
ABSTRACT 

Influences on Academic Talent Development of Black Females: 
Systematic Review and Case Study 

Brenda K. Davis, Ph.D. 

Mentor: Susan K. Johnsen, Ph.D. 

Although Black females are the majority of the Black population in colleges and 

universities, Black women are still underrepresented in advanced degree programs. 

Moreover, Black females are underrepresented in other areas such as research, K-12 

gifted and advanced education programs, and higher-paying jobs. Few studies explore 

how high-ability Black females manage to attain advanced degrees despite the 

intersections of race, gender, and ability. For this reason, this project encompasses two 

studies. From a growth perspective, the first paper examines the literature related to the 

intrapersonal and environmental influences on the academic talent development of Black 

girls. A systematic protocol determines the selection of 43 scholarly articles for this 

review. Through the thematic analysis from each of the article’s Results and Findings 

sections, findings suggest five major themes related to Black female academic 

achievement. Specifically, academic identity, racial identity, aspirations and expectations, 

relationships, and academic institutions can influence the talent development of Black 

girls. Further, to explore the lived experiences of Black females, the second paper 



investigates three high-ability Black females who have advanced degrees. In particular, 

this paper uses a developmental approach to talent development to explore the 

intrapersonal and environmental influences that each participant experienced during their 

K-12 schooling. Results indicate that several environmental influences such as access to

advanced programs and activities and strong family and church support systems 

encourage academic growth. Additionally, these environmental influences combined with 

intrapersonal influences such as positive academic and racial identity, intrapersonal 

motivation, and an ability to self-advocate appear to promote Black girls’ academic talent 

development. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

 Historically, Black girls have experienced underrepresentation in areas such as 

research, higher education, and gifted education. Conditions such as low-economic status, 

limited social capital, and discrimination can have negative life-long effects on Black 

girls’ academic trajectories. Despite having high aspirations, few Black girls reach 

notable levels of academic success. Still, some do manage to fulfill their aspirations of 

reversing economic burdens and attaining an advanced degree. As such, little research 

explores how Black females develop their academic talent. For this reason, this 

dissertation explores the influences that shape Black girls’ talent development even with 

disadvantages. The first article focuses on the literature related to the intrapersonal and 

environmental influences that affect Black girls’ success. Using a systematic approach, 

articles from the last twenty years are reviewed and summarized. Themes are developed 

from the data to illustrate the known influences on academic achievement for Black 

females. Results suggest that reasons for Black female academic success are complex and 

involve multiple influences. Specifically, having common personal attributes, values, and 

aspirations, supportive families, a positive racial identity, and institutional support 

encouraged talent development among Black girls. The second article, a multiple case 

study, explores the lived experiences of high-ability, first-generation Black females who 

attained an advanced degree. Using a developmental framework, participants share their 

K-12 experiences related to the intrapersonal and environmental influences and 



2 
 

developmental processes that affected their talent development. Themes from each case 

explore the complexities of talent development within the developmental framework. 

Emerging from the cross-case analysis, the findings suggest several common 

intrapersonal and environmental influences and specific developmental processes that 

played a role in the participants’ academic talent development. Additionally, the results 

from the analysis show that Black girls experience academic talent development uniquely 

as a result of their intersecting identities and that an enhanced talent development 

framework to accommodate those differences is warranted. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Influences on Academic Talent Development of Black Females: 
A Systematic Review 

 
 

Introduction 
 

 Black girls have been identified as “one of the most vulnerable student 

populations in public schools” due to discriminatory policies and practices (Evans-

Winters & Esposito, 2010, p.14) such as discriminatory identification practices leading to 

underrepresentation in gifted programs (Andersen & Ward, 2014; Evans-Winter, 2014; 

Ford & King, 2014; Ford & Whiting, 2011). Black high school and middle school girls 

confront other challenges including negative stereotyping (Archer-Banks & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012; Mayes & Hines, 2014; Spencer et al., 2016), negative racial identity 

development (Cokley et al., 2012), and limited access to educational opportunities due to 

poverty (Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 2018). Racial discrimination is prevalent in the 

school-life of Black girls (Fisher et al., 2000; Seaton & Tyson, 2019) and can have 

negative outcomes on academic adjustment (Clark et al., 1999) and motivation (Eccles et 

al., 2006; Sellers et al., 1998). These negative experiences may hinder Black girls from 

reaching their full academic potential (Mayes & Hines, 2014). 

 Black girls often experience pressure for being Black and smart, and they often 

have to choose between developing a positive racial identity and academic achievement 

(Ford, 1995). Some research suggests that Black girls are able to survive academically by 

becoming “raceless” by denying their racial identities to fit into the dominant culture 

(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ricks, 2014). Other research challenges this theory of 
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“racelessness” to suggests that successful Black girls are not raceless and are able to 

assimilate to more than one culture (Marsh, 2013). The difference may be how one 

defines “Blackness” (Marsh, 2013) or acknowledges the great variability of how African 

Americans academically succeed (O’Connor, 1999). 

 Despite the multiple barriers Black females encounter, little research has been 

dedicated to how Black females experience academic talent development to attain an 

advanced degree. Accordingly, researchers have noted the deficits in the literature related 

to Black females (Frazier-Kouassi, 2002, Grantham & Ford, 1998; O’Connor, 1999; Reis 

& Diaz, 1999; Smith, 1982; Thomas & Jackson, 2007). 

 
Theoretical Frameworks 
 
 No current theoretical model focuses on the intersection of giftedness, the process 

of female talent development, and Black girls (Ricks, 2014). While current models in 

gifted education do focus on talent development, one model distinctly focuses on 

developing eminence (see Subotnik et al., 2011) and two others do not include the 

important developmental processes in their models (see Renzulli, 1986; Tannenbaum, 

1983). Only Gagné’s (2004) Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (Gagné, 

2004) includes the elements that must be available so the natural abilities of children can 

be developed into domain-specific talents as adults (see Figure 2.1.). This model offers 

flexibility with different cultures and emphasizes the interaction of the environmental and 

intrapersonal catalysts on the developmental processes. Even though Gagné’s model does 

not contain a cultural lens that focuses on a specific ethnicity, the model does incorporate 

culture within the environmental milieu of the individual. In this model, giftedness is 

untrained natural abilities often called aptitudes placing the individual in the top 10%  
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among peers (Gagné, 2000). Over time, an individual’s gifts or aptitudes develop through 

extensive training of skills within a particular domain. 

 

 
Figure 2.1. Gagné’s (2010) Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent 

 
 

 Talent development influences.  Learning and practice are important 

developmental processes for talent development; however, influences, referred to as 

catalysts, can impede or promote the process to affect the outcome. Intrapersonal 

catalysts related to the individual include appearance, personality, awareness of strengths 

and weaknesses, motivation, and perseverance. Other influences outside of the individual, 

referred to as environmental catalysts, include family, peers, teachers, curriculum, and 

culture. Environmental and intrapersonal catalysts are numerous and can interact with 

one another and have a significant effect on the development of talent. Developmental 
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processes rely heavily on environmental and intrapersonal catalysts. Some of these 

processes include an enriching curriculum or activities, regular practice, acceleration, 

mentoring, selective access to programs (Gagné, 2011), and summer enrichment 

programs (Kaul et al., 2016). If developmental processes are not addressed properly, a 

person’s ability may not fully develop into a talent; therefore, a great deal of time, effort, 

and money must be invested in the individual or above-average aptitudes may not 

translate into talent from the lack of learning and preparation (Gagné, 2000). 

 Gagne’s model may explain how some Black girls achieve academic success 

despite the historical discrimination they face within their environments. This model may 

highlight what necessary intrapersonal and environmental influences affect academic 

achievement among Black girls and what role chance and the developmental processes 

have in their development.  

 
Purpose 
 
 The purpose of the study is to critically examine the literature related to the 

influences on the academic success of Black females. By examining the existing research 

from the past twenty years, this review will offer a summary of what is known about the 

influences involved in the academic success of Black females and provide a framework 

that describes the process. This primary question directed this review: What influences 

the academic development and success of Black females? 

 
Method 

 

 This review is structured by the PRISMA protocol for systematic reviews. 

Protocols can assist researchers in the planning of literature reviews and protect against 
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unsupported selections of literature (Shamseer et al., 2015). PRISMA is a process that 

includes a 27-item checklist and a four-phase flow chart that advances the reporting of 

systematic reviews (Moher et al., 2009). 

 
Eligibility Criteria 
 
 Before the literature search process began, the following inclusion criteria were 

created. Eligible studies must have included aspects related to environmental or 

intrapersonal catalysts of Black females that contribute to academic success or 

achievement. Studies were limited to scholarly, peer-reviewed manuscripts published in 

English between the years 1990-2019. These years were selected to include articles from 

the third wave of feminism which began in the early 1990s. The third wave aimed to 

include intersectional aspects of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and nationality to 

account for criticism of the second wave of feminism from the 60s through the 80s 

(Mann & Huffman, 2005). Publication types included empirical research, meta-analyses, 

and systematic reviews published in scholarly academic journals. Manuscripts from other 

journals, dissertations, monographs, and editorials were excluded from this review. 

Articles must have also included Black females of elementary age through high school. 

Since many articles tend to report results of Black females and males collectively, only 

the articles that delineated results specifically for Black females were included. A total of 

43 articles were obtained from the search process. The articles were reviewed for possible 

inclusion by applying the selection criteria stated above to the titles, abstracts, and 

keywords. If an abstract did not have enough information to decide on inclusion, the full 

article was read to determine if it met the criteria. Articles that did not meet the criteria 

were excluded and duplicate articles from different databases were excluded. 
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Data Sources 
 

 Ten electronic databases were utilized for this review including Academic Search 

Complete, Education Research Complete, Educational Administration Abstracts, ERIC, 

Family Studies, Gender Studies Collection, PsycArticles, Psychology and Behavioral 

Sciences, PsycINFO, and Race Relations Abstracts. 

 
Search 
 
 In each database, an initial search was performed against article abstracts using 

the search terms “Black girls” OR “African American girls” AND “success or 

achievement.” Search limiters were used in the initial search to meet the eligibility 

criteria. For example, many databases limit searches to specific date ranges or only peer-

reviewed journals. The search culminated in February 2019. The primary search results 

appear in Table 2.1. 

 
Table 2.1 

 
 Search Parameters and Initial Results 

 
Search Terms Search Limiters Database  Hits 

(Black girls) OR  
(African American 
girls)  
AND (success or 
achievement) 

 

Scholarly (Peer 
Reviewed) Journals 
Published Date: 1990 – 
2019  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Academic Search Complete 93 

Educational Administration Abstracts 20 

Education Research Complete 91 

ERICvia Ebscohost 84 

Family Studies 10 

Gender Studies Collection 19 

PsycArticles 11 

Psychology and Behavioral Sciences 27 

PsycINFO via Ebscohost 112 

Race Relations Abstracts 13 

Total with duplicates removed 189 
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Selection 
 
 A diagram of the screening process can be seen in Figure 2.2.  The initial search 

resulted in 189 total studies. Using these criteria—publication year, K-16 settings in the 

US, empirical study, scholarly and peer-reviewed journal, published in English, and 

alignment with research questions-- a total of 146 articles were removed, leaving 43 

articles. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.2. Diagram for screening process 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Initial studies 
resulting from 

database search 
(189) 

Studies excluded 
based on criteria 

(146) 

Potential studies 
for review (44) 

Studies excluded 
based on quality 
evaluation rubric 

(1) 

Studies retained 
for review (43) 
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Quality Evaluation 

In addition to using only peer-reviewed journal articles to establish the quality of 

the articles used in the study, a rubric was utilized to evaluate the quality of the individual 

articles. Each article was assessed using 7 quality assessment indicators including 

objectives/purposes, review of the literature, theoretical frameworks, participants, 

methods, results/conclusions, and significance (Mullett et al., 2017; see Table 2.2). 

The indicators are rated on a 4-point scale. A score of 4 designates the element 

exceeds standards and a score of 1 indicates it does not meet standards. For an article to 

be included in the review, it must have scored 14 points or more out of a possible 28 

points. Those articles that scored below 14 points were excluded from the review. Only 

one article did not meet the quality evaluation. The evidence table shown in Table 2.3 

details the extracted data from the retained studies. The evidence table includes the 

author, year, purpose, participants, study design, a framework used (if applicable), and 

the findings. The evidence table gives a structured overview of the articles, summarizes 

the details and results from each article, and supports the research questions (Hempel et 

al., 2016). 
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Table 2.2 

Quality Assessment Rubric (Mullet, Rinn, & Kettler, 2017) 

Criterion 4 – Exceeds Standard 3 – Meets Standard 2 – Nearly Meets 
Standard 

1 – Does Not 
Meet Standard 

Objectives 
and Purposes 

Clearly articulated 
problem, objective, 
rationale, research 

questions. 

