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ABSTRACT 

TEACHER PERCEPTIONS OF ADVANCED ABILITY ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS 
(ELL) 

 This study explored teacher perceptions of English language learners and giftedness. 

High school content teachers participated in an interview identifying behaviors that indicate 

advanced abilities from a series of three vignettes about English language learners. A total of 

four participants were interviewed. The four emergent themes were (1) critical thinking (2) rate 

of language acquisition, (3) motivation, and (4) use of language. The themes were behaviors that 

teachers perceived as demonstrating potential or demonstrating limited potential for advanced 

learning in English language learners.  

Keywords: giftedness, ELL, English language learners, perceptions, CLED, advanced ability 
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Introduction 
 

English language learners who are gifted and talented possess exceptional abilities in one 

or more areas while simultaneously developing their English proficiency. Their advanced 

cognitive abilities frequently are overshadowed by language barriers and cultural differences that 

may prevent them from realizing their full academic and personal potential. These learners 

represent a unique and understudied population in the education community. There is valuable 

insight to be gained by researchers and educators through the study of teacher perspectives 

regarding the advanced abilities of these learners.  

Understanding the challenges of the English language learner from the teacher’s 

perspective could have contributed to the development of improved student educational 

outcomes, effective classroom instructional strategies, and improved systems of support for 

families. The education community could have gained beneficial insight from the perspective of 

the teacher such as (1) understanding of the specific areas where advanced English language 

learners required tailored instruction, including curriculum adaptations and specialized 

interventions, (2) identifying barriers that impacted learner academic success, (3) developing 

supportive classroom environments that fostered positive cultural relationships, (4) enhancing 

the overall learning experience through understanding the daily contributions, unique 

characteristics, and the cultural backgrounds of the advanced English language learners, and (5) 

allowing stakeholders to make informed decisions regarding resources, curriculum, and 

professional learning opportunities.  

The research question for this study was “What are teacher perceptions regarding the 

advanced abilities of English language learners?” The goal was through understanding the 
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experiences and insights of teachers, stakeholders can better address the specific needs and 

challenges of the uniquely gifted and talented population of English language learners. 

Literature Review 
 

This literature review examined research on identifying and supporting gifted and 

talented English language learners. As stated by Deniz and Spies (2020), “It is imperative for 

educators to recognize that giftedness exists in all cultures and across all languages” (p. 106). 

Existing research was synthesized to provide an understanding of the main barriers that affect the 

potential of gifted and talented English language learners. These barriers included 

disproportionality, identification and assessment, language and cultural barriers, and bias. 

Ultimately the aim was to contribute to a more inclusive gifted and talented educational system 

that recognizes and supports the talents of all students regardless of their language proficiency or 

cultural background.  

Barriers 
 
Disproportionality 
 

Disparities in student program enrollments between ethnicities are often found in 

educational settings. These imbalances were due to situations where a particular group’s 

representation is significantly different from what would be expected based on their proportion 

in the overall population. The disproportionate enrollments in school programs could indicate 

unequal access to resources, opportunities, and educational outcomes for minority students.  

In the early 1970s, Gallagher highlighted the disproportionality of minority children in 

gifted and talented programs. Gallagher believed in the importance of nurturing giftedness early 

in childhood and that underrepresentation was a “tragic waste of human potential” (Coleman & 

Shah-Coltrane, 2015, p. 71). The U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights “Dear 
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Colleague” letter from October 2014 revealed that, in the decades since Gallagher’s work, 

schools with high enrollments of minority students were unlikely to offer gifted and talented 

programs or provide all students with access to high-quality educational resources (Coleman & 

Shah-Coltrane). The continuing disproportionate situation was troubling as school systems in the 

United States have seen an increase in minority learners enrolling in their schools. 

English language learners are bilingual students from homes where English is not the 

primary language spoken, and these learners had yet to reach a level of language proficiency. 

The English language learner (ELL) could have been a U.S.- born child to immigrant parents or 

an immigrant themself (Deniz & Spies, 2020). In 2021, the United States Department of 

Education Office of English Language Acquisition (OELA) reported more than 4.9 million 

English language learners enrolled in U.S. schools for 2017-2018. The reported ELL enrollment 

accounted for more than 10% of the K-12 student population in the United States. Also, English 

language learners represented only 1.5% of gifted and talented (GT) program enrollment for 

2017-2018. They were 20% as likely as non-English language learners to participate in a gifted 

and talented program (OELA, 2021). The increased number of English language learners 

continued to be disproportionate or underrepresented in the GT programs compared to the 

general student population. Esquierdo and Arreguín-Anderson (2012) noted the ideal scenario for 

students would be a zero imbalance as educators worked to minimize the disparity between the 

ethnic composition of the general population and that of the gifted and talented population.  

In 2023, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) predicted that by the Fall of 

2031, more than half of U.S. school system enrollments will comprise culturally and 

linguistically diverse students (NCES, 2023). Esquierdo and Arreguín-Anderson (2012) 

anticipated that the ongoing disparity in enrollment within gifted and talented programs, which 
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had been contributing to educational inequalities for the economically disadvantaged, would 

persist. The continued disparity was accompanied by inequity or a lack of fairness, marginalized 

educational opportunities, academic achievement gaps, and exclusive classroom environments, 

all of which were potential barriers to support the enrichment of non-English language learners 

to reach their full potential. Also, many researchers agreed that traditional identification 

procedures needed to be redesigned to identify the talents of the underrepresented student 

population (Briggs et al., 2008; Passow & Frasier, 1996).  

Identification & Assessment 

The purpose of gifted and talented identification was to ensure that students with 

exceptional abilities received access to appropriate educational programs and accommodations 

that provided support and fostered development for the unique needs of everyone. Ideally, school 

districts have made efforts to ensure that students from diverse backgrounds and 

underrepresented populations were not overlooked in the identification process. However, factors 

throughout the identification process, such as assessment choice and referral rates, have 

contributed to the underrepresentation of students with disadvantaged backgrounds.  

