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STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATIONAL ACCELERATION 1 

1. Introduction 

“People learn at different rates. Some people learn like bullets!” (Mia1, age 9) 

Developing the potential of all students requires flexible approaches to learning. 

For students who possess exceptionally high ability and “learn like bullets” (participant 

Mia, age 9), accelerative interventions may help meet their educational needs. 

Accelerative interventions allow students to progress through educational material at a 

faster rate or younger age than conventional (Pressey, 1949), and research shows positive 

outcomes for high-ability students who accelerate (e.g., Assouline, Colangelo, & 

VanTassel-Baska, 2015; Gross, 2010; Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, & Olszewski-Kubilius, 

2016; Steenbergen-Hu & Moon, 2011). Students who accelerate tend to express greater 

engagement in school (Dare, Smith, & Nowicki, 2016; Gross, 2010; Gross, Urquhart, 

Doyle, Juratowitch, & Matheson, 2011), attain higher academic achievement than ability-

matched non-accelerated peers (McClarty, 2015b; Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016), and feel 

greater social connectivity among older classmates (Gronostaj, Werner, Bochow, & 

Vock, 2016; Gross et al., 2011).  

Despite the research showing positive outcomes for students who accelerate, 

accelerative interventions are rarely used in Canada (Kanevsky, 2011). Examining this 

gap between evidence and practice, research suggests that educators’ beliefs about 

acceleration often include concerns about socio-emotional outcomes, and these concerns 

may act as barriers to accelerative interventions (Gallagher & Smith, 2013; Rambo & 

McCoach, 2012; Siegle, Wilson, & Little, 2013; Southern, Jones, & Fiscus, 1989; Wood, 

Portman, Cigrand, & Colangelo, 2010).  However, relatively little is known about 

                                                 
1Participant names have been changed 
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students’ beliefs about acceleration, and their beliefs are particularly germane to the 

social aspects of acceleration. My doctoral research explores what students ages 9 to 14 

believe about acceleration. Findings from this research have practical implications for 

decision-making about grade-based acceleration, especially in the context of inclusive 

education. 

1.1 Research Questions 

 The overarching research question guiding this dissertation is, “What do students 

ages 9 to 14 think about grade-based acceleration?” In response, I present this dissertation 

in an integrated article format. The chapters are written as independent manuscripts, 

formatted for publication, and are presented according to the chronological sequence of 

events in the process of acceleration. Chapters Two and Three relate to the decision to 

accelerate, and Chapter Four relates to inclusion following acceleration. The following 

questions focus the three manuscripts more directly: 

1.  “What do high-ability students ages 9 to 14 think about grade-based 

acceleration?”  and the sub-question, “What do students ages 9 to 14 who 

accelerated think are the most important factors to consider when deciding 

whether to place a high-ability student in a class with older classmates?”  

2. “What do students in Grades 6, 7, and 8 think are the most important factors for 

parents and teachers to consider when deciding whether to place a high-ability 

student in a class with older classmates?” and  

3. “What do students in Grade 6, 7, and 8 inclusive classes think about grade-based 

acceleration for high-ability students?” I also considered the following three sub-

questions: “Do these students perceive differences in how quickly students 
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learn?” “What are these students’ perspectives on placing high-ability learners 

with older students?” and “What strategies generated by students in Grades 6, 7, 

and 8 might support the inclusion of accelerated students in inclusive classes?” 

1.2 Background on Acceleration 

Before describing educational acceleration, I would like to emphasize that 

acceleration alone may not be sufficient to meet the special educational needs of high-

ability students (Gross et al., 2011). Other appropriate educational practices include 

differentiation (including content-based acceleration), enrichment, and ability grouping 

(Bennett, Dworet, & Weber, 2008).  In Ontario, some school boards offer a variety of 

programming for high-ability students “on the quite reasonable premise that variety of 

program is necessary to satisfy a variety of superior abilities” (Bennett et al., 2008, p. 

139). Nonetheless, the National Association for Gifted Children states that “educational 

acceleration is one of the cornerstones of exemplary gifted education practices, with more 

research supporting this intervention than any other in the literature on gifted individuals” 

(National Association for Gifted Children, 2004). 

Each manuscript in this dissertation contains some background on acceleration, 

and given the integrated format, some repetition is unavoidable (My apologies to the 

reader!). Below I provide a brief introduction to acceleration, beginning with some key 

terms. 

1.2.1 Context for terms. The National Association for Gifted Children (2004) 

defines educational acceleration as “allowing a student to move through traditional 

educational organizations more rapidly, based on readiness and motivation” (para. 2). 

This description builds on Pressey’s (1949) earlier definition by highlighting the needs of 
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individuals, taking into account “whether acceleration is a good fit for an individual 

student and whether that student is motivated to learn at a faster pace” (Dare & Nowicki, 

2015a, p. 249).  

Throughout this dissertation, I use the term high-ability to describe students who 

have the potential for high academic achievement. Rather than categorizing 

exceptionality, this term focusses on academic potential (Dare & Nowicki, 2015), and is 

in keeping with a paradigm shift within the field of education research towards “creating 

and sustaining appropriate developmental niches for all individuals” (Lo & Porath, 2017, 

p. 343). Lo and Porath (2017) explain that the terms more able and advanced reflect 

current shifts in an area of research that has historically centered on “people who possess 

outstanding abilities” (p. 345); earlier terms included genius and prodigious, as well as 

the more recent (and still often heard) term gifted. When describing research articles, I 

use the term gifted to retain clarity when referring to the authors’ original expressions. In 

conversations with student participants, I used the term fast learner to refer to high-

ability students. This wording was drawn from earlier research with Canadian students in 

grades 4 and 5, which reported students’ perspectives that “some people learn faster than 

others” (Nowicki, Brown, & Stepien, 2014, p. 77). 

In the section below on potential candidates for acceleration, I use the word gifted 

to highlight different views. Although the term is associated with an earlier paradigm of 

identification (Lo & Porath, 2017), labels such as gifted are still sometimes used to describe 

categories of exceptionality (Bees, 2009). In Ontario, the term gifted is used to indicate 

students who have an “unusually advanced degree of general intellectual ability that 
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requires differentiated learning experiences of a depth and breadth beyond those normally 

provided” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2001, p. 20).  

1.2.2 Potential candidates for acceleration. Although acceleration may be 

appropriate for students formally identified as gifted, consideration for acceleration 

should be independent from gifted identification (Colangelo et al., 2010). For example, a 

student who has demonstrated ability in one subject may be a suitable candidate for 

acceleration in his or her area of strength even if s/he does not meet overall criteria for 

formal identification as gifted. Similarly, twice-exceptional students, that is students who 

have co-existing high-ability and learning difficulties (Dare & Nowicki, 2015b), may be 

ideal candidates for, accelerative interventions in their areas of strength (Bees, 2009; 

Colangelo et al., 2010). Given the diversity among students who may be suitable 

candidates for, and could benefit from acceleration, I situate my interests within research 

on acceleration as an option for all high-ability students.  

1.2.3 Rationale for acceleration. In general, high-ability students learn new 

material faster than their typically developing peers (Feldhusen, 1982; Kanevsky & 

Clelland, 2013; Winzer, 2002). They often have a pre-existing grasp of age-based 

curricula (Peters, Rambo-Hernandez, Makel, Matthews, & Plucker, 2017) and may be 

bored in same-age classes (Stanley, 2000). Picture five-year-old Sidney, a high-ability 

student who taught himself to read in kindergarten. By Grade 1 he was reading at a Grade 

5 level. Now imagine the reading materials that are in a typical Grade 1 classroom. You 

will have a sense of the challenges that Sidney and his teachers faced throughout 

elementary school as they tried to meet Sidney’s needs.  
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Researchers have framed meeting the needs of high-ability students’ through 

accelerative interventions in different ways. For example, Lubinski and Benbow (2000) 

described acceleration as appropriate developmental placement, and McConnaha (1997) 

argued that acceleration is developmentally appropriate teaching practice. Other 

researchers have referred to Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development to 

illustrate the need for accelerative interventions (e.g., Gallagher & Smith, 2013; 

Gronostaj et al., 2016; Kanevsky & Geake, 2004).  Ultimately, if there is a good fit 

between a student and their progress through educational materials, that student is more 

likely to experience positive outcomes. Kanevsky and Clelland (2013) paint this picture 

of what can happen when the fit is not good: “The child who finishes early the 

assignment he or she could have done several years ago, who finds the teacher’s careful 

presentations obvious and elementary, is forced to waste precious time and to find some 

means to adapt to the classroom scene. Such adaptations are not likely to be positive 

ones” (p. 233). 

1.2.4 Categories of accelerative interventions. Many different types of 

acceleration allow students to move through curriculum based on readiness and 

motivation (see Southern & Jones, 2015 for a complete list). These interventions tend to 

fall into two over-arching categories: (a) grade-based acceleration, when a student 

moves into a class with older classmates, and (b) content-based acceleration, when a 

student receives educational materials at a faster pace while remaining in class with 

classmates of the same chronological age (Kanevsky, 2011). In my dissertation, I 

focussed on students’ perspectives on grade-based acceleration. Depending on how it is 

implemented, grade-based acceleration may be more salient, or readily noticeable to 
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others, than content-based, and this salience may raise concerns among educators about 

possible social issues (Southern & Jones, 2015). Across Canada, grade-based forms of 

acceleration are less often practiced or permitted than content-based based forms, 

possibly because of the perceived relative salience (Kanevsky, 2011).  