Adequately 
articulated. 

Poorly articulated. Incomplete. 

Review of 
Literature 

Critically examines state 
of the field. Clearly 

situates the topic within 
the broader field. Makes 

compelling connections to 
past work. Discusses and 
resolves ambiguities in 
definitions. Synthesizes 

and evaluates ideas; offers 
new perspectives. 

Discusses what has 
and has not been done. 
Situates topic within 

the broader field. 
Makes connections to 

past work. Defines 
key vocabulary. 
Synthesizes and 
evaluates ideas. 

Minimally discusses 
what has and has not 
been done. Vaguely 
discusses broader 
field. Makes few 

connections to past 
work. Lacks synthesis 

across literature. 
Minimal evaluation of 

ideas. 

Fails to discuss 
what has and has 
not been done. 

Topic not 
situated within 

broader 
literature. No 
connections to 

past work.  

Theoretical 
or 

Conceptual 
Frameworks 

Clearly articulated and 
described in detail. 

Frameworks align with 
study purposes.  

Articulated; aligns 
with study purposes. 

Implied or described 
in vague terms or fails 

to align with 
purposes. 

Absent. 

Participants Detailed, contextual 
description of population, 

sample and sampling 
procedures.  

Detailed description of 
population, sample 

and procedures. 

Basic description of 
sample and 
procedures.  

Incomplete. 

Methods Instruments and their 
administration described 
in detail. Evidence for 
validity and reliability. 

Documented best research 
practices. Potential bias 

considered. 

Instruments and their 
administration 

described. Evidence 
for validity or 

reliability. Some 
evidence of best 

research practices. 
Potential bias 
considered. 

Instruments 
described. Incomplete 
evidence of validity or 

reliability. 
Questionable research 

practices. 

Incomplete. 

Results and 
Conclusions 

Detailed results. 
Exceptional use of data 

displays. Discussion 
clearly connects findings 
to past work. Proposes 

future directions for 
research. Conclusions 

clearly address the 
problem or questions. 

Complete results. 
Sufficient use of data 
displays. Discussion 
connects findings to 

past work. 
Conclusions address 

the problems or 
questions. 

Basic results. 
Insufficient use of 

data displays. 
Discussion fails to 
connect findings to 

past work. 
Conclusions 

summarize findings. 

Incomplete. 

Significance Clearly and convincingly 
articulates scholarly and 
practical significance of 

the study. 

Articulates scholarly 
and practical 

significance of the 
study. 

Articulates scholarly 
or practical 

significance but is 
neither clear nor 

convincing. 

Not articulated. 
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Table 2.3 
 

Extracted Summary Data 
 

Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Archer-Banks & 
Behar-Horenstein 
(2012) 

Explores how 
participants’ 
academic success 
relates to their 
academic and racial 
identity. 

Ogbu's cultural-
ecological theory  

Qualitative  
(case study) 

Black high school 
females in honors 
classes (n=8); low-
income magnet school; 
southeastern U.S.  

Participants were unhappy with 
inequalities within their school. 
With a strong sense of self, each 
persevered despite barriers to 
attain academic success. 
 

Battle & Coates 
(2004) 

Examines the effects 
of family 
composition on 
academic outcomes 
in 12th grade and two 
years after high 
school. 

None 
 

Quantitative 
(regression) 
 

African American high 
school girls (n=40,907) 

Results suggest the larger the 
family size, the worse the girls 
perform in school. Black single-
mother led families outperformed 
single-father families, but after 
high school graduation, the 
advantage dissipates. 
 

Bécares & Priest 
(2015) 

Examines the 
intersection of 
gender, race, and 
socioeconomic status 
across academic and 
non-academic 
outcomes.  
 

None Quantitative 
(mixture modeling 
with auxiliary 
variables) 

8th-grade Black girls 
(n=560)  

Black girls and boys found to 
perform better than White boys in 
socioemotional outcomes (self-
concept, internalizing behaviors, 
and locus of control). 
 

Booker & Lim 
(2018) 
 

Explores school 
belongingness among 
middle school Black 
females within a 
math classroom.  

None Qualitative 
(phenomenological) 

Black middle school 
girls (n=8); White 
teachers (n=3) 

Positive interpersonal 
relationships with teachers were 
important for students’ sense of 
belonging. Perceived support 
increased students’ performance 
and helping behaviors. 
 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Brown, Linver, 
Evans, & 
DeGennaro 
(2009) 
 

Examines racial and 
ethnic socialization 
and gender of the 
caregiver influence 
on academic success 
among Black 
participants. 

None Quantitative 
(regression) 

African American 
adolescents (n=218; 
9th-12th grade; 52% 
girls); racially and 
economically diverse 
public high school in a 
northeastern city with a 
population of 150,000  
 

African American cultural values 
and heritage were connected to 
participants’ grades. The 
relationship between grades and 
ethnic socialization was dependent 
upon gender. High levels of ethnic 
socialization for Black girls 
appeared to negatively effect 
grades. 
 

Butler-Barnes, 
Chavous, Hurd, & 
Varner (2013) 
 

Examines how 
African American 
adolescents persist 
academically despite 
discrimination. 

Integrative Model 
of the Study of 
Developmental 
Competencies in 
Minority Children 
and Resilience 
framework 

Quantitative 
(latent class 
analysis) 

220 African American 
7th, 8th, and 9th-grade 
adolescents (58% 
female) 
from three 
socioeconomically 
diverse school districts. 

Latent cluster analysis revealed 
that adolescents who rated low on 
self-acceptance, self-efficacy, and 
racial pride also had lower 
academic persistence. Likewise, 
those students who reported 
higher in personal and cultural 
aspects rated higher in academic 
persistence. These personal and 
cultural aspects appeared to 
promote academic persistence. 
 

Butler-Barnes, 
Estrada-Martinez, 
Colin, & Jones 
(2015) 

Examines how social 
influences and beliefs 
about school affect 
academic outcomes 
of a group of African 
American 
adolescents. 
 

Resilience 
Framework 

Quantitative 
(descriptive and 
correlational) 

612 African American 
adolescents (n=305 
girls); wide-range of 
income/family 
educational levels  

Through latent cluster analysis, 
school attachment and 
achievement beliefs were 
important, but the only significant 
predictor of academic success was 
family income. 
 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Butler-Barnes 
(2017) 

Examines how 
academic curiosity, 
academic self-
esteem, and cultural 
assets influence 
African American 
adolescents’ 
academic persistence. 

Erikson’s 
Psychosocial 
Development  
“identity vs. 
identity confusion” 

Quantitative 
(correlational) 

262 Black adolescents 
(7th-10th-grade; n=153 
girls) in Midwestern 
school district 
 

For Black girls, racial identity 
attitudes and academic self-esteem 
were not related to opposition 
identity or academic persistence. 
Academic curiosity was related to 
academic persistence for females. 
 

 

Butler‐Barnes et 
al. (2018) 

Examines the 
relationship between 
racial identity beliefs 
and school climate on 
achievement 
motivation. 

Multidimensional 
model of racial 
identity,  
Integrative Model 
for the Study of 
Developmental 
Competencies in 
Minority Children,  
 risk and resilience 
framework  

Quantitative 
(linear mixed 
models)  

733 African American 
adolescent girls from  
socioeconomically 
diverse school districts 
located in the Midwest; 
43% percent of parents 
were married; 43.4% of 
the families reported an 
average of two children 
living in the household-
data taken on youngest 
child in the family  
 

Racial identity and ideology 
beliefs were associated with 
higher achievement over time. 
Private regard, racial centrality, 
and sense of belonging were found 
to be protective factors. A positive 
school climate-related to higher 
academic curiosity and 
persistence. Black girls benefit 
from racial harmony, support, and 
a sense of belonging at school. 

Chambers & 
Schreiber (2004) 
 

Examines the 
connection between 
academic success and 
extracurricular 
activities. 

None Quantitative 
(multiple 
regression) 

8th and 10th-grade 
females (n=4382);7% 
African American  

Participation in extracurricular 
academic organizations such as 
clubs, band, and yearbook had 
positive outcomes for African 
American females. Likewise, out 
of school, academic activities such 
as homework in math increased 
achievement in that subject.  
 
 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Chesmore, 
Winston, & Brady 
(2016) 

Examines resources 
for resilience and its 
association with 
academic outcomes 
of African American 
children. 

social support and 
coping framework  

Quantitative  
(correlational) 

46 African American 
adolescents (n=21 
females) low-income, 
ethnic minority from 
urban School in 
Midwestern U.S.  

For girls in this study, the 
relationship between support from 
caregivers, reading achievement, 
and the association between 
behavioral coping and school 
misbehavior were significant. 
 

Clayton (2017) 
 

Examines the 
relationships between 
different social 
supports (parents, 
teachers, peers) and 
achievement 
outcomes. 

Ecological 
interactional-
developmental 
model; 
Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems 
model 
 

Mixed methods  
(thematic analysis 
and multiple 
regression) 
 

533 African American 
high school seniors in 
an urban school system 
in southeastern 
Virginia; (45 % free/ 
reduced-price lunch and 
46.3 % resided in a 
two-parent household 

Students’ perceptions of their 
parents’ expectations of academic 
performance were correlated with 
higher academic achievement 
levels of the participants. Support 
from teachers and peers were 
identified as factors that 
influenced school success. 
 

Cokley, McClain, 
Jones, & Johnson  
(2011) 

Examines how 
academic 
disidentification 
affects the academic 
outcomes of African 
American high 
school students. 

None Quantitative 
(hierarchical 
multiple regression) 

96 African American 
high school students 
(n= 55 females) from 
an urban public high 
school in Houston, TX.  

Academic disidentification 
occurred more with boys than girls 
in this study. For females, the 
correlation between GPA and 
academic self-concept increased 
between younger and older 
students; for boys, it was the 
opposite. 
 

Cooper (2009) 
 

Examines the 
connection between 
the father-daughter 
relationship and 
academic 
achievement. 

Relational and 
cultural 
socialization 
orientation 
 

Quantitative 
(correlational and 
regression) 

122 African American 
girls in 6th, 7th, and 8th 
grade from a medium-
sized Midwestern city; 
60% receiving 
free/reduced lunch and 
44% from two-parent 
families. 

The quality of the father-daughter 
relationship related significantly to 
academic engagement. Likewise, 
girls who had high self-esteem had 
a higher quality father-daughter 
relationship and thus had a 
positive effect on academic 
achievement. 
 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Davis-Maye 
(2004) 
 

Examines the effect 
of paternal support 
on African American 
girls’ hope for future 
success. 
  

Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems 
model 

Quantitative 
(correlational) 

866 African American 
adolescent girls from 
two low-income and 
public housing 
communities in South 
Alabama  

Less than half of the participants 
identified their fathers as their 
paternal figure. Eighty-percent of 
the girls identified a father figure 
that provided moderate to high 
levels of support. Any level of 
paternal support was beneficial. 
 

Davis-Maye & 
Perry (2007) 
 

Examines the effect 
of maternal support 
on African American 
girls’ hope for future 
success 

Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecological systems 
model 

Quantitative (a 
priori probability 
tests, including chi-
square and 
correlation 
analysis.) 

866 African American 
adolescent girls from 
two low-income and 
public housing 
communities in South 
Alabama 

The majority of participants 
reported high levels of support 
from their maternal figures but 
only 25% reported high levels of 
hope. Findings other factors of 
resilience, “other mothers”, and 
group membership may be 
important for levels of hope for 
the future. 

 
Fordham (1993) Explores how 

African American 
students succeed in 
school. 

None Qualitative 
(Ethnographic) 

N=12 females; 6 high-
achieving females and 
6 underachieving 
females from a 
predominantly Black 
magnet high school in 
Washington D.C.  
 

The author finds that African 
American females use strategies 
such as being invisible and silent 
to be successful within the school 
and “pass” as someone they are 
not. 

Gillette & 
Gudmunson 
(2014) 

Examines the long-
term educational 
outcomes of father 
absence. 

Family economic 
stress model & 
Psychosocial 
acceleration theory 

Quantitative 
(Structural equation 
modeling) 

532 Black adolescent 
females from a random 
cluster of public, 
private, and parochial 
high schools 

The findings suggest that Black 
girls who experience a longer 
absence of a father lived in lower-
income families and experienced 
more stress that resulted in lower 
educational expectations and 
lower educational attainment in 
early adulthood. 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Grier & 
Boutakidis (2018) 

Examines perceived 
social support from 
various contexts 
related to self-
perception of African 
American children. 