One standard procedure used by schools for gifted and talented identification is the 

collection of quantitative data from school-administered standardized achievement and/or IQ 

tests. Standardized achievement assessments focused on rote memorization and specific 

academic subjects, such as mathematical and verbal reasoning. IQ tests focused on specific 

aspects of intelligence and may not have captured the full range of intellectual abilities or 

potential. Individual student data were compared against the performance of their grade-level 

peers and determined those that demonstrated the potential for exceptional cognitive abilities or 

academic achievement (de Wet & Gubbins, 2011). These English-only assessments prioritized 
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academic English language proficiency and were a disadvantage for English language learners 

whose true intellect was masked by their limited English proficiency (Gubbins et al., 

2020). Researchers suggested that non-English students had poor performance on assessments 

with verbal components in English as they encountered unfamiliar content and/or questions more 

aligned with the mainstream student population than their own culture (Passow & Frasier, 

1996). The fact that this type of testing did not favor the minority learner but continued to be 

given in English-only formats was inequitable and was a factor in the underrepresentation of 

English language learners in GT programs nationwide (Naglieri & Ford, 2003; Szymanski & 

Lynch, 2020). Pereira (2021) noted that there had been few attempts to develop assessment 

instruments that would specifically identify English language learners for gifted and talented 

programs.  

Referrals and nominations were standard procedures that played a crucial role in the 

identification of gifted and talented students. Teachers and sometimes parents nominated 

students based on their observations of exceptional academic abilities, performance, creativity, 

and leadership. The lack of parent nominations for English language learners typically resulted 

from a lack of program awareness, knowledge of giftedness, a lower level of parental education, 

and low socio-economic status (Deniz & Spies, 2020; Mun et al., 2020). The referral process 

placed teachers as the gatekeepers, who wielded the power to refer or not to refer students for 

gifted and talented services (Deniz & Spies). Traditionally, teachers understood gifted and 

talented characteristics from the English-speaking perspective and lacked the cultural awareness 

that “giftedness exists in all cultures and across all languages” (Deniz & Spies, p. 106). The lack 

of cultural awareness, which contributed to the underrepresentation of English language learners, 

failed to equip educators with the tools to understand that diverse gifted and talented 
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characteristics were not a reflection of a defect in a student’s abilities or aptitudes (Briggs et al. 

2008). 

Cody et al. (2022) noted that teacher referrals for gifted and talented programs were 

negatively impacted by teacher bias. Teacher assumptions and misperceptions about unidentified 

English language learners’ potential to perform at an exceptional level against the mainstream 

characteristics resulted in under-referrals for GT services (Ford, 2014). Deniz & Spies (2020) 

found that if teachers believed a student was not motivated to complete the academic tasks, had a 

history of exhibiting behaviors that were thought of negatively, did not excel in all subject areas, 

or were viewed as underachievers then they were less likely to be referred by teachers for gifted 

and talented services.  

The lack of GT service referrals could have been the result of the teacher’s limited 

awareness of the referral process, inadequate training, limited supporting resources, demanding 

workloads, ineffective collaboration between teachers and support staff, challenges 

communicating with families, or even bias. All these situations would have resulted in missed 

opportunities to refer students who may require additional support. Winfield (1986) noted that 

student achievement expectations were non-uniform from classroom to classroom as the 

fundamental beliefs about student learning and teaching strategies varied based on individual 

teacher perceptions. This bias could have been presented both implicitly and explicitly in the 

classroom as it was influenced by the teacher’s cultural values, beliefs, and norms affecting the 

number of referrals (Costa et al., 2021; Peterson et al., 2016). Winfield (1986) also noted that 

these cultural biases resulted in some classrooms having high expectations for the cultural 

majority, while minority learners were met with lower expectations for academic achievement or 

student progress.  
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Cultural Bias 
 

Cultural bias, or the tendency to favor certain cultural groups over others, occurred when 

educators consciously or unconsciously held preconceived beliefs that influenced their attitudes 

and behaviors toward minority populations. The cultural bias in our educational system mirrored 

the bias of our nation, including prejudice, unequal treatment, and oversimplification of traits and 

beliefs of an entire cultural group (Mun et al., 2020).  

Cultural bias often stemmed from the teachers’ past classroom experiences where they 

have seen low socio-economic groups consistently underachieve. When the importance of 

student cultural differences was not recognized, and all students were treated similarly, 

unrealistic expectations developed for English language learners (Ford, 2010). In 2010, van den 

Bergh et al. explained that a possible reasoning for the academic achievement gap between 

various cultures could have resulted from modified academic expectations and biased 

perceptions of advanced abilities for each of the different ethnic groups in the classroom. When 

teachers focused on the mainstream characteristics of giftedness, they could have failed to 

recognize that giftedness was multidimensional and diverse. The traditional traits were not 

exhibited by gifted low socio-economic learners, who performed with exceptional potential, but 

in more unique ways (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2014).  

Winford (1986) noted that teachers expected the cultural majority students to exhibit 

more potential for advanced abilities than minority students. They also perceived that student 

effort and motivation caused the cultural majority students to have higher achievement but 

considered lack of parental encouragement and heredity as reasonings for the low achievement 

of the minority students. This deficit mindset toward minority families resulted in a lack of 

teacher attention to the low socioeconomic students, “which further exacerbates inequities by the 
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suggestion that talented students only come from privileged backgrounds” (Mun et al., 2020, p. 

109). The limited exposure to different cultures and experiences were factors that contributed to 

bias. Often English language learners were surrounded by teachers of the ethnic majority, who 

lacked understanding and appreciation of their culture and felt less comfortable interacting with 

them effectively (van den Bergh et al., 2010).  

Cultural and Language Barriers 

As Spiegelman (2020) suggested, cultural barriers have significantly impacted the 

academic achievement of non-English speaking students in the classrooms with high Hispanic 

enrollments, as most teachers were White and non-Hispanic. These barriers stemmed from those 

cultural differences between educators and the English language learners’ home environments, 

and they “represent the ‘wall’ that prevents teachers from seeing students’ academic abilities that 

lie beyond their language competencies” (Allen, 2017, p. 82). The cultural barriers non-English-

speaking minority students faced included difficulties in understanding and expressing 

themselves effectively in the classroom. The lack of English proficiency likely reduced a 

student’s participation in classroom activities, hindered their comprehension of the subject 

matter, led to feelings of alienation, masked the student’s abilities, and delayed teacher referrals 

for gifted services. Classroom teachers historically focused on the student’s weaknesses to 

provide necessary interventions rather than recognizing the variety of student strengths, which 

could have indicated giftedness (Siegle & Powell, 2004). Szymanski and Lynch (2020) noted 

that teachers focused more on remediation and slowed teaching in all areas when there was a 

perceived lack of English language skills. When teachers are fixated on negative characteristics 

or student deficits, such as primarily focusing on the learner’s lack of language proficiency, it 
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was difficult to recognize the characteristics that exhibited the learner’s potential for advanced 

abilities (Allen, 2017; Cody et al., 2022; Siegle & Powell, 2004). 