1.2.5 Effects of acceleration. Researchers have gathered evidence on the effects 

of educational acceleration for over a century (Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, & Olszewski-

Kubilius, 2016). In their position paper, the Association for Bright Children of Ontario 

(2015) describe the research on acceleration as “substantial and compelling,” and report 

that “empirical evidence demonstrates that accelerated high-ability students make 

significant academic gains and may also experience a better match to their personal social 

and emotional maturity” (para. 1).  

In a comprehensive review of the research on acceleration, Kulik (2004) 

examined 25 separate studies with quantitative data comparing accelerated and non-

accelerated students of similar ability. Eleven of these studies had same age comparison 

groups, fourteen had older comparison groups. In studies with same-age comparison 

groups, the accelerated group consistently out-performed the comparison group (similar 

ability, non-accelerated) in measures of achievement. In studies with older control 

groups, there was a mix of positive and negative effects for academic achievement, 

although most of the effect sizes were small.  

In addition to generally positive influences on academic achievement, 

acceleration has been show to have generally small positive or no effect on social-

emotional measures (Hoogeveen, van Hell, & Verhoeven, 2009; Kulik, 2004; Neihart, 

2007; Rogers, 2007, 2015; Steenbergen-Hu and Moon, 2011). For example, in their meta-
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analysis of 38 studies on acceleration conducted between 1984 and 2008, Steenbergen-

Hu and Moon (2011) compared accelerated to non-accelerated same-age peers and found 

a statistically significant positive effect on measures of academic achievement (g = 

0.396) and a small, positive effect on social-emotional measures (combined effect size g 

= 0.141). Some researchers contend that even when social and emotional measures 

demonstrate small positive or no effects following acceleration, such findings contradict 

beliefs that socio-emotional outcomes may be negative (Assouline et al., 2015).  

On the other hand, some students who accelerate do not experience positive 

outcomes overall, and such cases emphasize the importance of careful decision-making. 

In a review of the socio-affective impact of acceleration, Neihart (2007) identified 

benefits of acceleration which included satisfying social relationships, positive self-

esteem and self-concept, satisfaction with the choice to accelerate, and higher educational 

aspirations. However, Neihart (2007) cautions that in a few cases acceleration may not 

work out and “there are documented cases of individual accelerated students having 

significant adjustment problems” (p. 333). Moreover, for some populations of high-

ability students, including high-ability students who attend schools as minority students 

or who are from economically vulnerable backgrounds, there is insufficient evidence on 

the outcomes of accelerative interventions to draw overall conclusions (Cross, Andersen, 

& Mammadov, 2015).  

1.2.6 Barriers to acceleration. Despite research showing that students who 

accelerate experience measurable benefits, the practice of educational acceleration is 

often misunderstood and underutilised (Kanevsky, 2010).  In practice, the 

implementation of acceleration is largely dependent on educators and their attitudes 
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towards accelerative interventions (Dare, Dare, & Nowicki, 2017); educators identify 

candidates for acceleration, contribute to placement decisions, and are responsible for 

delivering differentiated programming within inclusive settings. What’s more, students 

who accelerate need teachers who understand their unique learning needs (Culross, Jolly, 

& Winkler, 2013; Dare et al., 2016; Gross et al., 2011). Due to the central role that 

educators play, some researchers have examined educators’ attitudes towards 

acceleration, often using survey methodology (Bain, Bliss, Choate, & Brown, 2007; 

McCoach & Siegle, 2007; Rambo & McCoach, 2012; Southern et al., 1989; Wood et al., 

2010). For example, Southern et al. (1989) surveyed 554 teachers, principals, school 

psychologists, and coordinators of gifted education about their attitudes towards early 

entrance and grade skipping. More than three-quarters of respondents (78%) rated the 

statement “accelerants will miss important social interactions” as their greatest concern 

(Southern et al., 1989, p. 33). Bain et al. (2007) found similar results in a survey of 285 

pre-service teachers; more than four out of five pre-service teachers (82%) agreed that 

skipping grades would “most likely have a negative effect on [students’] socialization 

skills” (p. 465). And in a survey of 262 teachers, McCoach and Seigle (2007) found 24% 

of respondents had negative attitudes towards grade-skipping, 67% were “ambivalent,” 

and only 10% had positive attitudes towards grade-skipping (p. 251).  

Overall, the research suggests such negative beliefs may restrict access to 

accelerative interventions (Bennett et al., 2008). That is, opportunities to accelerate may 

be blocked by misconceptions about acceleration and overly cautious approaches to 

decision-making about accelerative placements, particularly if educators have concerns 

about social adjustment. Nonetheless, some educators do support and implement 
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accelerative interventions, recognising that high-ability students may struggle to fit in 

with same-age classmates (Gross et al., 2011). Remember Sidney? After about six weeks 

in Grade 1, his teacher called home to tell his mom, “I don’t know what to do with 

Sidney, he really should be in the Grade 2 class.” 

1.4 The Importance of Student Voice 

In addition to examining educators’ beliefs about acceleration, some research 

reports students’ experiences following acceleration (e.g., Gronostaj et al., 2016; Gross et 

al., 2011; Gross, 2006; Hoogeveen et al., 2009; Muratori, Colangelo, & Assouline, 2003). 

In general, these studies report positive experiences, adding support to the literature 

recommending acceleration for high-ability students. However, at the time of writing, I 

am not aware of any research that has sought students’ views on factors to consider in the 

decision to accelerate. Sutherland and Katz (2005) noted that “while it is not unusual for 

the experiences and views of teachers to be represented in scholarly research … less 

evident are studies in which the views of students are solicited” (p. 258). Yet, students’ 

views are critical in educational planning and programming where “the central area of 

focus is the quality of the students’ experience” (Prior, 2011, p. 121).  Indeed, Gordon 

(2010) argued that hearing and integrating students’ perspectives is “a valuable way of 

moving Canadian inclusive education practices forward” (p. 1). In other words, to really 

understand acceleration in school environments, we need to know students’ perspectives 

as well as educators’. My doctoral research adds to our understanding of students’ 

perspectives on grade-based acceleration and adds the voices of students who have not 

been heard before to the literature. 
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1.5 Theoretical Perspective  

 This research is informed by two theoretical perspectives: Vygotsky’s (1978) 

concept of optimal learning in the zone of proximal development (ZPD) and Ajzen’s 

(1985) theory of planned behaviour.  

1.5.1 Vygotsky’s perspective and the Zone of Proximal Development. Russian 

psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) wrote extensively about development, learning, 

and special education (Woolfolk, Winne, & Perry, 2006). His theorising on optimal 

learning in the zone of proximal development (ZPD) is particularly germane to using 

accelerative interventions to support the special learning needs of high-ability students 

(Kanevsky & Geake, 2004). In fact, his view that “learning should be matched in some 

manner with the child’s developmental level” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 85) is an underlying 

principle in the rationale for accelerative interventions for high-ability students. 

Vygotsky’s perspective was excluded from Western conceptions of 

developmental psychology until the last quarter of the twentieth century, in part because 

his writings were banned for many years in his homeland (Woolfolk et al., 2006).  

However, his theories on learning and development have become increasingly influential 

in recent years (Peters et al., 2017). Vygotsky embraced a socio-cultural view, 

considering individual learning and development in relation to social interactions and 

cultural contexts. His interest in “good learning” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 89) centred on 

cognitive functions that “are on the verge of developing, but need support or scaffolding 

before the child will be able to use them independently” (Kanevsky & Geake, 2004, p. 

183). The term scaffolding, introduced by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976), describes a 
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process of tutoring learners through the acquisition of new skills by controlling and 

directing the learners’ problem-solving efforts. 

To help understand the complex, interconnected relationships involved in 

individual learning, Vygotsky proposed a construct called the zone of proximal 

development (Vygotsky, 1978). The zone of proximal development provides a framework 

for understanding interactions between individual development, optimal learning, and the 

learning environment. Vygotsky theorized that students need to work beyond what they 

already know (actual development) to experience new learning. Learning is optimized in 

the zone of proximal development—where students work on activities they can complete 

with assistance or support from adults or more capable peers. Learning and development 

progress as the student increasingly internalizes the external assistance, until the student 

can complete the newly learned activity independently. In a Vygotskian view, when a 

student achieves independent mastery of an activity, the student has transitioned from one 

level of actual development through the zone of proximal development, to another, new 

level of actual development. Figure 1 summarises Vygotsky’s perspective on learning in 

the zone of proximal development.  

In addition to describing individual learning in the optimal zone, Vygotsky 

emphasized that individual learning happens through social interaction with others (adults 

and more capable peers) who scaffold students’ learning within the optimal zone 

(Kanevsky & Geake, 2004). Because learning happens in social contexts, a critical factor 

in Vygotsky’s socio-cultural perspective is that learning and development “cannot be 

understood apart from the settings” (Woolfolk et al., 2006, p. 43). Indeed, Vygotsky 

(1978) theorised that “human learning presupposes a specific social nature and a process 
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by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them” (p. 88). Through 

social interactions, individuals construct their understanding of the world and develop 

their thought processes (Woolfolk et al., 2006). In the zone of proximal development, the 

“reciprocity of contributions” by the student and adults or more capable peers is critical 

to learning and development (Kanevsky, 1995, p. 187). This recognition of contextual 

social interactions is particularly relevant to my study of students’ beliefs about 

acceleration. We need to hear students’ perspectives on acceleration to understand 

whether students who accelerate would be accepted in the social interactions, and co-

constructed learning, of older classmates. 