Bronfenbrenner’s 
bioecological 
theory  

Quantitative 
(hierarchical cluster 
analysis, 
correlational) 

185 African American 
4th and 5th graders; 
(n=111 girls) from low-
income (Title I) schools 
in southern California 

Results supported that continuous 
positive social support perceived 
across various contexts is optimal 
to mixed and low continuous 
support. Girls experience an 
ecology of perceived support with 
more progression across parents 
and teachers in relation to 
scholastic and behavioral self-
perceptions. 
 

Hardie (2015)  
 

Explores social class 
and race in the social 
capital of high school 
females and how 
these factors 
influence the 
development of 
future educational 
plans. 

Theory of 
inequality in social 
capital  
 

Qualitative  
(effect matrices) 

59 middle and working-
class Black and White 
high school females 
(n=11 Black middle 
class, n=26 Black 
working poor )from 
socioeconomically 
diverse Midwestern 
high schools 

Black females experienced 
isolated social capital compared to 
White middle-class females who 
had wider networks on which to 
draw for support. For working-
class females, they experienced 
restricted social capital--fewer 
high-status social ties and fewer 
resources available to them. 
 

Hofferth (2010) Examines how media 
use (TV, video 
games, computers) at 
home influences the 
achievement and 
behavior of children. 

Social learning 
theory, motivational 
theory, cultivation 
theory 

Quantitative 
(multivariate 
analysis) 

3,563 African 
American children; 6- 
to 12-year-olds 
(n=1252 girls) data 
collected in 1997 and 
2003  

For Black girls, increased video 
game hours and TV viewing 
related to reduced scores on the 
passage comprehension test but 
had a positive increase in the 
applied problems test.  
 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Honora (2002) Explores the 

connection between 
future expectations 
and academic 
achievement. 

None Qualitative 
(thematic content 
analysis) 

16 African American 
adolescents (n=8 
females) from an urban 
high school in the 
northeast; 
socioeconomically 
homogeneous group of 
low-income students 

Results indicated that higher-
achieving girls possess more 
future goals and expectations and 
have more long-term goals than 
higher-achieving boys. For 
females, goals/future expectations 
were influenced by family and 
other role models that showed 
expectations of the future. 
 

Jones, Lee, 
Matlack, & 
Zigarelli (2018) 
 

Examines how ethnic 
identity development 
relates to school 
engagement through 
culturally responsive 
intervention. 
 

Multidimensional 
Model of Racial 
Identity 

Quantitative 
(experimental 
crossover repeated 
measures design) 

12 middle school 
African American girls 
from an urban middle 
school on the West 
coast. 

Participants in the culturally 
responsive intervention group 
displayed higher ratings of ethnic 
identity, de-emphasized race in 
their worldviews, and increased 
school engagement. 

Joseph, Hailu, & 
Boston (2017) 
 

Explores the factors 
related to Black 
females’ persistence 
in mathematics. 

Critical race theory 
and Black feminism  
 

Qualitative 
(systematic review) 

62 peer-reviewed 
research studies from 
1996 to 2016 
 

Findings suggest that Black girls’ 
persistence in math results from 
strategies of resilience (stereotype 
management, gender-role 
expectations, and belonging), 
community influence, and 
structural disruptions (access to 
books, etc.). 

 
Kao & Tienda 
(1998) 
 

Examines 
participants’ 
progression of 
aspirations by gender 
and race. 

Blocked-
opportunity 
framework 

Mixed-method 
(logistic regression; 
focus-groups) 

A national sample of 
24,599 students in 8th -
12th grade 

In the 8th and 10th-grade, 31% of 
Black females reported aspirations 
of graduate school. By graduation, 
aspirations increased to 41%. 
More likely than their White 
counterparts, Black females held 
aspirations of graduate school 
education throughout high school.  

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Koch, Lundh, & 
Harris (2019) 
 

Examines the support 
and persistence of 
Black and Latina 
girls participating in 
an after-school 
intervention.  

Support and 
persistence 
framework 

Qualitative (case 
study) 

6 African American and 
Latina girls in 10th 
grade; (3rd-year 
participants of 
intervention curricular 
initiative within an 
urban afterschool 
organization in 
California 
 

Findings show parents play a 
positive role in persistence support 
and encouragement. Expectations 
of school success and mindset 
play a pivotal role in persistence 
in STEM careers.  
 
 

Mandara 2010 Examines the 
hypothesis that 
African American 
girls and boys are 
socialized differently 
resulting in 
differences in 
academic success.  
 

Mandura (2005) 
model of 
socialization 

Quantitative  
(latent variable 
structural equation 
modeling) 

Data from the 1992 to 
2006 survey included 
economically diverse 
African American 
mothers and their 
children; 1500 African 
American girls and 
boys (50% female) 

Results indicate that firstborn girls 
had the highest achievement 
scores. Mothers were found to 
raise their daughters and love their 
boys, but loving was found to 
indicate a lack of demandingness 
and not an indication of warmth or 
caring.  

McMillian, 
Frierson, & 
Campbell (2011) 

Examines if a gender 
gap exists in 
academic 
competence and 
global self-esteem 
measures among 
African American 
boys and girls. 

None Quantitative 
(multiple 
regression) 

Adolescent Black girls 
and boys (N=113, 43 
females); high risk for 
academic problems 
because of family 
socioeconomic 
circumstances 

Multiple regression analyses 
showed no gender differences 
among achievement tests of boys 
or girls; no indication of 
disidentification for boys or girls 
were found. 
 

 
McMillan (2016) Examines academic 

disidentification 
patterns among a 
group of African 
American boys and 
girls. 

None Quantitative 
(multiple 
regression) 

94 African American 
adolescents (n=47 
females) from low-
income families; 
longitudinal data 
collected at mid-
adolescent age and 10 
years later 

Findings revealed no gender 
differences existed among the 
sample. Girls were found to value 
academics more than the boys  
 
 
 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Morris (2007) Explores the 

educational 
perceptions and 
experiences of Black 
girls. 

None Qualitative  
(ethnographic 
study) 

Black 7th and 8th-grade 
females from a 
predominantly minority 
public middle school  

Results indicated that Blackness 
and class affected perceptions of 
femininity among Black girls 
which in turn affected their school 
experiences. The girls’ assertive 
behaviors were often interpreted 
as aggressive.  
 

Neal-Jackson 
(2018) 
 

Explores the 
advantages and 
barriers Black 
women face in public 
schools through a 
systematic review of 
the literature. 
 

Critical race theory  
 

Qualitative 
(systematic meta-
ethnographic 
review)  
 

37 research articles that 
included experiences of 
Black girls in the U.S.  

Participants reported being 
motivated learners who believed 
institutions failed to meet their 
needs due to stereotypical views 
of school officials. School 
officials appeared to misinterpret 
Black female identity as 
undisciplined and out of sync with 
school norms. 
 

O’Connor, 
Mueller, Lewis, 
Rivas-Drake, & 
Rosenberg (2011) 

Explores Black 
identity and 
achievement among 
3 high-ability Black 
females. 

Racially stratified 
academic hierarchy 
(RSAH). 

Qualitative 
(ethnographic 
study) 

8 high-achieving high 
school Black students 
(n=6 females); 3 of the 
6 girls are the focus of 
this study; small 
affluent, Midwestern 
city, 75% of the 
students were White, 
13% low-income; 15% 
Black 

Findings show how a racially 
stratified hierarchy tracks a 
disproportionate number of 
minorities into lower-level classes 
and fewer in the advanced 
courses.  The experiences of these 
females illustrate how they 
constructed their Black identities 
within the hierarchy.  
 

 
Osborne (1997) 
 

Examines 
longitudinal data to 
determine the 
disidentification with 
academics among 
African Americans. 

Steele's (1992) 
disidentification 
assertion 

Quantitative 
(correlational) 
 

24,599 8th graders 
including 1,070 African 
American girls 
 

African American girls were 
found to disidentify with 
academics less than African 
American boys. 
 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Oyserman, 
Harrison, & 
Bybee (2001) 
 

Examines the gender 
effects of racial 
identity on academic 
efficacy. 
 

None Quantitative 
(hierarchical, 
moderated 
regression) 

91 high poverty inner-
city Detroit middle 
school students (47 
African American 
females); 92% of 
school population 
receiving free and/or 
reduced-cost lunch 

Results indicated that awareness 
of racism negatively affected 
academic efficacy. The largest 
decline was among girls who were 
high in connectedness and 
awareness of racism and low in 
the achievement aspect of racial 
identity.  
 

Pearson (2008) 
 

Examines how self-
efficacy affects 
African American 
female academic 
success.  

Self-efficacy theory  
 

Mixed-method 
(exploratory case-
study) 
 

37 African American 
middle school students 
from an academy 
within-a-school in 
Oklahoma; 10 students 
participated in 
interviews. 

Positive support and modeling 
were important influences on 
academic success. Peer pressure, 
death, and teasing were often 
barriers; the girls found ways to 
cope and succeed.  
 

Pittman & Chase-
Lansdale(2001) 

Explores parenting 
style related to 
outcomes of a group 
of Black girls. 

Baumrind Theory 
of Parenting Styles 

Quantitative 
(correlational) 

302 African American 
adolescents from the 
south side of Chicago 

Results showed parenting style 
was related to grades and work 
orientation. Girls with 
authoritative mothers had higher 
work orientation scores than those 
with authoritarian mothers. Girls 
from poor neighborhoods and 
disengaged mothers had the 
greatest risk for poor behavioral 
and psychological outcomes. 

 
Ridolfo, Chepp, 
& Milkie (2013) 

Examines self-esteem 
and sense of control 
of Black girls in 
relation to academic 
encouragement from 
their mothers. 

Black feminist 
thought 

Quantitative 
(correlational) 

1,330 Black and 3,797 
White adolescent girls 
(N = 5,127) and their 
mothers 

Compared to White girls, Black 
girls have higher self-esteem and 
sense of themselves as problem 
solvers. Black mothers were found 
to give extra encouragement 
which accounted for the 
differences. 

(Continued) 
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Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Shen (2017) Examines how 

physical education 
affects the academic 
performance of Black 
girls. 

None Quantitative 
(correlational) 

184 Black adolescent 
girls from a large urban 
inner-city school 
district in the 
Midwestern U.S.; over 
70% district receiving 
free/reduced lunch 

Results showed a positive 
relationship between the academic 
performance of Black females and 
their participation in physical 
education. Moderate physical 
activity increased attention span 
and reduced boredom. 
 

Skinner, McHale, 
Wood, & Telfer 
(2018) 

Examines 
connections between 
adolescent 
perceptions of their 
gendered personality 
traits and their school 
experiences. 

None Quantitative 
(multilevel 
modeling) 

352 African American 
adolescent girls; 
longitudinal study on 
gender development 
and gender 
socialization in African 
American families. 

Students with high expressive 
qualities reported closer 
relationships with teachers and 
peers. Youth with higher 
instrumentality showed declines in 
academic achievement compared 
to youth with lower 
instrumentality.  
 

Varner & 
Mandara (2014) 

Examines differential 
parenting effects 
based on gender and 
birth order to the 
academic 
achievement of 
African American 
girls and boys. 

Parental investment 
theory 

Quantitative (latent 
variable structural 
equation modeling 
(SEM 

796 African American 
adolescents (n=394 
female); economically 
diverse families 
 

Differences in the parenting of 
adolescents may be linked to 
gender and academic 
achievement. Mothers exhibited 
more control behaviors over their 
daughters than compared to their 
sons. Mothers of girls had high 
expectations for their daughter’s 
success. 

 
West-Olatunji et 
al. (2007) 
 

Explores how 
African American 
girls participating in 
non-magnet schools 
position themselves 
as learners of math 
and science. 

Positionality theory 
 

Qualitative 
(ethnography) 

5 African American 6th 
grade girls from a non-
magnet program within 
a school that has an 
advanced program, 1 
parent, 2 teachers, 
counselor, and principal 

Girls who participated in math and 
science courses in a non-magnet 
school setting were aware of their 
positions as learners and the 
differences in school support 
compared to students in magnet 
schools.  

(Continued) 



23 
 

Author/Year Purpose Framework Design Participants Findings 
Wood, Kaplan, & 
McLoyd (2007) 
 

Examines how 
gender relates to the 
educational 
attainment 
expectations of 
African American 
youth, teachers, and 
parents. 

None Quantitative 
(regression) 

301 Black caregivers 
reporting on children 6-
16 years (M=10.8 
years); 307 African 
American child self-
reports (M=12.3 years); 
low-income 
neighborhoods of 
Milwaukee, WI,  
 

As in other research, parents’ and 
teachers’ expectations for African 
American boys were lower than 
for girls. Furthermore, girls were 
more certain than boys that they 
would attend and complete 
college.  

