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Figure 3.20. Math Block Choice Board 

 

Figure 3.21. Math Learning Station – Fraction Pictionary 

 

From the poster-lined walls and ceiling to the interchangeable cluster of desks, the 

classroom was a setting designed to engage learners. As Speirs Neumeister and Burney 

(2012) noted, “Learning environments foster personal and social responsibility, 
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multicultural competence, and interpersonal and technical communications skills for 

leadership in the 21st century to ensure specific learner outcomes” (p. 53).  

Participants 

The participating teacher, Mrs. Beecher (see Table 3.8), was a third-grade teacher 

at the center for advanced studies with more than 28 years of experience teaching 

elementary and secondary gifted children in Northeastern and Southeastern U.S. states. 

She spent 10 of the 28 years teaching in public schools with a large proportion of learners 

with CLED backgrounds. Mrs. Beecher received informal training with building 

community in the classroom from Kagan Classroom Management (2020) professional 

development workshops and formal training through responsive classroom training 

(Responsive Classroom, 2020). A responsive classroom is a student-centered, social, and 

emotional learning approach to teaching and classroom management (Responsive 

Classroom, 2020). The evidence-based practices are designed to create a safe, joyful, and 

engaging classroom community for both students and teachers (Responsive Classroom, 

2020).  

Four parents took part in the study. Two parents interested in participating in the 

study contacted the researcher through e-mail within a week of receiving the first 

electronic message. after discussing the study with the researcher, they returned their 

signed consent forms via e-mail (see Appendix O). As a school that received Title I funds 

and classified as a Community Eligibility Provision school, the school had a high percent 

of lower SES families eligible for free or reduced lunch and as per Mrs. Beecher all of the 

learners in her class were eligible for the federally funded program (www2.ed.gov., 2018; 
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Fdacs.gov., 2019.). McIntosh and Ophelia (pseudonyms; see Table 3.8), met the 

economically diverse background criteria. McIntosh’s child received gifted services 

through a pullout model at another Title I school the previous year. McIntosh qualified to 

have her child transferred from a poor-performing school to the school site. A state policy 

enabled students to transfer from one school to another if the original school grade had 

been a D or F for 3 years (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Ophelia’s child received 

gifted services the previous year at the school site. 

The other set of parents responded to the second electronic message sent by Mrs. 

Beecher. The parents did not have access to a printer and contacted the researcher by 

telephone and agreed to meet at the local public library to sign the consent forms (see 

Appendix P). Sharon (pseudonym) was a single parent with a Caribbean cultural 

background. Sharon’s child received gifted services from the school site the previous 

year. The other parent, Davida (pseudonym), had a Latino cultural background and 

English was not her family’s first language. Davida’s child attended the school site the 

previous year but was not eligible for gifted services until the start of the current school 

year. 

Parents needed to meet two criteria to take part in this study: having a child with a 

CLED background and perceiving their child had demonstrated low achievement or 

underachievement in the classroom in at least one subject. Ford (2010) asserted that 

parents or caregivers are valuable sources of information about their children. The 

researcher listened to the experiences and points of view of the participants, one teacher 

and four parents, to gain multiple perspectives on the phenomenon of the impact of 
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building a community in the classroom on underachieving CLED gifted learners (cf. 

Creswell, 2013). A researcher must focus on the meaning that participants convey about 

the phenomenon without imposing personal meaning (Creswell, 2013). Obtaining various 

views of the phenomenon provided the researcher with a richer understanding of the 

phenomenon.  

Table 3.8. Participant Pseudonyms and Backgrounds 

Participant Background Child’s position at school 
Teacher   

Mrs. 
Beecher 

White American cultural 
background 

– 

Parents   
Sharon Free or reduced lunch 

participant 
Caribbean cultural background  

Self-contained gifted classroom 
second and third grade at school site 
 

Davida Free or reduced lunch 
participant 
Latin cultural background and 
English language learner (ELL) 

Self-contained gifted classroom third 
grade (general ed. previous year at 
school site) 
 

Ophelia Free or reduced lunch 
participant 
White American culture 

Self-contained gifted classroom third 
grade (general ed. previous year at 
school site) 

McIntosh Free or reduced lunch 
participant 
Transferred from an 
underperforming neighborhood 
school 

Self-contained gifted classroom third 
grade (gifted pullout model previous 
year) 

 

Role of the Researcher 

The role of a qualitative researcher is as the instrument for collecting, examining 

and interpreting data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher in this study observed 

behavior, interviewed, and collected artifacts about the persistent problem of practice in 



 

 89 

the field (cf. Creswell, 2013). Because the researcher is a vital instrument in collecting 

and analyzing data, Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested clarifying the biases a 

researcher might bring to the study from prior experiences. Creswell and Creswell 

reported that if researchers’ backgrounds included similar experiences, it could have an 

influence on their interpretation of the findings.  

The field notes from the observations and interviews were the primary means of 

collecting data for this study. The classroom observation protocols (see Appendices J and 

K) aligned with the sense of belonging theory by McMillan and Chavis (1986). The 

researcher acknowledged the importance of refraining from incorporating bias, such as 

personal prejudices and assumptions, into the study (cf. CITI, 2019). To prevent 

assumptions, preconceived beliefs, and ideas that could have influenced this study, the 

researcher maintained a reflective journal throughout the study (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).  

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), a reflective journal provides 

opportunities for the researcher to note and examine feelings, reactions, and motives 

based on gender, culture, and socioeconomic origins that might influence the 

interpretation of the results. Throughout the study, the researcher acknowledged biases in 

the form of a reflection journal and considered the biases during the data analysis and 

interpretation (cf. CITI, 2019). Creswell and Creswell described building reflexivity as 

considering one’s background, culture, and experiences to understand their influences on 

the interpretations of data and themes. In this case study, the reflective journal was the 

means used to build reflexivity and reduce biases on multiple levels, such as during data 
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collection, data analysis, and the production of generalizations (cf. CITI, 2019; Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018). Reflecting and informing the reader of similar past experiences that 

might present during the research process is a way to clarify the connection between the 

researcher and the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Innovation or Intervention 

The focus of this case study was to gain an understanding of the connection 

between perceptions of CLED gifted learners who underachieve and actively building a 

community in the classroom. A community-centered environment provides educators 

with the opportunity to promote stretching students’ capabilities with the curriculum 

(Delisle, 2002). In this inductive study of teachers’ perceptions, the researcher sought to 

understand the impact of building community in the classroom on underachieving CLED 

gifted learners. The researcher did not measure intervention or implement innovation in 

this study. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data Collection Instruments 

A researcher uses a case study design to explore a real-life, contemporary 

bounded system (case) over time through detailed, in-depth data collection (Creswell, 

2013). The data collection process for this case study began in December 2019 and ended 

in February 2020, in which a variety of tools were used to collect and organize the data. 

In this case study, a variety of tools enabled the collection and organization of the data, 

including interview transcripts, observation field notes, and classroom artifacts. The 

participants engaged in semi structured interviews, three for the teacher and two for each 
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of the four parents. Two non-participatory observations of the classroom took place. The 

first observation was of the teacher’s morning instructional routines in the classroom. 

According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), teachers should begin each day with 

membership to build a community. Boundaries in membership provide individuals with 

the emotional safety they need to share their needs and feelings without being ostracized. 

The second observation was to note additional classroom routines and teaching 

instructional strategies used to promote community-building in the classroom. Artifacts 

comprised classroom photographs, lesson plans, and a description of the preferred 

electronic communication tool utilized by the teacher and parents.  

Semi structured Interviews  

 The researcher conducted three 40 minute semi structured, face-to-face interviews 

in the teacher’s classroom to create a comfortable environment. During the interviews, 

open-ended questions were the means used to encourage the teacher to relax, open up, 

and speak freely (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher audio-recorded each 

interview with the participant’s consent to allow for a natural conversation and a 

verbatim transcript of the interview (cf. CITI, 2019). The researcher shared the interview 

protocol with Mrs. Beecher before conducting the interviews to further ensure a 

comfortable environment. Mrs. Beecher took part in three interviews, with her responses 

providing direct support for the first and second research questions. The first teacher 

interview was a means to establish a baseline of the teacher’s perception of gifted 

learners, CLED gifted learners, underachieving CLED gifted learners, and active 

community-building (see Appendix E). The second and third interviews allowed the 
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researcher to explore the creation and maintenance of teacher-student and teacher-parent 

relationships in a classroom community.  

The teacher’s interview protocols comprised three sections regarding her 

experience teaching gifted learners, supporting underachieving gifted learners, and 

actively building community in the classroom. As shown in Table 3.9, the teacher’s 

interview responses provided direct support of the literature reviewed and the central 

research question for this study. 
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Table 3.9. Teacher Interview Questions 

Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  

literature review 
What characteristics do 
you look for when 
referring students for 
gifted services?  

The connection between the teacher’s 
perception of giftedness and the 
definition of Sousa (2009) and 
Sternberg (2007) 

Speirs Neumeister & 
Burney, 2012; Sousa, 
2009; Sternberg, 2007 

How would you describe 
(characteristics of) an 
underachieving learner? 

Distinguish between gifted and 
nongifted underachieving learner 

Delisle & Galbraith, 
2002; Foley-Nicpon et al., 
2011, as cited in Callahan 
& Hertberg-Davis, 2018  

How would you describe 
an underachieving CLED 
gifted learner? 

If a fixed mindset, the participants 
displayed self-handicapping behavior 

Gifted underachievement is 
associated with self-efficacy and 
expectations to succeed 
(perfectionism) 

Refusing to attempt a challenging 
task or complete a task for fear of 
failure have a fixed theory of 
intelligence 

Dweck, 2012 
 

Delisle & Galbraith, 
2002; Matthews et al., 
2014, as cited in Callahan 
& Hertberg-Davis, 2018; 
McCoach & Siegle, 2003; 
Siegle & Langley, 2016; 
Snyder et al., 2014 

How do you support 
underachieving learners 
in your classroom? 

Teaching strategies and classroom 
environment that support the 
underachieving learner 

Delisle, 2002; Siegle & 
Langley, 2016  

How do you incorporate 
your students’ interests 
and lives outside of the 
classroom into the 
classroom? 