Applied to this dissertation, Vygotsky’s socio-cultural perspective provides both a 

rationale for acceleration, and a frame of reference for understanding the importance of 

students’ beliefs about grade-based acceleration. In chapter two, Vygotsky’s perspective 

aided in my interpretation of high-ability students’ advice on making decisions about 

acceleration. Applied to chapters three and four, Vygotsky’s socio-cultural perspective 

reinforces the importance of examining other students’ beliefs about grade-based 

acceleration, as those beliefs may influence the learning environment, and social 

inclusion, of students’ who accelerate. To illustrate the importance of understanding 

students’ beliefs as they relate to intended behaviours, I rely on Ajzen’s (1985) theory of 

planned behaviour, described below. 
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• Teacher models, shares, and 
guides new learning 

• Student seeks guidance from 
peers and adults, works with 
others to complete activities  

• External information and 
support has been 
progressively internalized 
until student can complete 
activities independently 

• Student 
completes 
activities 
independently 

Actual Development Zone of Proximal Development     New Development 

Figure 1-1:Diagram showing how students progress through the Zone of Proximal Development. 
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1.5.2 Ajzen’s theory of planned behaviour. Ajzen’s (1985) theory illustrates the 

links between beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours, and can help explain human behaviour in 

particular contexts. According to theory of planned behaviour, three types of beliefs—

behavioural, normative, and control—influence intentions which in turn influence 

behaviours (see Figure 2). The following three factors influence an individual’s 

intentions: (a) the individual’s attitude towards the behaviour, (b) the subjective norm, 

and (c) the individual’s perceived behavioural control (Ajzen, 1985, 1991). In turn, each 

factor is influenced by the individual’s beliefs as outlined below (see also Figure 2): 

• Behavioural beliefs are based on the subjective probability that an outcome will 

occur as a result of the behaviour. Behavioural beliefs influence a person’s 

attitudes towards the behaviour.  

• Normative beliefs are the individual’s beliefs about whether others think the 

behaviour should or should not be performed. Normative beliefs influence the 

perceived degree of social pressure to engage or not engage in a behaviour. 

• Control beliefs reflect the individual’s perceptions of factors that help or hinder 

specific behaviour. Control beliefs influence a person’s perceived ability to 

perform an action. 
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Figure 1-2: Diagram illustrating the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1985). 

  



STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATIONAL ACCELERATION 17 

Many researchers have used the theory of planned behaviour to explain attitudes 

and actions across various disciplines, including education (see Armitage & Conner, 

2001). For example, researchers have used this theory to investigate teachers’ attitudes 

towards the inclusion of students with social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties 

(MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013); to assess student teachers’ attitudes towards students 

with dyslexia (Gwernan-Jones & Burden, 2010); to predict teachers’ intentions to 

implement school-based assessment (Yan, 2014); to predict educators’ teaching practices 

from their attitudes and knowledge of inclusive education (Kuyini & Desai, 2007); and to 

investigate students’ attitudes towards peers with Autism Spectrum Disorder (Freitag & 

Dunsmuir, 2015). In a meta-analytic review of 185 studies, Armitage and Conner (2001) 

found support for the theory’s efficacy; theory of planned behaviour accounted for 39% 

of variance in intention and 27% of variance in behaviour. 

As the examples above indicate, theory of planned behaviour is well-established 

in the field of education and has been used as a framework for understanding educators’ 

attitudes, intentions, and behaviours. Sidney’s story illustrates how theory of planned 

behaviour might apply at an individual level. Throughout elementary school, Sidney’s 

academic achievement exceeded that of his same-age classmates. He experienced a 

variety of placements in the search for a good fit. He began his school career a regular 

class with enrichment; in the middle years (grades 4-6) he was placed in a segregated 

class for gifted students. In grade 7, he engaged in single subject acceleration by 

completing an online grade 9 math credit. While he was in grade 7, his parents asked if 

Sidney could grade-skip to grade 8. The elementary school principal said no. In 

September of Sidney’s grade 8 year, the local high school principal contacted the family 
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and offered Sidney early entrance to high school. Two different principals made two 

different decisions about acceleration. In the absence of guiding policies—few district 

school boards in Canada have acceleration policies or guidelines (Kanevsky & Clelland, 

2013)—Sidney’s example illustrates how educators (including principals and teachers) 

may rely solely on their attitudes, beliefs, and perceived control when making decisions 

about accelerative interventions.  

In this dissertation, Ajzen’s (1985) model helps justify my examination of 

students’ beliefs about grade-based acceleration. Theory of planned behaviour illustrates 

the links between beliefs and behaviours; I suggest that understanding students’ beliefs 

about grade-based acceleration lends some insight into how students in inclusive classes 

might behave towards a younger classmate who accelerates.  

1.6 Data Collection Journey 

 The reader will note that the manuscripts in this dissertation describe research 

involving students on opposite sides of the world. An exciting part of my data collection 

journey was the opportunity to conduct some research in Australia. With the support of 

my supervisor, funding through an Australian Endeavour Research Fellowship, and 

sponsorship from my Australian host at the Gifted Education Research, Resource, and 

Information Centre at the University of New South Wales, I gathered data in Australia for 

four months during my second year of doctoral studies. In the first manuscript in this 

dissertation, I report on data gathered from Australian high-ability students, many of 

whom had experienced acceleration. From this population, I heard advice on making 

decisions about grade-based acceleration from students who had direct experience in 

acceleration (see Chapter Two). Upon returning to Canada, with the support of a local 



STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATIONAL ACCELERATION 19 

district school board, school principal, teachers, and parents, Canadian students in 

inclusive classes in Ontario shared their thoughts on what it might be like to have 

younger students move into classes with older classmates. From this group of 

participants, I heard advice on making decisions about acceleration from the perspective 

of potential classmates in inclusive classes (see Chapter Three). I also heard their ideas 

on strategies that might be useful in fostering an inclusive environment for students who 

accelerate (see Chapter Four). 

1.7 Summary  

Taken together, the articles presented in this dissertation add students’ voice to 

the literature on making decisions about grade-based acceleration. In the first article, On 

Deciding to Accelerate: Conceptualized by Students Who Accelerated, I explored 

Australian high-ability students’ beliefs about important considerations in grade-based 

acceleration using group concept mapping methodology. In the second article, On 

Deciding to Accelerate: Conceptualized by Students in Inclusive Classes, I applied group 

concept mapping to investigate Canadian students’ beliefs about acceleration in inclusive 

education. In the third article, Strategies for Inclusion: Learning from Students' 

Perspectives on Acceleration in Inclusive Education, I describe a thematic analysis of 

Canadian elementary school students’ perspectives on grade-based acceleration and 

strategies to promote the inclusion of students who accelerate. Setting aside your own 

beliefs about acceleration, read on to learn what 26 Australian and 26 Canadian students 

had to say...  
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2. On Deciding to Accelerate: Conceptualized by Students Who Accelerated 

To nurture a love of learning among their students, educators aim to challenge and 

engage every student, across all abilities and needs. For some high-ability students, this 

nurturing may require teaching to a higher level than specified by age-based curriculum. 

Known as acceleration, the practice of teaching to a higher than age-based level has been 

shown to support positive academic, emotional, and social outcomes for high-ability 

students (e.g., Assouline et al., 2015; Dare et al., 2016; Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016; 

Steenbergen-Hu & Moon, 2011). Despite this evidence, some educators express 

hesitancy towards accelerative interventions, often citing concerns about social 

implications. Such concerns may create barriers to the practice of acceleration (Colangelo 

et al., 2004b; Gallagher & Smith, 2013).  

To better understand whether educators’ concerns about acceleration are relevant 

in today’s classrooms, we asked high-ability students to share their thoughts on the topic. 

Then, we engaged high-ability students who had accelerated in structuring the data 

through group concept mapping activities (Trochim, 1989). Our research was guided by 

the question, “What do high-ability students think about grade-based acceleration?”  We 

also posed the following sub-question: “What do students who accelerated think are the 

most important factors to consider when deciding whether to place a high-ability student 

in a class with older classmates?” That is, we asked students who had experienced grade-

based acceleration for their advice on deciding to accelerate. 

2.1 Terminology  

We use the term high-ability to refer to students who have the ability to reach the 

highest levels of academic achievement in school. In the context of acceleration, this term 
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focuses on students’ potential (Dare & Nowicki, 2015) and deemphasizes definitions 

such as gifted or talented which rely on discrete categories of exceptionality (Katz et al., 

2012). When speaking with students in our study, we used the child-friendly term “fast 

learner” to refer to high-ability students. Some students used the term “gifted”, and in 

those instances, we mirrored the term they used during interviews. With respect to 

person-first and identity-first terminology, we acknowledge some readers prefer person-

first language (e.g., student who accelerated), while others identify more with identity-

first language (e.g., high-ability student). Out of respect for both perspectives, and in 

keeping with Collier (2012) who opined, “the sentiment expressed in communication is 

far more important than the linguistic circumlocutions” (p. 1978), we use person- and 

identify-first terms interchangeably throughout.  