Wood, Kurtz-
Costes, Rowley, 
& Okeke-
Adeyanju (2010) 
 

Examines the role of 
maternal academic 
expectations on her 
children. 

reality principle of 
stereotype 
formation 

Quantitative 
(correlational) 

334 African American 
mothers (72% urban 
and 28% rural; 37% 
married and living with 
a partner) reporting on 
the same number of 
African American 
youths (56.3% girls; 
mean age = 13.4 years) 
 

Results indicate that parents’ 
stereotypical gender beliefs may 
influence the academic success of 
African American girls indirectly. 
The majority of mothers in this 
study held that girls are more 
competent than boys in academic 
areas. 
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Analysis 

 To synthesize meaning from the data, a six-phase thematic analysis was used. 

Thematic analysis is a qualitative approach defined as “a method for identifying, 

analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). 

Although the process is often presented as a linear approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), it 

can also be described as a repetitive and reflective process in which the researcher moves 

back and forth through the phases (Nowell, et al., 2017). A theoretical thematic analysis 

is driven by the researcher’s theoretical interest in a particular area and gives a more 

detailed analysis of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis can follow a 6-

step process. For the first step, familiarization of the data took place through the 

screening process, creating the evidence table, and reading each article. In the second 

step, initial codes were generated from the summary findings from the extraction table. 

Codes were grouped based upon environmental or intrapersonal influence. Those 

categories that appeared in at least 3 or more articles were retained (see Table 2.4).  

 
Table 2.4 

 
Categories 

 
Category Description 

1 Relationships with family, teachers, and peers 
2 Personal characteristics and attributes 
3 Racial identity/socialization 
4 Discrimination and inequalities 
5 Academic persistence 
6 Aspirations, beliefs, and expectations 
7 Educational institutions and systems 
8 Academic identity 
9 Educational opportunities and access 
10 Socioeconomic contexts 
11 School belongingness 
12 Pressures and barriers 
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 In the third phase, the findings, conclusions, and discussion sections from each 

article were uploaded into NVivo software and coded inductively. The researcher read 

each article and marked test segments with a unique code and category label. Beginning 

themes were collected among the codes. For the final 3 steps in the coding process, the 

initial categories were revised, broader themes were defined, and a description of each 

theme was delineated. The other codes were merged with other categories or deleted if 

they had no applicability. The remaining steps in the thematic analysis include the 

revision of the initial categories, explaining the general themes, and finally, the 

explanation of those themes found within the data. The theme must explain something 

about the data relevant to the actual research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 

categories were identified as containing aspects related to intrapersonal or environmental 

catalysts and then combined to illustrate themes within those two catalysts (see Table 

2.5). 

Table 2.5 
 

Summarized Themes and Description 
 

Categories Theme Description 
2, 5, 6, 8, 

11 
Academically successful Black 
girls have common personal 
attributes, values, and aspirations.  

Black girls with strong academic identities excel 
academically and persist in school. They share 
common characteristics, beliefs, and values and have 
high expectations for school success. 
 

3 Black girls’ racial identity can 
have positive effects on academic 
outcomes. 

Black girls’ racial identity that creates a buffer 
against school-based racial experiences while 
encouraging racial harmony boosts academic 
achievement 
 

1, 10 Supportive relationships with 
family, friends, and other mentors 
influence the academic success of 
Black girls. 
 

Black girls’ academic success is influenced by social 
capital and supportive relationships with family 
members, friends, and mentors.  
 

4, 7, 9, 12 Institutions that support the 
academic development of Black 
girls influence academic success. 

To counter institutional racism, supportive academic 
institutions provide culturally appropriate pedagogy 
and access to programs that encourage Black girls’ 
academic success.  
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Results 
 
Comparison of Studies 
 
 Although the majority of the studies focused on early and middle adolescent 

Black females (11-17 years), 8 of the studies included elementary-aged Black girls. Of 

the collected articles, eleven of them employed qualitative methodologies (including 2 

systematic reviews), twenty-nine used quantitative methods, and 3 used mixed-methods 

methodology to analyze the studies.  

 
Theme 1. Academically Successful Black Girls Have Common Personal Attributes, 
Values, and Aspirations  
 
 Academically successful Black girls tend to exhibit several common 

characteristics related to their behaviors towards education. These characteristics help 

them maintain focus to reach high goals.  

 
 Attributes.  Black girls are observed in classrooms dominating discussions, 

being loud, outspoken, and competitive with boys and other girls to gain the teacher’s 

attention (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Morris, 2007; Neal-Jackson, 

2018). Black girls with these characteristics, referred to as having high instrumentality 

(independence and competitiveness), may experience a greater decline in academic 

achievement than those with lower instrumentality (Skinner et al., 2018). As 

adolescents physically develop, the high instrumentality they exhibit can intimidate 

teachers resulting in negative stereotyping and negative outcomes to school 

performance (Skinner et al., 2018). Unexpectedly, teachers from the same racial 

background characterize Black girls’ interaction style similarly (Morris, 2007). These 

perceived problematic behaviors such as competing and standing up to others often are 
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the same behaviors that some Black girls used to propel their learning (Morris, 2007). 

Even though teachers complain that Black girls can be “loud”, the outspoken behavior 

does not hinder enrollment numbers in advanced courses; for instance, in one study, 

more Black girls are enrolled in pre-advanced placement classes than Black males or 

Latina groups (Morris, 2007). 

 Some teachers attempt to instill traditional feminine behavior to Black girls 

which includes speaking softer, having body control, and being more conciliatory to 

authority (Neal-Jackson, 2018) while others encourage Black girls to be more assertive 

which leads to more acceptance to the teachers' requests by the girls (Morris, 2007). 

Even though Black girls may describe their behavior in similar ways to their teachers, 

girls understand these characteristics as strengths rather than impediments to their 

learning (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Neal-Jackson, 2018).  

 When young Black girls refuse to conform to a quiet demeanor that teachers 

often insist upon, school becomes a place where Black girls are limited in the way they 

can express themselves and inconsistent with the way they act at home and the 

community (Neal-Jackson, 2018). Likewise, some Black girls have to alter their 

preferred identity in exchange for a more ladylike and quieter persona (Fordham, 

1993) or purposefully disconnect themselves from any behavior that may be perceived 

as stereotypical Black women's behavior to access educational resources that are 

provided to others (Neal-Jackson, 2018). Specifically, academically successful Black 

girls learn how to increase self-regulation by evaluating their circumstances to control 

and adjust their behavior (Pearson, 2008). For example, in a magnet school for 

advanced placement and humanities located in a predominantly African-American part 
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of Washington D. C., Fordham (1993) observes how high-achieving Black girls are 

taught directly and indirectly to be “silent” in school. Girls at the school do not speak 

in class unless they are called upon. Even in the face of physical or verbal 

confrontations, the highly successful girls do not draw attention to themselves. Being 

invisible and restrained are tactics these girls learn to use to become academically 

successful. Fordham surmises that silence “conceals their female voice and the 

resulting gender expectations” and by using this strategy shields Black girls from the 

envy and resentment that comes from others who are academically less successful 

(Fordham, 1993, p.23). 

 
 Academic identity.  Academic identity is important to the academic success of 

Black girls. When one is academically identified, they are engaged and motivated to 

learn and their self-esteem is linked to doing well in school (McMillian et al., 2011). 

Black girls confident about their academic abilities are likely to have future-oriented 

goals leading to successful careers and productive lives (Pearson, 2008). For instance, 

Black girls who academically persist, set priorities and dedicate time to develop study 

schedules to prepare for schoolwork (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). Black 

girls believe that education is important for their future and maintain they have to 

work harder than the average White girl to be successful; consequently, successful 

Black girls often take after-school jobs for economic reasons, thus leaving less time 

and energy towards other endeavors (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012).  

 Adolescent Black girls with a strong sense of self are determined to stay 

focused in school and maintain their grades even through adversity (Morris, 2007; 

Pearson, 2008). Black girls who academically persist in school often report having 
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high grades and are academically curious (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017). Interestingly, 

participation in physical activity has been shown to increase persistence, alleviate 

boredom, and increase concentration leading to higher academic performance for 

Black girls (Shen, 2017).  

 Conversely, academic disidentification refers to how one’s self-esteem is 

detached from one’s academic performance. Disidentification is a strategy by which 

students separate their self-esteem from academics out of fear that scholastic interest 

will reinforce negative stereotypes about their ability (McMillian et al., 2011). 

Negative experiences such as disciplinary actions for behavior in school can contribute 

to academic disidentification (Cokley et al., 2012). In studies related to Black student 

disidentification, Black girls experience less academic disidentification than do Black 

boys (Cokley et al., 2012; McMillian et al., 2011; McMillian et al., 2016; Morris, 

2007, Osborne, 1997). From their outspokenness and strong interest in success, Black 

girls seem to take their education more seriously than Black boys (Fordham, 1993; 

Morris, 2007).  

 
 Aspirations.  Black girls’ aspirations may help develop future academic 

outcomes (Honora, 2002). High academic aspirations towards one’s future enable 

Black girls to persist academically and overcome difficulties (Butler-Barnes et al., 

2017; Neal-Jackson, 2018). Black girls maintain that hard work leads to academic 

success and a way to reverse negative socioeconomic status (Archer-Banks & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012; Evans-Winter, 2005; Neal-Jackson, 2018).  

 Generally, self-expectations of future academic attainment decrease as Black 

youth become older and may be attributed to a more realistic view of their academic 
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competence (Kao & Tienda, 1998). Even though a disproportionate number of Black girls 

drop out of high school, the girls that remain are often highly optimistic towards 

academic success (Kao & Tienda, 1998).  

 Parents report higher expectations of the academic achievement of their daughters 

in comparison to their sons (Wood et al., 2007; Wood et al., 2010). For instance, in one 

study, 67% of the mothers of Black youth maintain that girls are more competent than 

boys in academic disciplines, which indicates a positive bias for daughters (Wood et al., 

2010). Parents expect more girls than boys will finish college (Wood et al., 2007). 

Interestingly, compared to White mothers, Black mothers maintain higher aspirations for 

academic success for their daughters and influence their daughters’ self-identity and 

independence (Ridolfo et al., 2013).  

 Compared to Black boys, Black girls set more goals in education, future 

employment, marriage, and family (Honora, 2002). Black girls have higher aspirations 

for more schooling than White girls (Kao-Tienda, 1998; Mau & Bikos, 2000; Neal-

Jackson, 2018) and are more optimistic about future educational opportunities if they 

persevere in school through their senior year (Kao & Tienda, 1998). For instance, among 

8th and 10th-grade Black girls, 31% have aspirations to attend graduate school. By 12th 

grade, the percentage rises to 41% as compared to 37% of White girls (Kao & Tienda, 

1998). 

 In summary, Black girls value education and have high academic aspirations to 

succeed. The personal characteristics of Black girls may vary. The outward appearance 

that some Black girls portray as confidence and assertiveness may intimidate others; 

however, they maintain that this assertiveness or competitiveness helps them achieve 
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their academic goals. Other Black girls outwardly appear to control and regulate their 

behavior to fit a more traditional feminine model. Black girls with positive academic 

identities maintain behaviors such as being organized and attentive to schoolwork to 

reach their goals. Additionally, those who have confidence in their academic abilities 

persist in future academic aspirations and overcome difficulties.  

 
Theme 2. Black Girls’ Racial Identity Can Have Positive Effects on Academic Outcomes. 
 
 How Black girls view their racial identity may have positive influences on their 

academic achievements. Having high personal and cultural assets may encourage a 

positive sense of racial identity that leads to academic achievement. Positive attitudes 

about one’s racial identity may lessen the academic decline some Black girls experience 

due to stereotype beliefs. 

 
 Racial identity.  Race is considered a social construct used to make sense about 

self, abilities, and aspirations (Oyserman et al., 2001). Research on racial identity 

formation focuses on the concepts of racial centrality, private regard, public regard, and 

minority ideology. Centrality is defined as how central a particular racial group 

membership is to one’s sense of self; private regard can be defined as how one feels 

about being part of a particular racial group, and public regard is defined as one’s 

perceptions about how others view the racial group (Sellers et al., 1997). Private regard 

and racial centrality act as buffers against negative racial experiences for Black girls in 

school (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018). Cultural assets (private regard and racial centrality) 

and academic assets (academic curiosity and academic self-esteem) influence Black girls’ 

persistence in school (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017). Black female adolescents with high 
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personal and cultural assets have a high sense of self which includes high private regard, 

high self-acceptance, and high self-efficacy and report higher persistence than Black girls 

with a lower sense of self (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017). Similar to racial centrality and 

private regard, researchers posit that minority ideology may also encourage Black girls to 

have positive future aspirations of education success; for example, Black girls who have a 

minority ideology understand the history of inequitable systems and are motivated to 

change the system by attaining academic success (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018).  