Differentiation is to engage all 
learners by integrating the content 
across disciplines, implementing 
learning experiences based on 
student interest 

Reis et al., 2007 

What types of 
information do you share 
about yourself with the 
students? And, how is 
what you share about 
yourself used to create 
and maintain teacher-
student relationships?  

Sociocultural and ZPD theories 
emphasize the importance of 
community dialogue in the 
development of cognitive abilities 

Lee & Smagorinsky, 
2000; Vygotsky, 1978  
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Table 3.9 (Continued) 

Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  

literature review 
What is your perception 
of building a community 
in your classroom? 

Evidence that belonging explains 
the relationship between motivation 
and achievement, suggesting that it 
serves as an essential underlying 
experience for engaged, 
achievement-related behavior 

Faircloth & Hamm, 
2005; Goodenow, 1993; 
Goodenow & Grady, 
2010; McMillan, 2011 

How do you build 
community in your 
classroom? 

School learning communities’ 
characteristics promote innovative 
ideas, such as learner-centered, 
experiential, democratic, collegial, 
and community-oriented 
approaches to teaching and learning 

Giles & Hargreaves, 
1997; Anderman & 
Freeman 2004; Delisle, 
2002; Juvonen, 2006; 
McMillan, 2011; 
Vygotsky, 1978 

How do you create and 
maintain teacher-student 
relationships in a 
classroom community?  

Feelings of belonging have been 
demonstrated to support students’ 
motivation and engagement 

Anderman & Freeman, 
2004; Juvonen, 2006; 
McMillan, 2011; 
Vygotsky, 1978 

 

According to Ford (2010), parents or caregivers are effective sources of 

information about their children’s strengths and weaknesses because they share cultural 

values with their children; however, educators seldom utilize this informational resource. 

The researcher conducted two telephone interviews each with four parents of students in 

the participating teacher’s classroom to answer the third research question, What are 

parents’ perceptions of classroom community-building with CLED gifted learners who 

underachieve? The parent interviews were another source of evidence of the teacher’s 

classroom community’s influence on underachieving CLED gifted learners. The parents 

who agreed to participate in the study printed, signed, and returned the consent letter to 

the researcher (see Appendix F).  

The first 35 minute interview provided a baseline of parents’ perceptions of the 

underachieving characteristics (cf. Allen, 2017; Ford et al., 2008; Ford & Moore, 2013; 
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Moore et al., 2005; Speirs Neumeister et al., 2007; Reis & McCoach, 2000) observed in 

their children and their perceptions of community-building in the classroom (see 

Appendix H). In the first interview, if the parents perceived that their children 

demonstrated low achievement during the previous year, the researcher asked the parents 

to participate in a second interview. The first four questions (see Table 3.10) provided the 

opportunity to understand if a learner demonstrated the characteristics of 

underachievement as reviewed in the literature in Chapter 2. In the second interview, the 

researcher noted the parents’ perception of changes in their children’s behavior due to 

community-building in the classroom by their current teacher (see Appendix I). Table 

3.10 shows the parent interview questions supported by the literature review and the 

parent responses to the questions supported by the third sub question in the study.  

Table 3.10. Parent Interview Questions 

Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  

literature review 
How would you describe your 
child’s academic experience 
this year?  

Parents’ perceptions of the 
child’s abilities 

Allen, 2017; Ford et al. 
2008; Ford & Moore, 
2013; Moore et al., 2005; 
Speirs Neumeister et al., 
2007; Reis & McCoach, 
2000; Rimm, 1988  

So far this year, is there one 
specific subject in which his or 
her performance is low? 
Excels? 

Parents’ perceptions of 
underachieving 
characteristics. 

McMillan & Chavis, 
1996 

(If the parents’ comments 
indicate low achievement) 
What did his or her teacher do 
to help support your child? 

Teaching strategies and 
classroom environments 
support underachieving 
learners 

Delisle 2002; Siegle & 
Langley, 2016 
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Table 3.10 Continued 

Questions Connection with literature 
Reference to  

literature review 
How does your child describe 
their academic achievement 
this year? 

Child’s perception of their 
abilities: self-efficacy and 
self-perception 

McCoach & Siegle, 
2003; Rimm, 1988; 
Siegle et al., 2018, as 
cited in Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis, 2018 

Does your child have 
classroom friends? 

The child has intimate social 
connections, initiates the 
feeling of belonging. 

McMillan & Chavis, 
1996 

Is your child motivated to 
complete homework? Is he or 
she able to complete the work 
independently? Who helps 
your child with homework? 

Child’s perception of their 
abilities: self-efficacy and 
self-perception  

Refusing to attempt a 
challenging task or complete 
a task for fear of failure 
have a fixed theory of 
intelligence. 

Delisle, 2002; McCoach 
& Siegle, 2003; Siegle 
& Langley, 2016; 
Snyder et al., 2014 

How does your child’s teacher 
incorporate his or her interests 
and home lives into the 
classroom? 

Engage learners by 
integrating experiences 
based on student interest. 

Teachers, caregivers, and 
cultural environments 
influence a learner’s 
development of higher-order 
thinking. 

Ladson-Billings, 2006, 
as cited in Callahan & 
Hertberg-Davis; Lee & 
Smagorinsky, 2000; 
Reis et al., 2007 

In what way(s) has your 
child’s teacher helped you to 
feel a part of your child’s 
school experience? 

The parent is perceived as a 
partner in the learning 
process and an active 
member of the community. 

Faircloth & Hamm, 
2005; McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986; Rimm, 
1988; Senge et al., 2012 

How do you create and 
maintain a parent-teacher 
partnership? 

Perceive self as an active 
member in the system of the 
development of their child. 

McMillan & Chavis, 
1986; Rimm, 1988; 
Senge et al., 2012 

 

Nonparticipant Observations  

Descriptive field notes were generated from nonparticipant observations of the 

classroom (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). According to the sense of community theory by 

McMillan and Chavis (1986), six elements comprise the foundation of the theory, each 
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with sub elements: membership, influence, integration of fulfillment of needs, shared 

emotional connection, time symbolized in rituals, and spiritual bond. The observation 

protocols (see Appendices M and N) included four of the six elements of the sense of 

community theory by McMillan and Chavis. Membership, or fitting in, is “a feeling that 

one has invested part of oneself in becoming a member and therefore has a right to 

belong” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 9). With membership comes boundaries; some 

people belong within the boundaries and some do not. According to McMillan and 

Chavis, boundaries provide members with the emotional safety they need to share their 

needs and feelings without the threat of being ostracized. The researcher looked for the 

teacher’s intent to dissolve barriers between classroom learners and instructor strategies 

to help them feel safe, accepted, and welcomed for the membership element in the 

observation protocol.  

Influence was the second element in building community (McMillan & Chavis, 

1986). According to Peterson and Martens (1972, as cited in McMillan & Chavis, 1986), 

there is a sharing of power that results in greater “ownership” of the community by the 

participants. Members feel attracted to a group because of their influence over what 

group members do; their voices have merit. The researcher observed the teacher’s 

established procedures and routines used to empower learners as they navigated 

independently throughout the classroom.  

To assess the third element, the fulfillment of needs, the researcher considered the 

teacher’s processes of acknowledging learners’ successes and accomplishments to fulfill 

learners’ needs. McMillan and Chavis (1986) believed that “it is impossible to determine 
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all of the reinforcements that bind people together into a close community, although 

several reinforcers have been identified: status, competence, and shared values” (p. 13). 

The researcher observed this element in the classroom by noting how the teacher helped 

to promote learners’ self-efficacy through their accomplishments. In addition to the 

learners’ self-efficacy, the researcher noted the sense of agency in the interactions 

between teacher and students during classroom activities. The teacher enabled learners to 

navigate assignments and activities successfully by providing direct feedback. The 

duality of self-efficacy and sense of agency are key for fulfilling the need for control in 

one’s environment (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  

Shared emotional connection was the fourth element of the theory by McMillan 

and Chavis (1986). The more positive the experiences between members in shared 

events, the greater the likelihood of members bonding and sharing an emotional 

connection. In other words, the more important the shared event to group members, the 

more they bonded as a community (Myers, 1962, as cited in McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 

The researcher expected to see the teacher use activities and events to address the 

learners’ social-emotional needs. The events were not limited to classroom activities but 

could occur outside of the daily routines of the academic day.  

The first classroom observation occurred as the school day began to understand 

how and if the morning routines included the six foundational elements. During the 

observation, the researcher noted and observed the following as field notes: (a) morning 

classroom activities of teacher-student interaction, (b) teacher-directed or student-

directed classroom processes, (c) classroom environment, (d) behavior management 
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system, (e) the role of the teacher in the classroom, (f) the student-directed time and 

classroom processes allowed by the teacher, (g) the curriculum, and (h) examples of how 

the teacher created a community in the classroom (see Appendix M). Chapter Four 

provides further explanation and analysis. 

During the second classroom observation, the researcher observed and recorded 

the following as field notes: (a) the classroom activities of the teacher-student, (b) the 

student-directed time and classroom processes allowed by the teacher, (c) instructional 

groupings, and (d) examples of how the teacher created a community in the classroom 

(see Appendix N). In the second observation, the researcher focused more on how the 

teacher created a bond between the students and the environment so that learners felt safe 

to express their personalities, take risks, and work alongside others unlike themselves 

(Delisle, 2002; Faircloth & Hamm, 2005). The researcher used an observation protocol to 

collect data on teacher practices (see Appendix N). In addition to the interviews and 

observations, the researcher collected documents and artifacts from the classroom in 

search of evidence for the teacher’s perception of actively building community in the 

classroom. The materials used as evidence included lesson plans, lesson objectives, 

classroom handouts, and photographs. 

Documents and Artifacts 

Documents and artifacts from the classroom served as evidence for whether the 

teacher actively developed relationships through building community. The collected 

documents included lesson plans and objectives. Communication with students’ families 

and the community, such as newsletters and informational e-mails, enabled the researcher 
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to understand teacher-created relationships with families and the community. Artifacts, 

such as photographs of the classroom arrangement and walls, were collected during the 

classroom observation. Photographs visually presented Mrs. Beecher’s environment (cf. 

Creswell, 2003). In case studies, researchers must use visual materials to obtain a 

comprehensive understanding of the case (Creswell, 2013). 