There are many types of accelerative interventions (see Southern & Jones, 2015, 

for a compete description). In general, different forms of acceleration fall into two 

overarching categories: content- and grade-based. Content-based acceleration involves 

giving a student higher level materials while they remain with same-age classmates. 

Grade-based acceleration involves moving a younger student into classes with older 

classmates. In the current study, we focused on grade-based acceleration as it is more 

likely to raise concerns about social adjustment (Southern & Jones, 2015). 

2.2 Background  

2.2.1 Acceleration. Pressey’s (1949) classic definition described acceleration as 

“progress through educational programs either at rates faster than, or at ages younger than 

conventional” (p. 2).  The National Association for Gifted Children (2004) introduced a 

refined definition, taking individual fit and motivation into account, describing 
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acceleration as “allowing a student to move through traditional educational organizations 

more rapidly, based on readiness and motivation” (para. 2). In other words, acceleration 

comprises student-centered interventions which seek an optimal match between existing 

knowledge, learning potential, and educational environment.  

Research has shown that many high-ability students have a pre-existing 

knowledge of age-based curricula at the beginning of the school year (Peters, Rambo-

Hernandez, Makel, Matthews, & Plucker, 2017). Consequently, some students may need 

to reach beyond age-based curricula to experience new learning (Stanley, 2000). To 

describe how new learning happens, developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978) 

proposed a construct called the zone of proximal development (ZPD). This zone defines 

an individual’s optimal learning space as the distance between what the student already 

knows, as demonstrated through independent problem-solving, and what they can achieve 

with support from adults or more capable peers. We can gauge what a high-ability 

student already knows by examining scores on standardized achievement tests. Such tests 

are completed independently, and therefore reveal students’ existing level of knowledge 

and skills, at the base of their ZPD (Kanevsky & Geake, 2004). In a Vygotskian view, 

new learning happens beyond this level. 

In addition to describing how new learning builds on existing knowledge and 

skills, Vygotsky emphasized connections between thinking and feeling in new learning. 

He regarded intellect and affect as closely connected to relationships in the optimal 

learning zone (Kanevsky, 2011; Kanevsky & Geake, 2004). This interdependence 

suggests that new learning relies on relationships in the learning environment as well as 

the material presented. Students learn best in an environment where adults and more 
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competent peers support and scaffold their learning (Lo & Porath, 2017). Applying 

Vygostsky’s theory to acceleration, accelerative interventions allow high-ability students 

to learn new material, through adult and peer interaction, in their zones of proximal 

development.  

2.2.2 Deciding to accelerate. The decision to accelerate must take into account a 

complex interplay of factors. Although a large body of research shows that acceleration 

most often results in positive outcomes, some individuals have perceived challenging 

socio-emotional consequences following whole-grade acceleration (Neihart, 2007). To 

identify those students most likely to benefit from accelerative interventions, educators 

and parents must take an evidence-based, well-informed approach to decision-making. 

Recommendations in Feldhusen, Proctor, and Black’s (1986) guidelines for grade 

advancement, and more recently, the Iowa Acceleration Scale (Assouline, Colangelo, 

Lupkowski-Shoplik, Lipscomb, & Forstadt, 2009), can guide decisions about acceleration 

on a case-by-case basis.  

Feldhusen et al. (1986) set out 12 guidelines to encourage a systematic approach 

to making decisions about acceleration. Their guidelines cover three general areas: (a) 

screening candidates for acceleration, (b) engaging with adults involved in the process, 

and (c) supporting students (Culross et al., 2013). Similarly, the Iowa Acceleration Scale 

facilitates collaborative discussion about whole-grade acceleration for candidates in 

grades K-8. The scale comprises scored items based on the research and clinical 

experiences of staff at the Connie Belin & Jacqueline N. Blank International Center for 

Gifted Education and Talent Development, in Iowa. Combining information from a 

variety of sources, the scale includes assessments of ability, aptitude, achievement, 
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readiness, and other potentially influencing factors. A child study team, including 

educators and parents, completes the form together, resulting in a scaled score indicating 

whether whole-grade acceleration is recommended and whether other interventions 

should be considered. 

To further refine and inform discussions about grade-based acceleration, our 

study adds high-ability students’ voice to the literature on the decision to accelerate, and 

identifies factors that students who accelerated believed to be most important.  

2.2.3 Group concept mapping methodology. We used an unique methodology, 

group concept mapping, to investigate high-ability students’ beliefs about grade-based 

acceleration. Group concept mapping is a participatory approach to collecting qualitative 

data which relies on participants’ interpretations to structure the data (Kane & Trochim, 

2007). This approach applies rigorous statistical analyses to qualitative data and has been 

widely used in exploratory studies (e.g. Dare & Nowicki, 2015; Daughtry & Kunkel, 

1993) and education research (e.g., Kunkel, Pittman, Hildebrand, & Walling, 1994; 

Nowicki, Brown, & Stepien, 2014a). 

Group concept mapping is a multi-step process in which participants provide 

responses to an open-ended focus question, then organize the responses by sorting them 

into groups and rating them on a dimension of interest. As strength of this approach is 

that the researcher does not rely upon his or her own interpretation of the data (Nowicki, 

Brown, & Stepien, 2014b). The researcher facilitates data generation and then prepares 

the generated data by removing repetitions and editing for clarity.  Participants interpret 

and structure the data through sorting and rating activities. Finally, the researcher applies 

statistical analyses to the sorted data to produce charts showing how the group as a whole 
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structured the data (Trochim, 1989). Through these steps, group concept mapping yields 

a structured conceptualization represented through statistically-derived maps and charts.  

2.3 Method 

2.3.1 Participants. Our study included a total of 26 high-ability children from 

across Australia. In phase one data generation, our study involved high-ability students 

ages 9 to 14 years (M age = 10.2, SD = 1.42), 13 males and 13 females. The sample 

included 17 students who accelerated and nine high-ability students who had not 

accelerated. Participants resided in five of the eight Australian states and territories, 

namely New South Wales (n = 17), Queensland (n = 4), South Australia (n = 3), Victoria 

(n = 1) and Australian Capital Territory (n = 1).  

In phase two, the 17 students who accelerated completed data structuring 

activities, sorting and rating student-generated considerations in the decision to 

accelerate. By involving this sub-sample of students in phase two, we relied upon the 

expertise of students who had experienced grade-based acceleration to sort and rate the 

data.  The phase two sample included 7 males and 10 females (M age = 10.2 years, SD = 

1.59). 

2.3.2 Measures. In phase one, we conducted interviews to collect data in response 

to the focus question, “What are some things for parents and teachers to think about when 

deciding whether a fast learner goes into a class with older students?”  

In phase two, participants structured the data, by sorting the generated items into 

meaningful groups. In addition, participants rated the items according to the importance 

of each item when deciding whether a fast learner moves up into a class with older 

students, using the following five-point rating scale: (1) not at all important, (2) a little bit 
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important, (3) quite a bit important, (4) very important, and (5) extremely important. We 

used a unipolar rating scale to reflect degree of importance, and gave qualitative labels to 

each of the points to help clarify the meaning attached to each numerical value (Krosnick 

& Fabrigar, 1997).    

2.3.3 Ethics approval and consent. Ethics approval for this study was obtained 

from the researchers’ university ethics review boards. During recruitment for the study, 

parents who contacted the first author to express interest in the study received a letter of 

information about the study by email. Parental consent was required for all participants. 

At the beginning of the interviews, all participants were briefed on informed consent and 

gave their verbal consent to participate. 

2.3.4 Recruitment procedure. Our recruitment began with e-News notifications 

across multiple organizations to reach a broad range of potential participants. We 

contacted various community organizations connected with the Australian Association 

for the Education of the Gifted and Talented (AAEGT) to let them know about the study. 

Subsequently, notices about the study were distributed by the Gifted Education Resource, 

Research and Information Centre, Australian Mensa, Gifted Families Support Group 

(GFSG), Gifted & Talented Children’s Association of South Australia (GTCASA), 

Queensland Association for Gifted and Talented Children (QAGTC), and GLD Australia. 

Interested parents were asked to contact the first author by email for detailed information 

about the study. Through this recruitment procedure, 31 parents of potential participants 

contacted the first author and a total of 26 high-ability students agreed to participate. 

 

  



STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATIONAL ACCELERATION 36 

2.4 Data Preparation 

2.4.1 Item generation. In the first study phase, participants took part in face-to-

face (n = 7) and virtual (n = 19) interviews. Interviews were conducted by the first 

author. She began with a few warm up questions, then asked participants to describe 

some things that teachers and parents should think about when deciding whether fast 

learners be grouped in classes with older students. All interviews were recorded and 

transcribed.  

2.4.2 Item preparation. To prepare the data for participants to structure in the 

second phase of the study, we followed data preparation procedures detailed by Kane and 

Trochim (2007).  The first author read and re-read the transcripts to identify responses to 

the focus question, and extracted a list of 99 raw responses. Next, the authors 

independently reviewed the list of extracted responses to remove repetitions. We 

compared the independently reviewed lists to reach consensus on a list of unique items 

which were subsequently edited for clarity. Through this process, we prepared a set of 60 

items for participants to structure in phase two.  