A deficit mindset was founded on believing in perceived natural deficiencies or 

shortcomings between cultural groups rather than recognizing and building upon potential. 

Labels of low performance, lower teacher expectations, reduced access to gifted and talented 

resources, and limited academic opportunities for minority students culminated from a deficit 

mindset (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2014). The deficit mindset is a “principal barrier” to the 

identification of minority students for gifted and talented services (Ford et al., 2002, p. 53). It is 

suggested that the deficit mindset toward minorities “is reflected in an overreliance on 

identification instruments that are known to be poor indicators of ability in this population, a 

misinterpretation of some common cultural characteristics as deficits, …” (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 

p. 194), which fostered underrepresentation of disadvantaged minorities in GT programs. Pereira 

and Gentry (2013) noted that “colorblind” classroom teachers were just as “problematic as the 

deficit-based approach,” as they failed to implement strategies or make accommodations to 

support language acquisition for the various levels of English (Pereira & Gentry, pp. 184-185).  

Code-switching has been another strategy used by English language learners as a natural 

shift between the primary and secondary languages during a conversation. Code-switching 

allowed the learners to navigate different linguistic and cultural contexts, maintain a connection 

to their heritage language and culture while participating in the English language surroundings, 

and allowed the learner to draw on the strengths in both languages. Teachers with a deficit view 

saw code-switching as a weakness in a learner’s language proficiency (Hughes et al., 2006). 

However, Hughes et al. argued that English language learners have used the practice of code-

switching to bridge the gap between their understanding of one language and the other. This 
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same study noted that the manipulation of the intricacies of multiple languages for academic and 

social purposes “may be indicative of their (underrepresented) high potential (Hughes et al., p. 

21). The ELL student exposed to different languages and contexts could have observed and 

learned the language choices and patterns of other people to acquire new vocabulary, grammar 

structures, and cultural understanding. Danzak (2020) found that bilingual GT students could 

transfer academic text successfully between English and Spanish and had more substantial 

writing productivity in English compared to monolingual GT students. 

Teacher perceptions of the characteristics of academic success could have significantly 

impacted student outcomes. Neumeister et al. (2007) noted that “teachers were far less likely to 

identify strengths in students for whom they were concerned about their identification as gifted” 

(p. 491), which is similar to other findings that teachers are more likely to nominate students who 

exhibited the “advantageous behaviors in the United States mainstream culture” or “those that 

resemble other gifted students” (Harris et al., 2009, p. 372). Brice et al. (2008) concluded that 

teachers perceived the ability to speak multiple languages as a minor characteristic of students in 

GT programs. Also, teachers were more confident in their ability to identify gifted characteristics 

in white students than in Hispanic students. Hamilton et al. (2020) found that the amount of time 

learners were enrolled in English language classes was inversely related to the probability they 

would be identified for gifted and talented services. Teachers’ perceptions of students 

determined English language learner’s access to academic opportunities (Swanson et al., 2022). 

In contrast, a cultivated growth mindset could have connected the English language learners’ 

success to when teachers believed in their students’ abilities and motivated students to strive for 

higher achievement, believed that all students could succeed and provided tailored instruction, 

had positive relationships with students, had confidence in their students’ capabilities, addressed 
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individual needs to enhance outcomes, and recognized and addressed their biases to ensure 

equitable opportunities for all students. 

Conclusion 

The review of the literature showed that disproportionality, identification and assessment 

methods, cultural bias, and language proficiency were barriers for English language learners to 

be recommended for gifted and talented programs and services. As school communities saw an 

increase in the number of ELL enrollments into mainstream classes, there continued to be 

disparities in the number of referrals and identification for gifted and talented programs. This 

disproportionality fostered academic achievement gaps between these two groups of students. 

Historically, performance on standardized tests and other assessment methods limited the ELL 

access to advanced programs and services that would nurture their talents and meet 

individualized learning needs. Cultural bias and lack of cultural awareness on the part of 

educators perpetuated the disproportionality by not recognizing how GT characteristics of 

advanced abilities are manifested in English language learners. Educators who held a deficit 

mindset regarding student abilities, such as limited English proficiency, reinforced the belief that 

language mastery was necessary for identifying students who should have gifted support 

services, thereby prolonging inequitable access to resources. 

Methods 

Introduction 

This study used qualitative methods and presented a selection of teachers with narratives, 

also known as vignettes. These vignettes were created from observations and interactions 

involving three English language learners. The purpose of this study was to understand teacher 

perceptions of the advanced abilities of the English language learner (ELL). The study included a 
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structured written background survey and a semi-structured interview where participants’ 

perceptions about the advanced abilities of the three English language learners from the vignettes 

were recorded. 

Location Demographics 

This study took place at a high school in a large urban school district in south-central 

United States. The total enrollment for grades 9 through 12 for 2021-2022 was 1,474 students. 

The general student demographics were 47.5% White (non-Hispanic), 25.8% Hispanic or Latino 

students, 20.2% African American students, and 6.5% other. There were 217 English language 

learners that accounted for 14.7% of the general student population, which ethnically identified 

as 67.7% Hispanic or Latino, 14.3% African American, 7.8% White (non-Hispanic), 4.6% Asian, 

but 5.6% did not provide ethnic data. The school data showed that 75.5% of the student 

population and 79.7% of the English language learner population were economically 

disadvantaged. The number of general student population and ELL with disabilities having 

individualized education programs (IEP) were 11.0% and 13.8%, respectively. The general 

student population data identified 6.3% as gifted and talented students; however, no English 

language learners had been identified as gifted and talented at this high school (Table 1).  