Triangulation was a means to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 

phenomenon and the perceptions of building community in the classroom (cf. Creswell, 

2003). The coding process of artifacts suggested by Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

provided further evidence of responses to the study’s research questions. First, the 

photographs and classroom documents for the study received code labels. Next was the 

process of grouping the artifacts according to the research question to which they 

provided evidence. Figure 3.22 shows the teacher’s math lesson for small-group 

instruction for CLED gifted learners who needed to review specific math skills or 

concepts.  
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Figure 3.22. Small Group Math Instruction 

 

Data Analysis 

Procedures 

As the key instrument in collecting and analyzing the data in this case study, the 

researcher’s primary concern was the explicit acknowledgment of biases (CITI, 2019; 

Creswell, 2013). Data analysis occurred by separating the collection into categories, 

searching for similarities and differences of the cases and issue-relevant meaning (cf. 

Creswell, 2013). Upon completing the analysis, the researcher determined observed 

patterns and broad categories for the emergent themes. 

The structure used to provide a detailed description of the teacher and the 

classroom of this study was written narrative. The researcher followed a transcription 

process during data analysis to form themes from the generalizations and categories. 
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According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), the data analysis process has sequential steps 

and multiple analysis levels. The researcher followed each step to analyze the data. 

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis by transcribing the interviews, 

typing field notes, cataloging all visual material, and sorting data into 

categories; 

2. Read or look at all the data to gain an understanding of the quantity of data 

and its overall meaning. Reflecting on the following questions may provide 

the researcher with insights. What are the participants’ general ideas? What is 

the tone of the ideas? What is the impression of the overall depth, credibility, 

and use of the information? In addition to the questions, researchers can 

maintain a reflective journal of general thoughts about the data to reduce bias; 

3. Start coding all the data to organize the data by chunking (text or image 

segments) and writing a word to represent a category in the margin. The 

researcher categorizes and labels the segment sentences. Provide the reader 

with coding procedures to understand the researchers’ intent; 

4. Generate descriptions and themes of the setting, people, and categories or 

themes for analysis. The descriptions are a detailed rendering of information 

about the people, places, or events in a setting. Next, establish codes for the 

descriptions, which are the themes generated from the data. In the findings 

section, these themes will become the headings of the section. The researcher 

analyzes the themes for each case; 
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5. Represent the themes (usually in narrative form) to display descriptive 

information about each participant in a table. In conjunction with the 

discussion, tables are great visual aids for the readers (pp. 193-195). 

Organizing Data for Analysis  

Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested that a researcher first transcribe and 

member check all the interviewed data and field notes. Photographs and documents, such 

as lesson plans, underwent cataloging, sorting, and arranging beside the interview and 

observation data. After conducting the member checks and cataloging the visual data, the 

researcher considered questions posed by Creswell and Creswell, “What general ideas are 

the teacher or parents saying? What is the tone of the ideas? What are the overall depth, 

credibility, and use of the information?” (p. 193). The researcher noted the responses to 

these questions in the margins on the text and transferred the responses to a reflective 

journal (see Table 3.11). Maintaining a reflective journal is a method of acknowledging 

the biases and values of a researcher’s background, culture, or experiences that could 

have an impact on the study. 

Coding Process  

The first step in establishing patterns from the data is to assign codes and to label 

text systematically (Creswell, 2013). The coding procedures for this study were based 

upon the four elements in the sense of community theory in the theoretical framework by 

McMillan and Chavis (1986): membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared 

emotional connection. First, the researcher looked for significant statements from the 

teacher’s first and second interviews that aligned with the theoretical framework, using 
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NVivo to code each statement electronically. After coding of the teacher’s interviews, the 

researcher electronically coded the first observation using the same process, 

simultaneously placing tally marks by each element to compare later and to mark which 

of the four elements were more prevalent in building a community for the teacher. Tables 

3.11 and 3.12 present examples of coding field notes from the first and second 

observation protocol.  

Table 3.11. First Classroom Observation Protocol  

Sense of belonging 
and community1 

Observed 
occurrence 

tally 
Evidence of observed trait in 

setting 
Reflective notes and 

comments 
Membership: 
Teacher’s intent to 
dissolve barriers b/w 
learners & feeling of 
acceptance/ 
welcomed 

1 Volume increases when 
Amanda one of the five 
learners, enters the classroom 
behind me. 

Unpacking book bags, 
delivering homework the 
appropriate place, and 
conversing with peers already 
in room (see Figure 13). 

The volume of voices 
and familiarity with 
routines denotes 
confidence in 
procedures 

Membership: 
Teacher’s intent to 
have emotional 
safety present 
(vulnerability, can 
speak honestly) 

I As I begin to take notes, a 
debate ensues as to when 
Jesus was really born. Five 
more students enter the 
classroom, immediately 
unpack their book bags, and 
join the conversation with 
their opinion as to the birth of 
Jesus. 

A debate ensues about 
Jesus’s birth, an 
advanced topic for 
third graders.  

Students freely express 
their thoughts. I 
wonder if all students 
debating are Christians. 
If some students are of 
other faiths, are they 
joining the 
conversation?  

Influence: Teacher’s 
procedure to 
empower learners to 
suggest changes to 
the curriculum or 
other classroom 
activities  
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Table 3.11 Continued  

Sense of belonging 
and community1 

Observed 
occurrence 

tally 
Evidence of observed trait 

in setting 
Reflective notes and 

comments 
Influence: Teacher-
directed classroom 
processes (note how 
much time or 
number of 
activities) 

I Beecher announces 
homework and home folder 
reminder. 
Learners place homework 
and home folder in 
designated location.  

Homework basket sits on 
top of students’ blue 
mailboxes. Sign on the 
mailbox reads: Once 
homework is corrected, it 
will be returned to your 
mailbox. (see Figure 13). 

Smooth flow of 
morning routines 

Each learner is 
engaged in a task  

Each learner knows 
where to place items 

Fulfillment of 
needs: Teacher’s 
procedure to 
acknowledge 
successes/ 
accomplishments  

 Four leaners go to library, 
Jayla upset not one of the 
four.  

Beecher: “Jasmine, I need 
you to accompany Amanda 
to the library when that 
group returns. She needs a 
friend to go with her, and 
you’re a good friend.” Jayla 
smiles. 

Two other students are 
upset that they are not going 
to the library. 

Beecher defuses the 
situation with positive 
acknowledgment. 
Disgruntled student 
going to the library 
with a friend and is 
happy 

Fulfillment of 
needs: Classroom 
activities 
interactions b/w 
teacher-learner  

I Beecher from her desk, 
“Zeke, why don’t you come 
here to talk to me.” Darrel 
walks to Beecher’s desk to 
talk and tells her that he is 
not feeling well. Zeke is 
still in front of class 
pouting. After a couple of 
minutes, Zeke reluctantly 
goes to Beecher to talk (see 
Figure 13). 

Zeke reluctant in 
following Beecher’s 
instructions  

Receiving wanted 
attention, completes 
assignment next to 
Beecher 
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Table 3.11 Continued 

Sense of belonging 
and community1 

Observed 
occurrence 

tally 
Evidence of observed trait 

in setting 
Reflective notes and 

comments 

Shared emotional 
connection  

Activities that 
address social-
emotional needs  

 

I Beecher announces, 
“Students here is your 
second-morning meeting 
question. If you were 
spending the day with a 
child that spoke another 
language, what would you 
do with that child?” “Think 
about the question and turn 
to your buddy.” After a 
minute or two, students and 
Beecher turn to their buddy 
and respond (see Figure 12). 

Morning meetings 
engage learners by 
listening to prompt 
then turn to buddy to 
respond.  

Learners close 
proximity, but 
attention on buddy.  

Shared emotional 
connection: Special 
events 

   

Other observable 
items that display a 
sense of belonging 
and community 

   

Note. 1 = McMillan, 2011. 

Table 3.12. Second Classroom Observation Protocol 

Sense of 
belonging and 
community1 

Observed 
occurrence 

tally Evidence of observed trait in setting 
Reflective notes and 

comments 
Membership: 
Teacher’s intent 
to dissolve 
barriers between 
learners and 
feeling of 
acceptance/ 
welcome 

I Beecher exclaims, “Wimpy Kid 
group, come and get your books.” 
“Super Pudge group and Harry 
Potter group.” I notice the book 
titles are hanging over clusters of 
desks, learners are in teams 
according to book titles. Beecher 
meets with one asking the student to 
go back and look for an answer in 
the passage (see Figure 13). 

First observation, 
Beecher calls cluster of 
desks by group name, 
title of the book the 
learners chose to read. 

Learners grouped by 
common book enjoyed 
reading. (During first 
teacher interview, 
Beecher explains 
teams change 
throughout the year, 
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not always books 
determine teams.) 
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Table 3.12 Continued 

Sense of 
belonging and 
community1 

Observed 
occurrence 

tally 
Evidence of observed trait in 

setting 
Reflective notes and 

comments 
Membership: 
Teacher’s intent 
to have emotional 
safety present 
(vulnerability, 
can speak 
honestly) 

   

Influence: 
Teacher’s 
procedure to 
empower learners 
to suggest 
changes to the 
curriculum or 
other classroom 
activities  

   

Influence: 
Teacher-directed 
classroom 
processes (note 
how much time 
or number of 
activities) 

I Returning from lunch, 12 
learners pile into the 
classroom, placing lunch totes 
near or in their book bags. 
Beecher asks learners what 
time it is, and students 
responded in unison, “Power 
Hour Time!”  

Three to four learners referred 
to the board before responding 
(see Figure 8). Beecher 
informs learners to work 
quietly in groups or 
individually, while she calls 
each group for remediation 
questions (see Figure 21). 

Little downtime when 
transitioning  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Learners know routines 
and expectations. 
Assert independence.  
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Table 3.12 Continued 

Sense of 
belonging and 
community1 

Observed 
occurrence 

tally 
Evidence of observed trait in 

setting 
Reflective notes and 

comments 
Fulfillment of 
needs: Teacher’s 
procedure to 
acknowledge 
successes/ 
accomplishments  

I Beecher finishes with two 
students and rewards them 
with a treat from the treat jar. 
Beecher asks another student, 
Darrel, to join her. The two 
work through several 
problems. Darrel successfully 
answers a question from the 
QMSA, and Beecher 
congratulates Darrel, asking 
for a high five. Darrel happily 
responds and continues to read 
(see Figure 13). 

