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(ABSTRACT)

The lack of academic achievement at the high school
level among some gifted students has long been a concern of
educators. This research had two purposes: First, to
determine if there was a relationship among learning style,
academic self-concept and academic achievement with gifted
high school students; and second, to understand an
individual who was representative of these characteristics
identified in part one and determine what life experiences
have affected this student’s underachievement.

A quasi-experimental design was selected for the
quantitative portion of this study to accomplish the first
purpose. The design began with the hypothesis that there
was a relationship among these variables and employed the
use of two self-report instruments, the Learning Style
Inventory by Dunn, Dunn, and Price (1989) and the Student

Attitude Measure by Wick (1991).

Participants for this portion of the study were taken
from a population of 93 gifted students at one suburban high

school. A parent meeting was held to explain the purpose of



the testing; then permission letters were sent to the
parents. Seventy-four parents responded, establishing the
sample size.

The results were compiled using the SYSTAT statistical
program. Academic achievement was high for gifted students
who showed a preference for studying in a quiet, warm place,
were persistent and parent/teacher motivated, and who
preferred to learn in several ways but did not prefer to
learn through auditory methods or to move around while
studying. This finding was the same regardless of the
academic self-concept.

The selection of the qualitative portion of the study
was based on the relationship among learning style, academic
self-concept, and low academic achievement. The selected
student had a low academic self-concept score, a learning
style different from the one stated above, and low academic
achievement based on the grades during the year in which the
testing took place.

This study identified a number of factors which had an
impact upon this individual and highlighted the importance
of professionals’ awareness of each individual’s unique
perceptions and life situations that affect underachievement

rather than looking for a panacea.
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CHAPTER T
INTRODUCTION

Three percent of the student population in the United
States are gifted children. Approximately fifteen percent
of these gifted students perform well below their identified
ability levels (Green, Fine and Tollefson, 1988). The
criteria Green, et al., used to identify underachievers
included the following: "1. earning a ‘C’ or below in one
or more major academic subject, 2. having at least a one
year difference between expected and actual performance on a
standardized achievement test, or 3. failing to complete
work or submitting incomplete work at least 25 percent of
the time as indicated by teacher records" (p. 268).

Why do some gifted children fall behind academically?
Kaplin (1983) described potential as "a force without
direction" (p. 75). Redding (1989) stated that "the verbally
gifted underachiever was intrinsically motivated, energetic,
and creative, yet undisciplined, impulsive, and disdainful
of routine school tasks" (p. 283). "Many gifted
underachievers do poorly in school due to a difficulty in
completing tedious school tasks over a sustained period of
time" (Whitmore, 1986, p. 66).

Butler-Por (1987) outlined prevalent characteristics of

gifted underachievers:



2

"l1. A large gap between quality of oral and
written work

2. Failure to complete daily school work
3. Poor execution of work

4. Persistent dissatisfaction with
~accomplishments

5. Avoidance of trying new activities
6. Low self-image

7. Aggressive behavior

8. Lack of group functioning

9. Lack of concentration

10. Unrealistic goal setting (too high/too
low)

11. Difficulty with peer relationships
12. Poor attitudes in school

13. Dislike of drill and memorization" (p.
117)

Although Redding believed that verbally gifted
underachievers were intrinsically motivated, Butler-Por
believed that often the intrinsic or self-directed
motivation, usually found in gifted children, was replaced
by an external locus of control, and the children
experienced a fear of failure or even a fear of success (p.
18-23). When these children are in the gifted classes,
"they may not feel competitive and may be fearful that they
cannot keep pace" (Krissman, 1989, p. 161); but, when placed

with students of average ability, they may develop a lack of



affiliation.

However, "overvaluing cognitive abilities may lead to
several difficulties" (Kaplin, 1983, p.75). Because the
gifted youth may often hear that they "have so much
potential" (p. 75), they may "overvalue their cognitive
abilities, expecting life to be logical and rational...They
cannot do everything well nor can they do one thing well all
the time" (p. 76). Mufson, Cooper and Hall (1989) found
that "parental attitude toward the child appears to be a
major factor in underachievement" (p. 5). They indicated
that "the children perceive that their worth is contingent
on an ability to achieve in school" (Whitmore, 1979, p.
38).