 Perceiving achievement as part of race may help to protect against declining 

academic efficacy and boost efficacy for both girls and boys (Oyserman et al., 2001). 

Recent research suggests that a strength-based approach to racial identity development 

for Black girls is more plausible than a deficit-view that proposes that Black students do 

not achieve because they fear “acting White” if they perform well in school (Butler-

Barnes et al., 2018). A deficit-view of Black girls results from the notion that Black girls 

are ultimately in control of their fate regarding academic success without regard to the 

influences outside of their control (Neal-Jackson, 2018). With the strength-based 

approach, having a secure attachment to one’s ethnic group alleviates negative racially-

based experiences in school and provides support for academic success (Butler-Barnes et 

al., 2018). Black girls’ academic efficacy increases when achievement ideology is viewed 

as part of one’s in-group identity (Oyserman et al., 2001). That is, when Black girls are 

proud to be Black and belong to a group that values achievement, then they perceive they 

can achieve academic success.  

 Overall, research indicates that having positive feelings about being Black (Harris 

& Marsh, 2010) and being supported in the classroom increase classroom engagement 
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and curiosity to learn which can increase positive educational outcomes (Butler-Barnes et 

al., 2018). Black girls who have positive attitudes towards their racial community may be 

able to disregard the perceived negative stereotypes that Blacks are less intelligent than 

Whites while encouraging them to believe that it is effort not innate ability that leads to 

academic success (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017). 

 Conversely, when Black girls are aware of racism, academic efficacy declines 

(Oyserman et al., 2001). Personal assets such as religiosity and peer and parent support 

can help buffer against discrimination (Butler-Barnes et al., 2013).  High levels of ethnic 

socialization described as African-American values and heritage are related to lower 

grades for Black girls (Brown et al., 2009). Black students who have a strong racial 

identity might be more susceptible to attributing unfavorable racial stereotypes to 

themselves leading to reduced academic achievement (Cokley et al., 2012). It is likely 

that too much ethnic socialization originating from parents may cause uncertainty and 

anxiety for Black girls and contribute to lower performance levels (Brown et al., 2009). 

 High achieving Black girls ignore negative stereotypes that discount their ability 

to academically achieve and recognize the way they view their race can have positive 

academic outcomes. With high personal assets, Black girls believe in themselves and 

persist in school despite obstacles. 

 
Theme 3. Supportive Relationships with Family, Friends, Teachers, and Mentors 
Influence the Academic Success of Black Girls  
 
 The academic achievement of Black girls is highly influenced by the relationships 

that develop from interactions with others within home, school, and community. Students 

are positively influenced by having supportive families, including the specific support 
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from their mothers and fathers. Black girls with high social capital may experience more 

opportunities to connect and gain academic support. Teachers can encourage feelings of 

belonging among Black girls leading to engagement in learning. Having peers who value 

academics supports academic achievement. 

 
 Social capital.  Social capital refers to the social networks and advantages 

available that can influence future academic opportunities (Kim & Schneider, 2005). 

Depending upon class membership, Black girls have different amounts of social capital, 

which can be used to gather other social and financial resources for future educational 

plans (Battle & Coates, 2004; Hardie, 2015). Working-class Black females experience 

restricted social capital--fewer high-status social ties and fewer resources available to 

them (Hardie, 2015) and rely heavily on support from teachers and counselors in their 

schools (Butler-Barnes et al., 2015; Hardie, 2015).  

 Middle-class Black females experience isolated social capital compared to their 

White peers who have larger networks from which to draw for support. Whereas, on 

average, middle-class Black girls report seven social connections to individuals who have 

attended college but less than half of the girls report that these individuals are in fields 

they wish to pursue (Hardie, 2015). The differences in access to social capital can create 

a domino effect on how Black girls’ families can connect and receive the help that may 

influence future opportunities for their daughters (Hardie, 2015). 

 
 Supportive families.  Black girls who lack family and parent support often 

struggle and have difficulties maintaining academic success (Archer-Banks, & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012). In working-class families, daughters note their parents take a passive 
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role in future college plans or lack knowledge of the college enrollment process (Hardie, 

2015; Kao & Tienda, 1998). Having high expectations of attending college for some 

families may be unrealistic due to the low socioeconomic status of the family (Wood et 

al., 2007). Financial and material support provided by families is linked to positive 

reading achievement for Black girls (Chesmore et al., 2016). Economic insecurity may 

lower academic expectations for Black girls and may signal to the girls that the future 

will also be economically stressful (Gillette & Gudmunson, 2014). Instead of attaining 

post-secondary education, working after high school to receive a paycheck may seem 

more appealing to Black girls who have limited financial resources (Gillette & 

Gudmunson, 2014).  

 Nonetheless, Black girls often credit their academic accomplishments to the 

amount of support given to them by their families (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012; Butler-Barnes et al., 2015). Emotional support such as recognition and 

encouragement from parents is critical for Black girls’ academic success (Clayton, 2017). 

Parental influence is greater than other adults’ influence in the lives of Black girls (Koch 

et al., 2019). When Black girls try hard and persist academically, parents are more likely 

to support their daughters’ persistence (Koch et al., 2019).  

 Higher grade-point averages for Black girls are related to parental expectations of 

their daughter’s academic and behavioral achievements (Clayton, 2017). Likewise, 

parental expectations about their child’s academic achievement aspirations play a role in 

the gender differences seen between Black girls and boys (Wood et al., 2007) and are 

communicated to the child through parent behaviors (Wood et al., 2010). Depending 

upon the gender of the child, parents may socialize their children differently (Brown et 
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al., 2009). Girls experience different socialization from their parents unlike their brothers 

or later-born sisters; for example, girls have more chores, more responsibilities, and are 

monitored closer (Mandara et al., 2010). Firstborn girls are perceived as more responsible 

and dependable than later-born siblings, and parents invest more time and resources 

towards their future success (Mandara et al., 2010). 

 High-achieving black girls validate the importance of communication such as 

talking and listening to parents and teachers especially during the transitioning years in 

high school (Clayton, 2017). High-achieving Black girls who receive support from 

parents in the form of monitoring, rewarding, and punishing behaviors noted more school 

engagement than that of low-achievers (Clayton, 2017). Parents of high-achieving Black 

girls influence the courses they will take by persuading them to take harder classes like 

advanced placement or honors classes while in school (Archer-Banks, & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012).  

 
 Parenting style.  Effective parenting that includes equal amounts of demanding 

and caring may assist Black girls to develop a sense of control and competence that may 

increase attention in the classroom and more time spent studying (Varner & Mandar, 

2014). Authoritative parents provide firm control with equal amounts of warmth and 

caring (Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). Similar to their White peers, Black girls whose 

parents use more of an authoritative parenting style have better outcomes than those with 

disengaged parents (Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). However, in high-poverty areas, 

Black girls may be at higher risk of stress and underdeveloped self-efficacy when 

disengaged mothers do not display connectedness, warmth, or firm-control with their 

daughters (Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). In high-poverty neighborhoods, 
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authoritarian parenting methods may be more commonly used to provide safety and to 

train girls in ways of survival (Davis-Maye, 2004).  

 
 Maternal support.  Black girls indicate their mothers are the most influential 

supporters in their lives, monitor their activities in school, and question them about future 

college goals (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). In addition to their mothers, 

Black girls identify grandmothers and aunts as providers of support for their development 

(Battle & Coates; Davis-Maye & Perry, 2007; Neal-Jackson, 2018, Pearson, 2008). Black 

women tend to have and use more family support systems than men and provide more 

resources to their daughters (Battle & Coates, 2004). As socioeconomic status increases, 

Black girls in single-mother households perform better than females from father-only 

homes; however, the results decrease just a few years later (Battle & Coates, 2004).  

 Black girls identify with their mothers and develop warm, supportive 

relationships (Battle & Coates, 2004). Mothers impart their wisdom and experiences by 

teaching them strategies for protection and emotional strength (Davis-Maye & Perry, 

2007) and guiding them vicariously (Pearson, 2008). Through daily behaviors, Black 

mothers model for their daughters how to situate themselves between two cultures--their 

own and the dominant White culture (Pearson, 2008). 

 Black girls have higher self-esteem ratings than White girls due in part to the 

quality of the mother-daughter relationship and the way Black mothers foster self-esteem 

and problem-solving ability in their daughters (Ridolfo et al., 2013). Mothers convey 

particular cultural information and constructive behaviors for self-evaluation that create 

positive self-concepts which in turn helps buffer oppression (Ridolfo et al., 2013). To 

combat the discrimination in school, Black girls report that their mothers to show them 
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how to counteract the injustices they experienced by standing up to others when harmed 

or by informing school personnel about unfair acts committed against them (Neal-

Jackson, 2018).  

 
 Paternal support.  A positive relationship with fathers leads to higher self-esteem 

and academic engagement among Black girls (Cooper, 2009). Over half of the Black girls 

in one study recognized their fathers or stepfathers as their father figure while others 

identified another person such as an uncle as one who provided paternal support (Davis-

Maye, 2004). During the adolescent years when mother-daughter conflict increases, 

positive father-daughter relationships aids positive self-identity among Black girls’ 

(Cooper, 2009). 

 Girls who are supported and communicate more with their fathers describe being 

more academically engaged in school (Cooper, 2009). When Black girls perceive that 

their fathers are supportive, a high level of hope for future achievement occurs (Davis-

Maye, 2004). As Black girls from single-father homes become older, closer relationships 

that develop become a positive influence (Battle & Coates, 2004).  

 Despite the positive influences, single fathers may not support girls in the same 

ways as single moms such as not seeking help or having the networks of support like 

single mothers, which may inadvertently result in fewer resources for their daughters 

(Battle & Coates, 2004). Research suggests that single fathers tend to distance themselves 

from their daughters during adolescence resulting in a misunderstanding of how much the 

father values education (Battle & Coates, 2004). Black girls who experience long periods 

of father absence during childhood usually live in poor households and suffered family 
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economic anxiety that results in low academic expectations and low educational success 

(Gillette & Gudmunson, 2014). 

 
 Peer support.  During middle school, high-achieving Black girls face many 

pressures that range from teasing, fighting, psychological changes, and peer pressure 

(Pearson, 2008). Black girls report difficulties with peers due to different outlooks 

towards schooling, fighting over boys, and arguments among peer groups, noting these 

difficulties restrict the number of close peer relationships with other Black girls (Evans-

Winters, 2005; Pearson, 2008). In one study from a school-within-a-school, the Black 

girls in the academy were called names like “nerd” and experienced other negative 

pressures from the students in regular classes. Instead of retaliating, these high-achievers 

used negative pressure as a motivator to succeed and defy the negative comments 

(Pearson, 2008).  

 Black girls report that they have friends who support academic achievement 

(Butler-Barnes et al., 2015; Pearson, 2008). Higher-achieving Black girls indicating 

behavioral support from peers less of a factor for academic success than do middle- and 

low-achieving girls (Clayton, 2017). To reduce distractions during study sessions, high-

achieving girls purposely select friends to study with who were not close friends (Marsh, 

2013). 

 Peers reinforce the idea that some Black women believe to become self-reliant, 

they must not be dependent upon a man; for example, having close peer relationships 

encourages Black girls during high school to persist and concentrate on academics rather 

than dating (Hubbard, 1999).  
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 Teacher support.  Teachers have a strong influence on the academic success of 

Black girls (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Trusty, 2002). Teacher behaviors 

such as providing high expectations for quality work (Booker & Lim, 2018), homework 

help, tutoring, and supporting students’ talents (Clayton, 2017) are important components 

to Black girls’ academic outcomes. High teacher expectations combined with warmth and 

caring for Black girls leads to more academic engagement and quality performance from 

the students (Booker & Lin, 2018; Pearson, 2008). Supportive teachers are willing to 

meet the developmental needs of the students (Grier & Boutakidis, 2018; Pearson, 2008), 

make learning culturally relevant (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Pearson, 

2008), and respect students on an individual level (Booker & Lin, 2018). In particular, 

when teachers hold positive expectations of Black girls, they recommend a higher 

number of girls for enrollment into pre-advanced placement courses that result in 

increased numbers of Black girls who participate in these courses (Morris, 2007).  