Small trinkets from the 
Dollar Store produces 
huge smile from Darrel 

High five same as treat  

Darrel needs one-on-
one attention 

Fulfillment of 
needs: 
Classroom 
activities 
interactions 
between teacher-
learner  

I Beecher announces, “Super 
Pudge,” please come up.” Two 
students go to meet with 
Beecher at the kidney-shaped 
table. Beecher follows the 
same line of questioning as 
with the Harry Potter group: 
first, comprehension question, 
followed by story element 
questions, ending with asking 
what their favorite part of the 
book they have read.  

One learner finds favorite 
section in book, points to it 
without reading it. Learner 
provides lengthy explanation. 
Beecher asked learner to 
“wrap it up.”  

Other learner cannot find their 
favorite part in the book but 
explains it to Beecher (see 
Figure 13). 

Learners choosing 
tasks and order practice 
prioritizing time 
management 

Beecher free to meet 
with small groups for 
individual needs 

Shared 
emotional 
connection: 
Activities that 
address social 
emotional needs  
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Table 3.12 Continued 

Sense of 
belonging and 
community1 

Observed 
occurrence 

tally 
Evidence of observed trait in 

setting 
Reflective notes and 

comments 
Shared 
emotional 
connection: 
Special events 

I Zeke walks up to Beecher 
with pictures in hand. 
Beecher asks Zeke’s group to 
come to the kidney-shaped 
table and join Zeke. Beecher 
informs the group to go to her 
with their work to check 
before picking pictures for 
their science project board. 
Beecher and group review 
questions (see Figure 20). 

Science fair 
preparation significant 
for learners. Learners 
ask me to look at their 
group’s science board. 

Other observable 
items that 
display a sense 
of belonging and 
community 

   

Note. 1 = McMillan, 2011. 

Beecher’s and the parents’ interview responses were coded by chunking those 

responses into equally weighted significant statements of their perceptions of 

underachievement and building community in the classroom. NVivo assigned a 

percentage to the number of repeated statements. Creswell (2013) referred to this process 

of coding as horizontalization. Table 3.13 is an example of coding transcripts using 

NVivo software. Table 3.14 is an example of the coding and chunking of Mrs. Beecher’s 

first interview responses using the NVivo software. The repeated statements with the 

highest percentage were clustered into themes. 
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Table 3.13. Sample of Transcript Statements Coded Using NVivo 

Teacher interview transcript Coding by NVivo 
1. How did you know they were underachieving? 

2. With one, I know that she had capabilities. She comes 
from a lower SES. Her parents are split up with custody 
issues. 

3. With SES, that’s socioeconomic status? 

4. That’s correct. The supervision isn’t as steady as in a 
typical, normal American family. Grand mom does a 
lot, she can’t pick them up or take them to school, and 
Dad works the late shift. So, it is just a little 
disorganized, and I know she just gives up easily. Like 
today, I just don’t want to do it. Well, third grade is the 
first grade of the high stakes. 

Characteristics of 
underachieving learner 
 
 
 
 

Support for underachieving 
learner 

 

Grouping 

NVivo qualitative data analysis software was the aid used to categorize statements 

with similar meanings from teacher and parent interviews, and then group responses 

according to four elements of community-building by McMillan and Chavis (2011; i.e., 

membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection). The 

researcher used the continued process of grouping statements to delve deeper and 

understand the data (Creswell, 2003). Table 3.14 shows an example of grouping the 

fulfillment of needs statements from both the teacher’s first interview and the field notes 

from the first observation. 
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Table 3.14. Sample Fulfillment of Needs Grouping Teacher Interview and Observation 

Data source, 
reference, 

and percent Data source text Groupings and categories 
Beecher 
interview 1 
Dec. 4: 
6.81% 
coverage 

“Same thing in here when you’re working 
with a group of people if you have to be right 
all the time.” So then, we started to brainstorm 
about the things that he could do and different 
reactions and kind of involve the other 
students and listen to how they treat you.” So, 
I secretly bribed a girl, a real sweetheart, to 
work with him. I said, “Now she’s going to 
work with you, and you are going to have to 
work on not being right all the time. And 
you’re going to come later and tell me how 
successful you are.” He had a wonderful 
experience. 

Social and emotional 
needs: One-on-one with 
learner, helping him to 
understand how his 
actions impact his peers 
and how his peers react 
to his actions. 

Reference 2: 
0.59% 
coverage 

he had to have this experience of working 
with someone and knowing what he is going 
to work on, what social thing he’s not very 
good at. 

Social and emotional 
needs: Learner gains an 
understanding of how to 
socialize with his peers 

Reference 3: 
1.25% 
coverage 

We do a unit in here, like with a reading 
group. It goes into very deep things. We talk 
about current issues. It has so many areas 
within it, and my job is to get the kids in here 
and to bring in deep thinking and have them 
analyze their differences and sometimes think 
in a different way. 

Current issues engage 
learners 

Reference 4: 
2.67% 
coverage 

Using Skype, parents call in about 
responsibilities of their medical jobs and how 
it ties in with the study of the human body. A 
real-world unit. The kids had to write down 
questions that they were curious about. I 
wrote a definition of who this person was, 
what their job was, and not much more. They 
had to write a KWL…what I wanted. They 
had to write questions and on some index 
cards that they read and ask them during an 
interview. And it was really remarkable…the 
parents enjoyed it, and the child whose parent 
that was so excited. The kids had fun learning 
about another person’s family 

Engages learners by 
connecting curriculum 
with relevant experiences 
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Table 3.14 Continued 

Data source, 
reference, 

and percent Data source text Groupings and categories 

Observation1 
field notes: 
3.99% 
Coverage 

Mrs. Beecher: “Amanda, please sit down.” 
“Students give yourself a pat on the back; 
we’re having a great morning.” Students and 
Mrs. Beecher pat themselves on the back 

Provides specifics when 
praising learners: Need 
for attention 

Reference 1: 
0.62% 
coverage 

Student Zeke is pouting and whining.  Need for attention 

Reference 2: 
2.44% 
coverage 

Mrs. Beecher – From her desk, “Zeke, why 
don’t you come here to talk to me.” Another 
student walks to Mrs. Beecher’s desk to talk 
and tells her that he is not feeling well. Zeke 
is still in front of class pouting. After a couple 
of minutes, Zeke reluctantly goes to DB to 
talk.  

Five students are quietly seated at their desks 
with Chrome Books working on i-Ready. 
Zeke returns to desk, waving hands in the air 
muttering, “30 minutes, but I already did this. 
Why 30 minutes?” Three students return from 
the corner of the room (See Image F) with 
activity sheets and sit quietly. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Need for attention 

 

After coding and categorizing all of the interview transcripts, observation field 

notes, and artifacts using the sense of community theoretical framework, the researcher 

looked for nonpredetermined codes across both protocols and artifacts (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Delving deeper into the data by overlapping elements from both 

protocols provided the opportunity to determine recurring themes, both predetermined 

and emerging. The researcher was able to describe what the teacher considered essential 

to building a community in the classroom as well as that deemed crucial for establishing 

a learning environment for underachieving CLED gifted learners by the frequency of 

occurrence. 
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Threats to Reliability and Validity 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the researcher minimized the threats to validity by 

examining literature in support of the central research question, What is the impact of 

actively building classroom community on underachieving CLED gifted learners? The 

validity addressed in Chapter 2 was the means of aligning with the reviewed literature, 

including studies of giftedness, CLED gifted learners who underachieve, and community-

building, were trustworthy, authentic, and credible sources (Creswell & Miller, 2000, as 

cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher took further steps to ensure the 

validity and reliability of findings by conducting triangulation and member checking and 

using a reflective journal (Creswell, 2013). Documenting evidence from interviews, 

observations, and photographs of the classroom provided reliability to the codes and 

themes that emerged from the data.  

The researcher triangulated all data sources, including teacher and parent 

interviews, classroom observations, and classroom artifacts, to ensure the validity of the 

study and the credibility of findings, and to justify the themes (Creswell, 2013). 

Conducting member checking of teacher and parent interview transcripts is a means to 

improve the accuracy of findings and ensure reliable interpretations (Creswell, 2013). It 

was also necessary to recognize threats to validity through reflexivity by clarifying biases 

brought to the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Reflexivity is a process of self-reflection of experiences from one’s culture and 

personal background that could potentially have an impact on the researcher’s 

interpretations, the meaning ascribed to the data, and the emergent themes. The 
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researcher provided an open and honest narrative of experiences with the topic of sense 

of belonging and community in Chapter One. The researcher also maintained a reflective 

journal throughout the study to note the opinions and biases brought to the study. 

Reflexivity is a core characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Conclusion 

This chapter presented the components needed to conduct a case study inquiry 

(Best & Kahn, 2006; Creswell, 2003, 2013; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). First, the 

researcher introduced a case study design of inquiry that best corresponded with the 

broader question. Second, as the key instrument for multiple data collection methods, the 

researcher delivered a detailed description of the natural setting and participants (cf. 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Finally, the researcher documented the case study 

procedures to sustain the reliability of the data (cf. Yin, 2009 as cited in Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). The validity and triangulation of the data sources of information 

occurred by examining the evidence from the sources, causing the evidence to build a 

coherent justification of the themes. 

Chapter Four presents the findings of the data analyzed with the sense of 

community theoretical framework (see Appendix M). The researcher examined the 

findings for predetermined categories of membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, 

and shared emotional connection. Predetermined categories are not categories that 

emerge from the data analysis but those inherent in the theory, as in the sense of the 

community theory’s four elements (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The emergent categories 

from analyzing the data provide a researcher with the opportunity to look for emerging 
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themes from the categories (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In an ongoing process, the 

researcher alternated between reviewing data for newly formed themes and reexamining 

the data for additional evidence to support each theme (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  
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Chapter Four: Findings 

Introduction 

Chapter Four presents a description and examination of the collected data as it 

relates to the purpose of this study to explore the perceptions of active community-

building in a classroom in a semirural district with CLED gifted learners who 

underachieve. A case study is the research design best suited to explore a real-life, 

contemporary bounded system (case) over time through detailed, in-depth data collection 

(Creswell, 2013). In a case study, the researcher is a key instrument for collecting, 

exploring, and interpreting the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). As recommended by 

Creswell (2013), the researcher went into the field, observing behavior, interviewing, and 

collecting artifacts relevant to the research questions. 

