able to make mistakes without criticism from peers was a common thread throughout the group 

discussion and written reflections. In co-ed classes, the girls reported being more hesitant to 

share their answers or methods to solving a problem. They often feared getting something wrong, 

claiming boys in the class would be quick to judge or tease them. The following dialogue 

demonstrates how the girls described this sense of freedom to make mistakes and struggle: 

Celeste:  But this year, all the girls are together, and we work together as a team. 

Clarissa: We struggle together. 
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Celeste: Instead of a guy being like, “Oh no. No, no, no. That’s not how you do – ” 

I don’t know. 

Carmen:  We don’t shut down an idea. We keep it open (other participants agree). 

Celeste: Yeah, we keep an idea open. [Rather than] listening to a guy who - who 

we think is more intelligent than us. 

  … 

Cinthya: If you’re doing it one way, we’re like, “You could do it this way. But, 

can’t you do it this way?”  

Carmen: We think more similarly–More similar than we do to guys…We don’t 

have the exact same train of thought or anything, but it’s… more like, we 

can see it better because we’re talking with all girls. (Group discussion, 

May 17, 2017) 

For Ivy and her classmates, the all-girls environment helped them feel that “it’s okay to be wrong 

the first time” (Group discussion, May 17, 2017). This translated into willingness to solve 

problems in front of their peers. Several, including Laura, commented how going to the front of 

the classroom to solve a problem at the board seemed easier in the all-girls class.  

Laura mentioned the girls behaved differently this year than the year before. In their 

middle school class, there were a few boys with strong personalities who often dominated 

conversations. But, in this class, she disclosed how the girls were no longer “quiet” as they had 

been the previous year: “…To watch them come this year with this new sort of way of thinking 

about math and be freed up from other people talking over them. Or, I don’t know, not letting 

other people have the power” (emphasis original; Teacher interview, May 17, 2017). Laura noted 

that part of this growth may have been simply because the girls were getting older and maturing, 

but she also credited it to the all-girl environment. 
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In their co-ed middle school advanced math classes, the girls voiced how they felt other 

students were quick to criticize each other. They shared how there were a few boys who were 

often quick to judge and put-down others’ work because the boys had made higher grades than 

the girls. The girls shared how they often had to remind the boys, “This isn’t a competition” 

(Group discussion, May 17, 2017). When I asked if similar competition with grades happened in 

their all-girls class, they were quick to respond, “No! Not at all” (Group discussion, May 17, 

2017). The pressure they felt to be the ‘best’ in other classes was absent from the all-girls class.  

A Complex Sense of Confidence in Math Ability 

Learning advanced math concepts is challenging, even for gifted and high-ability 

students. But in this class, the girls shared how they felt learning advanced concepts was easier in 

the all-girls class compared to other classes. With encouragement from Laura, they found ways 

of communicating with each other that supported an inclusive and safe classroom environment 

where they felt free to make mistakes. One participant shared, “I think it’s just good to have 

people with similar minds that are girls in the same class. It makes me more comfortable and feel 

like I can do math” (Group discussion, May 17, 2017). Participants felt that being in this class 

helped them feel intelligent. One girl wrote, “In other classes, there are a lot of guys that make 

me feel like I’m not as smart as them” (Written reflection, May 18, 2017). When I asked the girls 

to reflect on one lesson or “big idea” they wanted to take with them in the future, many of them 

chose “confidence.”  

The small class size also helped the girls feel more confident. They cited the ability to 

have one-on-one help with Laura as helpful in discovering their own ways of exploring and 

understanding advanced concepts. For example, one participant spoke for the group and claimed,  

[The small class size] makes math so much easier. I feel like in 7th grade, I was in such a 

big classroom, and maybe math was more difficult, but now…we get that individual 
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attention and, I don’t know, just the smaller classroom setting makes you feel like maybe 

math is easier. And I don’t know why. I don’t know if any of y’all feel that way, but it’s 

easier to me being in a small environment… (Group discussion, May 17, 2017). 

Her classmates agreed, with another girl stating that one of her biggest fears going into the next 

school year was being in a class of thirty people and not being able to understand what was going 

on. 

Even though the girls claimed to have more confidence, they did not want their 

confidence to be interpreted as arrogance. They attributed their success to dedication and hard 

work, both with the math content and their interpersonal relationships. When comparing 

themselves to other students in the school, the girls were adamant that they were not better than 

anyone else, a criticism they felt was directed towards gifted students. Ivy opened up in the 

second group discussion and shared, 

I don’t think anybody in this room is smarter than anybody in any other classroom in the 

school. I think that we just try harder…we push ourselves harder. We have that mindset 

to work… I mean, I come in here and I don’t think I’m smarter than anybody or that I’m 

talented in math. I think I work at math. I try hard with math. I go home, I do research. I 

try to look up how to do it and make sure I know it. And if I get a 93 on a test and 

somebody else gets a 100, I don’t think, “Oh, they’re smarter than me.” I think, “I need to 

try harder,” because they obviously study more or paid attention more in class. (Group 

discussion, May 18, 2017) 

Another participant, Clarissa, chimed in stating, “For me, I really honestly don’t see myself as 

smart at all,” and contributed most of her success in math to work ethic rather than a talent that 

came “more natural” (Group discussion, May 18, 2017). 
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From the girls’ comments, and additional statements in the written reflections, it was 

clear that their sense of confidence was dynamic and changed in different situations. For 

example, the girls seemed especially proud to share of times when Laura helped them venture 

outside of their assigned content standards to higher levels of mathematics. Yet, the girls 

confessed to being surprised they could understand advanced material. One participant told of 

how teachers or administrators would often visit their class for scheduled observations and 

added,  

I feel people are liked shocked when they come in here–and I don’t know why, because it 

feels normal to me. I’m like, “We’re not that smart!” (another participant chuckles) and 

[Dr. Laura] will be like, “You’re doing Calculus now!” and it’s like, “What?! Oh 

really?!” Ha ha ha. (Group discussion, May 17, 2017) 

Laura, too, acknowledged how the girls’ confidence seemed to waver despite the encouragement 

of other teachers and administrators. She commented on how the girls still doubted their abilities 

despite the progress they had made over the year: 

I think they worry a lot about what other people think. And they worry about–This is 

what they say, “People think we’re smarter than what we really are.” Yeah–Where does 

that come from?! Like, “They think you’re smart because you are smart.” But this–As 

brilliant as they are, and as talented as they are in this class–People brag on them and 

praise them and come by to see them–They still think there’s a whole bunch of people out 

there better than them… [They think that] somebody’s going to find out that, “Well, I 

didn’t do well on this test.” They just still have that anxiety around it with, I just–I just 

want them to be so confident. (emphasis original; Teacher interview, May 18, 2017) 
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Laura recognized that the participants were still adolescent girls who valued the opinions of 

others more than they should. “I try to be the opposite voice,” she added (Teaching interview, 

May 18, 2017). 

In summary, the girls both claimed to have a renewed sense of confidence, but were 

honest in sharing that at times, they still doubted themselves. As gifted adolescent girls, they 

wanted others to know that they were still “normal” girls (Augusta, Group discussion, May 17, 

2017). And with watery eyes, Laura concluded our second interview by stating,  

I hope that when they go to their next math class, the don’t give that power away to 

somebody else. I hope that they hang onto how awesome they are, and they know how 

smart they are, and they know they can do it. They don’t let someone take over for them. 

That, as their math teacher, I hope that the level of math knowledge that–“I can do this. 

No matter what. I can do this.”–doesn’t go anywhere. (Teacher interview, May 18, 2017) 

The following section discusses the meanings of these findings in how they relate to gifted 

education research and literature. 

Discussion 

The small, all-girl environment had a positive influence on the class of gifted adolescent 

girls. The central findings from this study can be summarized as: 

• The teacher was purposeful about encouraging the girls, and she brought awareness to 

how they performed gender roles in the classroom. In turn, the girls were appreciative of 

the teacher’s teaching style and her ability to create a non-threatening environment. 

• The girls learned how to communicate effectively with each other. They learned how to 

respect others’ ideas and challenge each other about how they approached advanced 

mathematical concepts. 
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• The girls felt a sense of freedom to make mistakes and struggle with challenging content. 

In previous classroom experiences, they were more afraid to go to the board, get a 

problem wrong, or score poorly on a test for fear of being teased or put down by others. 

• The girls felt their confidence in their ability to work hard and excel in advanced math 

classes increased as a result of the all-girl environment, but the girls still doubted their 

talents and abilities at times. 

From these findings, it is clear that the small, all-girl environment led by a supportive teacher 

encouraged more meaningful engagement in the classroom.  

Laura’s influence on the girls was significant. When addressing how their all-girls class 

was different from other classes, the girls sometimes struggled to share their opinions without 

mention of Laura’s contributions. Her influence was interwoven throughout the study’s findings. 

They girls seemed to look up to Laura not only as a teacher, but also as a mentor. Mentors and 

role models have been found to play critical roles in identity and talent development of gifted 

girls (Fahlman, 2004; Kauffman, Harrel, Milam, Woolverton, & Miller, 1986; Noble, Subotnik, 

& Arnold, 1999; Ryan, 2016; Speirs Neumeister, 2002). Having a teacher who not only 

understood common gender biases in STEM education but who also took initiative to influence 

the girls’ mindsets should not be dismissed from the study’s context. 

But, as influential as the teacher was, she was not the sole factor influencing their 

perceptions. Despite the fact that Laura was the girls’ 8th grade math teacher the previous year, 

they still felt the all-girl environment in 9th grade was more comfortable and relaxed. For 

example, one participant shared, “We can relax without having to worry…It’s also so much 

calmer so we can actually ask questions and get work done without loud and annoying guys” 

(Written reflection, May 18, 2017). Numerous comments were made about how the girls valued 

their ability to work as a team and “go after it together” (Group discussion, May 18, 2017). In 
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adolescence, engaging in constructive criticism with peers can be challenging. Sometimes, gifted 

girls tone down their giftedness by speaking less in class or not answering questions even though 

they may know the answer (Mendaglio, 2012). But in this specific environment, the girls felt 

they did not experience the same pressures as they did in other classes. Their ability to 

communicate and challenge each other in the context of an advanced mathematics class 

facilitated an environment in which they were open to new and different ideas. The girls in this 

study seemed to behave similarly to the participants mentioned in earlier gifted studies of all-girl 

classrooms (e.g., Subotnik & Strauss, 1995; Stutler, 1997) in which they were more un-feminine 

in their behaviors, such as snatching pens out of each other’s hands, being active and ‘louder’ 

during class, and not always resorting to being ‘polite.’ 

Gifted adolescent girls do not often feel the freedom to make mistakes and struggle with 

advanced academics. For some gifted students, perfectionism in adolescence is an unfavorable 

outcome to their level of success in past performances. Spiers Neumeister, Williams, and Cross 

(2009) conducted an interview study with high school students attending a gifted residential 

academy. Participants shared how their earlier experiences of success in academics, often due to 

the lack of challenge, followed them as they grew older. One female participant in the study 

shared the following: 

After awhile everyone just expects you to be first. And suddenly when you have a hard 

day, or when you roll out of bed without make up on, everyone automatically thinks that 

there’s something wrong with you. And that’s difficult, that’s very difficult, and then all 

of a sudden it seems like you’re in a cycle or you’re stuck in a trap of just having to be 

what you’ve always been. (p. 204) 

Socially prescribed perfectionism, the internalization of the perfectionistic expectations set by 

others, has been linked to depression in children and adolescents (Christopher & Shewmaker, 
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2010). In this study, the participants found the small, all-girl environment to be an oasis from 

such judgement, and thus were not afraid to be vulnerable in their problem-solving attempts.  

The girls’ increased engagement translated into their beliefs that learning advanced 

concepts were easier in this class compared to others. The girls no longer felt ‘dumb’ in math, 

and with the right mindset, they realized they could learn anything as long as they worked hard. 

Some of the participants reported how their interest in math as a subject grew from being in the 

all-girl class. One girl told the group how the class had helped shape her change in career goals 

to work in fields that were more “math driven,” such as economics and accounting (Group 

discussion, May 18, 2017).  

The girls in this study were aware of how hard they worked to achieve good grades in 

this class as well as others. Their reasons for their success were contradictory to common 

research findings among gifted girls and attribution theory. Attribution theory (Weiner, 1985) 

describes the case in which a student attributes her successes and failures to ability, effort, task 

difficulty, and luck. The field of gifted education has a history of supporting the belief that gifted 

girls often attribute success to luck and failure to ability. However, the findings here support 

more recent research on attribution theory and gifted students (Assouline et al., 2006). The girls 

in this study attributed success to long-term effort and having a “knack” for it (Group discussion, 

May 18, 2017) and failure to not working hard enough.  

Lastly, the girls’ comments of how they felt they gained confidence from being in the 

class were often contradicted at other times in our discussions. Although the all-girl environment 

enhanced their confidence at times, the single-sex makeup of the class was not a ‘magic ticket’ to 

enhancing their sense of self. The participants were still adolescent girls, and they reported 

facing many obstacles outside of their all-girl math classroom (e.g., high academic expectations, 

social stigmatization for being gifted, and separation from their non-gifted peers; Written 
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reflections, May 18, 2017). Adolescents, in their constant search for belonging and acceptance, 

define themselves in relation to others (Erikson, 1980), and questioning themselves is part of the 

process. 

In summary, with the support of their teacher and their fellow classmates, most of the 

girls ended the school year feeling that they had learned how to work hard and succeed in the 

advanced math classroom. Since many gifted youths begin to find their passions in adolescence, 

finding new ways to support adolescent girls who are talented in math or other STEM domains 

may be essential to increasing the presence of eminent women in STEM careers. 