 Developing strong relationships between teachers and Black girls can lead to 

higher motivation and perseverance in academics (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018); for 

instance, feelings of belongingness evolve from close connections with teachers that 

motivate the students towards achievement (Booker & Lim, 2018). Expressive qualities 

such as kindness and sensitivity positively relate to feelings of school ability and school 

belongingness. Likewise, perceptions of Black youths with expressive qualities tend to be 

more positive encouraging favorable relationships (Skinner et al., 2018). Black girls who 

feel more connected to their teachers and supported in the classroom report that they 

engage more with the lesson, help in the classroom, and tutor peers (Booker & Lim, 

2018).  
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 In summary, nurturing relationships form a foundation of support for Black girls 

to academically achieve. In addition to tangible support from family members and others, 

individuals provide Black girls encouragement, a sense of belonging, and information 

that influence academic success. 

 
Theme 4. Institutions That Support the Academic Development of Black Girls Influence 
Academic Success 
 
 Institutions can play a major role in influencing the academic achievement of 

Black girls. Schools can alleviate the barriers to Black girl achievement by providing a 

positive environment, access to programs, and other resources needed to encourage 

success.  

 
 Environment.  Black girls experience many forms of school-based discrimination 

such as underrepresentation in advanced placement classes (Archer-Banks, & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012), unfair dress-code violations (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012; Morris, 2007), race and gender discrimination (Bécares & Priest, 2015), a 

disproportionate number of discipline referrals (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012; Morris, 2007), lack of information on post-secondary education (Hardie, 2015; Kao 

& Tienda, 1998), and low teacher expectations (Neal-Jackson, 2018).  

 In cultural-ecological theory, schools reflect the views the larger society holds 

towards African Americans (Ogbu & Simons, 1998). Discriminatory practices in schools 

have led to the low-achievement of minorities and a culture that opposes the school’s 

structure and policies in dealing with Black students. Within this culture, academic 

achievement can only occur if a Black student acts White. Low academic achievement 

among Black students results from this antagonistic culture in the schools. 
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 The educational environment where students spend most of their schooling is 

crucial to their development; discriminatory experiences in these environments can have 

negative influences on Black girls’ academic persistence and success (Butler-Barnes et 

al., 2013). School-based racial discrimination can lead to lower academic persistence for 

Black girls; for example, girls may exhibit insufficient effort because of past experiences 

that lead to unrewarded efforts (Butler-Barnes et al., 2013). Some teachers focus on 

Black girls’ perceived misbehavior (West-Olatunji et al., 2010) or lack of academic 

temperament instead of their academic accomplishments or class performance 

(Brickhouse et al., 2000). When Black girls believe that their school system does not 

support them, they begin to distrust the school and the school representatives (Archer-

Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). Black girls reveal discriminatory experiences that 

occurred to them or their friends in school but do not report the occurrences to 

appropriate school personnel because of a general lack of trust in this group (Archer-

Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). 

 Academically advanced Black girls who participate in White-dominated advanced 

classes may feel isolated from other Black students who do not take advanced classes. 

This second-generation segregation creates a division between being academically 

superior and being Black (O’Connor et al., 2011). Since many high-achieving Black girls 

may be the only Black girl in predominantly White classrooms, high-achieving Black 

girls often experience pressure from teachers to be a positive role model for other Black 

girls in their classes or to be a positive archetype for the whole Black community (Neal-

Jackson, 2018). 
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 Some Black girls are more adept at participating in the various ethnic cultures in 

their schools and depending upon how these advanced girls interpret being Black may 

determine how they negotiate social boundaries with their peer groups (O’Connor et al., 

2011). In particular, Black girls cross these social boundaries by working with other 

Black students or White students, alone, or with other minorities (O’Connor, et al., 2011).  

 Institutional racism.  Black girls experience negative outcomes from race and 

gender discrimination (Bécares & Priest, 2015). For example, in the highest economically 

advantaged groups, Black girls score lower on math assessments than White boys even 

when both groups demonstrate no difference of interest or capability; the difference in 

math scores may be described as the outcome of the racial and gender discrimination 

Black girls have experienced throughout their schooling careers (Bécares & Priest, 2015). 

These differences in scores may also be due to stereotype threat--when negative racial 

stereotypes of a group affect the performance of a representative of that group (Bécares & 

Priest, 2015). Black girls have an awareness of negative racial and gender stereotypes by 

adolescence and may experience a decrease in performance during testing (Hudley & 

Graham, 2001). 

 In contemporary research, the term positionality illustrates one’s perceived social 

position and power within social networks (Merriam et al., 2001). In classroom settings, 

power differences are created from the interaction of the positionalities of both the 

teacher and the student and both positions must be considered (Lee & Johnson-Bailey, 

2004). Traditionally, school personnel position Black girls below their White peers 

(Neal-Jackson, 2018). Marginalized students, often mindful of their positions in school, 
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can use this information concerning the positionality of school personnel to question 

teacher support (West-Olatunji et al., 2007). 

 Black girls position themselves as confident (Pearson, 2008), determined learners 

(Neal-Jackson, 2018) with a strong sense of self (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012). School personnel who view these characteristics as negative stereotypical traits, 

often discount these girls. This negative positioning can lead to limited educational 

opportunities and a lower position for Black girls in school (Neal-Jackson, 2018; West-

Olatunji et al., 2007). Moreover, despite having cultural assets, Black girls’ lived 

experiences are not included in class lessons resulting in a lack of engagement (West-

Olatunji et al., 2007). 

 
 Pedagogy, access to programs, and resources.  Research suggests that Black girls 

may need a non-traditional teaching style that promotes their sense of curiosity in math 

and science by making lessons connected to the real world (Booker & Lim, 2018). 

Classroom activities that are interesting to Black girls have been shown to increase their 

persistence in the lesson (Shen, 2017). In addition to authentic pedagogy, relationships 

that support Black girls’ needs for belonging and reassurance encourage Black girls to 

engage in learning (Booker & Lim, 2018). For example, in large part to the close 

connections felt towards their teachers, Black girl participants note how they took 

positive actions in class like helping others more, raising their hands to participate, and 

tutoring classmates (Booker & Lim, 2018). 

 The use of culturally responsive intervention programs offered in schools may 

help to increase positive racial identities without isolating or comparing Black girls with 

other racial groups; for example, one intervention program focuses on “humanizing 
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blackness rather than dehumanizing” that supports a positive racial identity rather than 

minimizing race (Jones et al., 2018, p. 32). Culturally responsive intervention programs 

have been shown to increase racial centrality and levels of private regard in Black girls as 

well as increase academic engagement compared to control groups (Jones et al., 2018). 

 Identifying barriers that inhibit Black girls in poverty from accessing higher 

education such as mitigating financial burdens may encourage Black girls’ future 

academic aspirations; for instance, girls from families in an intervention program that 

receive a monthly earnings subsidy, sponsored health care, childcare, and employment 

search benefits demonstrate higher academic success and greater aspirations for post-

secondary education success (Wood et al., 2007). 

 Historical circumstances and structural barriers such as a lack of resources and 

educational preparation limit Black girls’ opportunities to access advanced math classes 

(Booker & Lim, 2018; Wood et al., 2007). Structural disruptions to established schooling 

practices, support for Black women intellectuals, and resilience help Black girls persist in 

mathematical fields (Joseph et al., 2017). Structural disruptions can be accessed by 

suitable classrooms, books, and teachers and programs that support underrepresented 

populations (Ladson-Billings, 2000; Noddings, 2005). 

 
Discussion 

 The four themes from the reviewed articles propose that the talent development 

process for Black girls can be illustrated as an interrelationship between environmental 

and intrapersonal influences and their effects on the developmental processes. Reasons 

for Black girls’ academic success are complex and influenced by various intrapersonal 

and environmental catalysts. A revised model of talent development is used to emphasize 
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the most important intrapersonal and environmental catalysts, developmental processes, 

and chance factors found in the reviewed articles that influence Black girls’ academic 

success. 

 
Explanation of Results Using Gagné’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent 

 Intrapersonal influences.  According to the reviewed literature, intrapersonal 

influences have strong relationships to positive academic outcomes. Themes 1 and 2 

relate to intrapersonal influences on Black girls’ academic achievement. Black girls share 

common characteristics, values, and beliefs that encourage academic success (Theme 1). 

Intrapersonal influences highlighted in the reviewed articles that shape Black girls’ 

academic achievement include attributes such as being determined and competitive in 

school (Morris, 2007). Motivation and volition play an important role in helping 

individuals sustain their interests through life obstacles, boredom, and possible failure 

(Gagné, 2000). Black girls who value education and possess academic curiosity are 

motivated to learn (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). Black girls who are 

academically identified are academically curious and may be motivated to work harder to 

improve their performance (Butler et al., 2017). It may be this drive to succeed that 

motivates Black girls to achieve. Additionally, having high levels of hope for the future 

(Honora, 2002) and high expectations of future success (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017; Neal-

Jackson, 2018) propel Black girls to thrive and persist (Neal-Jackson, 2018) in school. An 

individual’s behavior and goal management can play a crucial role in her talent trajectory. 

Black girls believe that working hard leads to academic achievements and a better 

financial future (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Evans-Winter, 2005; Neal-

Jackson, 2018). 
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 Positive racial identity (Theme 2) is a critical influence and can affect academic 

achievement (Cokley et al., 2012). Students whose racial identity is formed with a 

school-oriented outlook, an openness to other cultures, and denial of racial stereotypes 

are more academically successful (Cokley et al., 2012). A positive racial attachment 

tends to protect Black girls in discriminatory environments (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018). 

 
 Environmental influences.  Themes 3 and 4 relate to the environmental influences 

of Black girls’ success. Environmental influences that shape academic success for Black 

girls include supportive relationships with parents, teachers, peers, mentors, and 

academic institutions (Theme 3). Positive relationships with parents are a critical aspect 

of Black girls’ success. Most often a mother or maternal figure provides the support. 

High achieving Black girls often have parents pushing them to take harder classes in 

school (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). 

 Teachers and mentors can form positive relationships that can help Black girls be 

successful. Teachers recommend students for advanced courses and other programs, so 

teachers must have positive relationships with Black girls to encourage their potential for 

success. 

 Black girls thrive in environments and develop a sense of belonging where respect 

is shared between teacher and student (Booker & Lim, 2018). When teacher expectations 

or student expectations are high, parental expectations are not connected to student 

expectations, which suggests that school environments can have the potential to 

positively influence students despite family expectations (Wood et al., 2007). Teacher 

and student relationships are important for Black girls’ academic perseverance in 

secondary school and during college (Grier & Boutakidis, 2018). As Black girls continue 
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their schooling, they profit from Black women professors and other mentors who can 

provide them with emotional support (Williams et al., 2005) and a sense of community 

(Perlstein, 2004). 

 Additionally, academic institutions are strong environmental forces that can play 

a critical role in the academic achievement of Black girls (Theme 4). Institutions that can 

reduce discriminatory experiences and provide Black girls with the needed resources and 

access to programs can positively influence Black girls’ achievement by using 

appropriate pedagogy (Booker & Lim, 2018) and providing access to programs and 

resources (Cokley et al., 2012). 

 
Revision of Model to Emphasize Important Influences on Black Girls’ Academic 
Development 

 
 With its incorporation of intrapersonal and environmental influences, 

developmental processes, and chance, Gagné’s framework provides a structure to 

describe how Black girls academically develop. With the discriminatory effects of race 

and gender that Black girls face daily, identifying the influences that play a critical role in 

their academic success is imperative. By merging the literature related to influences on 

Black girls’ academic achievement to the talent development framework developed by 

Gagné, an enhanced framework (see Figure 2.3.) represents the unique intrapersonal and 

environmental influences, chance factors, and developmental processes that focus 

specifically on Black girls. 

 
 Environmental influences.  According to the reviewed studies, it appears that 

having strong relationships within all realms of a Black girl’s life alleviates the 

discriminatory effects of gender and race by providing emotional support (Williams et al., 
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2005), encouragement (Clayton, 2017), and financial assistance (Chesmore et al., 2016). 

Accordingly, the enhanced model places an emphasis on these influences. For example, 

environmental influences such as Black girls’ relationships provide critical support in 

discriminatory school environments. Without these supportive relationships and 

encouragement from individuals, the success of Black girls may be uncertain.  

 

 

Figure 2.3. Model Emphasizing Important Influences on Black Girls’ Academic 
Development 
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 Moreover, educational institutions play a key role in providing resources, 

educational programs, and culturally responsive pedagogy that can influence the 

academic success of students.  Unfortunately, many institutions have a history of 

discrimination against Black girls because of their race and gender (Bécares & Priest, 

2015) leading to underrepresentation in advanced programs (Evans-Winters, 2014; Ford 

& King, 2014; Ford et al., 2018) and other negative academic outcomes (Archer-Banks, 

& Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Hardie, 2015; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Morris, 2007). Black 

girls, especially from lower SES homes, have fewer resources and social capital (Hardie, 

2015) that aid their educational advancement and must depend upon their schools to 

provide resources. For example, economically disadvantaged Black girls are often 

unaware of the college enrollment process and rely on school counselors and other 

educators for the information (Hardie, 2015; Kao & Tienda, 1998). Counselors often 

have overloaded caseloads that may hinder adequate college information and planning for 

every student. Other disadvantages include the lack of access to computers. For example, 

Black girls who use computers, video games, and other sources show increases in 

problem-solving ability (Hofferth, 2010). Without access to the necessary resources, 

Black girls can struggle in comparison to others who have these resources. Attention to 

the environmental influences related to institutional involvement of providing academic 

opportunities for Black girls is critically important and is represented in the revised 

model. 