By focusing on educational practices, the central research question was, What is 

the impact of building classroom community on CLED gifted learners who 

underachieve?  The research questions for this study were: 

1. What are educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 

2. How do educators implement community-building in the classroom? 

3. What are parents’ perceptions of the impact of classroom active community-

building on CLED gifted learners who underachieve? 
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The four elements of the sense of community theoretical framework by McMillan 

and Chavis (1986; membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional 

connection) provided the lens used to observe this study. During observations and 

interviews with the teacher, Mrs. Beecher, the theoretical framework permeated 

throughout the classroom as well as within teacher and parents’ responses, which resulted 

in what Creswell (2013) termed as prefigured categories. Membership, influence, the 

fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection existed before McMillan and 

Chavis (1986) used the theory to categorize the data. The aggregation of data was not 

limited to the prefigured categories, as other categories emerged, as well (see Table 4.15; 

Miller, 1992, as cited in Creswell, 2013).  

Chapter Four begins with an explanation of the study’s context and its relevance 

to the persistent problem of practice. Following is a section on the data collection 

procedures and the data collected to provide the reader with context before reporting the 

findings (Buss & Zambo, 2017). Chapter Four presents a detailed description of the data 

collection and analysis procedures. The data analysis procedures provide support for the 

emergent themes from the key findings. The chapter concludes with a narrative of the key 

findings and the emergent themes, including autonomy, differentiation, teacher-family 

partnership, safe environment, empowerment, and trust. 

Context of Study 

Creswell (2003) stressed that the qualitative researcher’s sensitivity to personal 

lived experiences and the acknowledgment of personal biases is the crux of how the study 

takes shape and form. Personal experiences and interests serve as motivation for 
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understanding the interaction between educators who actively build a sense of belonging 

through building community in the classroom and underachieving CLED gifted learners. 

The underachievement of underrepresented cultures, as with members of economically 

and linguistically marginalized populations attending primary and secondary school, is 

not only a personal experience, but a national phenomenon.  

Because nearly half of America’s public-school students come from CLED 

backgrounds, a disproportionate number of CLED learners receive gifted services 

compared to gifted learners from the dominant culture with less economic diversity 

(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). Out of the CLED gifted learners who 

receive gifted services, there is a disproportionate number of underachieving CLED 

gifted learners (Ford et al., 2014). The rise of cultural diversity within American 

classrooms has made it a necessity for educators to make assertive efforts to diversify 

curriculum and instruction, build a sense of belonging in the classroom through 

community-building, and foster safe, collaborative learning environments (Tharp et al., 

2000). 

McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) sense of community theory served as the theoretical 

framework to explain the phenomena of the interrelated constructs of a teacher’s 

perception of building a classroom community with underachieving CLED gifted 

learners. Researchers and theorists have begun to view the classroom as a social place 

where learners could benefit from peer interactions and from a teacher who focuses on 

collaborative relationships with students to build a classroom community (McMillan & 
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Chavis, 1986). In addition to examining this phenomenon through a theoretical lens, the 

researcher chose data collection tools from a case study methodological approach. 

Data Collection 

In qualitative research—specifically, a single case study—a “detailed description 

of the setting and participants are provided followed by an analysis of the data for themes 

or issues” (Stake, 1995, as cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 198). Chapter Three 

presented the setting in detail with numerous photographs. The detailed description of the 

case provides a rich narrative so the reader can understand the researcher’s developing 

identification of emerging themes (Creswell, 2003).  

The researcher chose a third-grade, self-contained gifted setting to conduct the 

study because of its student demographics of race and ethnicity, a teacher who 

demonstrated active community-building, and the presence of gifted CLED learners 

perceived as underachieving in one or more subject areas. In addition to a teacher 

participant, four parents of students in the teacher’s classroom participated in this study. 

Data collection came from three interviews with the teacher, two interviews of each of 

four parents, and two nonparticipant observations. The researcher developed interview 

protocols (see Appendices H, I, J, K, and L) based on reviewed literature and observation 

protocols (see Appendices M and N) and the sense of community theory.  

Data Analysis  

Procedures 

Yin (2009, as cited in Creswell & Creswell, 2018) indicated the need to sustain 

qualitative reliability, stating that “researchers need to document the procedures of their 
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case studies and to document as many of the steps of the procedures as possible” (p. 201). 

Triangulating the various data sources ensured study validity by examining evidence 

from the sources and using it to build a coherent justification for themes. Before 

analyzing the collected data for themes, data organization occurred for coding and 

grouping into categories, an inductive and deductive process. First, the researcher looked 

for patterns from the collected data while utilizing the theoretical framework by 

McMillan and Chavis (1986; see Appendix M). Next, the researcher chunked the patterns 

into the predetermined categories of membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and 

shared emotional connection and emergent categories to look for emerging themes from 

the categories. The researcher alternated between reviewing data for newly formed 

themes and reexamining the data for additional evidence to support each theme in an 

ongoing process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Sources 

To appreciate the participants’ experiences, researchers who conduct qualitative 

studies should attempt to study participants in natural environments where the concern 

occurs (Creswell, 2013). Creswell (2013) expanded, “The longer researchers stay in the 

“field’ or get to know the participants, the more they ‘know what they know’ from 

firsthand information” (p. 20). Research for this single case study began in fall 2019 at a 

public elementary classroom in a Southeastern state semirural school district. The 

researcher used purposeful sampling with the following criteria: full-time, self-contained 

gifted classes from first grade through the fifth grade that contained gifted learners 

perceived as underachieving by their parents, and a teacher who used community-
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building in the classroom (cf. CITI, 2019). The schools third-grade teacher of the gifted 

participated in the study, as did four parents of students in the teacher’s classroom. 

Chapter Three presented the data collection procedures and the analysis method 

employed by the researcher. 

Key Findings 

The arrangement of data occurred according to the responses to the research 

questions, with each question divided into parts to analyze the question on multiple levels 

for clarity (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Addressed in each question were the elements 

of the psychological sense of community theoretical framework by McMillan and Chavis 

(1986; see Figure 2.2). The analysis of the data collected from the interviews, 

observations, and classroom photographs included a detailed examination of evidence for 

each research question. The level of repetition found in the data indicated validity in 

response to the central research question (cf. Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

The report of research question findings underwent categorization by theme-

related components from the data and an examination for assertions (Buss & Zambo, 

2017). After the presentation and analysis of each research question, the researcher 

created a table to clarify the findings, theme-related components, and emergent themes. 

Table 4.18 presents a summary of the theme-related components and the emergent 

themes for each research question at the end of Chapter Four. Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) indicated that a researcher uses a reflective journal to document personal feelings, 

reactions, and motives based on gender, culture, and socioeconomic origins that may 

have had an influence on the analysis of the data. The reflective journal was a 
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compilation of notes maintained in the observation protocols, as noted in the summary of 

each research question. 

Research Question 1: What are educators’ perceptions of CLED gifted learners who 

underachieve? 

 Members have a right to belong in a community encircled by membership 

boundaries (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan and Chavis (1986) described 

membership as a “common symbol system” (p. 10). The common symbol system could 

be a physical symbol, such as team colors, logo, or geographic location, or a nonphysical 

symbol, such as religious affiliation or political party of choice. In the case of Mrs. 

Beecher’s self-contained, gifted third-grade classroom, the common symbol system was 

the learners’ intellectual abilities.  

All learners in a self-contained gifted class exhibit identified gifted 

characteristics, have met their district’s requirements of an IQ assessment instrument, and 

are eligible to receive educational plans (Southeastern State Plan for Gifted Education, 

2017). The learners in Mrs. Beecher’s classroom met their district’s requirements for 

membership in a self-contained classroom, and Mrs. Beecher’s enabled her learners to be 

members of a community through her practices. The following key findings and the four 

elements of the sense of community theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) were the means 

used to understand Mrs. Beecher’s perception of gifted learners as it relates to building 

community in the classroom (see Figure 2.2). 

Perception of Gifted Learners.  The teacher’s perception of gifted learners 

underwent examination first to understand the perception of underachieving CLED gifted 
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learners fully. Mrs. Beecher described her thoughts of gifted learners and said, “[There is] 

much teaching with individuals in mind.” As members of a self-contained classroom, 

gifted learners need the enrichment of their abilities (NAGC, 2010). Mrs. Beecher 

recognized learners’ abilities and simultaneously cultivated learners’ membership into the 

community by validating their abilities. An essential aspect of the sense of community’s 

membership element is the common symbol system (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 

Members of a community create implied boundaries to separate those who belong and 

those who do not (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; see Figure 4.23). In the case of Mrs. 

Beecher’s self-contained gifted classroom, learners’ membership in the community was 

an element she had to foster and not assume due to the students’ eligibility in a self-

contained gifted classroom. 

Figure 4.23. Sense of Community Structure: Membership 
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There is evidence from the teacher interviews and observations that support Mrs. 

Beecher’s perceptions of gifted learners. Mrs. Beecher said,  

The thing with [teaching] the gifted is that choices are very important. I give them 

choice[s]. You may limit [their choices] to only four, but it has to be their 

choice[s]. A lot of times, I do choice boards. They can do a drama, a poem, or a 

rap. I try to include all of the different ways [they can] show what they [have] 

learned. This is comfortable for them. Choices are important. 

Using curriculum pacing and specific praise is key to success when teaching 

gifted students (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2009). Mrs. Beecher elaborated on her 

perceptions of her students’ feelings of their abilities and how they had changed from the 

beginning of the year. She stated, 

Their feelings about their abilities changed from the beginning of the year. The 

work in third grade is so much more difficult than [the work] in second grade. 

This is the first year of major accountability in the state test. They do get excited; 

I keep it very positive in here with rewards. They just finished their i-Ready AP 2 

[quarterly assessment] in reading and math, and all their scores went up. So, they 

were very proud, and we were all excited. 

Mrs. Beecher further indicated the need to differentiate content, process, and assessments 

for gifted learners. She said, “I see growth, and with a few, I see maturity. With some 

gifted kids, they can have quirky personalities. So I have to differentiate and deal with 

their particular abilit[ies].”  
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The capability of impacting or influencing other members of a community is 

appealing and attracts members to a community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). CLED 

gifted learners establish and strengthen self-efficacy when they have autonomy and 

choices in demonstrating their knowledge (Lewis et al., 2012; Reis et al., 2007; Reis & 

Renzulli, 2018). In the next level of a sense of community theory, influence, an exchange 

of power was part of Mrs. Beecher’s environment (see Figure 4.24). 