The Following School Year: Follow-Up Discussions with the Girls 

After concluding the initial study and data analysis, the opportunity arose for me to 

revisit the participants the following school year when they were back in more traditional co-ed 

advanced math classes. In revisiting the participants, I wanted to see how the study’s findings 

resonated with the girls the following school year. I was curious, did the girls still have their 

“confidence” and “teamwork” that they had wished to take with them? Now that they were 10th 

graders, how do they look back on their time in the all-girls class? 

Six of the ten original adolescent participants participated in these follow-up discussions. 

Of the remaining four original participants who did not participate in the follow-up discussions, 

three parents neglected to respond to the additional recruitment email and one participant had 

moved away. 

  Findings. In January of 2018, the girls were quick to share how their new math class was 

much different than their class with Laura. For some, the classes had over 30 students, but others 

commented how their classes had around 20 and one said her class was small. They all had the 

same teacher, not Laura, but they all had the class at different times during the day. The culture 

of the classroom was different, and the girls described it as being more competitive and fast-
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paced. Since the class was typically for 11th and 12th graders, the girls were quick to note that 

they were the youngest students in the class. Natasha shared how she remembered what it felt 

like to walk into the new class during the first week of school: “I went into it not knowing 

anybody and being like, ‘Okay. I’m at the bottom of the totem pole here. Just like, keep your 

mouth shut.’ It’s not as comfortable of a classroom setting [compared to our class last year]” 

(Small group discussion, January 9, 2018). Others shared how they still felt scared to ask 

questions in front of the class for fear of looking “stupid” or “dumb.” They did not want to be 

perceived as “annoying” to the older students in the class. 

 Hearing these statements led me to ask the girls to reflect back on our discussions we had 

had at the end of the previous school year. I asked them to rate how confident they felt then, in 

May 2017. I clarified ‘confidence’ as not just confidence in math but confidence in their ability 

to learn and perform complex mathematics or self-efficacy. I prompted them to rate themselves 

on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being low and 10 being high. All of the girls reported feeling as 

thought their confidence was at an 8, 8.5, or a 9. Then, I asked if their confidence was still the 

same, and I was met with several resounding “No’s!” and nervous laughter. The girls rated their 

confidence as now being a 4, 5, 6 or 6.5. They knew the math content was challenging, but the 

added factors of feeling afraid to look stupid in front of others and having more “drama-filled” 

competitive classmates influenced their beliefs in their own abilities. 

 The girls described the “drama-filled” competitiveness as classmates being overly prideful 

and “show off-y” when they made good grades and condescending when the girls did not quickly 

understand a concept as easily as their classmates. In their new class, there was a “right” and 

“wrong” way to solve a problem, whereas in Laura’s class, they were encouraged to find 

multiple ways of solving the same problem (Small group discussion, January 10, 2018). Augusta 

reiterated this as she compared this to the classroom culture they were able to create the previous 



102 

 

year in which the girls had found healthy ways of supporting one another while challenging each 

other at same time. Only one girl, Cinthya, reported that her class was different than this. Her 

class was very small, and she said how she instead had one older student whose questions took 

up so much time that she felt she was not getting all of the content she needed. She claimed, “I 

feel like it holds me back sometimes” (Small group discussion, January 9, 2018). 

 Ultimately, the girls reported how this environment uprooted the confidence they had 

worked so hard to build the year before. Clarissa commented, “It’s crazy that we have to think 

about college when we’re sophomores, but they want to go to the same place I want to go to. 

And I’m like, ‘Do I have to be that good to get where I want to go?’ Because I’m not” (Small 

group discussion, January 9, 2018). Augusta shared, “It’s just kind of sad this year. I don’t really 

have that confidence” (Small group discussion, January 10, 2018). It seemed as though they were 

constantly comparing themselves to others in their classes, especially in relation to the older 

boys. 

 To conclude our small group discussions, I asked the girls if they reflected on their time in 

their all-girls class, to which they admitted that they felt like they did not because they did not 

have time to. Their rigorous academic schedules and afterschool commitments kept them busy. 

However, after a few minutes of talking about how busy they were, the girls began to realize 

some insights and shared them aloud. Amanda shared how she felt she and another participant 

had been able to reproduce a “teamwork” mentality at their table with one other female student. 

Natasha felt she was able to take with her the ability to communicate and learn in different ways. 

Both Natasha and Clarissa commented how they felt they were inspired to set healthy boundaries 

when it came to home work and school work. Natasha elaborated: 

 I learned it’s okay to relax. That you might have to make sacrifices and push harder at 

certain times, but then you also get that time to calm down…Before [that class last year], 
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I used to think “No. That’s not okay. I have to do it all right now and self-care and mental 

health comes last.” (Small group discussion, January 10, 2018) 

They “cherished the memories” of the all-girls class, but they also vocalized how they knew that 

future high school and college classes were not going to be like their all-girls class.   

Implications and Conclusion 

Increased engagement in areas of talent are important for supporting the development of 

gifted adolescent girls. For many, early engagement can give gifted girls a head-start on the path 

towards excellence and expertise, preparing them for their futures (Kerr & McKay, 2014). In 

Kerr and McKay’s (2014) summary of lessons learned from eminent women, they posited that 

early academic and intellectual engagement in a field of study was critical for developing talent 

into adulthood. And more strikingly, they claimed all of the eminent women began developing 

their talents early in adolescence. Yet, in relation to the follow-up discussions, it is clear that 

continued support for smart girls is critical for talent development. 

Adult stakeholders should seek to understand the challenges gifted adolescent girls face 

in the classroom, especially STEM classrooms that have traditionally been dominated by boys. 

For gifted girls who have their sights set on pursuing careers in STEM, educators should 

consider exploring, developing, and implementing best practices for increasing self-efficacy 

among talented girls. Additionally, we should consider if and how these practices are sustainable 

and lasting for gifted girls as they progress through adolescence.  

The findings of this study suggest grouping gifted students by gender, assigning smaller 

class sizes, and having an informed and encouraging teacher are key to increasing engagement 

and supporting the confidence of gifted adolescent girls. The findings from the follow-up 

discussions suggest that providing long-term interventions may also be key to sustaining 

increased engagement. Although the girls made no mention of Laura’s gender as being an 
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influential component, one can assume gifted adolescent girls, in general, may be more able to 

relate to influential women mentors. The amount of influence Laura had on the girls was 

significant to the participants. Kerr and McKay (2014) proposed that every smart adolescent girl 

needs an other mother–“a woman who shares her parents’ values and dreams for her future but is 

often perceived as much cooler, smarter, and more sophisticated than her parents” (p. 156). 

Female mentors, or ‘other mothers’, who also have a passion for STEM related fields may be 

hard to find for many gifted adolescent girls. Educators, counselors, and administrators should 

consider entering into conversation with gifted girls to discover their unique needs. In my 

experience, I have found that these students are highly reflective of their experiences and aware 

of their needs.  

Future research should consider experimental designs of grouping gifted adolescents not 

only by ability, but also by gender. Longitudinal studies may be able to better assess the impact 

of interventions and talent development of gifted adolescents. 

Lastly, I cannot help but feel troubled when I re-read the concluding stanzas of the 

introductory poem of the girls’ collective voice: 

Now 
I have confidence, 
 confidence that I’m good in math.  
 Which I didn’t have before. 
But, not just me. 
 
 
Together 
 we’re more confident. 
We are 
 freed up. 
We share 
Our ideas. 
Our methods. 
Our opinions.  
As a team, we work together. 
We have learned how to 
 speak up with confidence. 



105 

 

 
 
That is what I want to take with me 
Moving forward. 
I have proved something to myself. 
 Yeah. 
I have proved something to myself. 
 
 
Will I be able to keep this confidence next year? 
I’m not sure. 
I hope so. 
 

My follow-up discussions with the girls found that they did not admit to having the same 

confidence that they found in their all-girls advanced math class. Everything about me wanted 

the girls to be able to take what they had learned, practiced, and embodied during their time with 

Laura into other math classrooms. However, by taking time to meet with the girls the following 

school year, I hope that our discussions served as a reminder to them about how much they are 

truly capable of.  
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Appendix 

Student Group Discussion Guide (Questions and Probes) 

• Take a moment to look at your “ups and downs” chart. Choose a “branch” of your chart 
to share with the group. 

• Describe how your all-girls math class differs from your other classes with guys and 
girls. 

o Peer relations? 
o Enjoyment of class? 
o Pressure/expectations? 

• How do you see this experience impacting you as you continue with advanced 
mathematics courses in the future? 

• What challenges do you think girls (in general) face in STEM fields? 
o Do you face those challenges here in this all-girls class? 
o In other classes? 

• How does being in this all-girls math class make you feel? 
o As a gifted girl? 
o Mentally? 
o Emotionally? 

• What do you hope to take with you next year in a mixed classroom? 
o Academic/Non-academic? 

• Is there anything else you would like to share? 
• Is there anything you wish I had asked about that I didn’t? 

 

Student Reflection Handout Questions 

• Describe how your all-girls math class is different than other STEM classes with guys 
and girls? 

• How do you see this experience of an all-girls math class impacting you as you continue 
with advanced mathematics courses in the future? 

• What challenges do you think girls (in general) face in STEM fields? 
• How does being in this all-girls math class make you feel? Choose 3 words or phrases 

that come to mind. 
• Choose one of the words/phrases you wrote above. Can you describe this feeling in more 

detail? 
• What do you hope to take with you next year – especially into STEM classes that have 

both guys an girls in them? 
• Is there anything else about your experiences in your 7th period class that you’d like to 

tell me about?  
 

Teacher Interview Guide (Questions and Probes) 

• Tell me a little bit about how you came to be a high school math teacher. 
• Tell me about how this all-girls math class came about. 
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• Tell me about the girls you have in your 7th period class.  
o Achievement? 
o Motivation? 
o How they interact with each other? 

• Describe what it is like to be a teacher of an all-girls math classroom. 
o How is it different than teaching heterogeneous math classes? 

• Tell me about the most challenging aspect of teaching an all-girls advanced math class. 
o The most rewarding? 

• How do you think the learning environment of an all-girls advanced math class compares 
to one that is heterogeneous? 

o Achievement? 
o Peer relations? 
o Motivation? 

• How do you see this experience impacting these students as they continue with advanced 
mathematics courses in the future? 

• Describe the support you have as being the teacher to this group of gifted girls. 
o Administration? 
o Department? 
o Parents? 

• What challenges do you think gifted girls (in general) face in STEM fields? 
o Do you think this group faces those challenges? 
o In this classroom? 
o Other classrooms? 

• How do you think this class influences their self-concept as gifted adolescent girls? 
o Or identity? 
o Motivation? 

• How do you think this experience is shaping their future as talented females? 
o High school 
o College 
o Dreams 

• What do you hope these girls take with them next year in a heterogeneous classroom? 
o Academic/Non-academic? 

• After teaching an all-girls math class for this entire school year, what would you like to 
share with others who might be skeptical of offering an all-girls math class in the future? 

• Is there anything else you would like to share? 
• Is there anything you wish I had asked about that I didn’t? 

 
 

Follow-up Discussion Guide (Questions and Probes) 

• In what ways does your current advanced co-ed math environment differ from your all-
girls environment you had last year? 

o You mentioned __. Can you tell me more about that? 
o You mentioned __. Can you give an example? 

• How does having boys in the classroom impact your learning experience? 
o Bigger class size? 
o Different teacher? 
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• How do you experience “competition” in this classroom environment compared to your 
experience last year? 

o You mentioned __. Can you tell me more about that? 
o You mentioned __. Can you give an example? 

• How do you experience “confidence” in this classroom environment compared to your 
experience last year? 

o You mentioned __. Can you tell me more about that? 
o You mentioned __. Can you give an example? 

• In what ways are these two environments similar? 
• Are there any other ways you think your all-girls class influenced the way you see 

yourself that you might not have recognized when we talked at the end of last school year 
• Is there anything you’d like to share that I didn’t ask about? 
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CHAPTER 4 

STORIES OF GIFTEDNESS AND BELONGING: A SHARED NARRATIVE INQUIRY 

WITH THREE MOTHERS OF GIFTED ADOLESCENT GIRLS10 

  

                                                
10 Guthrie, K. H. For submission to Qualitative Research Journal. 
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ABSTRACT 

We live our lives in stories–narratives we gather along the way that inform us of who we are and 

our place in the world. These narratives are complex, interconnected, and come from a variety of 

sources such as our families, institutions, and cultures. For many of us, our lives have been 

shaped by our experiences of belonging, particularly in schools. Inspired by narrative inquiry 

methodology, the purpose of this study was to explore how gifted adolescent girls experience 

giftedness and belonging through the perspectives of their mothers. Participants were three 

mothers who were invited to be shared narrative inquirers and co-negotiators of their daughters’ 

narratives. Their perspectives provided unique insight that can be difficult to capture through 

direct inquiry with adolescents. Three narratives are presented that demonstrate the complexity 

of how giftedness can influence a girls’ sense of belonging, focusing primarily on the social 

landscapes of adolescence and school. 

 

Keywords: Narrative inquiry, Giftedness, Gifted adolescent girls, Belonging, Stories of school, 

Mothers’ perspectives 
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Introduction 

 The ways in which we experience the world shape our understanding–our understanding 

of ourselves, others, and the landscapes around us. In order to make sense of our experiences, we 

create stories, or narratives, that attempt to make our experiences cohesive. We live in the midst 

of these stories. Our identity and sense of self is thus created by the stories we live by. These 

stories are often complex, interconnected, and come from a variety of sources. For example, we 

live in familial and generational stories–stories that are shaped by our parents, our grandparents, 

and even our siblings or children. We live in cultural stories shaped by where we live, our 

community values, and the messages we receive from those around us. We live in socio-political 

stories informed by our ways of living and being in the world. We also live in institutional stories 

in which our stories of school are shaped by our teachers, our peers, and the day-to-day 

experience of living and being within school walls. 