2.4.3 Item structuring. In phase two, we asked participants to structure the data 

by sorting and rating the prepared list of items. We provided packages containing 

instructions and prepared materials to each participant, by mail for those participating 

through virtual interviews (n = 14), and in person for those participating in face-to-face 

interviews (n = 3). The prepared materials included a set of cards with one generated item 

printed on each, and a printed list of the items for participants to indicate importance 

ratings.  
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In the phase two interviews, participants were instructed to sort the items into 

groups in a way that made sense to them, making as many groups as they liked, but 

without creating a group of leftover, or miscellaneous, items. Participants also thought of 

a name for each of the groups they made. We provided sticky notes and a pen so they 

could jot down their thoughts. Finally, participants rated each of the items according to 

importance. In three instances, interviewees did not complete the rating activity within 

the time we had scheduled for the interview; we gave them the option of completing the 

rating sheets later and mailing their responses to us. In total, 15 participants completed 

the item ratings. One participant, who received the materials by mail, completed the 

sorting and rating exercises independently online, by logging into an online website and 

following the same instructions as provided in the interviews. 

2.5 Results 

2.5.1 Multi-dimensional scaling. We used Concept System® Global software to 

conduct the analyses and create charts of the structured data (Concept Systems Inc., 

2014).  In the first analysis step, we used two-dimensional Multi-Dimensional Scaling 

(MDS) to create a data point map illustrating the relationships among sorted items. In the 

data point map, each data point represents one item. The distance between points 

indicates how often items were sorted together. Points that are plotted closer together 

were more often sorted together; points that are further apart were less often sorted 

together. To give an example, item number 3 (“What the school feels about moving the 

child up a class”) and item number 5 (“Whether the teacher is OK with the child moving 

up”) were sorted together by 16 out of 17 participants. Accordingly, MDS analysis placed 

these two items in close proximity on the data point map. 
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We examined a statistic called Kruskal’s stress value to verify how well the data 

point map fitted the way the data was sorted by participants (Petrucci & Quinlan, 2007). 

In group concept mapping studies, a Kruskal’s stress value under 0.365 is considered 

within the normal range (Kane & Trochim, 2007). Our data point map had a Kruskal’s 

stress value of 0.2479, indicating the map was a good fit to the sorted data.  

2.5.2 Hierarchical cluster analysis. To make sense of the key concepts within 

the sorted data, we analyzed the data point map using hierarchical cluster analysis 

(HCA). HCA examines geometrical distances between data points and produces a range 

of possible cluster solutions. In HCA, data points plotted closer together form statistically 

derived clusters. To find the best-fitting cluster model from the range of possible 

solutions, we examined statistical bridging values along with the conceptual fit of items 

within clusters. Bridging values range from 0 to 1, where 0 indicates an item that best 

represents nearby content in the map and can be considered an anchor in that area; 

statements that are difficult to sort will have bridging values nearer to 1 and will bridge 

different concepts across the map (Jackson & Trochim, 2002). We examined a range of 

three to ten cluster solutions and determined a six-cluster model provided the best 

illustration of the way participants sorted the data. Figure 1 shows the six-cluster concept 

map. Clusters ranged in size from 6 to 18 items and had average bridging values from 

0.08 to 0.68. Next, we assigned cluster labels. Algorithms in the Concept Systems® 

software assist in the labelling process by providing lists of 10 best-matching labels for 

each cluster, based on centroid computations of participants’ labels. We selected cluster 

labels by closely examining the list of best-matching participants labels and the contents 

of the clusters. 
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 The six-cluster concept map shows how participants who had accelerated 

conceptualized beliefs about grade-based acceleration (see Figure 1). The key concepts 

included (a) Academic Challenge (M bridging value = 0.12, SD = 0.06), (b) Child’s 

Thoughts About Moving Up (M bridging value = 0.35, SD = 0.07), (c) Different Subjects 

(M bridging value = 0.45, SD = 0.12), (d) New Class (M bridging value = 0.31, SD = 

0.04), (e) Others’ Thoughts (M bridging value = 0.68, SD = 0.17), and (f) Social Aspects 

(M bridging value = 0.08, SD = 0.08).  

2.5.3 Importance ratings. We calculated mean importance ratings for each item 

and cluster. Overall, mean importance ratings for the clusters range from a low of 3.60 to 

a high of 4.11, suggesting that all clusters held a high degree of importance. Table 1 

shows the clusters, items, bridging values, and importance ratings. Below we report the 

results for each cluster, presented from most to least important. 

Cluster One: Academic Challenge. The cluster, Academic Challenge, contains 15 

items that were sorted together with a degree of consistency reflected in the cluster 

bridging value of 0.12.  Academic Challenge received an importance rating of 4.11 (SD = 

0.45), with item ratings ranging from 3.07 to 4.73. This concept comprised students’ 

beliefs about considering the need for academic challenge in their schooling, and 

included the item rated as most important in the entire data set: “Is the child academically 

capable?” Examples of other items in this concept include “Where the child can actually 

reach their full potential” and “Which class is the best for learning, and for the child to 

learn the best and as fast as possible.”   
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Figure 2-1: Six cluster map of high-ability students’ beliefs about grade-based 

acceleration. 
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Table 2-1 

Statements in Each Cluster, Statement Bridging Values, and Importance Ratings 

Cluster Bridging M 

Academic Challenge 0.12 4.11 

1 Is the child academically capable? 0.02 4.73 

52 Where the child can actually reach their full potential. 0.09 4.57 

37 Which class is the best for learning, and for the child to learn the best 

and as fast as possible. 

0.19 4.53 

33 How easy or hard the child finds their current work. 0.12 4.47 

38 Whether a fast learner who's not getting completely top marks might 

be more engaged and really do better at a higher level. 

0.16 4.47 

45 If the child needs a challenge. 0.17 4.33 

50 Making sure that the child really needs to go up a class, rather than 

just wanting too. 

0.14 4.27 

4 Is this child going to find the work too hard in the higher class? 0.09 4.20 

42 If the child actually can learn new things in the higher class because 

it will be harder and they might not get everything right. 

0.05 4.20 

9 The academic content in the higher class, because the child might 

need that extra content. 

0.08 4.00 

55 See what the curriculum in the different years are and which is most 

suited to the child. 

0.18 4.00 

40 What sort of grades (marks) is the child getting? 0.04 3.73 

32 Whether the child will be missing anything important in that year. 0.10 3.67 

17 Whether to give the child harder work so they don't have to go into a 

different year with different people. 

0.22 3.43 

34 If the child gets a very good education at a very young age, they get 

more time to spend that education helping others. 

0.22 3.07 

    

Child’s Thoughts About Moving Up 0.35 4.06 

23 Would the accelerated child be happier in the higher class? 0.26 4.27 

54 Is the child wanting harder work? 0.32 4.27 

2 Whether the child wants to move up. 0.36 4.20 

59 What the child feels from an academic standpoint and a social 

standpoint. 

0.34 4.20 

51 If the parents and teachers think it's OK, the child should make the 

decision. 

0.45 4.13 

43 The child might get excited about school again. 0.26 3.93 

48 The child might enjoy coming to school, because when you are bored 

you don't want to come. 

0.45 3.73 

56 Consider if you were that child, would you want to be in that class 

with older students? 

0.35 3.73 

 (Table 2.1 continues)   
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(Table 2.1 continued)   

Cluster Bridging M 

Different Subjects  0.45 3.96 

41 Is the child good at all topics and the current class is really not 

challenging for them at all? 

0.25 4.53 

18 If the child moves up for one subject and not another, and they also 

find the subject they are not moving up in easy as well, then they 

should be moved up in both subjects. 

0.49 4.07 

44 Whether the child moves across years for some things, but not 

everything. 

0.60 4.00 

8 The long-term outcomes. 0.35 3.87 

46 What type of fast learner is the child? Are they a quick learner, or are 

they a quick learner with one good ability? 

0.56 3.80 

39 All subjects, because if the child is doing well in most subjects but 

one subject is falling behind, the child may need some coaching. 

0.45 3.47 

    

New Class 0.31 3.87 

57 The child wouldn't be bored in class. 0.34 4.40 

16 The child shouldn't HAVE to be bored in class because they are 

getting too easy work. 

0.34 3.93 

22 Is the child the same mental level as the children in the older class? 0.28 3.80 

10 Consider the child's confidence. 0.26 3.73 

14 Is the child going into a class that has children at about the same 

ability? 

0.36 3.73 

7 Whether it might be good for the child to have a little trial and see 

what it's like in the higher class. 

0.27 3.60 

    

Others’ Thoughts 0.68 3.86 

19 You need a teacher who understands the needs of fast learners. 0.82 4.53 

60 Trust your feelings, not letting them be overridden by other people 

and their opinions. 

0.54 4.27 

20 What the child thinks about moving up a class, and then what the 

parents think, and then what the teachers think. 

0.57 4.20 

30 Research the expert opinion, but don't let that expert opinion become 

more powerful than your own. 