Figure 4.24. Sense of Community Structure: Influence 

 

Mrs. Beecher demonstrated her perceptions of gifted learners’ need for autonomy 

to choose their learning opportunities during the first observation. After a few minutes of 

observing, the researcher noted that Mrs. Beecher returned to Amanda’s (pseudonym) 

desk to continue helping her. Another student, Indesha (pseudonym), returned from the 

library and interrupted Mrs. Beecher and Amanda. Indesha completed the assigned 
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morning activity sheet, the “must do/can do” assignment, and went to the listening center 

(see Figure 3.9), for which Mrs. Beecher gave her approval. There were reminders of 

class rules, subject standards, and other posters with procedures and classroom 

management throughout the classroom (see Figures 3.14 and 3.15), many of which are 

from Kagan’s Classroom Management (2020) system. A system that provides teachers 

and students with the opportunity to collaborate to identify the student’s emotions gives 

students the control to reverse inappropriate behavior. 

During the second observation, Mrs. Beecher gave two learners papers to 

distribute to the class while she quickly placed baskets at each learning center. Mrs. 

Beecher asked all the learners to turn their attention to the whiteboard. She said, “I need 

to complete QMSAs [quarterly mastery of subject assessments] with a few students. So, 

individually or with a partner, you are going to work quietly to complete these items.” 

(See Figure 3.20.) The fourth item on the board was a math learning station, which Mrs. 

Beecher briefly summarized, explaining the standard students should practice at the 

station from her lesson plan (see Figure 3.6), the activity’s goal, and the materials needed 

to play (see Figure 3.21). Mrs. Beecher stressed that no one was to proceed to the fourth 

activity until they completed the first three. The teacher provided learners with the choice 

of working independently or with a partner to complete the tasks.  

Perception of CLED Gifted Learners. Effective gifted education services have 

a foundation in a student-centered environment, curriculum, outcomes, and instructional 

strategies to support gifted learners’ needs, especially culturally, linguistically, and 

socioeconomically diverse gifted learners (Reis & McCoach, 2000). The teacher should 
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challenge gifted learners academically and creatively and with problem-solving skills 

(Reis, 2007). A rewarding aspect of membership in the sense of community theory 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986) is having individual needs met by the community. The third 

element in the theory is the fulfillment of needs (see Figure 4.25), which, in Mrs. 

Beecher’s classroom, included self-regulation, differentiation of curriculum, and social 

and emotional. 

Figure 4.25. Sense of Community Structure: Fulfillment of Needs 

 

Mrs. Beecher reported fewer students with cultural and linguistic backgrounds in the 

school year when this study occurred; nevertheless, she felt that awareness of the needs 

of students with diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds a necessity.  

During the third interview, Mrs. Beecher’s sensitivity toward CLED gifted 

learners became apparent in her cultural response to a current event. She stated, 
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I have to incorporate current events. For example, [there was] the passing of Kobe 

Bryant over the weekend, [and] a lot of kids came in talking about it this morning. 

It’s those types of situations and events that I make into a project. I do find their 

engagement in what they are learning is greater. If they have an interest in the 

environment, then I’ll try and incorporate it into a science or social studies 

assignment. 

Asked how she continued to engage her learners, Mrs. Beecher described how she 

made learning encounters more relevant, a cultural responsive technique to connect with 

the learner:  

Usually, gifted teachers have to be able to turn a situation around to their 

advantage. I remember one student whom I had years ago who didn’t want to do 

any government studies. It was a fifth-grade class and the U.S. government was a 

big part of the social studies curriculum. So, I brought in a fake copy of the 

Declaration of Independence and put it in the book. I asked him to grab me that 

book over there. He pulled it out, and I said, “Oh, my God, what is that?” He 

yelled, “It’s the Declaration of Independence!” I said, “Do you think?” The 

principal came in and played along with it. He ended up doing all this research 

and all the history. It was just a matter of channeling those roadblocks and trying 

to knock them down in creative ways. He just had a blast with the whole topic. 

Mrs. Beecher remained current with events to engage learners, simultaneously 

seeing her role as equally supportive. When she needs to contact a learner’s parent, she 

prefers to take a positive approach. She said, “I think [that] especially the lower SES 
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students hear a lot of negativity.” Mrs. Beecher does not refrain from contacting parents 

but calls to gain support and find solutions to change the leaner’s behavior. She 

explained, “I try to call them and say, ‘Look, this is what’s going on. …I love how she 

does this [finds something she is terrific at doing].” First, Mrs. Beecher tells parents 

about their child’s positive traits; for example, she will say, “But I could use your help 

with [the issue at hand]. Could you help me? If we can handle this, then she is going to be 

fantastic.”  

Guiding and modeling do not stop with the learner in the classroom for Mrs. 

Beecher, who said, “I just need a little help from home, too.” Connection with home is a 

way to reinforce learners’ behaviors in the classroom. Mrs. Beecher shared, 

I found [out that] one father was throwing away every paper at night because he 

doesn’t like the messiness in the bookbag. So, I said, “Could you make a little pile 

for her over here, and if she keeps it in a pile, it’s not thrown away. Maybe a 

shoebox.” Between the two of them, the problem was solved. I don’t try to act 

like I know all the answers; no one wants to be talked down to. So, it’s more like 

we work together.  

Mrs. Beecher believed that establishing a rapport with parents was as important as 

establishing a rapport with the learners in her classroom. 

Perception of Underachieving CLED Gifted Learners. Mrs. Beecher 

maintained that there are a few reasons why CLED gifted learners underachieve. She 

said, “I have different levels of low-achieving students and different reasons why I think 

the student is not achieving to his or her potential.” In some cases, Mrs. Beecher 
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attributed gifted learners’ underachievement to disorganization, stating that 

“disorganize[ation] in the classroom stems from disorganization at home.” Although Mrs. 

Beecher believes that some students “lack motivation, especially if the work is mundane 

and a turnoff,” she felt that continued practice and modeling of organizational skills 

provided learners with different views and mindsets. She affirmed, 

The lower SES [students], we have more here. We have mostly average-income 

[students]. They suffer the same way the rest of the kids do. I—we—have to be 

mindful of that. The famous educator Ruby Payne, she said, “Yes, keep being 

knowledgeable when you are working but hold them up to the same 

expectations.” 

Mrs. Beecher believed that guiding and modeling desired behaviors occurred with 

learners in the classroom and with parents at home. “Some of my lower economic kids’ 

parents, they continuously message me. …There seems to be an organizational issue with 

my lowest socioeconomic [students].” Mrs. Beecher posts procedures and reminders to 

instruct learners in the classroom. She said, 

I’ve noticed through teacher observation that [learners] have issues in the 

classroom because it’s that way at home. So, I am very patient with them. [For 

example], if they have lost three project papers that I’ve sent home, I don’t get 

mad at the child because it’s not his fault, and I don’t get mad at the parent. I’ll 

say, “I’m sending another one home today. Please look for it and Dojo me that 

you have it.” I’ll wait until they Dojo me, but it’s not always the child’s fault. I 

can help from here by giving suggestions of what to do. “You put that library 
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book in your backpack tonight so it’s there and you don’t forget to bring it 

tomorrow morning. Go home and do it now.”  

Mrs. Beecher saw her role as a support for both learners and their families. 

“Teach them organizational skills. I have noticed my lower SES [students] have that 

commonality. I don’t know if they get that support [that] they need, especially if the 

parent is working three or four jobs.” She attempted to support her students whether or 

not she was familiar with the situation, and she made herself available to learners and 

parents. She said, 

I have heard that for some it is pretty tough, and I’m not going to tell a parent 

because I’ve been there. I’m not going to tell a parent that they need to sit for 2 

hours with their child and read or complete homework each night. I’m going to 

say, “Come in and let’s talk; we’ll find out what she needs most and just help with 

that. So, I’m trying to be a coach for the parents, too. 

In Mrs. Beecher’s experience, low self-concept and efficacy may be contributing 

factors to underachievement. She explained, 

I did find out recently that one of my lower-ability students never let me know 

that she was in trouble. I would help her all the time, but she didn’t let me know 

she had angst [felt anxious] inside, and she felt like she couldn’t keep up. My 

heart just broke.  My other one is allowed a lot of freedom at home and doesn’t 

like directions. I just have to put my foot down and be very persistent with her. 

In some cases, Mrs. Beecher made a point of focusing on the positive aspects of 

learners. “I think, especially [for] the lower SES students, all they hear is negative. …I 
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don’t try to act like I know all [of] the answers; no one wants to be talked down to. So, 

it’s more like we work together.” During the first observation, Mrs. Beecher encouraged 

learners to continue to work. She said, “Nachos and Space Kids groups, you’re working 

nicely on your morning work.” At the start of the school year, the learners collaborated in 

creating a group name. Hence, there are signs of the teams’ names hanging above clusters 

of desks (see Figures 3.16 and 3.17).  

Learners built connections based on their shared experiences and shared 

emotional connection, which was the fourth element in the theory by McMillan and 

Chavis (1986, 1996; see Figure 4.26). Mrs. Beecher invested time and energy to 

differentiate instructional processes (e.g., small-group instruction at her kidney-shaped 

table and learning stations activities; see Figures 3.14 and 3.18), and her continued 

positive connection with learners’ families was key in uniting and maintaining a 

community and ensuring shared emotional connection (cf. McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 
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Figure 4.26. Sense of Community Structure: Shared Emotional Connection 

 

Summary of Research Question 1. Research Question 1 was the means used to 

explore the teacher’s perceptions of underachieving CLED gifted learners. Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) suggested organizing the data before analysis to establish the teacher’s 

perception of underachieving CLED gifted learners; therefore, the researcher divided the 

question into three parts to include the perception of gifted learners, the perception of 

CLED gifted learners, and the perception of underachieving CLED gifted learners. Mrs. 