 Belonging, as considered in this study, is the social desire for one to create and maintain 

lasting, positive, interpersonal attachments. Human beings are naturally driven to establish and 

sustain a sense of belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). According to Maslow (1943; 1962), 

basic human needs, including a sense of love and/or belonging, must be met in order for more 

complex needs, such as self-concept and self-actualization, to be addressed. For a gifted girl, 

belonging reflects her ability to fit in and establish meaningful relationships with her peers and 

feel valued in those relationships. Because gifted learners are qualitatively different from their 

same-aged peers, as described in the next section, there is a smaller portion of the general 

population to which they can relate. Their advanced or precocious intellectual development can 

sometimes far surpass those of their classmates. Paired with a heightened awareness of their 

differences, increased sensitivities, and unique social and emotional development, aspects of 

giftedness can create experiences in which their stories of being gifted bump up against stories of 
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relationally connecting with their peers. Or, depending on whether or not a state or school district 

has funding for gifted education, a child may or may not have the opportunity to be served in 

ways commensurate to their potential or be purposefully grouped in learning environments with 

like-minded peers. Thus, those who wonder where they fit into the scheme of school and social 

cliques may have trouble developing a strong sense of self (Ferguson, 2015).  

 The purpose of this study was to explore how gifted girls experience a sense of 

belonging, focusing on the developmental period of adolescence, through the perspectives of 

their mothers. Narrative inquiry served as the methodological design, and thus, I framed my 

inquiry around a research puzzle rather than a research question. Acknowledging the complexity 

of inquiry into one’s experience, a research puzzle does not have a precise definition nor definite 

answer. Instead, it carries with it a sense of a continual searching or wondering (Clandinin, 

2013). My research was thus guided by puzzling questions such as: What might I learn by 

inquiring into the experiences of gifted adolescent girls? How might inquiring into their stories 

of belonging deepen my understanding of how school and social narratives shape the stories they 

live by (i.e., their identities)? Where do their stories of belonging intersect and bump against 

institutional and social stories? How might inviting mothers to come alongside me in my inquiry 

provide deeper insight into the temporality, sociality, and place of gifted adolescent girls’ sense 

of belonging? How might my inquiry help adults mentor and provide talent development for 

gifted adolescent girls inside and outside of the classroom? By engaging in this narrative inquiry 

study, I hoped the stories presented would be used as channels through which these questions 

could be explored. 

 Before addressing the study’s methods and findings, I first provide the reader with 

context of giftedness and the storied experiences of gifted girls, as presented in literature and 

from my own experiences of working with gifted girls in middle and high school classrooms. I 
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do not intend to represent the entirety of literature on gifted girls, but rather provide context for 

how I have come to be interested in researching their experiences. I conclude the article with a 

discussion and personal reflections of how belonging intersects the stories gifted girls live by.  

Gifted Girls: An Orientation to Giftedness and the Stories They Live By 

 There are many definitions of giftedness. For instance, definitions of giftedness in schools 

across the United States vary depending on how gifted identification procedures and gifted 

education program services are implemented, if they are mandated or implemented at all. Gifted 

characteristics that are most commonly addressed in state definitions include demonstration of 

high mental ability, achievement, creativity, motivation, and sometimes, non-academic gifts and 

talents. For the purpose of this study, I subscribed to a general, holistic definition of giftedness 

that finds its roots in the qualitative aspects of giftedness. Introduced by the Columbus Group 

(Institute for the Study of Advanced Development, n.d.), the following definition prioritizes 

asynchronous development, or a sense of uneven and out-of-sync development (Silverman, 

1997):  

Giftedness is asynchronous development in which advanced cognitive abilities and 

heightened intensity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that are 

qualitatively different from the norm. This asynchrony increases with higher intellectual 

capacity. The uniqueness of the gifted renders them particularly vulnerable and requires 

modifications in parenting, teaching and counseling in order for them to develop 

optimally. 

This definition is unique in that it speaks to aspects of giftedness that are often overlooked 

through traditional mental ability and achievement assessments. 

  When situated in the midst of adolescent culture, being different from the norm is not 

always easy. The dominant teenage culture values the “ironclad golden rules” of “don’t go 
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against the group” and “do whatever it takes to be in rather than out” (Assouline & Colangelo, 

2006, p. 66). For gifted adolescents, their academic gifts and talents are often unrecognized as 

important characteristics among teenage culture (Assouline & Colangelo, 2006), and their social 

and emotional development are layered with complexity. Because of their advanced intellect, 

they may experience “cognitive adolescence” earlier than their peers (Moon & Dixon, 2006), 

which can make relating to their same-aged classmates challenging as a young child. A child 

may have the intellectual capacity of a 24-year-old but feel trapped in the biological body of a 

14-year-old. You can imagine how finding like-minded friendships might be challenging for this 

child and how parenting this child could be perplexing! With these perspectives in mind, the 

field of gifted education recognizes how gifted adolescents often experience the social 

landscapes of school much differently than their non-gifted peers. 

  For gifted adolescents, stories of school and what it means to be gifted can influence the 

ways in which they navigate their social landscapes, positively or negatively. Access to a 

differentiated academic curriculum may be seen as a prized status symbol of achievement among 

some students, but some gifted adolescents have reported that giftedness carries a social stigma 

(Coleman, 1985; Coleman & Cross, 2014; Coleman, Micko, & Cross, 2015; Cross, Coleman, & 

Terhaar-Yonkers, 2014), which in turn makes social interactions and interpersonal relationships 

difficult. Along these lines, other gifted adolescents have been known to hide their differences in 

order to fit in (Silverman, 2012), alter their behaviors in order to mask their abilities (Eddles-

Hirsch, Vialle, McCormick, & Rogers, 2012), and be faced with a “forced choice” in which they 

are faced with either pursuing excellence at the cost of friendships or sacrificing their interests to 

gain peer approval (Gross, 1989).  

 Juggling the social terrain of being both gifted and a girl can create additional challenges. 

For example, Delisle and Galbraith (2002) claimed gifted girls are often unable to pursue 
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excellence as aggressively as boys due to gendered expectations that girls should be well-

mannered and conforming in the classroom. Ryan (1999) wrote, 

Gifted girls are at special risk for emotional instability due to the mixed messages they 

receive from family, peers, teachers, and society. Praised for their accomplishments as 

children, they are often told to negate those accomplishments as adolescents. (p. 14) 

As gifted girls enter adolescence, they are often more aware of the social do’s and don’ts of 

being a smart girl. They feel the pressure to be more mature than boys, polite and ‘mousy,’ and 

in general, less assertive in the classroom (Guthrie, 2018).  

  Likewise, Kerr and McKay (2014) wrote at length of how gifted girls have to navigate 

social relationships of being a smart female among their peers. The adolescent ‘culture of 

romance’ can leave a gifted girl feeling torn between prioritizing the search for a romantic 

relationship and pursuing her academic or intellectual interests. The energy once directed to 

intense interests in reading, writing, math, science, music, or art is often (mis)directed to the 

pressure of being pretty and popular (Kerr, Vuyk, & Rea, 2012). Similarly, but later in life, 

eminent women have shared how challenging it can be to pursue both career interests while 

raising a family or choosing non-traditional female professions (Kerr & McKay, 2014). For 

example, in the area of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), recent 

research has found that high achieving and talented girls’ sense of belonging in the STEM fields 

is deterred by a variety of factors. These factors include stereotypes that women have less 

mathematical ability compared to males (Good, Rattan, & Dweck, 2012; Sayman, 2015), beliefs 

that one’s mathematical abilities are fixed (Good et al., 2012), poor self-efficacy in STEM 

(Heilbronner, 2013), and the extent to which females feel that they belong in the STEM field (see 

Boston & Cimpian, 2018). Furthermore, a gifted girl’s sense of belonging can be further 

complicated by identification with one or more marginalized populations (e.g. racially diverse, 
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low socio-economic status, or gifted students with learning disabilities). Intersectionality across 

multiple identities may mean that she received mixed messages about how her giftedness 

interacts with other aspects of herself. 

  Another aspect of giftedness that can impact a girl’s sense of belonging is her creativity. 

Creative girls tend to be highly original, curious, open, intuitive, independent, empathetic, and 

perceptive (Kerr & McKay, 2016; Lovecky, 1995; Torrance, 1962). However, the ways in which 

these behaviors manifest may be seen as unfavorable or disruptive. For example, creative 

individuals who express high degrees of originality tend to be unconventional, divergent, and 

“have an unusual talent for disturbing existing organization” (Torrance, 1963, p. 225). They may 

be stubborn, impatient, critical of others, and persistently question rules/authorities (Tardif & 

Sternberg, 1988; Torrance, 1962). These behaviors–which are indicative to creative individuals–

are not always welcome in classrooms that, perhaps blindly, value conformity and sameness (see 

Torrance, 1963; Paek, Sumners, & Sharpe, 2019; Westby & Dawson, 1995). 

  Furthermore, for girls in particular, these behaviors can be interpreted as unruly and 

offensive. The gifted girl who speaks her mind and challenges conventional notions often 

experiences pushback from her peers, teachers, or parents (Kerr & McKay, 2014). Highly 

creative girls are therefore often overlooked for gifted programming due to their tendency to 

specialize in an intense interest early on, be less well-rounded, and sometimes lack social and 

emotional strengths that foster deep interpersonal relationships (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). 

Creatively gifted girls may then lack access to educational environments in which they are 

grouped with like-minded peers. As Torrance (1963; 1979) proclaimed, they must become 

comfortable being “a minority of one” (p. 40). 

  All of this considered, the cultural underachievement of gifted girls has been a concern 

for those in the field of gifted education (see Davis & Rimm, 2004). Throughout my own 
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research, I have listened to gifted adolescent girls share stories of how they were afraid to speak 

up in class for fear of ‘looking dumb’ in front of their male peers. And, despite the growing 

number of females represented in advanced STEM classes, they have shared with me stories of 

how their male peers consistently questioned their abilities (Guthrie, 2018). On the other hand, I 

have also learned that gifted girls can and do find deep connections with peers. Some of their 

most meaningful social connections take place at gifted summer camps and other specialized 

opportunities designed specifically for gifted children and adolescents. From my experiences of 

teaching and interacting with gifted girls in middle and high school math classrooms, I have 

sensed that throughout their experiences of being gifted in schools, their giftedness influences 

their ability to feel a deep sense of belonging.  

Methods 

 The current study design was inspired by and adapted from Clandinin’s (2013) approach 

to narrative inquiry. Although narrative research and narrative analysis are known for using 

stories and narratives to represent findings, narrative inquiry expands the view of experience and 

narrative to acknowledge the layered complexity of human experience. In this section, I will first 

address the theoretical commitments of narrative inquiry followed by an overview of narrative 

inquiry, including its definition and this study’s adaptations. 

Theorizing the Stories We Live By: A Deweyan Approach to Experience 

  Narrative inquiry finds its roots in a Deweyan theory of experience. According to Dewey 

(1938), experiences can be understood through two criteria: continuity and interaction. The 

quality of one experience has both an immediate affective effect and an influence on future 

experiences. Or in other words, “every experience lives on in further experiences” (Dewey, 

1938, p. 27). Context also influences experience, and Dewey (1938) claimed that any normal 

experience is an interaction between objective and internal conditions. He wrote, “Experience 
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does not occur in a vacuum” (p. 40), meaning that people cannot be understood as individuals 

alone, but only in relation to others and in a social context (Clandinin, 2006). Continuity and 

interaction are thus longitudinal and lateral aspects of experience (Dewey, 1938). 

  Narratives have ways of linking our experiences together to form a meaningful whole 

(Polkinghorne, 1988). Clandinin and Rosiek (2007) described the Deweyan approach to narrative 

inquiry as the following: 

Beginning with a respect for ordinary lived experience, the focus of narrative inquiry is 

not only a valorizing of individuals’ experience but also an exploration of the social, 

cultural, and institutional narratives within which individuals’ experiences were 

constituted, shaped, expressed, and enacted–but in a way that begins and ends that 

inquiry in the storied lives of the people involved. (p. 42) 

As narrative inquirers, we believe that experience is “always more than we can know and 

represent in a single statement, paragraph, or book” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007). Most often, our 

inquiry as researchers provides only a snapshot of a participant’s experiences. Narrative inquiry 

therefore promotes the belief that the experiences of others cannot be fully or completely 

grasped. We must recognize that we enter, inquire, and leave in the midst of one’s continuum of 

experience. 

Study Design: Adapting Narrative Inquiry Methodology 

 In general, narrative inquiry is a pragmatic approach to the study of experience 

(Clandinin, 2006; 2013). Although the following definition may seem lengthy, I find it important 

to situate narrative inquiry in the following context described by Connelly and Clandinin (2006):  

Arguments for the development and use of narrative inquiry come out of a view of 

human experience in which humans, individually and socially, lead storied lives. People 

share their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they interpret their past 
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in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through which a person 

enters the world and by which his or her experience of the world is interpreted and made 

personally meaningful. Viewed this way, narrative is the phenomena studied in inquiry. 

Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of 

thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the 

phenomena. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular view of 

experience as phenomena under study. (p. 477)  

Narrative inquiry thus uses the living, telling, retelling, and reliving of stories as both the method 

and the phenomenon under study (Clandinin, 2013). In other words, it is the “process” and the 

“object” of inquiring into experience (Kramp, 2004). The everyday experience is where narrative 

inquiry begins and ends, and it is in the complexity of the everyday experience that researchers 

are encouraged to temper the urge to explain experience (Kramp, 2004) and generalize stories or 

impose theoretical concepts (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007). Instead, narrative inquiry’s goal is to 

come alongside participants relationally in order to better understand experience in a way that 

acknowledges how experience in constantly shifting and changing in the midst of one’s personal 

and social experiences (Clandinin, 2013). Narrative inquiry also challenges the dominant story of 

inquiry and adopts a research puzzle rather than research question, as mentioned earlier. To a 

narrative inquirer, the complexity of one’s experience often does not have one precise answer 

(Clandinin, 2013). This provides a pragmatic approach to the Deweyan perspective of the 

continuum of experience. 

  In narrative inquiry, the relationship of the inquirer and the participant is of great 

importance. Narrative inquirers come alongside their participants relationally and stories are co-

composed in the spaces between the inquirers and participants (Clandinin, 2013). Clandinin 

(2013) elaborated on the idea of narrative inquiry as relational inquiry: 
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…the relational between the person and his/her world; a temporal understanding of the 

relational between past, present, and future, including the relational in the 

intergeneration; the relational between person and place; the relational between events 

and feelings; the relational between us as people; the relational between the physical 

world and people; the relational in our culture, institutional, linguistic, and familial 

narratives; and so on. Thinking relationally, then, is part of thinking narratively and of 

thinking narratively as a narrative inquirer. (p. 23) 

It is this notion of relational living alongside (Clandinin, 2013) that inspired this study’s shift in 

perspective of narrative inquiry.  

  In this study, I came alongside mothers to explore their stories of their gifted daughters’ 

sense of belonging. I did this for two primary reasons: (1) access by outside researchers to gifted 

adolescent girls in schools is often limited, and (2) inquiring about gifted girls’ belonging with 

adolescent participants is challenging due to adolescent development and their ability to critically 

reflect on their own past, present, and future experiences. Thus, I invited mothers to be shared 

narrative inquirers in this study. Shifting the perspective to a shared role of narrative inquiry 

allowed me to access gifted girls’ stories of belonging from individuals who had relationally 

lived alongside them from infancy to adolescence and beyond. In our interviews, which I will 

refer to as conversations, I guided mothers to think narratively by encouraging them to think and 

reflect with stories of their daughter’s sense of belonging rather than about stories of their 

daughters (Clandinin, 2013). The mothers of this study were indeed part of the storied landscape 

of their gifted daughters’ experiences of belonging. 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited using purposeful sampling in which I was interested in 

interviewing mothers who were considered to be information-rich cases (Merriam & Tisdell, 
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2016; Patton, 2015). I recruited four initial participants using two methods: (1) three mothers had 

gifted daughters who participated in a previous research study with me, and they (mothers) 

indicated interest in participating in this study when submitting a parent permission form, and (2) 

one mother participated in a professional development workshop I was leading, and after sharing 

my research, volunteered to speak with me about her gifted daughter. After I conducted initial 

interviews with all four mothers, I chose to continue narrative inquiry with the three most 

information-rich cases of the three of the women. I wanted to present narratives of gifted 

adolescent girls with rich, varied experiences of giftedness and belonging. Thus, follow-up 

communications and negotiations of narratives only involved three final participants.  

 Participants and their daughters were White and lived in the Southeastern United States. 

The mothers valued education, had completed one or more college degrees, had a career, and 

were involved in their family units as wives and mothers. Coincidentally, all three were in the 

field of counseling or psychology and worked with children and teens. I mention this because the 

construct of belonging was thus familiar to my participants. A summary of the participants can 

be found in Table 4.1. Participants selected a pseudonym of their choice or indicated that they 

would like for one to be assigned to them. 

Table 4.1 

Summary of Participants and Their Daughters. 

Mother Occupation Daughter (Age in years; Year in school) 

Melissa School counselor Hannah Jane (12; 6th Grade) 

Karen Child and adolescent psychologist Erica (16; 10th Grade) 

Audrey School psychologist Ivey (20; Undergraduate) 

Note. All names are pseudonyms. 
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Procedures 

 I first met with participants either online (Melissa) or face to face at a location of their 

choice (Karen and Audrey), and our initial conversations were approximately 60-90 minutes. 

After reviewing the purpose of the study and consent procedures, as approved by my institutional 

review board, I audio recorded each conversation using a handheld audio recorder. I used an 

interview guide (Appendix) to guide our conversation, and I took occasional notes as I listened to 

each mother share stories of her daughter. I also requested each mother share photos of her 

daughter during our conversation, and I did this for two reasons. First, the photos were used as 

elicitation devices to help guide our conversations. Second, I kept an electronic copy of the 

photos for reference throughout the data analysis stages of the study. Since I was speaking only 

with their mothers, referencing the pictures of their daughters when I composed their narratives 

reminded me that I was, indeed, inquiring into the lives of real gifted girls.  

 After collecting and analyzing the data, I presented a draft of each narrative to each 

mother. Each narrative, or what narrative inquiry calls an interim research text (Clandinin, 2013), 

was then reviewed and negotiated through a series of emails, phone calls, and online video calls. 

As a part of this process, participants offered additional suggestions and clarifications, and in 

turn, became co-creators of the narratives. One mother (Melissa) was unable to participate in the 

negotiation phase of the study as she had a death in the family and did not feel as though she 

could participate in the designated time frame. However, she did inform me that the draft 

narrative of her daughter did not need any revision. Final narratives, or research texts, were 

agreed upon, and these are the narratives included in this article. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

 Data included interview conversations, negotiation and reflection emails with 

participants, and researcher memos. The photos of the girls were kept only for reference and 
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were not analyzed in any way. Each conversation was audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and 

sent to each participant for review. None of the participants requested any content changes to 

their transcript, and one participant added additional reflections after talking with her daughter 

about what giftedness and belonging meant to her.  

 My first phase of analysis took place during data collection. After interviewing 

participants, I created researcher memos that served as my initial reflections and analyses of the 

mothers’ reports. These memos included initial insights and puzzling questions, and overall 

helped me explore the meaning of my data and supported researcher reflexivity (Birks, 

Chapman, & Francis, 2008). For example, the following statements could be found as evidence 

of early stages of analysis: “more comfortable with people who are different” (Memo, Hannah 

Jane) and “overlapping belonging” (Memo, Erica). 

 My second phase of analysis prioritized writing initial narratives of each mother-daughter 

dyad. I created analytic memos (i.e. chronicled records) throughout this process in order to 

document my decision making (Birks et al., 2008). To do this, I read and re-read each transcript 

multiple times in order to orient myself to my data. On the fourth read through of each transcript, 

I used the paraphrase feature of MAXQDA 2018 (VERBI Software, 2017), a qualitative data 

analysis software, to summarize and capture portions of a mother’s stories. I then created a 

narrative reflecting each mother’s perspective of her daughter’s sense of belonging that 

highlighted the unique ways in which each daughter experienced belonging. Since each daughter 

was different, I chose not to adopt a rigid method to creating each narrative. Instead, I revisited 

my methodological resources and wrote each narrative by first creating web diagrams of each 

girl. Branches of the web diagrams included, what I refer to as, takeaways from our 

conversation. My takeaways were short phrases that represented stories, repetitive themes, or 

common threads of belonging throughout the individual transcript.  
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 Due to the uniqueness of each gifted girl, these analysis procedures did not create 

narratives that precisely mirrored each other. Instead, by taking a narrative inquiry approach, I 

aimed to maintain focus on their girls’ lives as lived, as told through the perspectives of their 

mothers, and placed emphasis on wondering over generalizing (Clandinin, 2013). Lastly, in 

writing the initial narratives, I purposefully situated myself throughout the narrative to remind 

the reader that the researcher plays a vital role in qualitative inquiry (Wolcott, 2009). 

 My third phase of analysis invited each mother to be active in the creation of the final 

narratives (Clandinin, 2013). With the help of the mothers, the narratives were refined in our 

follow-up conversations. This negotiation acted as “member checking” and helped to ensure the 

narratives portrayed an accurate representation of their daughters (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). 

The participants offered additional comments or clarifications to the text, in addition to sharing 

their own reflections of their experience in participating in the study.  

Findings 

 Next, I present three negotiated narratives from my inquiry with each of the girls’ 

mothers. Within each narrative, I highlight how stories of belonging are interwoven with stories 

of relationships, stories of school, and stories of their sense of self. Through these scattered 

stories, as told by their mothers, we (e.g. researchers, educators, counselors, and parents) can 

gain a better understanding of how stories of belonging have shaped the stories gifted girls live 

by. Although the narratives present only a glimpse of the experiences of how giftedness 

influenced the ways in which three girls experienced belonging, the complexity of their stories 

sheds light on the inner experiences of being a gifted adolescent girl. In efforts of supporting a 

Deweyan approach to experience (1938), there are moments in which I speak of each gifted girl 

in the present tense, as they continue to lead storied lives beyond the boundaries of this study’s 

inquiry.  
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Hannah Jane: Authentic and “Our Little Grown Up” 

  My first meeting with Melissa (May 9, 2018) to talk about her daughter, Hannah Jane, 

took place online via a video call. I sat at my dining room table, double checked all of my audio 

recording equipment, and eagerly awaited Melissa to respond to my online call request. I first 

met Melissa a few months prior to our conversation, in the midst of my work in providing 

professional development for teachers, counselors, and administrators regarding assessment and 

talent development of highly creative children and adolescents. Aside from engaging with 

Melissa in a few discussions on our professional development material over the course of a few 

days, I knew nothing about her life or her gifted daughter. After sharing some of my current 

research projects with the group, Melissa approached me later in the day and volunteered to 

participate in the study. Back at my computer, an alert notified me of our online call connection, 

and I smiled as I welcomed Melissa to our conversation. I was a little nervous, as sometimes 

there is no telling whether or not technology will work when we want it to, and I crossed my 

fingers that both of our internet connections would behave during our conversation. 

  Melissa, a practicing school counselor, was also a little nervous. She had called me from 

her home and offered apologies in the case that her dog might be distracting to us in the 

background. I assured her that it would not bother me, and I thus proceeded to review the 

purpose of our conversation, verify her consent to participate in the study, and let her know that I 

might look off the screen to take a few notes while we talked. 

  Her daughter, Hannah Jane, was 12 years old, the youngest of four children, and in the 6th 

grade at the time of our conversation. Hannah Jane had been identified as a gifted student in 

Kindergarten, typically considered an ‘early’ time to identify giftedness. Melissa described her 

daughter as being highly gifted with an advanced level of intellect that far surpassed her same-

aged peers. She told stories of how her daughter saw the world in patterns, and how she would 
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often find her toys, shoes, or other household items strategically arranged in rows according to 

some pattern Hannah Jane had configured. Starting at a young age, she was constantly absorbed 

in whatever was around her, with Melissa claiming that even as a young baby, Hannah Jane 

never napped. Now an adolescent, she still dives into intense topics of interest where she “finds 

out everything she can about it herself.”11 Melissa continued, sharing interesting aspects of 

Hannah Jane’s personality:  

She’s just like all our other kids. She's more uniquely (chuckles)–I don’t know how to 

describe this. She’s more like us in a way. It's hard to explain. Like, I don't treat her like a 

grown up. Don't worry about that! But she's always been like a little grown-up, for as 

long as I can remember. (emphasis original) 

Her advanced intellect and interests mimicked that of someone much older than her biological 

age, and although not uncommon among gifted children, this can sometimes surprise parents and 

teachers. 

Hannah Jane excelled in school. So much so that she was often bored, complaining of the 

slow pace or how her classmates were constant obstacles in letting the teacher progress deeper 

into the content. As we transitioned to talking about stories of her giftedness and stories of 

school, I began to see how Hannah Jane’s giftedness influenced her social interactions with 

peers. This in turn, impacted her ability to feel as if she belonged amongst her peers, particularly 

at school. 

 Hannah Jane first began to experience what Melissa described as a sense of social 

isolation in the 4th grade. This was a time that other girls started to form cliques, and not 

knowing exactly how or why certain alliances were forming, Hannah Jane began to realize that 

she was different than other girls her age. From then on, connecting with peers was difficult for 

                                                
11 All quotes appearing in italics were words or phrases verbally emphasized by participants. 



135 

 

her. I listened as Melissa described most of the friction in connecting with peers as having to do 

with Hannah Jane’s giftedness:  

The way that she thinks is so different than her peers in a lot of ways. Like, her thought 

processes as well as the things that she thinks about, because she's thinking about and 

discussing things that are like–We are very up on current events, politics, for better or for 

worse…She can hold forth on a very intelligent conversation about all sorts of different 

topics, and I think she has a little bit of trouble when it comes to relating with her peers. 

(emphasis original) 

Hannah Jane often seeks advice from her mother for how to talk and socialize with kids her age. 

She has trouble understanding why some things are important to other middle school girls (e.g. 

interest in boys, clothes, etc.), and therefore she has a hard time pretending that they are 

important to her. I got the sense that in trying to fake interest in the same things as her peers, 

Hannah Jane feels as though she is an imposter for not being true to herself. Hannah Jane values 

authenticity, having more of a ‘‘what you see is what you get’’ type of attitude when it comes to 

navigating the “social waters” of middle school. But, her mother commented, “It makes her sad 

sometimes when she’s just not able to connect in way[s] other girls connect” (emphasis original). 

 Hannah Jane’s high academic achievement also puts her at odds with her classmates. At 

the time of our conversation, she was part of a gifted and high achieving cohort of approximately 

25 other “quirky” students. They traveled in a cohort to every single class, except for specials 

(e.g. orchestra, art, etc.). Knowing that she excels at school easily, her peers are quick to ask her 

what grade she made on a given test or project, even though “everybody knows she made an A.” 