0.77 3.87 

5 Whether the teacher is OK with the child moving up. 0.57 3.60 

3 What the school feels about moving the child up a class. 0.50 3.33 

31 Which teacher will teach the higher level class? 1.00 3.20 

 (Table 2.1 continues)   
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(Table 2.1 continued)   

Cluster Bridging M 

Social Aspects 0.08 3.60 

15 How the child would cope with the older children. 0.04 4.15 

13 The younger child has to be OK with the fact that they'd be in with 

older students. 

0.01 4.13 

49 Whether the child is socially prepared for moving up a year. 0.02 4.13 

27 If the older children would treat the younger child as one of that 

class, and not just as a child from the year below just working in their 

class. 

0.09 4.00 

47 Is the child going to work well with the older children? 0.03 3.87 

24 If the child would be comfortable with children who may be bigger 

than them. 

0.00 3.80 

25 Each child should have at least one friend in their class. 0.05 3.80 

36 If the older children aren't very nice, the younger child is probably 

going to be teased, but if there's some nice older children, moving to 

a higher class is probably a good idea. 

0.01 3.80 

6 Will the child be frightened of the older children? 0.14 3.73 

21 If the child is being bullied in the same year or maybe they might be 

having friendship problems, consider whether they could start again 

if they move up a class. 

0.06 3.73 

58 The year group the child is moving into; some year groups are a lot 

more accepting than others. 

0.05 3.67 

26 The school's social system - whether the year group they are moving 

into is friendly. 

0.10 3.53 

12 If the child just wants to stay down with their friends, and keep doing 

the easy work, that should come into account too. 

0.19 3.47 

29 Whether the child would still be able to be with their friends. 0.01 3.47 

35 How good the child is at making friends. 0.12 3.40 

28 You don't want same-age children to feel like the fast learner is more 

important than them, so you don't want to give higher level work in 

the same class. 

0.16 3.00 

53 Is there a big age difference, maybe one or two years, or is it a small 

difference, maybe a few months that tips it over a year? 

0.13 2.67 

11 Making sure the child also belongs to the higher class physically. 0.29 2.60 
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Cluster Two: Child’s Thoughts About Moving Up. The cluster, Child’s Thoughts 

About Moving Up had a mean importance rating of 4.06 (SD = 0.21).  The cluster 

contains eight items, with importance ratings ranging from 3.73 to 4.27 and a cluster 

bridging value of 0.48.  Items in this cluster reflected the child’s placement preferences, 

motivation to accelerate, and overall emotional well-being. The items “Whether the child 

wants to move up” and “What the child feels from an academic standpoint and a social 

standpoint” reflected the child’s preferences and motivation. Items such as “Would the 

accelerated child be happier in the higher class?” “The child might enjoy coming to 

school, because when you are bored you don't want to come,” and “The child might get 

excited about school again” reflected beliefs about considering the child’s emotional 

well-being. 

Cluster Three: Different Subjects. The cluster Different Subjects (M = 3.96, SD = 

0.32) contains six items ranging in importance from 3.47 to 4.53 and a cluster bridging 

value of 0.37. Items in this concept reflected beliefs about considering, on a case-by-case 

basis, a student’s achievement and aptitude in different subjects. Comments included “Is 

the child good at all topics and the current class is really not challenging for them at all?”, 

“Whether the child moves across years for some things, but not everything,” and “If the 

child moves up for one subject and not another, and they also find the subject they are not 

moving up in easy as well, then they should be moved up in both subjects.” The 

possibility that a student who accelerates might require additional support in areas of 

comparative weakness was expressed in the belief that parents and teachers consider “all 

subjects, because if the child is doing well in most subjects but one subject is falling 
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behind, the child may need some coaching.” The item “long-term outcomes” was 

clustered into this concept, and related to considering the contextual, bigger picture. 

Cluster Four: New Class. This six-item cluster, New Class, had a cluster bridging 

value of 0.31. The mean importance rating for this cluster was 3.87 (SD = 0.26), with 

individual items ranging in importance from 3.60 to 4.40. This concept contained items 

that reflected participants’ beliefs about considering the environment in the new class and 

matching an individual’s ability to his or her learning environment. Two items in this 

cluster suggested that acceleration might alleviate boredom: “The child shouldn't HAVE 

to be bored in class because they are getting too easy work” and “The child wouldn't be 

bored in class.” A couple of other items were framed as questions to consider in the 

placement decision: “Is the child going into a class that has children at about the same 

ability?” and “Is the child the same mental level as the children in the older class?” 

Cluster Five: Others’ Thoughts. Seven items clustered together into the concept, 

Others’ Thoughts, with a bridging value of 0.68. Items in this cluster range in importance 

from 3.20 to 4.53, with a mean rating of 3.86 (SD = 0.47). This concept included items 

which related to educators’ opinions, including “What the school feels about moving the 

child up a class” and “Whether the teacher is OK with the child moving up.” Other items 

in this cluster reflected beliefs about weighing the relative importance of others’ 

opinions: “If the parents and teachers think it's OK, the child should make the decision” 

and “Trust your feelings, not letting them be overridden by other people and their 

opinions.” This concept also contained the following items that referred to considering 

which teacher would receive the student following acceleration: “You need a teacher who 
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understand the needs of fast learners” and “Which teacher will teach the higher level 

class?” 

Cluster Six: Social Aspects. Cluster six is the largest cluster and contains twelve 

items relating to Social Aspects that were sorted together with a degree of consistency 

reflected in the bridging value of 0.08. The mean importance rating for this cluster was 

3.60 (SD = 0.45), with individual items ranging in importance from 2.60 to 4.15. This 

cluster included items relating to intrapersonal factors in social settings, e.g., “How the 

child would cope with the older children.” Other items referred to environmental factors 

in social settings, e.g., “If the older children aren't very nice, the younger child is 

probably going to be teased, but if there's some nice older children, moving to a higher 

class is probably a good idea.” This concept also included the item “Making sure the 

child also belongs to the higher class physically,” which received the lowest importance 

rating in the data set. 

Some items in this cluster reflected beliefs about friendships at school. Examples 

included “Whether the child would still be able to be with their friends,” “Each child 

should have at least one friend in their class,” and “How good the child is at making 

friends.”  The following belief noted the possibility of forming new friendships following 

acceleration: “If the child is being bullied in the same year or maybe they might be 

having friendship problems, consider whether they could start again if they move up a 

class.” 

2.5.4 Cluster map summary. Our analyses revealed that participants who had 

accelerated conceptualized six key concepts among high-ability students’ beliefs about 

grade-based acceleration (See Figure 1). The upper half of the map shows items relating 
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to academic challenge and considering different academic subjects. The lower half of the 

map shows beliefs about thoughts, feelings, and social considerations. The two clusters in 

the top right corner, Academic Challenge and New Class were positioned close together, 

illustrating closely related, albeit distinct, concepts. The concept Social Aspects contained 

the most items, but was rated as relatively less important than other concepts. 

2.6 Discussion 

High-ability students shared their beliefs about grade-based acceleration, and 

those who had accelerated sorted the beliefs into groups and rated the importance of each. 

Our analyses revealed six key concepts in the structured data. Each concept is discussed 

below. 

2.6.1 Concept One: Academic Challenge. The concept, Academic Challenge, 

included beliefs about considering the optimal learning environment where candidates for 

acceleration can be challenged to develop their full academic potential. These beliefs are 

in keeping with Vygotsky’s ZPD, which theorizes that learning happens in the zone 

beyond current knowledge, in the company of adults and more capable peers. Grade-

based acceleration may place high-ability students in this optimal zone.  

This concept reflected students’ beliefs about high academic ability and a 

corresponding need for educational materials and environment that offer more challenge 

than aged-based curricula and classes. Higher level work may be considered a special 

education need for high-ability students (Kanevsky, 2011) and an item in this concept 

signaled a needs-based approach to deciding on acceleration: “Making sure that the child 

really needs to go up a class, rather than just wanting too.” Another item in this cluster, 

“Whether a fast learner who's not getting completely top marks might be more engaged 
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and really do better at a higher level,” reflected the view that learning new material 

through acceleration may lead to becoming more engaged in school. Comparably, 

qualitative research found students who accelerated believed “they would have been 

bored and disengaged if they had progressed through school a year later” (Gross et al., 

2011). 

2.6.2 Concept Two: Child’s Thoughts About Moving Up. The second concept 

included beliefs about the child’s thoughts on acceleration. Some items in this concept 

reflected the motivation that is essential for successful acceleration (National Association 

for Gifted Children, 2004). These beliefs are in line with acceleration guidelines which 

recommend that the student must agree with the decision to accelerate. In fact, the Iowa 

Acceleration Scale lists students’ thoughts on acceleration as a critical item for 

discussion; whole-grade acceleration is not recommended if a student does not want to 

move up a grade (Assouline et al., 2009). 

Other items in this concept reflected a need to consider the student’s emotional 

well-being when making decisions on grade-based acceleration. Participants’ voiced 

beliefs about considering happiness, enjoyment and excitement about school. These items 

reflected participants’ beliefs that high-ability students may develop negative feelings 

towards school if their intellectual needs are not met. 