The high school employed 91 teachers for grades 9-12 with 83 teachers or 91.2% of the 

teaching staff ethnically identified as White (non-Hispanic). In addition, there were 4 teachers or 

4.4% that identified as African American, 2 teachers or 2.2% identified as Hispanic or Latino, 

and 2 teachers or 2.2% of the teaching faculty identified as Asian.   

Table 1 

2021-2022 Data from High School 
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Student Data 
High School Population 

N                         % 
ELL Population 

N                       % 

Number of Students 
9-12 

1474 100.0% 217 100% 

African American 
Students 

299 20.2% 31 14.3% 

Asian Students 50 3.3% 10 4.6% 

Hispanic or Latino 381 25.8% 147 67.7% 

Native Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander 

3 < 1.0% 0 0% 

Two or More Races 44 2.9% 0 0% 

White (Non-
Hispanic) Students 

701 47.5% 17 7.8% 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

1113 75.5% 173 80.0% 

Students with 
Disabilities (IEP) 

163 11.0% 30 13.8% 

English Language 
Learners 

217 
14.7% 

 
217 100% 

Gifted and Talented 
Students 

93 6.3% 0 0% 

Homeless 29 1.9% 5 2.3% 

      Note: From School Report Card by Kentucky Department of Education, 2022.  

Procedures 

Participant Selection 
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Participants were selected from regular program high school content teachers (i.e.… 

math, science, social studies, and language arts) that serviced English language learners without 

using an inclusive collaboration model designed to provide academic support to these learners in 

the mainstream classroom. Participants were asked to provide written information about their 

teaching experience, education, areas of certification, English language learner and gifted and 

talented professional learning opportunities, and experience with identifying gifted and talented 

students. During interviews, the participants read the vignettes and then answered questions. 

Research Approval 

     A request for permission to conduct interviews with teachers was submitted to and 

approved by the high school principal. The research proposal documentation was reviewed by 

the research committee and submitted to the university’s IRB committee. The research proposal 

received IRB approval (Appendix A). Invitations to participate in the interview were submitted 

to eight teachers meeting the requirements. The teachers who volunteered to participate were 

given a copy of the implied consent form. 

Written Survey 

      The written survey questions were designed to elicit background information from 

participants that would provide context to their interview responses. After several cycles of the 

feedback and revision process with the research committee, a set of nine questions was 

developed (Appendix B). These questions provided participant feedback on their educational 

background, teaching experience, areas of certification, experience with English language 

learners and gifted learners, professional learning opportunities to support teaching English 

language learners and gifted learners, and if they had ever identified a student for gifted services. 
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The identities of the teacher participants were protected by referencing them in the manner of 

teacher 1 (T1), teacher 2 (T2), etc.  

Participant Interview 

     The individual interviews were conducted using Zoom. Each interview was 

approximately 30 minutes in length. All interviews were recorded and transcribed automatically. 

The accuracy of transcripts was verified by the interviewer, and individual participants were 

given the opportunity to review their transcripts for accuracy. During the interviews, the 

participants were given three vignettes about English language learners who exhibited advanced 

abilities prior to answering questions. 

Vignette Design 

The vignettes were developed based on experiences with former high school students 

(Appendix C). These narratives utilized realistic details from classroom experiences and student 

observations and interactions. Each vignette featured some background details and a school 

scenario of an English language learner that exhibited various traits of advanced abilities. 

Vignette 1 details the behaviors of an Arabic female, Fatima; vignette 2 details the behaviors of 

Elena, a female from Cuba; and vignette 3 details the behaviors of a Congolese male, Mfumu. 

The identity of the students was protected using common pseudonyms from their country of 

origin. The series of vignettes was discussed and reviewed with two high school colleagues with 

English language learner experience. Edits were made based on colleague feedback and then 

reviewed by three experts in the field of gifted education. The feedback revision cycle was 

completed twice with the experts and resulted in the final three vignettes presented to the 

participants during the interview portion of the study. In addition, the research committee 
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reviewed, provided feedback, and approved the five questions asked after the reading of the 

vignettes during the interview (Appendix D).  

Data Analysis 

The participant interview data were automatically transcribed using Zoom closed captions 

tools. Participant responses were transcribed verbatim, except for edits that needed to be made to 

correct the spelling of pseudonyms and improve overall readability. Responses about behaviors 

were coded as demonstrating potential for advanced abilities or demonstrating limited potential 

for advanced abilities. Next, the responses were categorized by common themes based on similar 

wording or similar phrases used by the participants. The response data were sorted on a 

frequency table in an Excel spreadsheet. The data coding was reviewed by a certificated data 

specialist and by a gifted and talented endorsed colleague. 

Results 

Participants 

The high school teachers were invited to take part in this study, and out of those eight 

invitations, five volunteered (two from science, two from language arts, and one from math) to 

complete the written survey and interview. While scheduling interview times, the math teacher 

encountered a conflict and opted out of participating. As a result, the final participant count was 

four, representing the perceptions of language arts and science teachers.  

Written Survey Data 

The information gleaned from the written surveys was as follows. Teachers 1 and 2 were 

certified for grades 5-9 science, and teachers 3 and 4 were certified for grades 8-12 language arts. 

Teacher 1 (T1) had 13 years of experience teaching science and ELL but had never identified a 

student for gifted and talented services. Teacher 2 (T2) had 14 years of experience of which 10 
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years were teaching science with ELL and had identified at least one student for gifted and 

talented services. Teacher 3 (T3) was certified in English grades 8-12 and had three years of 

experience with ELL, which included one year of student teaching and two years as a classroom 

teacher. Teacher 4 (T4) was certified in English 8-12 and had a GT endorsement for grades K-12 

with four years of experience teaching ELL. Neither T3 nor T4 had identified a student for gifted 

and talented services. (Table 2). 

Table 2 

Participant Background Data 

Participant Content  
Certification  

Areas 
Teaching 

Experience 

Teaching 
ELL 

Experience 

Identified a 
student for 

GT  

T1 - teacher 1 Science 
Biology 8-12 
Science 5-9 

13 years 13 years No 

T2 - teacher 2 Science Science 5-9 14 years 10 years Yes 

T3 - teacher 3 Language Arts English 8-12 
 

2 years 3 years No 

T4 - teacher 4 Language Arts 
English 8-12 

GT K-12 
4 years 4 years No 

 

Additionally, the written survey revealed that both T1 and T2 indicated that they had 

received no professional learning support for working with gifted and talented students or 

English language learners. T3 stated they had attended a “few” professional learning sessions to 

support working with gifted and talented students. T3 had also participated in professional 

learning workshops and completed extensive training in their undergraduate education program 

to support the work with English language learners. T4 was certified to teach gifted and talented 

K-12 students, was enrolled in a gifted education specialist program, and had sought to attend 
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ELL professional learning workshop opportunities outside their district professional learning 

requirements. 