High school counselors are particularly aware of the
need for students to maintain a grade point average (G.P.A.)
above a 3.0 when applying to colleges. Most students in the
gifted education classes do plan to attend colleges; and,
often the colleges they choose are very selective, requiring
both a G.P.A. over 3.0 and high Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT) scores, usually around 1200. Therefore, the
counselor’s challenge is to begin early in the student’s
high school career to monitor the academic progress and
provide interventions which might assist the student to

achieve academic success.



Motivation for Learning

J. W. Atkinson (1964) found that "the student
performance was a joint function of relatively stable
personality characteristics interacting with the variable
properties of the immediate environment" (p. 72). Erickson
(1974) further explained "the personality-motivational
characteristics of a student function as a selective screen
through which he/she perceives the teacher and the class"
(p. 67) and that achievement motivation was defined as a
"strong desire to compete successfully against a standard of
excellence" (p. 68).

Atkinson (1974) refined Thomas Edison’s supposed
claim that "Genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-
nine percent perspiration" when he stated "motivation
influences both efficiency in the execution of an activity
(and, therefore, the level of performance) and persistence
or, more generally, the time spent in a particular endeavor"
(p. 404). He further suggested that "the level of
performance is fifty percent the difference in true ability
and fifty percent the result of differences in strength of
motivation" (p. 404).

Dweck and Elliott (1983) "concluded that children with
learning goals focus on the process of learning rather than
the outcome, view challenge and uncertainty as stimulating,

are not threatened by minor failure, and set long-term goals



and standards" (pp. 643-691).

"When it comes to motivation," according to W. Glasser,
(1990), however, teachers "are looking for something that
does not exist (p. 39)." Glasser believed that behavior was
not motivated by a stimulus but rather behavior satisfied a
need. "What happens outside of us has a lot to do with what
we choose to do, but the outside event does not cause our
behavior" (p. 41). Because "individuals choose to act on
this outside information" (p. 41), evaluating teachers’
behaviors without looking at student perceptions would be
meaningless.

Maslow (1970) stated that "the study of motivation must
be in part the study of the ultimate human goals or desires
or needs" (p. 22). Although the goals may be universal, for
example self-esteem, the "roads taken to achieve those ends"
are culturally and individually determined (p. 23).

The Counselor’s Role

The challenge then for the counselor seems to be not
how to motivate students but rather how to understand the
individuals’ process of learning and their achievement
motivation. This individual process can be considered their
learning style. Vail (1987) saw learning style as the
"intellectual fingerprint, unique and permanent" (p. 6).
This learning style is composed of "aptitudes,

compensations, and weaknesses" (p. 7), and a student "who
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learns one way is not being purposely uncooperative" (p. 8).

The achievement motivation, however, cannot be
capsulized so easily. What makes one individual want to set
goals and not be threatened by minor failure and another
not? What makes an individual view challenge as stimulating
and set learning goals? Perhaps the person’s academic self-
concept can provide a piece to this puzzle. Brookover,
Thomas, and Patterson (1964) found that academic self-
concept was an important predictor of school success. How
students perceive their ability to complete school tasks and
how they believe others see their school performance affects
achievement (Wick, 1990, p. 2). A study by Anita Li (1988),
found that with gifted children "the relationship between
perceived scholastic competence and intrinsic motivation is
significant and positive in that children with more
favorably perceived scholastic competence are also more
intrinsically motivated to seek challenging work" (p. 179).

A program developed by Patricia Supplee (1989) in New
Brunswick, New Jersey, for elementary school gifted
underachievers focused on improving academic achievement and
self-esteem which had been identified as factors in
underachievement. The program’s academic components
included identified interests and preferred learning styles
(p. 163). Coupling self-concept with the learning style,

along with school satisfaction, the researchers tried to
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focus on the needs of these children. "The summative
evaluation at the end of the two phases showed significant
gains in both affective (as measured by the Coppersmith
Self-Esteem Inventory) and cognitive areas (as measured by
the Woodcock-Jdohnson Achievement Batter, Part II) (p. 164).

Approaching this situation from a systems perspective,
it becomes evident that the apparent discrepancy in grades
versus ability has a foundation in not only the student who
is underachieving, but also the entire system within which
this person operates both at school and at home. In this
system the child has developed a perception of the gifted
learner from input by the school and his parents.