Beecher’s knowledge and experience of gifted learners enabled her to understand and 

meet their needs. Evidence of the teacher’s perception was apparent with several 

emerging categories, as shown in Table 4.15. Chapter Five will present Research 

Question 4’s emergent themes of autonomy, differentiation, teacher-family partnership, 

and safe environment.  
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Table 4.15. Research Question 1. Theme-Related Categories and Emergent Themes 

Research questions and theme-related categories Emergent themes  
RQ1: What are educators’ perceptions of underachieving culturally 
linguistically, economically diverse gifted learners?  

Perception of gifted learners 
1. Socioemotional needs met first 
2. Choices provide independence 
3. Differentiate of content, process, and assessment 

Perception of CLED gifted learners 
1. Keep families connected to the classroom and to their child 
2. Differentiate core content for more meaningful learning 

Perception of underachieving CLED gifted learners 
1. Interaction of personal and environmental factors 
2. Low self-concept and efficacy 

 
 
 
Autonomy 
 
Differentiation 

 

Teacher-family 
partnership 

 
Safe environment 

 

Comments written in the reflective journal provided the context of data analysis 

for Research Question 1. The researcher noted the following during the first observation: 

At the start of the school year, Mrs. Beecher recognized that learners from a variety of 

cultural and economic backgrounds needed a joint activity to discover commonalities. 

Learners connected and discussed their favorite books. Eventually, the learners formed 

teams with the same name as the name of their favorite books. 

Also noted in the reflective journal was that the only voices heard were those of 

the partners working together to complete the assignments and Mrs. Beecher, who was 

working with learners at her kidney-shaped table (see Figure 3.14). Differentiating 

instruction was the means used to meet the learners’ needs as individuals. Knowledge of 

the responsibilities in completing assignments produced a safe environment for learners 

to work. The learners appeared well-rehearsed working in the environment. In addition, 



 

 136 

Indesha’s autonomy provided Mrs. Beecher with the opportunity to spend individual time 

with students who asked for one-on-one instruction. 

Research Question 2: How do educators implement community-building in the 

classroom? 

 Descriptive field notes generated from nonparticipant observations of the 

classroom were the researcher’s primary source of data for Research Question 2. 

Observation protocols (see Appendices M and N) that included the sense of community 

theoretical framework’s four elements (membership influence, fulfillment of needs, and 

shared emotional connection; McMillan & Chavis, 1986) was the tool used to organize 

the findings. Tables 3.10 and 3.11 show the data collected from each observation and the 

researcher’s reflective journal notations. 

Membership. According to McMillan and Chavis (1996), it could be a challenge 

to determine the point at which individuals feel they fit in and belong with a community, 

but it is an important first step. Learners in a classroom have the right to belong and their 

peers have the responsibility to accept their members, all of which takes time. McMillan 

and Chavis noted, “Intimacy occurs along a range. At one end…telling a person or a 

group about how one feels. …This takes personal emotional courage and also incurs 

psychological risk. At the other end of the continuum, intimacy entails speaking about 

what one thinks” (p. 316). Dissolving boundaries is the first step in becoming a 

community member and why membership is the gateway to building community in the 

classroom (see Figure 4.23). 
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When learners are members of the classroom, they view the classroom as a safe 

place to express themselves and feel accepted. It was apparent that Mrs. Beecher strove to 

dissolve barriers between herself and learners so that everyone could feel emotionally 

safe, accepted, and welcomed in the classroom. One strategy Mrs. Beecher used was a 

classroom management tool. She said,  

Kagan is a cooperative classroom management strategy that allows students to 

work with every student. In the classroom, you have different ability levels. They 

are close in a different way. You have A’s and B’s, usually in each group of four. 

You have one, two, three, four, and it keeps them on their toes. A gifted kid can’t 

be bored. You have to change it often to make it lively and exciting. The seating 

arrangement works with the system as well. I can say, “Quick, quick, trade time to 

share with someone new.” Or, [I can say], “Stand up, stand up, and share.” 

Trained as a responsive classroom teacher, Mrs. Beecher utilized morning 

meetings to help learners feel that they belonged. 

During the morning meeting, I always ask them questions, especially when they 

have a new buddy, that they have to come up with the answers. They have to 

share it with another friend. Every morning they have to tell their buddy what 

their favorite color is. Now, this is a child that they may know, but they don’t 

know anything about them. They learn all [of] these really cool details, and then it 

switches next month and the month after.  

Morning meetings provided learners with the opportunity to establish a personal 

relationship with their peers by conversing about topics outside of the classroom. Mrs. 
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Beecher explained, “Morning meetings allow a lot of them to express themselves. When 

they get into that relationship, they’ll share anything.” Mrs. Beecher joined the morning 

meeting conversations, as well, and shared with her partners. She said, “I conduct a 

morning meeting where we will talk to each other. I do share bits about myself with 

them.” 

In sharing parts of her life, Mrs. Beecher provided learners a chance to see her as 

a fluid person rather than a static teacher. She stated, 

Sometimes, I’ll bring up my children. I’ll say, “Oh, yeah. My daughter Lauren 

[pseudonym] hated math, and we ended up having to work a lot at home, and now 

she works in a big bank. She is right up at the top of the chain. And she hated 

math when she was in third grade.” I tell them, “Don’t forget it can be a 

possibility in the future.” 

New learners to the classroom immediately participate in morning meetings, 

which serves to decrease their fear when entering a new environment. Mrs. Beecher 

stated, 

We have a new student, and everyone was really up from that. So, she needs 

constant attention, and she was my partner. We had to develop handshakes, so I 

teased her. I said, “Jennie [pseudonym], do you do something like this [waves 

hands in the air]?” She said, “I didn’t want to do that.” I said, “Oh, yes, you did.” 

She started laughing. So, sometimes you have to joke around with them every 

once in a while but not in a condescending or mean way. 
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The researcher watched Mrs. Beecher conduct a morning meeting during the first 

observation. She rang a chime and the students responded by pushing in chairs, walking 

to the front of the room, and sitting on the floor near the teachers. She asked the learners 

to turn to their buddy and say, “Hi, welcome to school. Glad you are here today.” The 

learners turned to their buddies and repeated what Mrs. Beecher said. Mrs. Beecher 

posted pairings of buddies at the bottom of the board as a reminder for learners (see 

Figure 3.13). Mrs. Beecher said, “Do your handshake,” and learners turned to their 

buddies taught them their handshakes.  

Influence. According to the sense of community theory, members must know that 

they can contribute and have some impact on their peers (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 

The theory presents the influence element as a bidirectional concept in which 

“community must be able to influence its members, and members must able to influence 

the community” (McMillan, 1996, p. 318). Trust in others must occur for members to feel 

like part of the community and progress to the next level (see Figure 4.24). 

The learners knew and valued their classmates and their opinions. Mrs. Beecher 

allowed learners to have opportunities for recognition inside and outside of the 

classroom. She said, 

I found a safe soccer ball that was close to the real one they use, so I told the 

player that if he hit another child in the head, it wouldn’t hurt them. We all went 

out there and watched. Oh, my goodness, that child was phenomenal. He ended 

up helping our new PE coach show other students how to play soccer. 
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Similarly, learners knew their voice mattered to their peers; classroom norms 

caused learners to conform. Mrs. Beecher sometimes helped learners understand the 

consequences of their behavior. She recalled an incident with one of her learners: 

One boy was doing an activity this morning, and a person didn’t want to partner 

with him, and he was the odd man out. He cried and came up to me. Some kids 

just don’t pick it up quickly, and it is often with the gifted. I tried to steer him 

toward the reason why, [and said], “Well, I sometimes notice that when you’re in 

a group, it gets loud, and you like to be right all [of] the time. Do you notice 

that?” He said, “Yeah.” I said, “Well, do you think that sometimes people aren’t 

comfortable with you being right all the time?” He said that he didn’t know what I 

was talking about. I said, “Well, at recess yesterday, you had to be right about 

how you scored a possible goal and didn’t listen to anybody else.” He said, 

“Yeah, they all got mad, and they didn’t want to play with me.” I said, “Well, that 

happens a lot, and people don’t want to work with you if you have to be right all 

[of] the time.” 

Mrs. Beecher also helped learners understand the impact of their actions on others: 

I want him and the others to be confident and have a voice but also to know [that] 

there is a consequence for what he does. So then, we started to brainstorm about 

the things that he could do and different reactions and [how to] kind of involve 

the other students and listen to how they treat [him]. So, I secretly bribed a girl, a 

real sweetheart, to work with him. I said, “Now she’s going to work with you, and 

you are going to have to work on not being right all [of] the time. And you’re 
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going to come later and tell me how successful you are.” He had a wonderful 

experience. 

Establishing routines and procedures was a way to enable learners to self-direct in 

their classroom. Mrs. Beecher said,  

There are several things I do, like Kagan. Our curriculum is so fast-paced that I 

have to remind myself to bring it into what I do. Like today, I asked them to 

please get into [their] groups, and they want[ed] to go with their friends 

immediately, but I forc[ed] them to work with other [people]. 

Mrs. Beecher provided learners with opportunities to lead to enforce autonomy and self-

confidence. She stated, 

I do student-led conferences. The kids are going to learn to do this more as the 

year goes on. They are given a list of points to talk about: What is their part that 

they have to work on to improve, and what are they doing to rectify that? My rule 

of thumb is, “Okay, so this student is not listening. This student is not the same. 

You still have to make it better. You can be good at it.” That is kind of how we 

approach them in these conferences. A child has to be very involved and honest. 

Creating an environment in which learners know their opinions have value is a 

way to foster learners’ self-confidence and teach the value of differences between others. 

Mrs. Beecher infused tolerance into the curriculum at every opportunity: 

Another thing that I do is Teacher Reads [a free online reading program that 

builds comprehension]. Right now, I am reading Wonder, and it’s a wonderful 

book [for] teach[ing] how to get along with that child who’s different. Teacher 
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Reads has created it, and I’ve read several books this year that have created it. 

Discussing it and talking about it really makes it important for everybody, and 

that is probably why you saw what you saw today. I read books that teach 

children how to be good community members. We also go over civics in social 

studies, and I hit [on] that really heavy. Knowing [that] their classmates value 

them and their opinions is important.  

Similarly, classroom norms lead students to conform. The researcher expected to 

see the teacher use procedures and processes to empower learners to make the classroom 

theirs for this element, either by becoming familiar with the daily classroom routines or 

by suggesting changes to classroom activities. The researcher observed Mrs. Beecher in 

the classroom and there was abounding evidence of her established self-directed learners. 