2.6.3 Concept Three: Different Subjects. As mentioned, there are many types of 

accelerative interventions (Southern & Jones, 2015), and some students in our study had 

experienced different types of acceleration at different times.  Items in this concept reflect 

students’ advice about the importance of considering different options. Acceleration 
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guidelines (Assouline et al., 2009; Feldhusen et al., 1986) also recommend exploring 

alternative options if whole-grade acceleration is not implemented.  

2.6.4 Concept Four: New Class. Items in this concept voiced high-ability 

students’ beliefs about considering the ability of peers in the new class and the potential 

for acceleration to alleviate boredom. Taken together, these beliefs suggest that finding a 

good fit among intellectual peers could engage high-ability students who might otherwise 

be bored in school.  

An item in this cluster, “Whether it might be good for the child to have a little 

trial and see what it's like in the higher class,” suggested that an initial evaluation period 

in the higher class might be appropriate. This advice echoes acceleration guidelines, 

which recommend that  “no educational placement decision is irrevocable” (Assouline et 

al., 2009, p. 29) and “the child should be aware that if it does not go well he or she may 

request to be returned to the original grade” (Culross et al., 2013, p. 42). 

Overall, the position of this concept was closely related to the concept of 

Academic Challenge, but was distinguished by considering whether the child experienced 

boredom and if the higher-level class might be a better fit. The notion of fit in the new 

class corresponds with Vygotsky’s emphasis on the learning environment (Kanevsky, 

2011). And research suggests that finding a fit with intellectual peers can benefit students 

who accelerate (Assouline et al., 2015). For example, in a longitudinal, 20-year study of 

60 highly able students, Gross (2006) examined the experiences of students who 

accelerated one or more grades as well as those of students who were not permitted to 

accelerate. Comparing the two groups, they found that highly able students who were 
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educated with same-age peers (i.e., did not accelerate) experienced feelings of 

inadequacy and social isolation, and many dropped out of high school or university.  

2.6.5 Concept Five: Others’ Thoughts. In addition to respecting the child’s 

thoughts and feelings, participants in our study believed Others’ Thoughts should be 

considered in the decision to accelerate. The concept, Others’ Thoughts, contained a 

couple of items relating to teachers’ understanding of the special needs of students’ who 

accelerate. Acceleration guidelines recommend that students who move up a grade be 

placed with teachers “who are receptive to the grade acceleration process” (Culross et al., 

2013, p. 41). Similarly, the Iowa Acceleration Scale indicates that “the receiving 

teacher’s attitudes and support are critical in creating a supporting and welcoming 

environment” (Assouline et al., 2009, p. 21). Participants in our study recognized the 

critical role that teachers play in successful accelerative interventions. 

2.6.6 Concept Six: Social Aspects. High-ability students in our study expressed 

many beliefs about how acceleration might interact with social aspects of schooling 

which clustered together in the concept Social Aspects. Social aspects of acceleration are 

well-documented as concerns for educators, and these concerns may be most evident 

when acceleration is most salient (Southern & Jones, 2015). Salience refers to how 

noticeable acceleration is to others. For example, grade-skipping can be a somewhat 

public event, especially when it occurs within a school where students already know each 

other (Assouline et al., 2009). Participants in our study voiced beliefs that factors 

influencing social aspects of acceleration vary among schools and individuals. Students 

who had accelerated acknowledged the importance of social considerations; however, 
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Publications:  

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2018). Beliefs About Educational Acceleration: Students in 

Inclusive Classes Conceptualize Benefits, Feelings, and Barriers. Journal of 

Educational Research. doi: 10.1080/00220671.2018.1440368 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2018). Strategies for inclusion: Learning from students’ 

perspectives on acceleration in inclusive education. Teaching and Teacher 

Education, 69, 243-252. doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.10.017  

Dare, A.W., Dare, L., & Nowicki, E.A. (2017). Concurrent enrollment: Comparing how 

educators and students categorize students’ motivations. Social Psychology of 

Education, 20(1), 195-213. doi: 10.1007/s11218-016-9364-8 

Nowicki, E.A., Brown, J. D., & Dare, L. (2017). Educators’ evaluations of children's 

ideas on the social exclusion of classmates with intellectual and learning 

disabilities. Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities. doi 

10.1111/jar.12356 

Stack-Cutler, H., Schnirer, L., & Dare, L. (2017). Engaging Populations Living with 

Vulnerable Conditions in Community-Based Research: A Concept Mapping 

Approach to Understanding Positive Practices. Journal of Community Psychology. 

doi:10.1002/jcop.21880 

Dare, L., Nowicki, E.A., & Felimban, H. (2017). Saudi children’s thoughts on inclusive 

education. International Journal of Inclusive Education,21(5), 532-543. doi: 

10.1080/13603116.2016.1218948 

Dare, L., Smith, S., & Nowicki, E. (2016). Parents’ experiences with their children’s 

grade-based acceleration: Struggles, successes, and subsequent needs. Australasian 

Journal of Gifted Education, 25(2), 6-21. doi: 10.21505/ajge.2016.0012 

Kim, J., Kim, D.J., Ortenzio, F., Dare, L., Frank, C., Kost, R.G., & Lowes, M.A. (2016). 

Patients with psoriasis and personalised trade-offs in treatment decisions: Lessons 

learned from focus groups. JAMA Dermatology, 152(6), 720-722. 

doi:10.1001/jamadermatol.2016.0501 

Felimban, H., Nowicki, E.A., Dare, L., &. Brown, J. (2016). A comparison of Saudi and 

Canadian children’s knowledge of the causes of learning difficulties. British 

Journal of Special Education, 43(4), 394–415. doi: 10.1111/1467-8578.12153 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E.A. (2015). Conceptualizing concurrent enrollment: Why high-

achieving students go for it. Gifted Child Quarterly, 59(4), 249-264. doi: 

10.1177/0016986215597749 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E.A. (2015). Twice-exceptionality: Parents’ perspectives on 2e 

identification. Roeper Review, 37(4), 208-218. doi: 

10.1080/02783193.2015.1077911 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E.A. (2015). A Puzzling Paradox: Twice-exceptional students 

hidden in our classrooms. Education Canada, 55(3), 49-51. 

Dare, L., Nowicki, E., & Smith, S. R. (2017). On deciding to accelerate: Conceptualized 

by students who accelerated. Manuscript submitted for publication. 

Coyne-Foresi, M., Crooks, C., Chiodo, D., Nowicki, E.A., & Dare, L. (2018).  A mixed 

methods exploration of benefits for youth mentors in an indigenous high school peer 

mentoring program. Manuscript submitted for publication. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E.A. (2018). “The road less travelled”: What it means to experience 

grade-level acceleration. Manuscript submitted for publication. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0742051X17306789?via%3Dihub
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11218-016-9364-8
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/jcop.21880/full
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13603116.2016.1218948
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=418755840282384;res=IELHSS
http://archderm.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=2505167
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-8578.12153/abstract
http://gcq.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/07/28/0016986215597749.abstract
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02783193.2015.1077911#abstract
https://www.edcan.ca/articles/a-puzzling-paradox/
https://www.edcan.ca/articles/a-puzzling-paradox/
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Technical and Contracted Research Reports (selected): 

Van den Daele, G. & Dare, L. (2018). Tri-County Mennonite Homes 2017 Family 

Satisfaction Survey. Report for Tri-County Mennonite Homes. 

Frank, C., Zorzi, R., Van den Daele, G., Dare, L., McGinnis-Dunphy, M., & Brooker, A. 

(2017). Beginning Teachers’ Learning Journeys Longitudinal Study Year 1 Report. 

Report for the Ontario Ministry of Education: Professionalism, Teaching Policy 

and Standards Branch. 

Dare, L., & Van den Daele, G. (2017). Tri-County Mennonite Homes 2016 Resident 

Satisfaction Survey. Report for Tri-County Mennonite Homes. 

Van den Daele, G. & Dare, L. (2017). Tri-County Mennonite Homes 2016 Employee 

Satisfaction Survey. Report for Tri-County Mennonite Homes. 

Van den Daele, G., Dare, L., & Frank, C. (2016). Assessment of CESBA’s 2010-2015 

Adult and Continuing Education School Improvement Program. Report for Ontario 

Association of Adult and Continuing Education School Board Administrators. 

Dare, L. (2015). ABC Membership survey 2015. Report for the Association of Bright 

Children of Ontario. 

Dare, L., Van den Daele, G., & Dare, A.W. (2015). Tri-County Mennonite Homes 2015 

Employee Satisfaction Survey. Report for Tri-County Mennonite Homes. 

Dare, L., & Van den Daele, G. (2015). Tri-County Mennonite Homes 2015 Resident 

Satisfaction Survey. Report for Tri-County Mennonite Homes. 

Dare, L., Frank, C., & Van den Daele, G. (2015). Preventing and addressing abuse and 

neglect of older adults: E-learning course outcomes evaluation. Report for the 

Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario. 

Frank, C., Zorzi, R., Dare, L., Van den Daele, G., Ismail, Y., Zapotoczny, V., Bakker, P., 

Osseni, R., & Sklash, K. (2015). Longitudinal Evaluation of Ontario’s New 

Teacher Induction Program (NTIP) NTIP Reflections Year 3 Final Report. Report 

for the Ontario Ministry of Education, Teaching Policy and Standards Branch. 