Much research has been done on the gifted child
focusing on achievement and the systems, both social and
educational, in which the gifted child functions.
Researchers have tried to find a relationship between
dysfunctional families and achievement (Green, et al., 1988)
and instructional environments and achievement (Dunn, 1987).

However, there always seemed to be something missing,
the individual’s perception of his/her academic achievement
and this child’s perception of how others see this
achievement. No matter how excellent the home life or how
individualized the educational curriculum, the students have
the ability to perceive their circumstances in any way that

they choose. For example, if individuals, coming from
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well-functioning families, are placed in a gifted education
program and are enrolled in classes which will challenge
them in a way that suits the individuals’ learning style,
they still may choose to do well or not; and neither
counselors, nor parents, nor teachers have control over the
situation. They do, however, influence individuals in their
decisions to achieve. Therefore, it becomes necessary to
understand these children’s academic self-concepts in
relationship to giftedness and learning styles in order to
assist them in achieving academically.
Intelligence

Although there are many differing views with regard to
what intelligence actually is, Resnick (1976) saw these "not
as competing viewpoints, but rather as multiple windows on
the phenomenon of human intelligence" (preface x). As

previously indicated, people have been formulating methods

of testing intelligence formally since Binet. These tests
have been used primarily for prediction of academic success
and "have generally been considered one of psychology’s
major success stories" (p. 1). Resnick saw a need for a
"common set of dimensions that describe the actual mental
processes involved in particular tasks" which underlie what
she called "intelligent performance" (p. 4).

Leona Tyler (1976) believed that perhaps it was time to

discontinue defining intelligence simply as "learning
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ability" and encompass motivational or temporal components
such as being able to support oneself in "fluid
intelligence" (p. 19). Carroll (1976) saw "the formulation
of a human information processing viewpoint in which
performance of cognitive tasks was described as the
operation of integrated programs for the processing of
information available from sensory channels and from memory
stores assumed to exist in the central nervous system" (p.
28). Cooley (1976) questioned "whether there was really a
ceiling with regard to general intelligence that any given
person can obtain" (p. 59).

William Charlesworth (1976) emphasized the "observable
portion of the individual’s overall behavior, behavior
produced in the context of the everyday natural environment
as well as in such contrived settings as test and laboratory

situations" (p. 148). He saw intelligence as a "process of
acquiring raw material" which resulted from that
individual’s interaction with his/her environment (p. 148)
because he saw "intelligence as an important mode of
adaptation" which had to be "viewed in terms of
environmentally imposed problems" (p. 150).

Charlesworth also believed that "It may be more
important to cease to emphasize the invention of new
intelligence tests...and instead attempt to establish an

empirical basis for adaptational criteria by studying
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intelligent behavior as it occurs in everyday life in the
natural environment" (p. 158).

Glaser (1976) referred to "new aptitudes" when he
discussed the concept of intelligence. These "new aptitudes
provide clues about how cognitive processes might be
modified or employed for learning" because they involve the
"differential development, acquisition, and performance of
complex behaviors" (1976, p. 350). He felt that these "new
aptitudes" would "have a more significant implication for
education than do the present correlationally derived
relations between aptitude tests and school success" (p.
350). In addition, a new set of measures of intelligence
based on processing would "move many psychometric
predictions from static to dynamic statements about what can
be done to increase the likelihood of success" (p. 351).

Perception

Hermonn von Helmholtz suggested that the mind or the
intellect, upon receiving data of present and past
sensations, has the special power of fashioning percepts"
(Pastore, 1978, p. 355). When someone compliments two
students wearing identical outfits, one might respond,
"Thank you," while the other sarcastically retorts, "Oh,
sure!" The difference may come in the personal perception
by the students based on a multitude of factors. These

might include past experience, relationship with the other
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person, time of day, or health. Because of this perception,
a researcher looking at the relationship between
intelligence and academic achievement may get a more
accurate picture if consideration were given to this precept
in the research.

Sigmund Freud spoke of an "identity of perception" in
which "the id considers the memory image to be identical
with the perception itself. The id fails to distinguish
between a subjective memory image and an objective
perception of the real object" (Hall, 1954, p. 25).