The participants who were not certified in gifted and talented services (T1, T2, and T3) 

identified the following common behaviors that students with exceptionally high abilities have 

exhibited in their classrooms: the ability to understand and apply concepts at a faster pace than 

their peers, the ability to develop creative solutions that surpass the initial parameters of the 

assignment, and the ability to be intrinsically motivated to persistently challenge themselves. T4, 

who was certified in gifted and talented, identified “out of the box thinking or those that 

showcase overexcitabilities in areas such as: psychomotor traits, sensory awareness, intellectual 

abilities, imagination, and emotions” as behaviors that would be exhibited by students with 

exceptionally high abilities.  

Interview Data 

 The participants were asked to identify behaviors that demonstrated limited potential for 

advanced abilities and behaviors that demonstrated potential for advanced abilities after reading 

the vignettes. The interview responses yielded data that would be classified into four primary 

themes: critical thinking, rate of acquisition, motivation, and use of language.  

Critical Thinking 

 The teachers perceived that English language learners had the potential to develop or 

achieve advanced abilities if they demonstrated certain qualities or exhibited traits associated 

with critical thinking. A few of the key characteristics of critical thinking included analytical 

skills, curiosity, skepticism, problem-solving, and effective communication. Learners who 

possessed analytical skills would be capable of breaking down complex problems into smaller 

components for solving. Those with critical thinking tendences would naturally have had a 
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curiosity that drove them to ask questions and explore multiple sources to find answers. 

Additionally, they might have questioned the claims made by the teacher in order to have 

evaluated the reliability of the information. Critical thinkers typically employed well-considered 

solutions and could have expressed their ideas clearly and coherently.  

Conventionally gifted and talented students demonstrate an ability to make connections 

and synthesize information more quickly than their peers. English language learners with 

advanced abilities demonstrated a high level of capability in their primary language (Slocumb & 

Olenchak, 2006). T1 noted, “So, it [vignette 2] mentions that she [Elena] demonstrates critical 

thinking skills in both languages, which I think shows a great deal of potential ….” Gifted and 

talented English language learners may have reflected their critical thinking or complex thoughts 

through artistic means (Slocumb & Olenchak). T1 noted, “Her [Fatima] artwork would show 

potential for advanced abilities, and she seems to also apply that to concepts in class with some 

non-linguistic references.” T2 noted, “She [Fatima] shows evidence of understanding material. 

But it’s just that she expresses it in a quality alternative form.” Alternative assessments, such as 

student work, could be used to assess the potential for advanced abilities for English language 

learners (Szymanski & Lynch, 2020). 

Rate of Acquisition 

The rate at which a learner became proficient in English, including their ability to 

understand, speak, read, and write, was used to assess their potential for advanced abilities. This 

complex process differed among learners, influenced by factors such as exposure, motivation, 

and linguistic similarities. Interaction with native speakers and immersive experiences could 

have expedited the acquisition process. Those learners who frequently studied and practiced 
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made faster progress. Additionally, the degree of similarity between the learner’s native language 

and English may have affected the rate at which they reached proficiency. 

Traditionally, advanced abilities have been perceived by traits such as rich vocabulary, 

excellent memory, and the ability of gifted and talented students to outpace their same age peers. 

T3 noted, “I believe her [Elena] quick language adaptation, being able to gain that knowledge 

very quickly, and ability to go back and forth between English and Spanish so easily, especially 

with her critical thinking, that would demonstrate advanced abilities there.” Moreover, T3 noted, 

“I’m just seeing that the language, adaptability, especially within his [Mfumu] hands-on 

activities. He has very advanced recall, probably compared to some people his age. I think that 

demonstrates it [potential for advanced abilities].” English language learners would have 

exhibited a faster proficiency pace if the learning experienced had utilized native language 

instruction scaffolded with English instruction (Slocumb & Olenchak, 2006). 

Motivation 

Historically, teachers have perceived that learners were motivated either intrinsically or 

extrinsically to pursue their goals. The intrinsically motivated learner would have engaged in 

activities for their personal enjoyment, while the extrinsically motivated learner would have 

participated for the rewards and recognition. The idea that the motivation of an ELL had a 

cultural component was not often considered by teachers. Learners may have been motivated to 

engage in activities that were only highly regarded or respected within their community, which 

could be perceived negatively if the learner’s cultural norms were not understood.  

Behaviors that resulted in negative responses or interactions in the learning environment 

would be perceived to limit the student's potential for advanced learning. The study found this 

accurate; T1 noted, “Her [Elena] behavior, her outburst in the hallway and physical altercations 
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which seemed to maybe show lack of emotional control or maturity in terms of her behavior 

regulation” as an example of a potential limiting behavior. T3 noted, “I definitely think her 

[Elena] verbal and physical altercations could be a hindrance for her. I think this is the kind of 

student that would definitely be looked over because of that behavior.” Slocumb and Olenchak 

(2006) explained that English language learners are motivated by a willingness to defend the 

group’s needs and may be sensitive to racial and cultural issues. T4 noted, “She [Elena] is 

manifesting her interactions with her peers, even with the idea of being justified” for the 

behavior that teachers perceived as negative. When the cultural values of English language 

learners are perceived as demonstrations of limited potential, their educational success can be 

undermined (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2014). 

Use of Language 

The use of language or language proficiency enabled learners to convey their thoughts, 

ideas, and emotions effectively. Teachers perceived that proficiency was essential for academic 

success as it provided context for lectures, promoted engagement in discussions and increased 

performance on exams. Limited language proficiency was believed to have created barriers to 

effective communication, leading to misunderstanding, misinterpretations, and frustrations for 

learners and teachers. Inadequate proficiency could have limited academic opportunities because 

of increased challenges to comprehend instructions and assignments.  