When this happens, she feels stuck. She does not want to share her high grade, for fear of making 

her classmates feel worse for their lower score, but she also does not want to dumb herself down 

to make it seem like she did not do well. She often chooses to be honest about her grade, but the 
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struggle to answer with honesty in these types of situations is obvious to her mother. Melissa 

hoped Hannah Jane would continue to choose being honest over dumbing herself down, but I 

could sense apprehension for fear of her daughter losing this aspect of her character in order to 

fit in more with her peers. 

 Of the few friends Hannah Jane did have, her mother described her has having a more 

mature definition of friendship. Hannah Jane was sensitive when it came to following rules and 

had a strong sense of right and wrong. Her high expectations for finding a friend with similar 

interests and who aligned themselves with similar moral values as she was difficult. Melissa 

shared: 

The only thing I wonder about that is that, she is not interested in having anybody come 

to the house and really doing anything outside of school with her school friends. It's more 

like they are in their little compartment at school, and then this is her home, and it's like 

she doesn't want it to infringe on her time to come and recoup her energies and get ready 

to go back and face the next day…She just she will be the first to tell you, that 

“Sometimes I just don't want to be around people my own age.”  

Along the same lines, and throughout our conversation, Melissa commented how Hannah Jane 

felt more comfortable having conversations with adults compared to other kids, even other gifted 

kids she had classes with. She once told her mother, “Kids make me nervous!” –which made 

both of us chuckle–and Melissa recalled responding, “But you’re a kid!”  

Even though she was a “kid” who had just entered middle school, Hannah Jane was 

already ready for high school and beyond. She claimed to be bored with the slow pace of the 

middle school curriculum and looked forward to the possibility of starting college early by taking 

college-level classes in high school, a program option for gifted students in her state. Her ideas 

of what she wants to be when she grows up fluctuate, but they mostly revolve around something 
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in the hard sciences. At the time of our conversation, Hannah Jane was interested in working in a 

lab, claiming she would only have to “deal with the data”–and by default not with people. As I 

continued to talk with Melissa about how her daughter navigated social interactions with peers, I 

got the sense that Hannah Jane did not feel as though she belonged amongst her gifted and high 

achieving classmates. Navigating social relationships at school was consistently difficult for 

Hannah Jane, and without understanding how her giftedness impacted these relationships, it is 

difficult to understand her stories of belonging.  

 However, Melissa shared other stories of instances in which Hannah Jane did seem to 

experience a sense of belonging. She described Hannah Jane as having deep connections with 

animals and with students at her school who are different in other ways. To elaborate, Melissa 

shared how Hannah Jane was consistently excited and felt satisfaction from interacting with a 

group of students who had severe and profound disabilities that made learning in schools 

challenging. The students in this special program were non-verbal, and Hannah Jane “loved” 

going into their classroom and interacting with them. Melissa elaborated on how Hannah jane is 

“extremely kind” and “tender hearted,” and “she notices those kids who nobody else talks to or 

who generally get left out and she makes a point and tries to engage with them.”  

 Understanding where Hannah Jane does feel a sense of belonging demonstrates the 

complexity of how a highly gifted girl may experience certain challenges at school. I know from 

experience that educators often think that gifted students navigate the landscape of school easily 

(see Moon, 2009; Peterson, 2009), especially because the emphasis on achievement comes 

relatively easily to those who have demonstrated advanced intelligence and academic 

performance. But this has not been the case for Hannah Jane. 
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 As I started to bring our conversation to a close, I asked Melissa if there was anything 

that stood out to her in the midst of our conversation about Hannah Jane’s stories of belonging as 

a gifted girl. She shared, 

I think mainly just that it's tough, you know? Like it's really tough watching her try to 

navigate her way through it. As her mom, it’s very difficult to watch her feel spurned by 

her peers for not (short pause) fitting in the way that they fit in, because in their minds, 

they also have their own prescribed set of “This is what you have to do to fit in.” 

Whereas Hannah Jane is completely different…With her, what it takes to be her friend 

and what attributes she would look for in a friend, it is completely different than a lot of 

cases. 

Melissa clearly saw how Hannah Jane’s giftedness impacted her ability to make friends and find 

a sense of belonging. She continued,  

It’s is difficult for her, too…She feels things very deeply, even though she may not want 

to talk about them as much, she feels things very deeply sometimes. Where she used to 

kind of not notice as much, but the older she gets, and the more people are kind of 

socially breaking off into the little groups, she notices more that she does not have a 

group. And like a place where she fits, and while she doesn't worry logically that she 

doesn't have a place to fit, worrying logically about that is way different than the way that 

it makes you feel inside when you have that feeling like you don't fit in.  

She hoped that high school would be easier for Hannah Jane, primarily because of the state’s 

option to enter and earn college credits or enter college early. Our conversation ended with this 

sense of knowing that her experiences of belonging in elementary and middle school would be 

layered with her future experiences of belonging in high school and beyond.  
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Erica: Confident and “Well-Connected” 

  I first met Karen when I pulled up to Karen’s office (May 16, 2018), the location she 

preferred to meet to discuss her gifted daughter’s sense of belonging. My anticipation heightened 

as I noticed her place of work was her own psychology practice. Karen was a child and 

adolescent psychologist, and since our topic of discussion was going to be ‘belonging,’ I made 

the assumption that Karen would understand the construct and thus might provide some 

interesting insights into her daughter’s experiences. I had met Karen’s daughter, Erica, the year 

before as part of a separate research study with gifted adolescent girls, but I was eager to learn 

more about Erica through her mother’s perspectives and stories of living alongside her.  

 My excitement quickly turned into curiosity as I was guided by Karen from the waiting 

room to her office. I sat on the couch across from her chair, and I wondered what this 

conversation may feel like for Karen. It seemed to me that I was sitting in the space that her 

clients typically sit, but I was the one who would be initiating the questions to guide our 

conversation, complete with audio recorder, my interview guide, and a pen in my lap so that I 

could take notes. After reviewing the study’s consent procedures and logistics of our future 

negotiation of my interpretations, we entered into our conversation about Erica’s characteristics 

and personality as a gifted adolescent girl. 

 At time of our conversation, Erica was a 10th grade student at her public high school. She 

had been a part of the district’s gifted education program since she was a young child in 

elementary school and was currently pursuing rigorous curricular options provided by her high 

school. Karen described Erica as being smart, mature, and a deep thinker, which her mother 

noted as characteristics that enhance her relationships with adults. She is also headstrong, 

outspoken, and has a thirst for knowledge. The youngest of two children, Karen claimed, “She 

was the child who questioned everything, needed an answer, needed a reason. She always knew 
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where the line was and how to toe just to the other side of it.” Erica had grown to be an 

adolescent girl who was empathetic, self-confident, and a “take them all by the horns and wrestle 

it down kind of girl.” Outside of being talented in academics and a hard-working student, Erica is 

a talented dancer and performer, not afraid to be the center of attention on stage. She had 

followed in her mother’s footsteps and travels across the United States each summer to attend the 

same summer camp. Karen referenced Erica’s relationship to her fellow campers and the summer 

camp organization often throughout our conversation, and thus I got the sense that camp is a big 

part of Erica’s life. Through these stories, I learned how Erica’s sense of belonging has been 

influenced by a variety of sources. 

  Erica had grown up with a sense that the world was bigger than the town she lived in. She 

travels across states to the same month-long camp every summer, makes yearly visits to family 

that live across the country, and takes vacations with her family within and beyond the borders of 

the United States. Karen believed that all of her travels instilled in Erica a sense of “I can go 

away from here and be okay.” This in turn fostered a self-confidence that Karen found to be rare 

among teenage girls. She shared,  

She’s able to go, “You know what? I just am who I am, and I am what I am, and I am 

okay.” And I know a lot of girls who can’t say that at her age. And so, there’s just the 

self-confidence that she has that she’s good enough. Well, you know, she has her 

moments, but we all do. But for the most part, she’s very self-confident. She has a broad 

worldview which I just think–It just makes her different than her friends [at school]. 

She’s told me her friends have said, “Erica, you are just different! You know, you don’t 

get caught up in the drama like everybody else” or “You don’t get mired in this or that.” 

As I listened, it seemed as though both Erica and her peers recognized how her strong sense of 

self was atypical for adolescent girls her age.  
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 Furthermore, Erica’s strong sense of self is bolstered by her involvement with her 

school’s program for gifted and high achieving students. Her high school takes pride having a 

positive school culture around the gifted program. It is cool to be smart. Being identified as 

gifted is not necessarily socially stigmatizing. As for Erica’s relationship with her closest peers, 

Karen mentioned that for how tight knit the group of gifted girls in Erica’s classes are, she was 

surprised how little “drama” there is amongst them.  

 Yet, even though Erica finds a sense of belonging amongst her peers at school, 

demonstrated by quality of care and acceptance they all have with one another, she still feels a 

sense that she is different from the other gifted girls in her group. For example, the fact that Erica 

was not born in the same, current town as her classmates creates a sense of pride–a sense of “I’m 

not from here”–that translates to how she sees herself belonging amongst her peers.  

She can look at her group of friends, she can probably say, “These are the people that are 

going to maybe go away to [college] and they’re absolutely definitely coming back. They 

will die in this town.” And she is not one of them. And I think that impacts her 

belongingness, her sense of belonging with her peer group. 

Where some adolescent girls may find the idea of ‘not being one of them’ difficult, on the 

surface, this does not seem to bother Erica. She finds belonging in her peer group, but she also 

sees herself as “living beyond the group.” In other words, she does not feel bound to only finding 

belonging in the midst of her current peers. Her mother added, “I think it makes her feel good. 

She takes pride in that, ‘I’m not just like them.’” Erica knows she will move beyond her current 

group of friends in the future, and I gathered she looks forward to this.  

  Erica’s strong sense of self and confidence also translates into exhibiting strong 

leadership skills amongst her peers. Karen shared, “Even as a little kid, she was the ringleader. 

Even when she was three in the Montessori classroom, five-year-old children were following 
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Erica. Three-year-old Erica was, ‘You do this! You do that!’” Karen told additional stories of 

how Erica was not afraid to schedule a conference with her school’s administrator when she 

experienced conflict with a teacher, bring up deep questions in her church’s youth group that 

challenged the typical way of thinking and exploring spirituality, and even be the girl in the ‘in 

group’ of peers to reach out to a new student or youth group member and help them feel a sense 

of belonging to the group. In general, Erica finds a sense of belonging from multiple sources 

(e.g., her peer group, her church group, her spirituality, her family), and her awareness of her 

place in the world gives her a sense of permission to go against the current of expected social 

behaviors as deemed by traditional adolescent culture.  

  However, there have been times when Erica seemed to experience a sense of friction 

when it came to how intensely she went against the social current. Karen shared a story in which 

she witnessed Erica reaching out to a new girl who had just joined their church. Erica saw how 

the girl felt uncomfortable with being in a new group, and at the same time, displayed 

characteristics and personality traits that Erica knew would not be widely accepted by her 

immediate peers. Erica wanted to make the girl feel as though she belonged. However, even 

though Erica had a high sense of confidence, Karen was quick to point out how she was still a 

typical adolescent girl:  

But she won’t help her to the point that she’s going to be made fun of by her friends. And 

I’ve seen it, standing back and watching. I’m there on Sunday evenings. I volunteer 

sometimes, and I can step back and watch a little bit, and I see that she holds back–where 

she might get slack from her friends, and she knows it… She doesn’t hold back in the 

way that she turns around and she’s rude to the girl, but I can see her–I can see her 

holding back from when she knows no one else is looking. The kindness, the level of 

kindness that she shows varies a little bit based on whether or not her friends are 
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watching… She’s not going to be kind to the extent that she gets ostracized [by her 

friends]. 

Similarly, I too have witnessed such behaviors from adolescents in my own work as a high 

school teacher. In general, adolescent behaviors and identity development are often shaped by 

their relationships with peers. Hearing these stories of Erica left me wondering how she felt the 

pull to belong and help others belong, without sacrificing her own belongingness in her desired 

group.  

  Throughout my conversation with Karen, I learned how the ways in which Erica 

understood and related to her sense of belonging were complex, and I wondered how much of 

this had to do with her advanced ability to think abstractly and her enhanced awareness of the 

world around her. She has a way of finding a sense of belonging, no matter where she is or who 

she is around. When she feels a sense of exclusion from her peer group at school, Erica draws on 

her strong sense of belonging from her immediate and long-distance family, her summer camp 

friends, her friends at her church, and even a more abstract sense of existential belonging that she 

finds in her practice of faith and spirituality. In Karen’s words: 

She’s got a lot of overlapping but separate networks that I think forms a net that keeps 

her from feeling on the fringe… And if she feels like she’s on the fringe over here, then 

she knows that she is not on the fringe over here. If all else fails here in [this town], she’s 

totally not on the fringe at camp. She’s got that fall back. She’s got those people that 

she’s texting and in contact with on a weekly basis, sometimes daily. So, she’s really a 

well-connected kid in terms of safety nets of people. “If these people aren’t working for 

me, I got these people. If these people aren’t working for me, I got these other people!” 

This is also compounded by Erica’s longing to go to a college far from her current hometown, to 

an institution that her current school friends will not be attending. Her parents had raised her to 
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explore the world and seek out experiences. Karen felt that Erica’s strong sense of self and 

confidence will take her to great places, despite the fact that it might be far from home. From her 

mother’s perspective, 

There’s a sense that she belongs somewhere else. And not here. That’s that ‘foot out the 

door’ [mentality that she has]. This is not her permanent place, and she knows that too, 

and we know that. But she knows that we know that, and we’re okay with it. 