Considering a student’s academic self-concept may help
the counselor who uses techniques such as reframing and
positive connotation in getting a better understanding of
the achieving and non-achieving student. "The Kantian
assumes that mental images are wholly the creations of the
organism" (Efran, et al., 1988, p. 29). The
constructivists, however, do not believe that "individuals
and families operate in a social vacuum" (p. 34). On the
contrary, they believe that humans do what they do in
connection with what goes on around them" (p. 34). Having
insight into a student’s academic self-concept may be the
first step in understanding a little part of what makes some
students achieve and others fail.

According to Adler (1979) "early in our life we acquire

a perception of ourselves and the world around us - a
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subjective point of view. This perception, then, determines
behavior perhaps more than ‘reality’ does" (p. 15). For
Adler when "perceptions are vague and indistinct, behavior
will be similarly ambivalent. Conversely, when perceptions
are clear and accurate, behavior will be precise and
efficient. In essence, behavior is a function of
perception" (p. 15).

Therefore, as Carl Rogers (1951) so aptly stated, "The
best vantage point for understanding behavior is from the
internal frame of reference of the individual him/herself"
(p. 492).

Learning Style

Learning styles are personal approaches to education
whether inside or outside the classroom. Learning style
specialists have viewed the individualized approaches to
education from both perceptual and psychological models.

Rita Dunn described learning style as "a biologically
and developmentally imposed set of personal characteristics
that make the same teaching method effective for some and
ineffective for others" (Dunn, Beaudry, and Klavas, 1989, p.
50). Her perceptual approach encompassed the students’ need
for "quiet or sound, bright or soft illumination, warm or
cool room temperatures, seating arrangements, mobility, or

grouping preferences" (p. 50). The Learning Style

Inventory, "a comprehensive approach to the identification
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of how students prefer to function, learn, concentrate, and
perform during educational activities" (Dunn, Dunn, and
Price, 1989, p. 6), was designed to identify these styles.

Attention to these students’ learning style may add an
additional perspective in understanding the underachieving
gifted children’s comprehensive picture.
Need for the Study

High school counselors are often at a loss to
understand and help the underachieving gifted students.
There is no clear data which gives the counselors a
framework from which to look at and assist these students.
With the information provided by this study the counselor
will be able to identify the underachieving students’
perspective on academic self-concept through the School
Attitude Measure, be aware of the way these students
perceive their learning style through the Learning Style
Inventory, be aware of how they perform in the classroom
through the observations, and examine how these individuals
see themselves through personal interviews. 1In addition,
the counselor may gain insight into the family systems
through interviews with family members and into the school
social and acadenmic systems through interviews with faculty
familiar with these students.

The counselors would be able to have a framework from

which to begin to understand the gifted underachiever.
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Becvar and Becvar (1988) explained the importance of giving
a person a "conscious awareness of the alternatives offered
by the metaperspective that the ’‘map is not the territory’
(p- 213). The counselors can offer that metaperspective by
looking at learning style, academic self-concept and the
system within which the student operates. Jay Haley (1976)
stated that the task of the counselor was '"to formulate a
presenting symptom clearly and to design an intervention in
the client’s social situation to change that presenting
symptom" (p. 1).

With this profile of the students, the counselor will
have a starting point from which subsequently to understand
and help them identify problems which are solvable rather
than allow them to continue to be overwhelmed by the concept
of being underachievers.

Problem Statement

The purpose of this study was two-fold. The first was
to determine if there was a relationship among learning
style, academic self-concept and academic achievement with
gifted high school students. The second was to understand
an underachieving gifted student who was representative of
these characteristics identified in part one and determine

what life experiences have affected this underachievement.
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Research Questions

The research done in this study took two forms. The
first was a quantitative study which explored the following
research questions:

1. Will gifted students who have Learning Profile I
have higher achievement grades independent of academic self-
concept than gifted students who have Learning Profile II?

2. Will gifted students who are in the upper 50th
percentile in academic self-concept on the Student Attitude
Measure have significantly higher achievement grades than
gifted students in the lower 50th percentile in academic
self-concept independent of learning style?