 
 Intrapersonal influences.  The beliefs that Black girls hold towards their own 

racial identity can have a strong influence on their academic development. Researchers 

have suggested a “raceless” identity influences academic achievement (Fordham & 
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Ogbu, 1986). Other research has rejected the notion of denying one’s Blackness (Marsh 

2013; O’Connor, 1999). Contrary to Fordham’s theory, some have found that a positive 

racial identity empowers individuals and encourages educational outcomes leading to 

academic success (Edwards & Polite, 1992; Oyserman et al., 2001). The development of 

a positive racial identity is a necessary influence and is incorporated within the revised 

model.  

 Since Black girls face discrimination due to race and gender, the revised model 

stresses the importance of specific personality characteristics and values essential for 

Black girls to achieve success. Intrapersonal influences such as having an outspoken, 

competitive personality may help Black girls to position themselves as serious learners in 

the school environment (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Neal-Jackson, 2018; 

Pearson, 2008). From the reviewed articles, academically identified Black girls value 

education, have high aspirations of future success (Honora, 2002), and are determined to 

do well in school to succeed despite barriers. 

 
 Developmental processes.  In addition to the effects that intrapersonal and 

environmental influences have on Black girls, Gagné theorized that developmental 

processes (activities, progress, and investments) rely heavily on environmental and 

intrapersonal catalysts (Gagné, 2011). Financial difficulties, discriminatory practices, and 

other obstacles may limit participation. Institutions and individuals provide Black girls 

the opportunity to participate in selective programs like Advanced Placement and honors 

courses, enrichment programs, summer programs, and other activities (Cokley, 2012). 

Extracurricular academic activities such as band, math club, and yearbook provide 

positive outcomes for Black girls (Chambers & Schreiber, 2004). Providing a 
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combination of these activities is imperative to the developmental process for Black girls. 

For example, students participating in AP courses are more likely to attend college than 

students who participate in less intensive courses (Attewell & Domina, 2008). Moreover, 

participation in gifted programs can stimulate or suppress the processes of talent 

development depending upon the fit of the program to the child (Ford, 2011; Gagné, 

2000). Nevertheless, providing the activity is not all that is required for successful 

outcomes; the individual must learn, practice, and invest time and energy in the process 

(Gagné, 2000). For Black girls, however, having access to these programs and activities 

is critically important for success and is emphasized in the enhanced model. 

 
 Chance factors.  The last element in Gagné’s talent development framework is 

chance. None of the reviewed articles directly focus on chance; however, chance 

circumstances are possible and can have considerable influence on the catalysts that 

affect the individual. Explaining Black girls’ success on intrapersonal and environmental 

influences alone does not fully offer all of the explanations for their success. For 

example, many environmental conditions are out of Black girls’ control. By chance, they 

were born as a girl into a particular family, a particular socio-economic class, or attended 

a school that supports their academic aspirations.  

 Events in a child’s life such as a death in the family, illness, or winning an award 

can change the trajectory of the talent process. It is also by chance that a person has a 

particular genetic endowment (Gagné, 2000). Depending on chance and other 

circumstances, Black girls experience more barriers than their peers (Archer-Banks, & 

Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Bécares & Priest, 2015; Hardie, 2015; Kao & Tienda, 1998; 
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Morris, 2007; Neal-Jackson, 2018). The enhanced model accommodates chance aspects 

that may have a positive or negative influence on Black girls’ experiences. 

 
Limitations and Future Directions 

 Many questions remain regarding how some Black girls achieve academic success 

while others do not. Despite a plethora of intrapersonal and environmental barriers, some 

Black girls learn to positively navigate their academic experiences. Overall, the findings 

of this review specify several intrapersonal and environmental influences, chance factors, 

and developmental processes that affect academic achievement. Future research questions 

may investigate other possible influences on Black girls’ academic development that 

include qualitative research methods with focus groups or semi-structured interviews to 

investigate in greater depth the lived experiences of Black girls. Relevant comparisons 

could enhance understanding of Black girls’ talent development. For example, exploring 

in-depth the intrapersonal and environmental influences of Black females who have 

reached academic achievement may inform how they became successful. Further work 

might focus on the interrelatedness of gender, ethnicity, and the effects of stereotype 

threat that influences teacher perceptions that Black girls as louder and more 

undisciplined (Morris, 2007) than others thus reducing teachers’ perceptions of Black 

girls. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Influences on Academic Talent Development of High-Ability Black Females: 
An Explanatory Holistic Multiple-Case Design  

 
 

Introduction 
 
 Regrettably, some girls face a “triple quandary” for being Black, gifted, and 

female (Ford, 1995, p.165). In a review of research from 1982 to 1995, Ford (1995) 

found 131 articles that focused on gifted females. Remarkably, none of those articles 

addressed issues related to gifted Black girls or women. Little is known how gifted Black 

females from low socioeconomic levels navigate their academic college experience 

(Goings & Ford, 2018; Mayes & Hines, 2014) or the intersections between race, gender, 

and giftedness (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Moreover, little research has been dedicated to 

how bright, high-ability Black females experience academic talent development to attain 

an advanced degree. Accordingly, researchers have noted the deficits in the literature 

related to Black females (Chavous & Cogburn, 2007; Frazier-Kouassi, 2002, Grantham & 

Ford, 1998; O’Connor, 1999; Reis & Diaz, 1999; Smith, 1982; Thomas & Jackson, 

2007). 

 Historically, Black females have encountered underrepresentation in higher-

paying jobs, higher education settings, K-12 gifted and advanced education programs 

(Ford & Whiting, 2011), and even in research studies (Hill et al., 2016; Ricks, 2014). 

Even though research has shown that Black girls have higher aspirations for more 

education than White girls (Kao & Tienda, 1998; Mau & Bikos, 2000; Neal-Jackson, 

2018), fewer Black girls reach the highest levels of academic achievement. Of the almost 
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14% of Blacks that received master’s degrees in 2015-16, only 15% of them were female 

compared to 65% of White females (Snyder et al., 2018). At the doctoral level, only 

10.5% of the doctoral degrees conferred in 2016-17 were awarded to Black females 

compared to 65.2% White female doctoral degree earners (Snyder et al., 2018). 

 Comparatively, Black females have made progress within their racial group. In 

2008, Black females accounted for 64% of the total Black population in colleges and 

universities (Aud et al., 2010). Of the total number of degrees conferred to Black college 

students in that year, 66% of them were earned by Black females (Aud et al., 2010). 

Since Black women have fared better than Black men in achieving academic success, 

research has focused on the problems related to Black men’s academic issues rather than 

influences that encourage Black female academic achievement (Chavous & Cogburn, 

2007). 

 Even with record numbers of Black females entering college, completion rates are 

still lacking. Research suggests that students from economically disadvantaged 

households are less likely to graduate from college (Rose, 2009; Terenzini et al., 2001), 

participate in gifted and advanced classes (Olszewski-Kubilius, & Thomson, 2010) and 

talent search testing (Lee et al., 2004), or reach the highest academic levels of 

achievement (Borland & Wright, 1994; Wyner et al., 2008). For example, less than half 

of the Black females who began a bachelor’s degree in 2007 from a 4-year degree-

granting institution graduated within 6 years (Musu-Gillette et al., 2016). 

 Overall, Black girls face underrepresentation in various settings. In academic 

settings, understanding what influences some Black girls to achieve may encourage 
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stakeholders to underscore positive influences while eliminating areas that hinder Black 

girls’ success. 

 
Influences on Academic Achievement 
 
 Prior research related to the achievement of Black girls suggests several 

influences on academic talent development leading to positive outcomes. Influences such 

as personal attributes, family socioeconomic level, social capital, racial and academic 

identity, relationships with family and others, and institutional support have been shown 

to promote academic achievement among Black girls.1 

 
Relationships 
 
 By building strong relationships with others in the home, school, and community, 

Black girls develop support systems that can help them through various challenges or 

barriers to academic success. Research shows that Black girls persist academically when 

they form strong relationships with their parents and other family members (Koch et al., 

2019) and thrive on the encouragement they receive from their family (Archer-Banks, & 

Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Butler-Barnes et al., 2015; Clayton, 2017). Without specific 

support from parents, Black girls struggle to maintain academic success (Archer-Banks, 

& Behar-Horenstein, 2012). 

 Black girls report that their mothers are their most influential advocate for 

academic success (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). Due in part to how Black 

mothers encourage self-esteem and problem-solving in their daughters, Black girls 

develop high self-esteem (Ridolfo et al., 2013). In addition to maternal support, 

 
 1 From “Influences on Academic Talent Development of Black Females: A Systematic Review,” by 
B.K. Davis, 2020. Unpublished manuscript. 
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grandmothers and aunts provide additional encouragement and support (Battle & Coates, 

2004; Davis-Maye & Perry, 2007; Neal-Jackson, 2018; Pearson, 2008). Black mothers 

teach their daughters how to navigate between different cultures (Pearson, 2008) by 

teaching them strategies on how to be emotionally strong (Davis-Maye & Perry, 2007). 

For example, Black girls learn from their mothers how to stand up for themselves when 

experiencing discrimination at school (Neal-Jackson, 2018). 

 Fathers can positively influence their daughter’s success in school. When the 

father-daughter relationship is strong, Black girls are more academically engaged in 

school matters (Cooper, 2009) and experience high levels of hope for future educational 

achievement (Davis-Maye, 2004). 

 Black girls whose parents use an authoritative parenting style provide their 

daughters with equal amounts of warmth and demanding of academic excellence 

(Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). This combination of control and caring can help 

Black girls develop self-discipline and direction towards developing behaviors that lead 

them to academic success (Varner & Mandara, 2014). Alternatively, parental influence 

may be moderated by the environmental conditions in the neighborhood (Gonzales et al., 

1996). For example, in high-risk neighborhoods, a more restrictive parenting approach is 

linked to an increase in grades (Davis-Maye, 2004; Gonzales et al.,1996). 

 Academic success is often dependent upon having high expectations and making 

good grades in school. Parents who hold high expectations and value education often 

have daughters who do well academically (Clayton, 2017). Black girls receive messages 

from their parents in regard to behavioral expectations (Wood et al., 2010) by monitoring 

their behaviors and providing chores and other responsibilities for them (Mandara et al., 
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2010). First-born daughters tend to be more responsible and dependable than later-born 

siblings, and parents tend to invest more time and energy into their academic 

development (Mandara et al., 2010). 

 Relationships with others outside of the family can influence academic 

achievement. For example, the amount of social capital a Black girl holds can have a 

positive or negative influence on her academic outcomes. Depending upon 

socioeconomic status, Black girls have varying degrees of social capital that they can call 

upon for support (Battle & Coates, 2004; Hardie, 2015). With higher socioeconomic 

levels having more supportive networks, social capital provides social ties and other 

advantages that can influence future educational opportunities leaving those from poorer 

families to depend upon school personnel for most of their academic support (Hardie, 

2015). In many working-class families, college information is not actively pursued by the 

parents and Black girls rely on teachers and counselors for the information (Hardie, 2015; 

Kao & Tienda, 1998). 

 Relationships with teachers influence academic success among Black girls 

(Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Trusty, 2002). Teachers can provide high 

standards for student work (Booker & Lim, 2018) and show support for students’ 

academic development (Clayton, 2017). Teachers who have high aspirations for Black 

girls and care for their students appear to encourage academic engagement leading to 

higher levels of academic success (Booker & Lim, 2018; Pearson, 2008). Supporting the 

needs of their students and respecting them individually is especially relevant for Black 

girls since teachers are the ones who make recommendations to participate in AP classes 

(Grier & Boutakidis, 2018; Pearson, 2008). Teachers who have positive expectations for 
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Black girls are more likely to recommend them for advanced classes (Morris, 2007). 

Without supportive teachers, a lack of access to advanced programming for high-ability 

Black girls can occur. 

 Relationships with peers and friends influence academic achievement among 

high-ability Black girls. High-achieving Black girls face negative pressures especially 

from students in regular-education classes (Pearson, 2008). Even though Black girls have 

friends that support their academic goals (Butler-Barnes et al., 2015; Pearson, 2008), 

high-achieving girls report that support from friends is not a determinant for their 

academic success (Clayton, 2017). 