Erica knows that there is more to life that her hometown and high school. She eagerly awaits the 

chance to explore the world fully and independently. 

  In bringing our conversation to a close, I asked Karen if there was anything that stood out 

to her in the midst of our conversation about Erica’s sense of belonging as a gifted girl. She 

shared, 

I think because of her self-confidence and her sense of self, that she can belong anywhere 

she wants to. She can make herself belong. She will find a way to belong, (short pause) 

because she’s never not belonged (short pause) in some form or fashion. Even if she was 

not in the core [of the group], she’s in the group…She’s just that kind of person, and I 

guess if she finds her place–a place where she doesn’t belong, she just leaves and finds a 

place she does. That’s a bit of the way she is, too. If this doesn’t work, well, “To heck 

with them. I’ll try something else!” And I think that comes from her self-confidence. 

She’s got enough confidence in who she is that she’ll find where she belongs wherever 

she goes. And she won’t become somebody she’s not in order to belong. She has the 

sense of “Well, if you don’t like me, then poop on you. You don’t have to.” 

Karen wanted to be clear in that she does not feel Erica, in general, compromises who she was in 

order to belong. Instead, Erica simply has a way of finding her place, even if it is not among the 

most popular kids at her current school. She always finds a way to fit in and feel comfortable. 
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Karen had watched her daughter navigate interpersonal relationships from Montessori school 

through the first few years of high school and described Erica’s self-confidence as being a 

common thread throughout those experiences. I left our first conversation feeling refreshed and 

hopeful, as I do not often encounter stories of gifted adolescent girls in high school with such 

self-confidence.  

Ivey: Brilliant and “Misunderstood” 

 I arrived early at a popular chain-based coffee shop for my conversation with Audrey. 

Upon walking in, I turned my attention to trying to find the quietest place to sit, as I knew 

transcribing our conversation alongside the hissing espresso machines and the busy morning rush 

would be a challenge. Audrey arrived minutes later, and after a brief conversation regarding the 

level of the noise in the shop, we both decided to proceed with staying where we were as the 

noise was manageable, and we were both eager to get started. 

 Audrey had four daughters, all very close in age and all of whom had been identified as 

gifted by their local public-school district. Upon reviewing the purpose of my study, Audrey 

offered to talk primarily about her oldest daughter, Ivey, who at the time, was 20 years old and in 

college. Audrey described Ivey as being a highly gifted child who was one of her “purely gifted” 

daughters, implying that Ivey’s gifts and talents indeed came naturally to her, and her gifted 

identification was not necessarily based on high achievement. Ivey loved learning, but she cared 

very little about grades. Her interests gravitated towards music, theater, and science. In middle 

and high school, she earned numerous lead roles in school plays, and now that she was in 

college, she found her place as a Marine Biology major. She had always been highly intelligent, 

independent, and more mature that her same-aged peers. 

  However, Ivey’s giftedness also presented challenges to both of her parents and her 

siblings. For example, Audrey told me,  
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My husband described her early on–and it sounds bad–as a gifted criminal. It’s like she 

has that mind that can think of things that would never even cross my mind. And she is 

incredibly good at finding alternative ways to do things. 

She was always plotting against her younger sisters, and her behavior at home and at school was 

oftentimes difficult to deal with. Audrey, a school psychologist, was often contacted by teachers 

regarding Ivey’s disruptive and inappropriate behavior in class. Ivey had been diagnosed with 

Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder when she was in first grade, and it seemed as though 

some of her behavior issues in the classroom stemmed from this. Audrey now questioned the 

diagnosis: “Knowing what I know now and looking back and seeing her progress since that age, 

it was likely anxiety and her not knowing what to do with it.” She continued by sharing how she 

felt it was primarily Ivey’s giftedness and advanced intelligence that influenced her social 

anxiety. And, the interaction between giftedness and anxious feelings was not only reserved for 

the classroom. It also translated to the home and her relationships with her sisters. 

  With her tablet, Audrey pulled up a photo of Ivey and her three sisters. Ivey was the 

oldest, the tallest, and in this photo, she was standing in the midst of her sisters, striking a 

dramatic pose. Audrey estimated that Ivey was probably in the 8th or 9th grade at the time the 

photo was taken. She commented, 

I love this picture… You can see her, “I’m front. I’m center.” But if you look at her face, 

she is looking off. She’s unsure. Like even though she wanted to be that front and center, 

there is always this, “I’m not that comfortable here.” 

She also pulled up another photo of Ivey when she was much younger. Again, it was a photo of 

Ivey with her three sisters, all lined up in what appeared to be ballet costumes. Audrey drew our 

attention to Ivey’s facial expression, and claimed, “That was her face all of the time.” I probed 
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further, by asking, “How would you describe that face? When you see that face, what do you 

think of?” Audrey hesitated for a moment, 

(Takes a deep inhale) Um, when I see that face, I think “confused.” I think she constantly 

wrestled with naturally wanting to be one way, but “I keep getting in trouble for it, but I 

don’t know what to do.” She was–She was unhappy and angry a lot… When I look at that 

picture, I see–Yeah. Frustration. A tinge of sadness. Like she always felt she didn’t 

belong with her sisters. She knew that I did not talk to them the way I talked to her. And 

it was because in differences of personality.  

Like many gifted children, Ivey had a heightened sense of awareness. Recognizing the ways in 

which she was different from her sisters–and to also feel like she could not control her 

differences–was perplexing not only to her mother but also to her.  

  Audrey continued, sharing more details about how Ivey was always oppositional as a 

child. Of her four daughters, Ivey was described as being demanding and always requiring 

attention. Ivey continued to be challenging to her parents as she grew into an adolescent girl. As 

Audrey and I continued talking, I was encouraged by what I felt to be her candidness and 

honesty about what it was like to parent Ivey. In high school, their relationship was “incredibly 

strained.” She reflected, 

I love my daughter, but I didn’t like her. I didn’t love her personality. I didn’t want to be 

around her. The other three were just so much easier and she knew that. And that kind of 

perpetuated it even more. It was just kind of a vicious cycle. 

But now that Ivey was in college, their relationship was becoming less strained as Ivey began to 

turn to Audrey for advice on how to recognize and regulate her emotional reactions and social 

anxiety. Audrey commented on how it was much easier to be present for her daughter, given that 

there she was no longer living at home.  
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  As our conversation steered back to Ivey’s earlier experiences of friendship, Audrey told 

stories of how Ivey had trouble relating to her peers at school. Audrey shared how she believed 

that most of her interpersonal difficulties stemmed from having drastically higher intelligence 

than her same-aged peers and “not knowing what to do with it.” I asked Audrey whether or not 

she thought Ivey was aware of how her giftedness set her apart from her peers when she was in 

elementary, middle, and high school. She shared, 

I think she was, but she didn’t know why. She knew she had to try harder [to fit in] than 

everybody else. She knew that she got in trouble a lot. She knew that, between me and 

her teachers. She knew that she was excluded and sometimes, sometimes she would think 

that she was included, and she wasn’t. 

All of this was confusing for Ivey. She questioned her belongingness amongst her peers, and for 

most of her K-12 experience, she had very few peers to whom she could easily relate. She was 

often rejected by her classmates, and as she grew older, she became more aware of how she had 

very few close friends. 

  To demonstrate, Audrey elaborated with one story of when Ivey was in high school. Ivey 

and some other girls had made plans to attend the school’s homecoming festivities together, and 

during the event, the girls left Ivey without telling her. Ivey was purposely deserted, and from 

that point on, the same girls started bullying her at school. Towards the end of the school year, 

her class was assigned a project related to Dante’s Inferno in which they had to present their own 

versions of hell. Ivey got up in front of the class–a class in which these girls were in–and retold 

the story of when they had left her, boldly claiming, “This is my version of hell.” Audrey 

referred to this event a few other times throughout our conversation, and I got the sense that to 

Ivey, peer rejection was “hell.” Audrey added to this, 
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She’s always had a fear of rejection, because she has been rejected… There is that wall in 

every situation. She’s very cautious. She enters into situations preparing to be rejected. 

And then she’s kind of pleasantly surprised when she’s not [rejected]. 

Audrey had a comprehensive understanding of Ivey’s sense of belonging. Living alongside 

Ivey’s experiences as a child, adolescent, and now young adult gave Audrey a unique perspective 

to how her daughter’s giftedness influenced her belonging with her peers and siblings. Ivey’s 

high intelligence left her feeling misunderstood and believing that fitting in was simply not 

“natural” for her.  

  However, Audrey shared of a small period of time in which Ivey’s stories of  not 

belonging were interrupted. For Ivey’s 6th-8th grade school years, she was selected to attend a 

local gifted middle school academy instead of the traditional middle school she was zoned for. 

Audrey described those three years for Ivey as being “life changing.” She continued, 

She flourished in middle school. As for middle school, it’s usually a hard time for girls, 

but it was a great environment for her because at the gifted middle school academy, as 

you may know, there are high level thinkers there. They’re all al little quirky, and she fit 

right in. And, you know, she had a few issues, but nothing too extreme. [It] was great for 

her.  

Audrey also shared a time that a psychologist, who had seen Ivey, expressed some concern 

regarding Ivey’s ability to make friends: 

I remember her coming to me and being like, “Audrey, I’m worried about Ivey’s 

vocabulary because she speaks so much more intelligently than someone her age should. 

And that can make her be an outcast.” And at that time, she was at the [gifted middle 

school academy], and I was like, “Everybody talks like that. So no, she fits right in!”  



150 

 

These stories shared insight into how Ivey gets along well with peers that are at her “same 

intelligence level” or with those who are “smarter than her”. It was also during her time at the 

middle school academy when Ivey’s interest and talents in theater grew. Audrey noted that the 

school’s theater teacher had a daughter that was very similar to Ivey: “She just loved [Ivey] and 

embraced her… she got her.” As Audrey reflected back on Ivey’s time at the gifted middle 

school academy, she realized, “That’s the happiest I remember her being.” 

  The transition to high school was beyond difficult for Ivey. Audrey described it as 

“incredibly different” and “horrible”. Even though Ivey was placed in advanced classes, she was 

unable to relate to her classmates in the same ways she had with her classmates at the gifted 

middle school academy. They were not on ‘her level.’  

She was bullied quite a bit. She was known for being incredibly annoying. She didn’t 

have that filter [of] “This might not be appropriate to say.”…At the gifted middle school 

academy, they kind of had an environment where the kids were talking and socializing, 

but when the teacher got up and said, “Let’s get started,” all the kids got quiet and settled 

down. But [at the traditional high school], they just kept talking, and there was a level of 

disrespect there. And so, she would turn around and say, “Guys! She said stop talking!” 

And then, she was targeted. She got on everybody’s nerves. 

Even her experiences in the high school theater program were different. At the high school, 

Audrey described the program as highly competitive and “backstabbing.”  

Socially, she didn’t know how to navigate all of that and came home every day crying. 

Freshman year was just incredibly hard for her…Later, she told me she had considered 

suicide. She was very depressed. She didn’t find anybody she really connected with.  

For Ivey, connecting with others who were not on her same intellectual level was very difficult, 

and I sensed the jump from being surrounded by “quirky” kids who were just like her at the 



151 

 

gifted middle school back to being in a more traditional heterogeneous ability environment at the 

high school was extreme. 

  It was not until her junior and senior years of high school that Ivey started to find a little 

bit of relief from the heaviness of not belonging. Audrey had essentially forced Ivey to join the 

swim team, as a novice, in order to try to get her around different peers in a new environment. 

She excelled immediately, as the “black and white world” of swimming was a place Ivey could 

‘function’ – because it was her swimming times that determined whether or not she progressed to 

the final competitions. This was in stark contrast to the more subjective judgements Ivey 

experienced in the theater program.  

  Also, for Ivey’s last year of high school, she was involved in her district’s dual 

enrollment program. This meant that she, as a gifted and high achieving high school student, 

could take courses at the local college for college credit. In turn, Ivey was hardly ever on her 

high school campus her final year of school. “She was totally at the college and loved that 

environment. It was wonderful for her. So dual enrollment was a godsend...” In talking with 

Audrey, I gathered that Ivey had had a roller coaster of an experience with belonging in her 

school environments. 

  As our conversation continued, it was clear to Audrey, and also to me as I came to learn 

more about Ivey’s stories of belonging, that Ivey’s advanced intellect and difficulty with 

interpersonal relationships had impacted her sense of self. Audrey shared how once Ivey 

transitioned back to the traditional high school, she started to notice Ivey “dumbing herself down 

sometimes to fit in a little more.” When I asked her to tell me more about this, she shared how 

Ivey started noticing how her peers would talk about her when she voiced her opinions or raised 

her hand to share answers in class. So, she stopped raising her hand and offering answers. “She 
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stopped answering because she was ridiculed for it.” Ivey, who had once always sought to the 

“center of attention,” no longer felt comfortable doing so. Audrey reflected, 

I did notice her kind of draw into herself more so as not to make waves. To make it - To 

kind of disappear. And she wasn’t used to disappearing. She wanted to be the center of 

attention. So, that was a change in personality for her.  

Hearing this, I wondered what it must have felt like for Ivey to begin to make those choices. Her 

divergent personality traits, particularly as it related to her giftedness, created a sense of 

opposition with her peers. Her precocious intellect, intense interests, and “quirky” personality 

were seen as too much. She felt misunderstood all of the time. But, in the attempt to appease her 

classmates, she eventually grew tired of trying to mask some of her more intense personality 

traits. She became frustrated and angry. 