3. Is there a difference in grades as a function of
the interaction between Learning Profile and academic self-
concept? Will this difference hold across gender?

The second portion of this research was qualitative.
The testing information, which in itself was an important
aspect of this research, was used to determine which student
to select for an ethnographic study. With the test data, a
student was selected who was representative of the test
results. Specific criteria for selection is outlined in the
Criteria for Case Study Selection section of Chapter IV. An
initial interview was conducted discussing learning style,
self-concept, and family dynamics as perceived by the

student. Classroom observations of the student selected
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were made to see if there were some factors in study habits,
goal setting and peer interactions which were not included
in the inventories. The pre-interviews and observations
included the following categories based on characteristics
outlined by Butler-Por (1987):
1. the quality of oral and written work
2. completion of daily assignments
3. personal satisfaction with accomplishments
4. participation in new activities
5. aggressive and/or non-aggressive behaviors
6. group functioning
7. concentration
8. goal setting
9. peer relationships
Therefore, the following questions were explored from
the viewpoint of further information to explain the
inventory results:
1. What is the student’s family system?
2. What behaviors, both academic and social, are
displayed in the classroom?
3. What are the student’s study habits at home not
delineated by the inventories?
4. How might the student’s peer relationships be
described?

5. What types of goals does the student have?
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A post-observation interview was also conducted one
week after the last observation. This interview included
self-evaluations of personéi relationships, classroom
situations, and goal setting.

In addition, interviews with a parent and teachers who
were familiar with this student were conducted to
substantiate information obtained from the student
interviews and to gather further information which might
explain inconsistencies between ability and achievement.

The quantitative data were processed using the SYSTAT
computer program. The qualitative data were evaluated and
summarized in a case study format.

Definition of Terms

1. Learning Profile I - A profile in which learners
showed preferences on the Learning Style Inventory in the
categories of Quiet Noise Level, Warm Temperature, Adult-
and Teacher Motivation, Persistence, and Several Ways to
Learn and no preference for Auditory learning or Mobility.

2. Learning Profile II - A profile which showed any
other combinations of preferences on the LSI in the
categories of Sound, Motivation, Persistence, Auditory,
Learning Preference, Temperature and Mobility than those
listed in Learning Profile I.

3. Gifted Students - Students who have been selected

for the Gifted and Talented program established at the high
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school based on their scoring in the ninety-seventh to
ninety-ninth percentiles on the Cognitive Abilities Test and
the Iowa Test of Basic Skills or other aptitude and
achievement tests if the student has transferred from
another district.

4. Achievement - For this research, the academic
grades were used. These academic grades were based on the
scale from the high school in the study and were given
points according to the grading scale as follows: A (4.0),
B+ (3.4); B (3.0), C+ (2.4), C (2.0), D+ (1.4), D (1.0), F
(0.0).

5. Underachievement - "C" or lower in at least one of

the academic classes which included English, mathematics,
science, and social studies. Although Gardner included the
arts which encompassed musical intelligence, elective
classes were not included in this study.
Significance of the Study

With an increasing importance placed on college
education and increased significance being placed on
academic achievement for college entrance, most students and
their parents want academic success.

Counselors who have visited individual college
admission programs reported that colleges were looking more
closely at the student’s achievement grades as well as the

difficulty level of the courses which must include at least
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five academic classes in the junior and senior years.
Advanced Placement courses and honors courses were judged by
the admissions boards as challenging and were looked upon
favorably when satisfactory grades (a "B" or 3.0 average
usually) were maintained.

The Scholastic Aptitude Test results also were a
significant part of the application since it has been
considered a reliable predictor of academic success. For
some colleges there was a sliding scale, the higher the SAT
the lower the grade point average that would be accepted,
with the reverse being also true.

Weaknesses on the transcript needed to be explained,
and the counselor might have some further insight into these
weaknesses with the profile provided through this research.
Extracurricular activities, particularly those with
leadership roles, might play a part in the selection
process, and the profile might help explain that the student
was an individual worker and made contributions to the
school or community independently of these established
programs.

When the counselors have a framework which includes the
learning style and academic self-concept of the student as
well as the achievement scores, they may be able to provide
the students with a more accurate picture of themselves.

This framework may be useful in understanding the present

















































































































































































































































