Limited proficiency in the English language or the inability to effectively communicate 

was perceived by teachers as a barrier for student growth. T4 noted, “I think her [Fatima] 

reluctance to answer questions out loud, and maybe some issues with writing and speaking aloud 

in English in class, would kind of inhibit that [potential for advanced learning].” T2 noted, “She 

doesn’t have verbal proficiency, which can hinder her learning.” T2 also noted. “He’s [Mfumu] 
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just beginning to gain proficiency with English. So, that would hold him up a little bit. He also is 

hesitant to speak up during class, even though he’s understanding.” Allen (2017) noted that 

language difficulties often mask English language learners critical thinking abilities. The English 

language learner may have chosen to remain silent in the classroom as they attempted to avoid 

speaking errors but could have enhanced their proficiency through active listening. These 

learners who had the potential for advanced learning might have had limitations in expressing 

themselves in English, yet they were able to demonstrate advanced vocabulary in skills in their 

native language (Slocumb & Olenchak, 2006).  

English language learners were often not recommended for gifted and talented programs 

by teachers, as it was perceived that these programs required an exceptional level of academic 

performance, and the deficit mindset believed the lack of language proficiency signified limited 

learning potential. Another factor in the lack of teacher referrals to gifted and talented programs 

were negative perceptions about the language learner’s culture and the marginalizing of the use 

of the native language as teachers are looking for an exceptional level of academic performance 

in English (Hughes et al., 2006).  

In the study, teachers perceived that critical thinking, rate of language acquisition, 

motivation, and the use of language was related to the English language learner’s potential to 

demonstrate advanced abilities. Critical thinking was characterized by analytical skills, curiosity, 

skepticism, problem-solving, and effective communication. Gifted English language learners 

may have demonstrated critical thinking through artistic means or other alternative forms of 

expression. The rate of language acquisition was dependent on factors such as exposure, 

motivation, and linguistic similarities and teachers traditionally perceived that advanced abilities 

were associated with rich vocabulary, excellent memory, and outpacing peers. Motivation can be 
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intrinsic or extrinsic, but cultural components should also be considered as some bias can view 

interactions or behaviors as negative. Language proficiency is perceived as crucial for academic 

success and effective communication. Negative perceptions of the language learners’ culture and 

limited English proficiency could have affected teacher referrals to gifted and talented programs.  

Discussion 

The interview response results included the following three common topics: 1) teacher 

recommended services based on their perceptions to support the learner’s potential for advanced 

abilities, 2) referrals for gifted and talented services for each English language learner featured in 

the vignettes, and 3) types professional learning opportunities intended to support gifted and 

talented and/or English language learners. 

Teacher Recommendations for Student Support Services 

Fatima - Recommendations 

 The participant recommendations for services for Fatima included supporting her interest 

in art through club participation. T4 noted, “Art club or reading club that gets her used to 

speaking out loud and gaining that sort of confidence.” T1 recommended using differentiation on 

assessments, “…differentiation in terms of her demonstration of knowledge. Since obviously she 

has a nice creative outlet. She should do some projects or some visual representations of her 

understanding rather than always just tests.” T2 also recommended, “Some alternative testing 

methods with the teacher or having a computer that can translate …” The gifted ELL exhibits 

divergent thinking by sharing their experiences through art (Slocumb & Olenchak, 2006). T3 

recommended, “One on one teacher support, just having that teacher there to talk with and then 

alternate assignments catered to her strengths.” 

Elena - Recommendations 
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 Two participants recommended that Elena should continue to participate in English 

language services. T2 noted, “Continue ELL assistance,” and T3 recommended “an ELL tutor 

and ELL supports from the teachers.” T4 recommended that Elena participate in a mentorship: 

“She has some sort of social justice or leadership quality that could be enhanced through it 

[mentorship or club].” The differentiation of instruction to align with Elena’s future goals is an 

option as T2 suggested to schedule “her to take specific classes for getting into the medical field” 

as T4 noted “she wants to attend medical school and provide for the poor community.” These 

recommendations align with the characteristics of gifted ELL, who pursue interests that make 

connections to their home and family and/or take on leadership roles based on family needs 

(Slocumb & Olenchak, 2006). All four participants recommended services to support positive 

interactions between Elena and her peers. T1 suggested, “A small group on emotions counseling 

and how to handle her [social-emotional] problem-solving [with peers].”  

Mfumu – Recommendations 

 Two participants recommended Mfumu for small group English language classes. T1 

noted, “He’s one that really, truly seems to need a little bit more ELL support in order for us to 

really get a feel for his abilities.” “Small group classes with maybe a translator in them [classes] 

as well,” was recommended by T2. T4 said to provide a mentorship “to develop his leadership on 

the soccer team [and] also help develop his confidence in the classroom.” T3 recommended 

differentiation of instruction to include more visual and kinesthetic activities, “…because he 

works so well, visually” “…he is a very, kinesthetic learner, hands-on abilities …” The gifted 

ELL benefits from learning environments that utilize kinesthetic and visual methods of 

differentiation (Slocumb & Olenchak, 2006). 
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 The suggestions for support services indicated that teachers are willing to assist the 

individual needs of the ELL students, ensuring their academic and personal success. The 

participating teachers recognized Fatima’s strengths and advocated for the use of alternative 

assessments. They created a curriculum plan to support Elena’s future objectives, while the GT-

endorsed teacher acknowledges that her interactions with classmates revealed more than mere 

misbehavior. They identified Mfumu’s learning style and strived to tailor instruction, 

accordingly, leveraging his athletic abilities to motivate his academic progress.   

Teacher Recommendations for Gifted and Talented Services 

Fatima - Vignette 1 

 Three of the participants recommended Fatima for gifted and talented services in visual 

or performing arts. T1 recommended based on “the fact that she seems to be able to take her 

creative outlet and apply it to content concepts.” T3 justified that “she shows a very clear 

demonstration of just art abilities.” T4 noted, “I would recommend her for visual [art] services, 

and potentially, I think with more testing, seeing if she has some creative and divergent thinking 

given her critical thinking skills.” T2, who noted, “she is lacking in several areas … and her 

language barriers are not allowing her to be successful” and did not refer Fatima for gifted 

services.  