  Her mother shared one final story to demonstrate how Ivey had developed an antagonistic 

personality. During her final year of high school, Ivey participated in a school tradition of 

decorating paper crowns for homecoming. Instead of the typical glitter and glam, which is how 

most high school girls decorated their crown, Ivey boldly expressed her “creatively dark” side. 

Her crown was “rebellious in nature” and was decorated with dark colors. Audrey showed me a 

picture of the crown, and I saw a collage of images that included fractious statements such as 

“Boss” and “Bitch.” Audrey reflected, 

I think she was embracing the role that everyone had set for her. I don’t think that that’s 

the core of who she is. But to her, she was. It was, in a way, a self-fulfilling prophecy. So, 

in a way, she was like, “Okay. I’ll be that.” 

I wondered if in making such a bold statement, Ivey had chosen a new path in search of 

belonging – a path that was antithetical to that of the girls she longed to be friends with. 
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  My conversation with Audrey ended with her sharing some final reflections of Ivey’s 

giftedness and how her giftedness influenced her personality. With respect to Ivey’s behavior, 

Audrey claimed to have experienced a “shift” in her own assessment of her actions and 

expressions. She had eventually started to embrace Ivey’s independence and personality, and she 

concluded with a short story of talking to some of Ivey’s teachers early on regarding her 

“inappropriate” and “in-your-face”’ behaviors in the classroom. She remembered asking them, 

“If she were a boy, would we be having this conversation?” to which, Audrey claimed, the 

teachers did not have a response. I started to wonder how the cultural environment of being 

raised as a girl in the southeastern United States influenced the ways in which others saw Ivey’s 

unique gifted characteristics. Audrey and I briefly discussed the dominant “boys will be boys” 

attitude that is commonly adopted, and in referring back to her earlier talks with teachers, she 

shared, “I know for a fact that this [other] kid acts in the same way, but with boys, it’s being 

strong. And with girls, it’s being bitchy.” I was then not surprised that Audrey ended our 

conversation sharing that Ivey “can’t wait to get out of the South.” Ivey was scheduled to study 

abroad within the next few months, to which Audrey chimed, “I wouldn’t be surprised if she 

came back and said, ‘Okay. I’m moving there after I graduate.’ I wouldn’t be surprised at all.” 

Discussion 

  My inquiry into the lives of these three gifted girls reflect only pieces of the girls’ 

experiences of belonging. By attending to several stories of belonging, as told by their mothers, 

my goal in taking a narrative inquiry approach was not to write one final narrative or locate finite 

themes amongst the data. Instead, my goal was to open up the possibility for different and varied 

stories (Clandinin, 2013) of belonging among gifted girls. At the time of my conversation with 

their mothers, each of the three girls were at different developmental stages, which contributed to 

a rich tapestry of how gifted girls may experience belonging throughout their lives. Their stories 
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of belonging were most evident in their relationships to their peers, but their belonging was also 

influenced by institutional stories of school, familial stories of relationships to their parents and 

siblings, and cultural stories of gender norms.  

  Remember, a Deweyan (1938) perspective of experience acknowledges that we can never 

fully describe a person’s experience independent of time (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). As you 

read this article, the storied lives of these three gifted girls continue to unfold, and their lives 

continue to be influenced by the stories they experienced and interpreted during their childhood 

and adolescent years. However, before attending to my concluding reflections and on-going 

wonderings, I present some connections of the girls’ stories of belonging to the literature, 

situating their experiences in the midst of others. 

  Hannah Jane, Erica, and Ivey all exhibited characteristics common to gifted adolescents, 

particularly as they relate to social and emotional development. Gifted adolescents are inherently 

different from other adolescents due to their advanced intellectual and academic abilities, which 

often complicate their attempts to integrate their intellectual integrity with the dominant teenage 

culture (Assouline & Colangelo, 2006). In turn, they may have difficulty gaining and 

maintaining relationships with peers (Callahan et al., 2004; Coleman & Cross, 1988). When 

grouped with like-minded peers, as evidenced primarily by Ivey’s time at the gifted middle 

school academy, friendships may come more easily (see Assouline & Colangelo, 2006; Rollins 

& Cross, 2014), and they may have more positive perceptions of school (Eddles-Hirsch et al., 

2012), as we found evident in Ivey’s narrative when she attended the gifted middle school 

academy. And yet, as in the case of Hannah Jane, there is some evidence that gifted students 

report homogenous grouping as having fewer social/emotional advantages (e.g., Adams-Byers, 

Whitsell, & Moon, 2004).  
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 Even though gifted adolescents are, by default, different from the typical teenager, they often 

still long to belong to the dominant teenage culture. Coleman and Cross (2014) interviewed 

ninety-nine gifted high schoolers regarding aspects of giftedness being a “social handicap.” The 

researchers found that eighty-seven percent of participants believed others saw them as different, 

with most claiming they felt “estranged and distant” from the other students in their classes (p. 

12). Additionally, gifted girls may dumb down or hide their giftedness in order to be more 

accepted by their peers. The behaviors indicating “blending in” or “pretending to be normal” 

have been described by Coleman (1985) as not admitting a test was easy, asking questions one 

already knows the answers to, not raising hand or volunteering answers, and purposefully trying 

to be vague about accomplishments or grades, just to name a few. Gifted girls have been known 

to take on these behaviors in order to avoid being seen as unattractive (Reis & Hébert, 2008) or 

feeling alienated (Fahlman, 2004).   

Conclusion  

 Towards the completion of the final research texts, my wonderings of the girls’ storied 

lives of belonging continued. The mothers I spoke with had tremendous insight into the lives of 

their daughters. Their relational living alongside their daughters offered perspectives that I might 

not have been able to gather if I had interviewed the girls themselves. I wonder what additional 

stories of belonging the girls experienced, and would continue to experience, inside the 

institutional walls of schools. 

  I also wonder, for Hannah Jane, what was it like to feel nervous being around other kids? 

What is it exactly that creates a sense of belonging amidst working with non-verbal students? 

Would she feel a sense of belonging in high school?  For Erica, how does her seemingly ever-

present belief that “she belongs somewhere else” influence her in the day-to-day moments when 

she encounters the feeling that she is different from her friends? Does her ability to feel 
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belonging in multiple groups lead to a sense of feeling pulled in different directions? Which 

group does she feel most ‘at home’ in? How will these stories of belonging influence her when 

she is in college, likely far away from home? For Ivey, how did it feel to grow up without feeling 

a genuine sense of belonging, both at school and amongst her sisters? How would she reflect on 

her years at the gifted middle school academy? Did they provide a sense of social rest and 

respite, compared to her experiences in traditional classrooms in elementary and high school? In 

what ways did her stories of belonging in high school influence the ways in which she interacted 

with peers in college? For all of the girls, I wonder what they would say about their own stories 

of giftedness and belonging? How would these early stories of belonging influence them as they 

continued through school, perhaps through college, and into their adult lives? 

 Lastly, my intention in this study was not to generalize the experiences of belonging for 

all gifted adolescent girls. I found myself wondering how the experiences of these three girls 

may differ from stories of belonging from gifted adolescent girls from underrepresented and 

culturally diverse populations. Compared to their White peers, culturally diverse gifted 

adolescents have different experiences of belonging, identity development, peer relationships, 

social and emotional needs, and more (see Ford, 2002; Ford & Moore, 2006; Sayman, 2015; 

Scott, 2014). Similarly, gifted adolescent girls who are twice exceptional, having both precocious 

ability in addition to a learning disability, likely have different stories of belonging.  

 In conclusion, the stories presented here are not intended to reduce adolescent belonging 

into simple understandings, nor are they intended to demonstrate adolescent experiences that are 

so different from others that they present new theories of belonging. Instead, according to 

Clandinin and Murphy (2007), the knowledge developed by my narrative inquiry is textured by 

particularity and incompleteness instead of generalizations and certainties. Hannah Jane’s, 

Erica’s, and Ivey’s stories of belonging do not end with my research. They continue evolving. 
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“These stories live in us, in our bodies, as we move and live in the world” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 

22). For those of us who live and work with gifted girls–be us parents, teachers, counselors, 

researchers, friends, etc.–may the stories presented here continue to live in us in ways that 

encourage us to place our own stories of belonging alongside theirs and shape the way we 

promote talent development among our gifted girls in schools. 
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Appendix 

Interview questions and probes. 

Question 1 
A. Tell me a little bit about your daughter. What are some of your favorite stories about her? 

• What are her interests? 
• Her strengths? 
• *Ask to see photos 

B. How do you see your daughter as being ‘gifted.’ 
• You mentioned ____. Can you share an example of that? 

C. How do you think your daughter sees herself as being gifted? 
• You mentioned ____. Can you share an example of that? 

 
Question 2 

A. Tell me about your daughter and her relationships with your family. 
• With you? 
• Siblings? 

B. Tell me a little bit about your daughter and her relationships with friends. 
• At school? Outside of school? 

C. How do you think her giftedness impacts her relationships with her friends? 
• Your family 
• At school 
• You mentioned ____. Can you tell me more about that? Can you give an example? 

 
Question 3 

A. In what ways do you think your daughter feels like she “fits in” or “doesn’t fit in” because 
of her giftedness? 

• Anti-intellectual attitudes? 
• Do you have another story to share? 

B. In what ways do you see your daughter’s relationships and ‘fitting in’ impacting her own 
‘sense of self’?  

• You mentioned ___. Can you tell me a little more about that? 
C. How do you see her ‘fitting in’ or ‘not fitting in’ as impacting her sense of self as a gifted 
girl? 

• You mentioned ___. Can you tell me a little more about that? 
 
Question 4 

From our conversation here today about your daughter’s sense of ‘belonging’ or ‘fitting in’, 
what stands out for you? 

• What is your main takeaway from this experience? 
• You mentioned __. Can you tell me a little more about that? 

 
Questions 5 

Is there anything else that came up for you during this discussion? Is there anything you 
would like to add? 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 How do you conclude a qualitative study? Wolcott (2009) boldly claimed, “You don’t. 

Give serious thought to dropping the idea that your final chapter must lead to a conclusion or that 

the account must build toward a dramatic climax” (p. 113). This may sound unconventional to 

some readers, but in essence, Wolcott encouraged qualitative researchers to avoid the temptation 

of “dichotomous” thinking – research does not have to be either decision-oriented or conclusion-

oriented. Instead, if the purpose of the research is to attend to issues of exploring and wondering 

about phenomena, then encouraging readers to continue to explore and wonder about the 

phenomena or issues addressed may be more appropriate. He wrote, “Rather than striving for 

closure, see if you can leave both yourself and your readers pondering the essential issues that 

perplex you” (p. 115).  

 Wolcott’s perspective reminds me of Dr. E. Paul Torrance’s pedagogical approach to 

fostering creative thinking by keeping a degree of openness and resisting the urge to jump to 

conclusions and ‘close’ the learning process. In the Incubation Model of Teaching (Torrance & 

Safter, 1990), there are three phases for lesson development that set the stage for incubation to 

occur beyond the classroom. They are Stage 1: Heightening anticipation, Stage 2: Encountering 

the expected, the unexpected, and deepening expectations, and Stage 3: Going beyond and 

“keeping it going” (Torrance & Safter, 1990). Although this dissertation is certainly not a 

classroom lesson, perhaps the reader can see corollary aspects of this framework situated 

amongst its five chapters. Chapter 1, the Introduction, aimed to heighten your anticipation of 

qualitative inquiry among gifted adolescent girls. Chapters 2-4 deepened your understanding of 
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the methodologies, procedures, findings, and interpretations of the experiences of gifted 

adolescent girls. Here in Chapter 5, the Conclusion, I pose reflections and questions that 

challenge myself and readers to go beyond and “zoom out” to bigger contexts and fields of 

meaning (Galman, 2013), remaining open about what we have learned from this research. 

 Instead of a formal conclusion, Wolcott (2009) recommended summaries and statements 

of personal reflections as appropriate alternatives to concluding a study. Thus, the purpose of this 

Conclusion Chapter is three-fold. First, I provide a summary of criteria related to qualitative 

quality and how this dissertation met several characteristics of high-quality qualitative research. 

Second, I offer reflections of the personal, practical, and social justifications (Clandinin, 2013) 

woven throughout the three articles (Chapters 2-4). Lastly, I subscribe to advice from Wolcott 

(2009) and Torrance and Safter (1990) and reflect on the issues that continue to perplex me, 

inviting readers to come alongside me in my ponderings. 

Attention to Qualitative Quality 

 Quality research is marked by reliability and validity. These are, in the words of Galman 

(2013), “key parts of the recipe for making good science” (p. 88). In the broad spectrum of 

qualitative research, reliability and validity can be difficult to define and can take on different 

terminology (e.g. quality, rigor, credibility, etc.). Many have addressed how these constructs 

apply to qualitative study designs, data collection, analysis, and interpretation (see Creswell & 

Miller, 2000; Galman, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Polkinghorne, 2007; Thomas & Maglivy, 

2011; Tracy, 2010). Some (Barbour, 2001; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tracy, 2010) have cautioned 

against having strict definitions or universal guidelines for establishing rigor in qualitative 

research. For example, Barbour (2001) claimed, “If we succumb to the lure of 'one size fits all' 

solutions we risk being in a situation where the tail (the checklist) is wagging the dog (the 

qualitative research)” (p. 1115). 
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 Instead of a ‘one size fits all’ approach, Tracy (2010) proposed eight general “big-tent” 

criteria for excellent qualitative research intended to serve as a guide for enhancing the quality of 

a study. These eight criteria are: worthy topic, rich rigor, credibility, resonance, significant 

contribution, ethical procedures, and meaningful coherence. Next, I describe these criteria in 

more detail and summarize their contributions to this dissertation.  