Frank, C., Zorzi, R., Dare, L., Van den Daele, G., Ismail, Y., Zapotoczny, V., Bakker, P., 

Osseni, R., Sklash, K. (2015). Longitudinal Evaluation of Ontario’s New Teacher 

Induction Program (NTIP) NTIP Reflections Year 3 Highlights Report. Report for 

the Ontario Ministry of Education, Teaching Policy and Standards Branch. 

Dare, L. (2015). ABC Conference 2015: Mental Health and Wellness, Feedback 

Summary Report. Report for the Association for Bright Children of Ontario. 

Dare, L., Frank, C., & Van den Daele, G. (2015). A Guide to evaluating an e-learning 

Course. Report for the Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Frank, C. (2015). Psoriasis Decision Aid Focus Group Findings on Tool 

Design. Report for the Rockefeller University Hospital Center for Clinical and 

Translational Science. 

Nowicki, E.A., Dare, L., & Brown, J.D. (2014).  Children’s thoughts on the social 

exclusion of peers with disabilities. Report for the London and District Catholic 

School Board.  

Nowicki, E.A., Dare, L., & Brown, J.D. (2014).  Strategies for including students with 

disabilities. Report for the London and District Catholic School Board.  

Nowicki, E.A., Dare, L., & Brown, J.D. (2014).  A study on children’s beliefs about 

learning difficulties. Report for the London and District Catholic School Board. 

Van den Daele, G. & Dare, L. (2014). 2014 Family Satisfaction Survey, Greenwood 
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Court & Nithview Community. Report for Tri-County Mennonite Homes. 

Van den Daele, G. & Dare, L. (2014). High School Outreach Program Evaluation 

Toolkit. Report for the Toronto Public Library. 

Frank, C., Zorzi, R., Dare, L., Ismail, Y., Van den Daele, G., Sinclair, S., & McCall-

Thomas, E. (2014). Longitudinal Evaluation of Ontario’s New Teacher Induction 

Program (NTIP) NTIP Reflections Year 2 Final Report. Report for the Ontario 

Ministry of Education, Teaching Policy and Standards Branch. 

Dare, L. (2011). Palliative Care Volunteer Program Study. Report for Royal Victoria 

Regional Health Centre, Volunteer Resources. 

Dare, L. (2010). All Boys English Pilot Program Study. Report for Hamilton-Wentworth 

Catholic District School Board. 

Frank, C., Dare, L, & Staring, P. (2010). Parent Involvement in Peel District School 

Board: A study of parents', principals’, and teachers’ views. Report for Peel 

District School Board Parent Involvement Committee. 

Dare, L. & Schilling, M. (2008). Where R U Now? A study of Post-Secondary Pathways. 

Report for Simcoe Muskoka Catholic District School Board.  

 

Professional Development Workshops Delivered: 

Introduction to Group Concept Mapping (January 2018) for Centre for School Mental 

Health, Western University, London, Ontario. 

Group Concept Mapping – A Research Methodology (January 2018) for Research 

Analyst Post-Graduate Program, Georgian College, Barrie, Ontario. 

Qualitative Methods in Program Evaluation (November 2016) for Toronto Public 

Library, Toronto, Ontario. 

Introduction to Program Evaluation (August 2016) for Toronto Public Library, 

Toronto, Ontario. 

Qualitative Methods in Program Evaluation (November 2014) for Toronto Public 

Library, Toronto, Ontario. 

Designing Survey Questions for Program Evaluation (October 2014) for Toronto 

Public Library, Toronto, Ontario. 

Issues in Qualitative Analysis and Reporting (June 2014) co-hosted workshop for the 

Canadian Evaluation Society Annual Conference, Ottawa, Ontario. 

Qualitative Methods in Program Evaluation (May 2014) for Toronto Public Library, 

Toronto, Ontario. 

 

Invited Presentations: 

Dare, L. (December 2017, invited keynote). Skipping a grade: “It’s not a big deal or 

anything.” Paper presented at Association for Bright Children of Ontario annual 

conference, Toronto, Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (May 2016, invited). Acceleration: Learning from accelerated 

students. Presentation at Association for Bright Children of Ontario annual 

conference, Toronto, Ontario. 

Dare, L. (February 2016, invited). Being parents of twice-exceptional children. Guest 

speaker at GLD Australia, Sydney, Australia. 
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Dare, L. (December 2015, invited). From parenting to research: A journey in 

acceleration. Guest speaker at the Gifted Families Support Group Inc, Sydney, 

Australia. 

Dare, L. (November 2015, invited). Conceptualizing dual enrollment: By students! 

Presentation at the Gifted Education Research Forum, Sydney, Australia. 

Dare, L., Nowicki, E.A., & Smith, S. (October 2015, invited). Comparing beliefs about 

acceleration through group concept mapping. Poster at Gifted Futures Forum for 

Talent Enhancement, Sydney, Australia. 

Dare, L. & Dare, A.W. (July 2015, invited). Is acceleration a good idea? Presentation at 

Redeemer University College Gifted Additional Qualification Course, Ancaster, 

Ontario. 

Dare, L. (May 2014, invited). High-achieving secondary students’ perspectives on 

concurrent enrollment. Poster at Canadian Association for Educational Psychology 

annual meeting, St. Catharines, Ontario. 

 

Peer-Reviewed Conference Presentations: 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2017). Voices of Ontario’s Grade-Skippers. Paper presented at 

the Ontario Council for Exceptional Children, Annual Special Education 

Conference, Toronto, Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2017). Grade-skippers share their advice: “Trust the process,” 

“Be yourself,” and “Don’t panic!” Paper presented at the National Association for 

Gifted Children 64th Annual Convention, North Carolina, USA. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2017). Moving students up a grade: Students’ beliefs about 

acceleration in inclusive classes. Paper presented at the Canadian Society for the 

Study of Education 44th annual conference, Toronto, Ontario. 

Dare, L. (2016). 'They Shouldn't HAVE to Be Bored': Children's Perspectives on the 

Decision to Accelerate. Paper presented at the National Association for Gifted 

Children 63rd Annual Convention, Florida, USA. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2016). High school students enrolled in university: 10 reasons 

why it’s a good thing. Poster presented at the Society for Teaching and Learning in 

Higher Education conference, London, Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Myers, P. (2015). Avoid Fuzzy Data: How to ask clear survey questions. 

Professional Development session for the Canadian Committee of Graduate 

Students in Education at the Canadian Society for the Study of Education 43rd 

annual conference, Ottawa, Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2015). 2e. Poster presented at the Canadian Society for the 

Study of Education 43rd annual conference, Ottawa, Ontario. 

Dare, L., Nowicki, E. & Dare, A. W. (2015). Understanding Students’ Perspectives on 

Acceleration. Learning Fair at the Learning Out Loud Ministry of Education 

Forum, Toronto, Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2014). The Many Faces of Twice-Exceptionality. Poster 

presented at the Ontario Council for Exceptional Children 58th annual special 

education conference, Niagara, Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2014). Concurrent enrollment: High-achieving secondary 

students’ perspectives on acceleration. Paper presented at Canadian Society for the 

Study of Education 42nd annual conference, St. Catharines, Ontario. 
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Dare, L. (2014). Understanding reasons for program participation. Ignite Presentation 

for the Canadian Evaluation Society annual conference, Ottawa, Ontario. 

Dare, L. & Nowicki, E. (2013). Why Accelerate? Words from the WISE. Poster presented 

at the Ontario Council for Exceptional Children 58th annual special education 

conference, Niagara, Ontario. 

 

Professional Associations:  

Canadian Evaluation Society 

American Evaluation Association 

Canadian Association for Educational Psychology 

Association for Bright Children of Ontario  

Canadian Society for the Study of Education 

Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario 

National Association for Gifted Children 

Plain Language Network 

 

Training & Certificates: 

Canadian Evaluation Society, Strategic Project Management for Evaluators 

(2017) 

Western University, Certificate in University Teaching and Learning (2015) 

National Institutes of Health, Plain Language Training (2015)  

Moodle, Teaching with Moodle an Introduction (2015) 

University of California Irvine on Coursera, Project Management: The Basics 

for Success (2015) 

Western University, Worker Health and Safety Awareness (2014) 

Western University, Accessibility at Western – Accessibility in Teaching (2014) 

Canadian Evaluation Society, Essential Skills Series – Logic Models (2014) 

Western University, Mental Health Interactive Learning Module (2013) 

Western University, Teaching Assistant Training Program (2013)  

North Simcoe Muskoka Palliative Care Network, Advanced Hospice Palliative 

Care Training (2011)  

Royal Victoria Regional Health Centre, Accessibility Standards Training: 

Customer Service (2010) 

Canadian Evaluation Society, Essential Skills Series: Evaluating for Results 

(2009) 

Hospice Simcoe, Fundamental Hospice Palliative Care Volunteer Training (2006) 

 

Volunteer Roles (recent): 

Royal Victoria Regional Health Centre – Volunteer Visitor (2006- present) 

Royal Victoria Regional Health Centre – Co-Team Lead for Volunteers on the 

Palliative and Cancer Care Unit (2010 – 2015) 

Simcoe County Regional Science and Technology Fair – Judge (2007, 2008, 

2010, 2015, 2016, 2017) 

Canadian Committee of Graduate Studies in Education, Association of the 

Canadian Society for the Study of Education – Peer-reviewer for 2015 Annual 

Conference, Ottawa. 