Elena - Vignette 2 

 Two of the participants recommended Elena for two different areas of giftedness. T2 

recommended for general intellect because “she shows exceptional ability in most of those areas 

of general intellect. She’s picking up the language very quickly.” Both T2 and T4 made 

recommendations for leadership. T4 noted, “I would recommend her for leadership skills 

because of how she’s interacting in the classrooms with other ELL students and switching 
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between different languages.” Elena did not receive referrals for gifted services by T1 and T3. 

The reasoning behind the lack of recommendation from T3 was, “She seems like she is still 

developing in her abilities, both in English and Spanish. She’s clearly advanced in English, but 

there needs to be some kind of further identification in her critical thinking and writing skills.” 

T1 did not recommend because, “She does not seem to have any exceptional talent in any of 

those areas based off what information I have on her.” 

Mfumu - Vignette 3 

One participant recommended Mfumu for services in general intellect. T3 noted, “He is a 

very, kinesthetic learner, hands-on abilities, very quick learner, he’s the speaker of three 

languages, and adapts very quickly.” The remaining three participants did not recommend 

Mfumu for gifted and talented services. T4 said, “I’d like to see his leadership skills develop a 

little bit more to see if that pushes him to take more risks in his speaking and writing because he 

is learning the language quickly. T1 and T2 required more information about academic 

performance before a recommendation could be made. 

Gifted and talented referrals are given to each ELL student by at least one of the 

participating teachers. While it is recognized that Fatima required visual art services, one teacher 

denied her access based on her language proficiency level. Elena’s referrals also acknowledged 

her leadership abilities, but her language proficiency prevented her from accessing those services 

too. The responses indicated that Mfumu would not receive service until more information about 

his academic performance is obtained.   

Teacher Professional Learning  

 The findings regarding professional learning opportunities revealed that only two 

participants, T3 and T4, have been exposed to strategies for supporting gifted students and 
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English language learners. Despite receiving this training, T3 expressed concerns about their 

ability to identify GT students, stating “I don’t have much professional development. I don’t 

have as much experience with the gifted and talented students.” Teacher 1, who had no previous 

training, remarked, “This is seriously the hardest one [question] for me” and “I struggle a little 

bit with this [making service recommendations] in terms of like what services means exactly,” 

and “I don’t feel very confident in this. I don’t feel confident in any of that [identifying for 

services].” Referring students for gifted services proved to be a daunting task for most teachers, 

particularly those whose school systems have not provided effective professional learning to 

address the growing population of ELL students.  

Conclusion 

 The focus of this study was to answer the question, “What are teacher perceptions 

regarding the advanced abilities of English language learners?” A set of vignettes told the stories 

of three English language learners based on classroom observations and teacher interactions to 

which participants answered questions to determine teacher perceptions of their advanced 

abilities. After the evaluation of the interview questions that asked participants to identify 

behaviors that demonstrate potential and limited potential these four themes emerged: critical 

thinking, rate of acquisition, motivation, and use of language.   

The findings suggested that participants identified differentiation of assessment, club 

participation, and mentorship as services that could support the English language learners. When 

considering the recommendations for gifted and talented services for each learner presented in 

the vignettes, the participant percentages were as follows: Fatima 75%, Elena 50% and Mfumu 

25%. Additionally, participants expressed concerns about the limited opportunities for 

professional learning that specifically address the needs of gifted and talented students and 



 

28 
 

English language learners. These perceptions highlighted the need for school districts to develop 

professional learning opportunities that enable educators to enhance their understanding of the 

characteristics exhibited by all types of gifted and talented students. It is crucial for these 

opportunities to encompass the manifestation of advanced learning potential and giftedness in 

non-mainstream student populations, including English language learners.  

Limitations  

 Future research should address several limitations of this study. While the vignette design 

captured a range of gifted characteristics, it did not encompass all possible characteristics 

exhibited by gifted English language learners. Therefore, it is recommended that future studies 

develop new narratives that specifically focus on different gifted attributes. Additionally, while 

interviewing participants was a successful method for obtaining teacher perspectives, it is 

suggested that future studies consider introducing the vignettes to a small focus group of 

teachers. This approach would foster deeper engagement with participants and allow for 

discussion that activates their prior experiences. Furthermore, it is necessary to revise the 

questions to gather information from teachers regarding their access to resources to support 

parent communication and to explain the school’s referral process. It is also important to include 

specific questions about whether the vignettes were helpful in facilitating discussions about the 

advanced learning potential of English language learners.  

 It is important to note that the study’s reliance on a small number of participants posed 

another limitation. The finding derived from a single high school within a specific district might 

not accurately depict the entire school district, thereby limiting the broader application of the 

results. Additionally, it is necessary to consider the challenge of verifying whether the feedback 

provided during the interviews accurately represents actual classroom dynamics.  
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Implications 

Enhancing teacher confidence in identifying non-traditional gifted and talented students 

can result in wide-ranging advantages. For instance, advantages such as addressed disparities for 

a more diverse and representative student body, reduced cultural biases to confirm that giftedness 

is not limited to any specific racial or ethnic group, and a dissolved achievement gap providing 

access to an enriched curriculum and challenging learning experiences that further develop the 

advanced abilities of English language learners as they strive for academic excellence.  

 This can be achieved through professional learning opportunities that specifically 

address how behavioral characteristics manifest in various student populations, (e.g., traditional, 

ELL, minority, low socioeconomic). The insufficiency of teacher training in recognizing these 

nontraditional manifestations has a detrimental effect on the number of referrals initiated by 

teachers for gifted and talented services. By providing targeted training, teachers can identify 

with confidence and support students with exceptional abilities, thereby positively impacting the 

overall referral process.  

Engaging all stakeholders, (i.e., administration, teachers, parents, and students) in a 

comprehensive discussion about the available support services for gifted and talented English 

language learners is beneficial for everyone involved. This dialogue empowers students and their 

families to advocate for the essential services that contribute to their social and academic 

success. Furthermore, it enables teachers to take appropriate actions, accurately assess needs, and 

effectively assign services to support the growing population of English language learners.  
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Appendix B: Written Survey 

1. How many years have you taught? 

2. What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 

3. What areas are your areas of certification? 

4. What content area(s) do you currently teach? 

5. How many years have you worked with English Language learners? 

6. Have you ever identified a student for gifted and talented services? 

7. What professional learning (workshops or coursework) have you had to support your 

work with gifted and talented students? 