 Worthy topic refers to research that is relevant, timely, significant, and interesting (Tracy, 

2010). According to Tracy (2010), worthy studies are conceptually or theoretically compelling 

and “point out surprises—issues that shake readers from their common-sense assumptions and 

practices” (p. 841). Chapter 1 situates this dissertation research in the greater context of recent 

qualitative inquiry with or about gifted adolescent girls from 2008-2018. Chapter 2 offers new 

perspectives on approaching qualitative inquiry with groups of adolescents, and Chapters 3-4 

contribute significant and timely perspectives and insights to the experiences of the current 

generation of gifted adolescent girls. 

 Studies marked with rich rigor have sufficient, abundant, appropriate, and complex 

aspects relating to theoretical constructs, sample(s), context(s), data collection, and data analysis 

procedures. Rich rigor is also supported by the amount of time spent in the field, although there 

is no “magic amount of time in the field” (Tracy, 2010, p. 841). In essence, rich rigor provides 

face validity. In Chapter 1, I was transparent about the steps I took when locating qualitative 

inquiry studies with or about American gifted adolescent girls. The study presented in Chapter 3 

was designed with multiple methods of data collection (four group interviews, written 

reflections) and adopted an alternative, poetical approach to analysis alongside the primary 

thematical analyses. Capturing the perspectives of the teacher in two one-on-one interviews also 

contributed alternative perspectives of the girls’ experiences. Chapter 4 closely aligned with a 
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narrative inquiry approach in the tradition of Clandinin (2013). Rich theoretical perspectives and 

time spent verifying the narratives with each mother increased the study’s rigor. 

 Sincerity is characterized by self-reflexivity and honesty about subjective values, biases, 

and inclinations of the researcher(s) (Tracy, 2010). Freeman, deMarrais, Preissle, Roulston, and 

St. Pierre (2007) wrote, "There are no ‘pure,’ ‘raw’ data, uncontaminated by human thought and 

action, and the significance of data depends on how material fits into the architecture of 

corroborating data” (p. 27). Stating one’s subjectivities early on in the research process allows 

readers to understand a researcher’s position, thus bracketing those subjectivities throughout the 

research process and interpretation (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Sincerity also includes 

transparency about the study’s methods and challenges or mistakes (Tracy, 2010). A full account 

of my subjectivity statement was included in Chapter 1, and more concise researcher statements 

are included in Chapters 2-4.  

 Credibility refers to trustworthiness and plausibility of research findings (Tracy, 2010). 

Research deemed credible is marked by thick description, concrete detail, explication of tacit 

(contextual) knowledge, and the idea of showing rather than telling (Tracy, 2010). In qualitative 

inquiry, personal accounts of experiences and perspectives are trustworthy sources of evidence of 

the human realm (Polkinghorne, 2007), and when personal accounts have a way of producing 

feelings in the reader that they have experienced, or could experience, these are thick, rich 

accounts (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Credibility also refers to studies that include triangulation or 

crystallization, multivocality, and member reflections as part of the study procedures (Tracy, 

2010). Although different approaches in data collection or interpretation lenses may result in 

different interpretations, gathering and validating data through multiple procedures is considered 

valuable across qualitative paradigms (Tracy, 2010). Chapter 3 invited member checking with the 

teacher and follow-up discussions with the girls in order to discuss and reflect on my 
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interpretations from our earlier conversations. Chapter 4 invited parents to be shared narrative 

inquirers, and negotiation of the final research texts (e.g., narratives) were part of the study’s 

design. 

 Resonance reflects the study’s ability to influence, affect, or move particular readers or a 

variety of audiences through aesthetic, evocative representation (Tracy, 2010). A study with 

“empathetic validity” (Dadds, 2008) has the potential to “transform the emotional dispositions of 

people and promote greater mutual regard” (Tracy, 2010, p. 844). It also refers to a study’s ability 

to provide naturalistic generalizations and transferrable findings. In other words, this criterion 

describes research that “reverberates and affect[s] an audience” (p. 844) or shares findings that 

are valuable across a variety of contexts and have resonance (Tracy, 2010). Chapter 3 opened 

with a poetic transcription representing the girls’ collective voice. This chapter was also written 

in such a way that readers potentially felt a sense of heightened anticipation followed by 

disappointment. This mirrored my own reactions to learning that the girls had essentially lost 

their sense of confidence when they returned to the co-ed classroom. Depending on the reader, 

Chapter 4 may reverberate among readers who are parents of gifted children, who were 

themselves gifted students, or who have taught gifted adolescent girls in schools. 

 Research that makes a significant contribution does so conceptually, theoretically, 

practically, morally, methodologically, or heuristically (Tracy, 2010). Studies that extend 

knowledge, improve practice, generate ongoing research, or empower people are considered 

significant (Tracy, 2010). Providing sufficient responses to the questions ‘So what?’ or ‘So what 

now?’ can help researchers attend to the significance of their research contributions (Galman, 

2013). Chapter 1 verified the potential significant contribution of Chapters 3-4, the qualitative 

inquiry studies with or about gifted adolescent girls. Chapter 2 combined literature from 

qualitative methodology with literature from the field of group work/counseling, highlighting 
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group cohesion as the foundation to rich meaning making in group interviews with adolescents. 

Chapters 2-4 all conclude with implications for the fields of research and education. 

 Ethical research considers a variety of contexts including procedural ethics (such as 

guidelines for human subject research promoted by an Institutional Review Board), situational 

and culturally specific ethics, relational ethics, and exiting ethics (e.g. leaving the scene and 

sharing the research; Tracy, 2010). Every circumstance and interaction are different, and 

qualitative researchers must “repeatedly reflect on, critique, and question their ethical decisions” 

(Tracy, 2010, p. 847). This may also include the ways in which researchers relate to participants 

in the midst of inquiry and how researchers terminate the research study and disseminate 

findings. Chapters 3-4 were approved by my university’s Institutional Review Board, 

participation was voluntary, and participants were given the opportunity to choose their own 

pseudonyms. Chapter 3 implemented strategies mentioned in Chapter 2 in order to promote a 

sense of group cohesion and trust in the group interviews.  I also treated my participants with 

respect, maintained confidentiality in all aspects of the research, and privileged participants’ 

voices over my own. 

 Lastly, a study with meaningful coherence achieves what it purports to be about and uses 

methods and procedures that fit its stated goals (Tracy, 2010). These studies also meaningfully 

interconnect literature, research questions, findings, and interpretations with each other. Tracy 

(2010) cautioned that meaningful coherence does not refer to research that is messy, unexpected, 

or jarring, as these characteristics may be intentionally written to show fragmented aspects of 

phenomena and experiences. Instead, a study achieves meaningful coherence if its representation 

style matches the goals of the research. Chapter 2, even though it did not involve inquiry with 

human participants, interwove literature from two different disciplines. Understanding how 

adolescents may interact and respond in group environments from two different perspectives 
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helps us better understand how to approach group interviews. Even though Chapters 3-4 each 

contained ‘unexpected’ turns or fragments of stories, both studies achieved my intended goals.  

 Even though researchers will “fall short, deviate, and improvise” (Tracy, 2010, p. 849), 

these eight criteria represent best practices and serve as goals to strive for, regardless of the 

specific paradigm or methodology. Although this dissertation did not saturate each component, 

aspects of each “big-tent” criterion were demonstrated. Table 5.1 summarizes the demonstration 

of each criterion by the main chapters (articles) in this dissertation.  

Table 5.1 

Qualitative Quality Criteria and an Account of Each Criterion by Chapter. 

Tracy’s (2010) eight “big-tent” 
criteria for high quality qualitative  
methodological research 

Ch. 2 Ch. 3 Ch. 4 

Worthy Topic • • • 
Rich Rigor  • • 
Sincerity • • • 
Credibility  • • 
Resonance  • • 
Significant contribution • • • 
Ethical  • • 
Meaningful coherence • • • 

 

Justifications for Dissertation Research 

 Clandinin (2013) encouraged researchers to attend to the questions of “So what?” and 

“Who cares?” Answering these two questions will help to justify the importance of one’s inquiry 

(Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007). Although Clandinin and colleagues presented these questions 

in the context of narrative inquiry research, I believe attending to these questions can be applied 

to other methodologies and qualitative inquiry as a whole (see Galman, 2013). Keeping with 

Clandinin’s (2013) approach, attending to the personal, practical, and social justifications of the 

research will help to dismiss simplistic views of qualitative inquiry.  
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 Personal justifications attend to the relation of the inquiry in context of one’s own life 

experiences, tensions, and personal inquiry puzzles (Clandinin, 2013). My search for 

understanding the lives and experiences of gifted adolescent girls was inspired by my own 

experiences of teaching and mentoring gifted adolescent girls in my classroom. And, it is my 

own experiences as a gifted girl that fueled my personal inquiry puzzle. As my inquiry into the 

lives of gifted adolescent girls continues, I naturally begin to set my stories alongside those of 

my participants. Understanding their stories helps me make sense of my own. Through my 

interactions with study participants, I see my own personal stories through the eyes and stories of 

others. I begin to make meaning of my own understandings of what it means to be gifted.  

 Practical justifications support the narrative inquiry’s ability to shift or change a practice, 

or practical justifications may be grounded in the need to more deeply understand the 

experiences of a certain population (Clandinin, 2013). Practical justifications for Chapter 2 

focused primarily on shifting the practice of qualitative inquiry with groups of adolescents. By 

placing qualitative methodological considerations alongside those from the field of group work 

and group counseling, qualitative researchers were invited to consider new ways of designing 

and implementing research so participants have an opportunity to share in rich meaning making. 

Practical justifications for Chapters 3-4 were rooted in the need to understand the experiences of 

gifted adolescent girls. Coleman, Guo, and Dabbs (2007) challenged the field of gifted education 

to champion the voices of gifted adolescents, without adult interpretation, in order to better 

understand their experiences. The voices you heard in Chapter 3 were those of gifted adolescent 

girls. The voices you heard in Chapter 4 belonged to mothers, and their perspectives offered 

insight into the lives of gifted adolescent girls. The three mothers had lived alongside their 

daughter’s stories of belonging, and their ability to reflect on their daughter’s past, present, and 

future experiences helped us see how giftedness can influence the stories gifted girls live by. 
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 Social justifications serve as theoretical justifications or as social action or policy 

justifications (Clandinin, 2013). The three articles in this dissertation are elaborations of the ways 

in which meanings guide our understanding of the world. Created out of social interaction with 

others (see Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934; Morgan, 2012), the ways in which gifted adolescent girls 

prescribe meanings to being gifted influences their sense of self. During adolescence, their 

experiences of the world are strongly influenced through the contexts of school and peer 

relationships. In the words of Dewey (1938), “every experience lives on in future experiences” 

(p. 27). The meanings girls attribute to gifted are woven into their storied lives.  

Reflections and Ongoing Questions 

 Throughout my program of research, including studies conducted outside of this 

dissertation, I have found that gifted adolescent girls are often surprised that I am interested in 

talking to them about how they see and relate to their giftedness. I have sensed that my 

conversations with them very well may be the first time they have reflected on their giftedness 

and how it influences their sense of self and relationships with others. And, I can say the same 

for my conversations with parents! Many of the parent participants in my research have 

expressed gratitude for the chance to reflect and discuss how their children experience and relate 

to their giftedness. 

 The guiding questions for this dissertation, originally stated in Chapter 1, the 

Introduction, were:  

• What does being gifted mean to gifted adolescent girls? How do their interpretations 

influence their sense of self? In what ways does their giftedness influence the ways in 

which they experience and make meaning of their world?  

• What influences the ways in which adolescent participants engage in and respond to 

group interviews? How does group interaction shape their meaning-making? How can we 
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encourage rich meaning-making among adolescents in group interviews? In what ways 

might group interviews benefit gifted adolescent girls in their search for meaning and 

understanding?  

This dissertation research contributed multiple perspectives and insights into these questions. 

Yet, like any good researcher, I continue to reflect on the complex nature of giftedness and how 

qualitative inquiry contributes to our understanding of giftedness. Resisting the temptation to 

simply answer these questions in light of my own judgement and offering critical reflections of 

this dissertation’s shortcomings (Wolcott, 2009), I continue to wonder about the lives and 

experiences of my participants and those of other gifted adolescent girls. Perhaps this is what 

Torrance meant by singing in one’s own key, his phrase for inviting personal meaning, making 

associations, and seeing future implications (Torrance & Safter, 1990).  

 How are the girls from Chapter 3 experiencing their junior year of high school? Do they 

reflect back on their time in Laura’s classroom? Do they carry with them stories from their 

reflections and interactions from participating in my study with their classmates? Of the three 

girls from Chapter 4 (Hannah Jane, Erica, and Ivey), how do they continue to experience their 

giftedness and belonging? Do the mothers reflect on their participation and, at times, see their 

daughters through the perspective of narrative inquiry? How will the stories and meanings of 

giftedness continue to influence the lives of gifted girls as they grow into emerging adults and 

adulthood? How will it impact their experiences in post-secondary environments?  

 Since most of my participants were American, White, and living in the southeastern U.S., 

how might the meaning of giftedness be different for gifted adolescent girls from 

underrepresented culturally diverse groups? Who are twice-exceptional? Who identify as 

LGBTQ+? What if I spent more time in the field? Would I have gained deeper, richer insight? 
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How would longitudinal inquiry impact my findings and interpretations? What might different 

approaches to analysis offer? 

 How will this research influence the ways I teach, observe, mentor, or relate to gifted 

girls? How do the stories of the gifted girls in this dissertation come alongside my own? Or 

perhaps most importantly, what questions am I still missing? All of these questions, those that 

served this dissertation and the new questions that arose from my inquiry, will guide me as I 

continue my program of research exploring the experiences of gifted adolescent girls.   
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