Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis. Permission is given for
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and
private study only. The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without
the permission of the Author.



Gifted Boys in English:

Uncovering Underachievement

A thesis presented in partial fulfilment of

the requirements for the degree of

Master of Education

at Massey University, Hokowhitu, Palmerston North, New Zealand

Anna M. Blake

2009



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My sincere thanks to:

e The gifted students who were the inspiration for this thesis and who participated
with enthusiasm and honesty. | would also like to thank their families who provided
such an honest insight into the lives of their sons. Thank you for your willing
participation.

e The English teachers who openly discussed the students and their own concerns.
Thank you for your honesty.

e My supervisor Tracy Riley for sharing her wealth of knowledge about gifted
education and her invaluable assistance and guidance. Tracy tirelessly supported me
throughout this entire process and never gave up on me. | am so appreciative of the
time and support she has given me.

e My second supervisor, Sally Hansen for sharing her experience and guiding me
through the research process.

e The Principal, Board of Trustees and staff of my school who granted me access to the
students and their records and who supported me throughout this journey.

e Lastly, but most importantly, | would like to thank my husband Russell for his moral

support and for believing in me.



ABSTRACT

Gifted underachievement is a severe and alarming phenomenon. There are a range of
complex factors leading to the underachievement of many of our gifted students within our
schools. This thesis examines one particular group of underachievers; gifted adolescents in
English. Personal observations, national assessment results and previous research studies
have identified gifted male students as having serious problems with underachievement in

English at the secondary level. This thesis aims to examine this phenomenon in more detail.

Ten students were chosen to partake in this study, two from each year level at high school.
These students were identified as having gifts or talents in English, but were currently
performing well below measures of their potential. These participants represented a range
of underachievement, from those who are passing in English but are not excelling, to those
who are severely underachieving and have behavioural and attitudinal problems. Research
methods were designed to gain as much information about the students as possible in order
to build a detailed profile of their underachievement. Work samples, assessment results,
previous school reports and formative test results were collected for each student.
Participants also completed a questionnaire which asked them to evaluate their opinions
and attitudes towards school. The majority of this research study focused on interviews in
order to gain an insight into the profiles of underachievement. All ten participants were
interviewed about school, achievement and learning. Interviews were also conducted with

the most recent English teacher of the participant as well as their parents/caregivers.



The profiles of students suggested that underachievement is a diverse and complex
phenomenon. These ten participants are a varied and unique group of students with
individual needs and challenges. It quickly became clear that no single profile of giftedness
could be established for this diverse group of learners. However, despite the fact these
students are very diverse, the reasons and causes for underachievement were similar across
all ten participants. Participants suggested they were bored, unmotivated and unchallenged
in class and failed to see the relevance of their learning. In class, participants were
described as being withdrawn, distracted and sometimes had antisocial behavioural
tendencies. Participants struggled with perfectionism, deadlines and the development of
their ideas. All ten participants were achieving well below their potential. Parents and their
sons believed it was impossible to meet their individual needs within public secondary

schools and within standards-based assessment.

Despite their underachievement, participants spoke with excitement about the changes
they would like to see in the English classroom. These participants want challenge, interest,
variety and an ability to demonstrate their learning through a variety of methods. Many
suggestions proposed by participants pose difficult challenges for educators. However, it is
clear that our gifted students are not succeeding within our secondary schools and under

our national qualification system.
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