8. What professional learning (workshops or coursework) have you had to support your 

work with English language learners? 

9. In the state of Kentucky, a gifted student is defined as one who has demonstrated or has 

potential to perform at an exceptionally high level in one or more of the following areas: 

 general intellect 

 specific academic area (i.e. Science, English, Math, Social Studies) 

 creative or divergent thinking 

 leadership skills 

 visual or performing arts. 

Take a moment and think of a student or students who have exhibited exceptionally high 

abilities in your classroom. What behaviors do these students have that would help you 

identify them as having advanced abilities? 
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Appendix C: Vignettes 
  
Vignette 1: Fatima (Arabic) 

Fatima is a ninth grader at an urban public high school with approximately 1,400 

students. Her parents and two older siblings immigrated to the United States from the Middle 

East when she was 8 years old. Arabic is the primary language spoken at home and Fatima’s 

mother declined English learner services upon her enrollment into 4th grade. Her assessments 

have primarily been conducted in English and all resulting scores are below average/grade level. 

Fatima is an avid reader of fiction in both her native and English language and is often 

tardy to class because of her frequent visits to the school library. Her work area is disorganized, 

and she will often have to return to the classroom after dismissal to retrieve a left item. She is 

reluctant to answer or ask questions aloud in class. She struggles with critical writing tasks; 

however, her writing strokes imitate those of calligraphy. Fatima is often lost in her own 

thoughts and will miss classroom instructions because of focusing on her doodles. She gives her 

artwork attention for long periods of time. When given the choice of product she will choose to 

explain a concept through art. Fatima demonstrates her understanding best by producing realistic 

and imaginative representations of the content concepts.  

Vignette 2: Elena (Cuban) 

Elena was born in Cuba. When she was 12 years old her father and two older siblings 

immigrated to the United States leaving Elena in Cuba with her mother and three younger 

siblings. Elena began working alongside her mother on a sugarcane farm to support the family. 

Now 16 years old, Elena, her younger siblings, and her mother have been reunited with their 

family in the United States.  
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Elena is enrolled for her junior year at a public high school with 1,100 students. Her 

father meets with the school counselor about Elena’s low English proficiency. She is identified 

as an English language learner and scheduled for ELL collaboration classes. Elena’s teachers 

noticed that she was transferring information in English at a much faster pace than her 

classmates and has needed the support of the ELL teacher less and less. She can demonstrate 

critical thinking skills in both her primary language and in English.  

Elena has connected with other Hispanic students in her school. She is often seen in the 

middle of a group of students walking the hallway having conversations in a mix of both 

languages. She has been involved in several verbal and physical altercations with students this 

year, which she justifies as “standing up” for her friends.  

Elena enjoys sharing stories about her Abuela (grandmother), who was still in Cuba. She 

was open about how her grandmother does not have access to good medical care in her poor 

community. Elena’s long-term goal is to attend medical school and return to Cuba to provide 

poor communities with better medical care.  

Vignette 3: Mfumu (Congolese) 

Twelve-year old Mfumu, his parents, and five siblings immigrated to the United States 

from the Republic of the Congo. He arrives fluent in Swahili and French, so he was enrolled into 

an academy for beginning English speakers for his 6th grade year and then transitioned to a 

middle school with an ELL program. As a freshman, Mfumu is scheduled in small resource 

classes that support English language learners. His teachers notice that he is quiet but attentive in 

class. He shows a desire to please his teacher, so he avoids speaking the new language to keep 

from making errors. Mfumu begins to gain proficiency through kinesthetic activities and the use 
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of visual repetitions of objects labelled with the English vocabulary around the classroom and at 

home. 

Mfumu was selected as a member of the varsity soccer team. His athleticism allows him 

to excel on the soccer field and he leads his team in the total number of goals scored this season. 

Mfumu’s need to communicate with his team and coach was the catalyst for him to develop the 

language more quickly. He still struggles to read English, but he excels at listening to the 

words/phrases and recalling them accurately. 
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Appendix D: Structured Interview Questions 
 
Vignette 1 Questions: 

 After reading about Fatima, what behaviors do you believe would demonstrate her 
potential for advanced abilities?  

 
 How do these selected behaviors demonstrate Fatima’s advanced abilities to you?  

 
 Which of her behaviors would suggest limited potential for advanced learning? 

 
 What services would you recommend that would support Fatima’s potential for advanced 

learning? 
 

 Would you recommend Fatima for gifted and talented services?  
a. If so, please explain why you would recommend and for which of the following 

areas: 
i. general intellect 

ii. specific academic area (i.e. Science, English, Math, Social Studies) 
iii. creative or divergent thinking 
iv. leadership skills 
v. visual or performing arts. 

b. If not, please explain your reasoning for not recommending Fatima. 
 
Vignette 2 Questions: 

 After reading about Elena, what behaviors do you believe would demonstrate her 
potential for advanced abilities?  

 
 How do these selected behaviors demonstrate Elena’s advanced abilities to you?  

 
 Which of her behaviors would suggest limited potential for advanced learning? 

 
 What services would you recommend that would support Elena’s potential for advanced 

learning? 
 

 Would you recommend Elena for gifted and talented services?  
a. If so, please explain why you would recommend and for which of the following 

areas: 
i. general intellect 

ii. specific academic area (i.e. Science, English, Math, Social Studies) 
iii. creative or divergent thinking 
iv. leadership skills 
v. visual or performing arts. 

b. If not, please explain your reasoning for not recommending Elena. 
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Vignette 3 Questions: 
 After reading about Mfumu, what behaviors do you believe would demonstrate his 

potential for advanced abilities?  
 

 How do these selected behaviors demonstrate Mfumu’s advanced abilities to you?  
 

 Which of his behaviors would demonstrate the least potential for advanced learning? 
 

 What services would you recommend that would support Mfumu’s potential for learning? 
 

 Would you recommend Mfumu for gifted and talented services?  
 

a. If so, please explain why you would recommend and for which of the following 
areas: 

i. general intellect 
ii. specific academic area (i.e. Science, English, Math, Social Studies) 

iii. creative or divergent thinking 
iv. leadership skills 
v. visual or performing arts. 

b. If not, please explain your reasoning for not recommending Mfumu. 
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