As learners walked into the classroom at the beginning of the day, they delivered their 

homework, forms, and papers to a central location. The class homework basket and blue 

mailboxes were located near each other for easy access for learners (see Figure 3.14). The 

researcher noted in her reflective journal that routines are ways to foster independence 

and self-directed behavior.  

After returning from an assembly, the learners knew the routines and performed 

as expected. Mrs. Beecher told them, “All right, you should be done with your tangerines 

and working on Google Classroom.” The teacher walked around to students to ensure the 

students were on Google Classroom. Amanda (pseudonym) wanted help. Jayla 

(pseudonym) asked a question, Mrs. Beecher helped solve a problem, and Jayla worked 

by herself. Six students worked and talked quietly, two students helped their neighbor 
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find the assignment, and two showed others what they saw on Google Classroom. The 

researcher noted in her reflective journal how the learners had evident leadership skills. 

The students were not afraid to ask for help and, after receiving it, they gave help to 

someone else. 

On the way to an assembly, the learners quietly followed a path to the cafeteria 

and auditorium. When they arrived, Mrs. Beecher pointed to a center table and each 

student sat side by side in an orderly manner. Mrs. Beecher did not sit with the students 

but stood some distance away by the wall. The students quietly watched the performance 

and proceeded back to the class after the assembly.  

During the second observation, the researcher observed four students at the 

Fraction Pictionary station (see Figure 3.21). Zeke (pseudonym) yelled, “That’s not fair!” 

at the other players. Every head in the room turned to look at what was happening at the 

station. Amanda, one of the original students trained by the aide to assist other students in 

learning how to play, used a low voice to ask Zeke to calm down, get a drink of water, 

and come back so she could explain what had happened and why the other player had 

made a fair move. Zeke walked to the water fountain, drank water, splashed his face with 

water, read a poster on the back door near the fountain (see Figure 3.11), and returned to 

the game. By this time, the students who were playing continued to play, the students 

working on math block activities continued to work, and students at the other stations 

continued with their activities. Mrs. Beecher continued to work with the group of two 

students at the kidney-shaped table.  
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Upon Zeke’s return, Amanda approached and explained why the other player had 

made a fair move. Zeke appeared to accept Amanda’s explanation and continued to play. 

Amanda did not become upset or yell at Zeke; instead, it appeared she had seen Zeke act 

this way before and knew exactly how to respond. Mrs. Beecher and the other learners 

watched for a minute or two and returned to their tasks.  

Fulfillment of Needs. Teachers and students harmoniously trade satisfying needs, 

such as feeling nurtured and acknowledging accomplishments, reinforcing the necessity 

to interact with each other and maintain a sense of community (McMillan & Chavis, 

1986). McMillan (1996) asserted that for gifted learners in a self-contained environment, 

“Bonding begins with the discovery of similarities. If one can find people with similar 

ways of…feeling, thinking and being, then it is assumed that one has found a place where 

one can be safely oneself” (p. 321). During the fulfillment of needs level of community-

building (see Figure 4.25), learners gain confidence in their abilities, which results in the 

trading of needs with other learners (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  

With a paper in hand, a learner stood and looked at the award wall (see Figure 5). 

The learner pointed to a section of the wall and told the other learner where he will put 

his on the award wall. The award wall contained standards updated each month for each 

subject. Once a month, all students could decide which standard to submit an award-

winning assignment to for the wall, and not all of them received A grades. On a few 

papers, the teacher had written the words “great improvement” in large letters. 
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Providing learners with positive reinforcement and constructive feedback is a vital 

way to assist in changing behaviors and developing positive self-concept. Mrs. Beecher 

explained how she encouraged learners with an example of a conversation:  

Same thing in here when you’re working with a group of people if you have to be 

right all the time. So then we started to brainstorm about the things that he could 

do and the different reactions and [how to] kind of involve the other students and 

listen to how they treat [him]. …Now she’s going to work with you, and you are 

going to have to work on not being right all the time. And you’re going to come 

later and tell me how successful you are. He had a wonderful experience. He had 

to have the experience of working with someone and knowing what he is going to 

work on [and] the social skill he need[ed] to improve. 

Mrs. Beecher employed culturally responsive teaching to provide students with 

opportunities to focus on reflection and self-awareness of cultural beliefs and how they 

feel about others in the classrooms (Gay, 2002; Hammond, 2017). 

Whether from a district-approved curriculum or from the content she brought to 

class and initiated herself, Mrs. Beecher found opportunities to expose learners to social 

and emotional issues: 

We do a unit in here, like with a reading group, and it goes into very deep things. 

We talk about current issues. It has so many subject areas within it, and my job is 

to get the kids in here and to bring in deep thinking and have them analyze their 

differences and sometimes think differently. 
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Mrs. Beecher used small group instruction to spend time with learners. During 

small group instruction, Mrs. Beecher engaged the learner in communal dialogue, a 

culturally responsive teaching technique. The researcher observed a well-established 

strategy of small group instruction and independent learning. “Harry Potter group, come 

on up,” exclaimed Mrs. Beecher, and five learners leaped to her behind the kidney-

shaped table with books in hand. She asked the learners a comprehension question, and 

all five busily searched for an answer in their books. Two students shouted answers while 

paging through their books, while the other three continued to frantically flip pages. Mrs. 

Beecher continued by calling on each learner to answer one of the five story element 

questions (plot, character, conflict, theme, and setting).  

As members of one group finished, students in another group waited to the side. 

“Super Fudge are you ready?” exclaimed Mrs. Beecher. The next group of three learners 

darted to the kidney-shaped table with their books in their hands. Mrs. Beecher asked 

questions similar to those of the first group, with one exception: “Explain your favorite 

part of the story thus far.” The learners quickly opened their books to find their favorite 

parts. One learner began to answer without looking in the book, and Mrs. Beecher 

reminded the student to look for evidence. Other students in the group shared their 

favorite parts by reading a sentence or two and providing an explanation. Mrs. Beecher 

returned to the student who could not find a favorite section in the book. The learner who 

had spoken first did not find his favorite part, so she permitted him to explain without 

locating the section in the book. The researcher noted in her reflective journal that 

whether it was one child or several, Mrs. Beecher offered each learner her undivided 
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attention. She might have given the learner only a minute, but the child appeared 

satisfied. 

Providing learners with her attention was not the only way Mrs. Beecher 

reinforced positive behavior or acknowledged students. During a one-on-one session with 

a learner, she praised the student for meeting a reading goal with a special handshake and 

a treat from her treat jar. Some time later, another learner asked to join Mrs. Beecher at 

the kidney-shaped table. The two worked through several problems from a quarterly math 

assessment book. Mrs. Beecher happily announced, “Congratulations, Darren 

[pseudonym], you are done!” She asked Darren for a high five, and he happily responded. 

She offered him a treat, but he wanted to continue reading.  

The learners worked on completing a choice board quietly. Zeke stood in front of 

the class with his arms crossed and lower lip protruding. After a couple of minutes, Zeke 

reluctantly went to Mrs. Beecher to talk. Five learners sat quietly at their desks, working 

with Chrome Books to complete the choice board. Zeke returned to his desk, waving 

hands in the air, muttering, “Thirty minutes, but I already did this. Why 30 minutes?” 

Three students returned from the corner of the room (see Figure F) with activity sheets 

and sat quietly. Mrs. Beecher calmly asked, “Zeke, why don’t the two of us work 

together at the front table?” Zeke fell to the floor and crawled to the front of the room. He 

asked for help and Mrs. Beecher moved to assist him. Later in the day, Zeke walked to 

Mrs. Beecher, hugged her, and asked, “What is next?”  

Shared Emotional Connection. When learners have positive interactions with 

events not associated with academic grades, they experience a sense of community 
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(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). There are strengthened bonds between learners when they 

donate their time and abilities, such as when they collaborate on joint product activities 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). A shared emotional connection among learners could result 

from the opportunity to participate in positive, nonacademic events. Learners feel a deep 

connection with their peers when they spend time collaborating. Shared emotional 

connection, the fourth element (see Figure 4.26) between learners, indicates a sense of 

“all for one and one for all” (McMillan, 1996, p. 323). 

Learners satisfy their social-emotional needs when they work together toward a 

goal outside of a graded assignment, such as a play or a field trip. The morning meeting 

is an activity in which learners can interact without threat or fearing for their grades. Mrs. 

Beecher instructed the learners to change partners every month:  

The reason I have them change their buddy each month [is because it] allows 

them to know that person really well, and the next month, when they get a new 

buddy, they get to know that person well also. It has solved many issues because 

at the beginning of the year, this class did not get along. We had a lot of leaders in 

here and many children who did whatever they wanted, and it has been a slow 

process of expectations [and] experiences with getting to know friends and 

matur[e]. 

During the researcher’s first observation, Mrs. Beecher stated, “Students, here is 

your second morning meeting question. If you were spending the day with a child [who] 

spoke another language, what would you do with that child? Think about the question 
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and turn to your buddy.” After a minute or two, the learners and Mrs. Beecher turned to 

their buddies and responded.  

During the second observation, Zeke approached Mrs. Beecher with pictures in 

his hands and asked which ones should go on their group’s science board. Mrs. Beecher 

asked, “Who is in Zeke’s group? Come to the kidney-shaped table and join Zeke in 

picking pictures for your project.” Reflective journal notation: Mrs. Beecher did not 

grade the science fair projects but provided students with an opportunity to work together 

in a noncompetitive environment. The learners displayed each of the group or individual 

projects for a science fair night. 

Summary of Research Question 2. Research Question 2 was the means used to 

examine how the educator implemented community-building in the classroom. The 

researcher examined data from the teacher interview protocols (see Appendices H, I, and 

J) and the observation protocols (see Appendices M and N). The classroom observation 

protocols showed how Mrs. Beecher incorporated procedures and processes to enable 

learners to experience each of the four elements of the theory by McMillan and Chavis 

(1986). Table 4.16 shows the evidence for each sense of the community element and 

predetermined categories compared to Mrs. Beecher’s behaviors both in and out of the 

classroom. The main emergent themes from the categories were relationships, 

empowerment, trust, and bond. Chapter Five will include a discussion of the themes. 