 
Personal Attributes 
 
 Black girls who academically succeed tend to exhibit behaviors and 

characteristics that promote strength and confidence (Skinner et al., 2018). Some may 

control discussions in a class by their out-spokeness or loudness (Archer-Banks & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012; Morris, 2007; Neal-Jackson, 2018). These behaviors, often viewed by 

teachers as problematic (Morris, 2007), are seen by Black girls as strengths that 

encourage learning rather than hindrances (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; 

Neal-Jackson, 2018). Other research suggests that Black girls change the normal way 

they behave to access educational resources (Fordham, 1993; Neal-Jackson, 2018). For 

example, depending upon the environment they are in, Black girls learn how to navigate 

the dominating environment by self-regulation and control of their behavior to fit a 

traditional model of femininity (Pearson, 2008). 

 Academically engaged Black girls value education and believe hard work will 

lead to a reversal of negative socioeconomic status (Archer-Banks &  Behar-Horenstein, 
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2012; Evans-Winter, 2005; Neal-Jackson, 2018). A positive academic identity motivates 

Black girls to achieve and engage in learning behaviors that increase self-esteem 

(McMillian et al., 2011). When Black girls are confident in their learning, they set goals 

and manage their behaviors to reach those goals (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012; Pearson, 2008). Having high academic aspirations for future success may 

encourage persistence leading to positive outcomes (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017; Honora, 

2002; Neal-Jackson, 2018). Development of a strong sense of self encourages Black girls 

to maintain grades and focus on learning (Morris, 2007; Pearson, 2008). Black girls who 

are academically curious persist in school and earn high grades (Butler-Barnes et al., 

2017). Additionally, Black girls who participate in physical activities such as sports, 

show increases in higher concentration levels leading to increased persistence in 

educational activities (Shen, 2017). 

 
Racial Identity 
 
 How Black girls view their racial identity can positively influence educational 

achievements. Academically successful Black girls’ racial identity develops from valuing 

education, an openness to other cultures, and a rejection of racial stereotypes (Cokley et 

al., 2012). A healthy racial attachment protects Black girls against discrimination (Butler-

Barnes et al., 2018). High personal and cultural assets influence the development of a 

positive racial identity that leads to academic success. With high personal assets, Black 

girls believe in themselves and persist in school despite obstacles. With this strength-

based approach, Black girls reject the deficit-view that suggests Black girls cannot 

succeed because they are afraid to act White to be successful (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018). 
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Black girls have been shown to relate to more than one culture to obtain resources from 

those cultures to help them be successful (Marsh, 2013). 

 Persistence in academics can be positively influenced when Black girls have high 

cultural and academic assets (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017). For example, Black girls who 

understand historical discriminatory systems may be inspired to pursue academic success 

in order to change unfair systems (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018). Academic decline is less 

prevalent among Black girls who possess optimistic attitudes about racial identity and 

view their achievement as part of their group identity (Oyserman et al., 2001). High 

achieving Black girls ignore negative stereotypes that discount their ability to 

academically achieve and understand that it is their effort that promotes educational 

success (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017). 

 
Institutional Support 
 
 Discriminatory environments can have negative effects on the educational 

persistence and outcomes of Black girls (Butler-Barnes et al., 2013). Lower levels of 

academic persistence have resulted from past experiences where Black girls’ efforts were 

not recognized (Butler-Barnes et al., 2013) and a lack of engagement in class occurred 

when relevant cultural experiences were not highlighted (West-Olatunji et al., 2007). 

Stereotype threat can also threaten Black girls’ academic performance when they are 

cognizant of racial and gendered stereotypes (Bécares & Priest, 2015; Hudley & Graham, 

2001). School-based discriminatory practices such as unfair behavior referrals (Archer-

Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Morris, 2007), race and gender discrimination 

(Bécares & Priest, 2015), low teacher expectations (Neal-Jackson, 2018), minimal 

assistance with post-secondary options (Hardie, 2015; Kao & Tienda, 1998), 
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disproportionate numbers of dress-code violations (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012; Morris, 2007), and underrepresentation in advanced courses (Archer-Banks, & 

Behar-Horenstein, 2012) negatively influence educational outcomes for Black girls. 

Retention rates for Black girls in college may relate to enrollment in advanced academic 

programs during their K-12 educational experiences. For example, the 

underrepresentation of high-ability Black females within gifted programs in schools has 

been a persistent concern among researchers (Andersen & Ward, 2014; Evans-Winter, 

2014; Ford & King, 2014; Ford & Whiting, 2011). Furthermore, researchers have found 

fewer Black high school females in the general and college-preparatory tracks compared 

to the vocational tracks (Muhammad & Dixon, 2008). 

 When academically advanced Black individuals participate in predominantly 

White academic environments, they may experience isolation and “psychoemotional 

burden” from a lack of peers and role models from their racial group (Harper et al., 2011, 

p.190). These experiences of being the only Black girl in class adds pressure on Black 

girls to positively represent the whole Black community (Neal-Jackson, 2018) and creates 

a separation between being Black and academically advanced (O’Connor et al., 2011). 

 Institutions influence the educational outcomes of Black girls by reducing the 

barriers to Black girl achievement such as access to programs and other resources leading 

to post-secondary achievement. Black girls profit academically when a sense of 

belonging, racial harmony, and support are prevalent at school (Booker & Lim, 2018; 

Butler-Barnes, 2018). Implementing culturally responsive intervention programs and 

real-world lessons can lead to increases in a positive racial outlook and increases in 

academic persistence (Booker & Lim, 2018; Jones et al., 2018; Shen, 2017). Mitigation 
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of financial challenges to obtain post-secondary success helps to motivate Black girls and 

leads to higher academic aspirations (Wood et al., 2007). Structural disruptions to the 

lack of access to resources, classrooms, books, highly-certified teachers, and enrichment 

programs can support Black girls in school (Ladson-Billings, 2000; Noddings, 2005). For 

example, researchers have found that students who have access to AP courses are more 

likely to attain advanced degrees (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2004). 

 
Focus of the Study: Intrapersonal and Environmental Influences 
 
 This research study extends the current understanding of how Black girls achieve 

academic talent development. Gaining an awareness of the experiences of gifted Black 

females lends a voice to this marginalized group. Few studies have explored the 

intrapersonal and environmental influences that are important in the talent development 

of Black girls. 

 From a developmental perspective, this study explores the influences on Black 

female academic talent development. The following questions directed the study: 

1. What intrapersonal and environmental influences foster the academic success 

of Black females?  

2. What developmental processes influence the academic development of high-

ability Black girls?  

3. How does the talent development process relate to Black female attainment of 

an advanced academic degree? 
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Method 

 
Research Design 
 
 This study uses an explanatory holistic multiple-case study design to illustrate the 

lived academic experiences of a group of high-ability, first-generation, Black females 

who attained an advanced degree. An explanatory case explains how or why a 

phenomenon occurs by closely studying the data to gain understanding (Yin, 2018). In 

particular, this study is interpretive and aims to understand the influences on the 

academic development of high-ability Black females during their K-12 schooling in their 

quest of an advanced degree (Merriam, 2009). A multiple case design is used to explore 

the intricate dynamics of phenomena within a real-life context (Yin, 2018). While each 

case includes a Black female who received an advanced degree, the context for each case 

may differ. By using multiple cases, analytical generalizability is enhanced and 

strengthens the findings (Yin, 2018). 

 
Context 
 
 Participants were drawn from a list of former students who participated in Baylor 

University for Young People’s (UYP) summer enrichment program for gifted students, a 

3-week program on Baylor’s campus for students in 4th-12th grade. Participants qualified 

as gifted by their local school districts or from the UYP identification process that 

included checklists, assessment scores, and portfolio samples (Kaul et al., 2016). 

 UYP has served over 300 students since its beginning in 1999. Project Promise 

attendees, a subset group of UYP participants, qualify for scholarships for the program 

based on federal guidelines of low-income status and their attendance in the City’s 
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schools. Funding for the program comes from the City’s Department of Urban Housing 

(HUD) grant that covers the tuition fees, transportation, and food. UYP provides 

enrichment and exposure to opportunities available in higher education. Project Promise 

students receive mentoring from college students, experience advanced courses, and work 

with others of like abilities in a small cohort (Kaul et al., 2016). The City has a 

population of approximately 132,000 with two high schools. Historically, a majority of 

the population of students who attend the City’s school district qualify as economically 

disadvantaged. During the first cohort years of Project Promise, the City’s school district 

reported economically disadvantaged population rates between 73.4% and 76.2% (Texas 

Education Agency, 2000; Texas Education Agency, 2002). 

 From previous research of the attendees in Project Promise, participants from the 

first 4 four years of the program were likely to attend the program an average of two or 

three years and were middle school-aged Black females (Feuerbacher, 2004). The 

students who participated 3 or 4 years were from families who had been in the lowest 

socioeconomic category and were from larger family structures that resulted in more 

participatory years in the program (Woods, 2005). 

 
Participants 
 
 Participants were selected from the first cohorts of the Project Promise program 

(1999-2002) who attended the program for 3 or more years and attained an advanced 

degree. The majority of participants in the program during this period of time were Black 

or Hispanic with females being the majority to likely to participate over time in the 

program (Feuerbacher, 2004; Woods, 2005). 



66 
 

 The initial cohorts of the program (1999-2002) included 42 Black females (N=31 

identified as gifted). Of those 42 females who attended the summer enrichment program 

during those years, 26 of them attended the program 3 or more years. From those 26 

participants, seven Black females (N=27%) subsequently attained an advanced degree. 

Six of those attained a master’s degree (one is currently pursuing a Ph.D.)2 and one 

achieved doctoral status. Three of the participants entered Project Promise before 8th 

grade; the remaining four entered before 10th grade, and the average number of years of 

participation in the program for the group was 4.14 years (see Table 3.1). 

 
Table 3.1 

 
 Participants with Advanced Degrees 

 
Participant Year entered Project 

Promise/grade 
HS grad 
year 

years in 
Project 
Promise 

Degree 

1 1999/8th 2004 3 M.A., Ph.D.  

2 (Candace) 1999/4th 2008 7 M.A., Ph.D. 
(ABD) 

3 (Lanelle) 1999/6th 2006 5 M.A. 

4 2000/5th 2008 4 MBA 

5 2000/8th 2005 3 M.A. 

6 (Kaydra) 2001/9th 2005 3 M.A.  

7 2001/9th 2005 4 MBA 
 
 

 After receiving IRB approval, the researcher made numerous attempts to contact 

all 7 participants who fit the criteria via email, telephone, or Facebook©. Originally, 5 

 
2 The participant attained a Ph.D. after data collection. 
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participants gave consent. Before the first interview, two of the participants declined to 

be interviewed. The remaining 3 consenting participants were asked to complete a 

questionnaire that contained background information such as parents’ highest level of 

education, first-generation status, and participation in K-12 gifted education 

programming (see Table 3.2). 

 
Table 3.2 

 
Description of Participants 

 
Name Outcomes First 

Generation   
Education Triangulation 

Candace, 
married, 30 
years old 

Doctor of 
Philosophy 
(ABD) 

Yes Gifted classes in grade school; 
Honors and AP classes in secondary; 
HS had 62.1% graduation rate 
(2008); First generation student; 
Undergraduate degree from large 
research university in South; master’s 
from R1 university in the North; 
doctorate from R1 university in 
Midwest 

Interviews with 
mother, church 
member, and former 
middle school 
principal, CV, Project 
Promise files 

Kaydra, 
unmarried, 
33 years old 

Master of 
Arts 

Yes Gifted classes in grade school; 
Honors and AP classes in secondary; 
HS had 81.7% graduation rate 
(2005); First generation student; 
Bachelor’s and Master’s from 
historically Black college in the 
South 

Interviews with 
mother, aunt, former 
supervisor, Project 
Promise files, resumé 

Lanelle, 
married, 32 
years old 

Masters of 
Arts 

Yes Gifted classes in grade school; 
Honors and AP classes in secondary; 
HS had 68% graduation rate (2006) 
First-generation student; Bachelor’s 
and Master’s from R1 university in 
the South 

Interviews with 
mother, step-mother, 
and friend, Project 
Promise files, resumé 

 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 
 Gagné’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (2010) directed this 

study’s approach (see Figure 3.1). Gagné’s talent model provided a blueprint for the 
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interview instruments. Questions directly related to the intrapersonal and environmental 

influences, developmental processes, and chance found in the model. The model explains 

how talent develops from one’s natural abilities in a domain through extensive training. 

Developing these natural abilities through learning and practice are important processes 

for talent development while catalysts, or influences, can support or hinder the 

development of an individual’s natural abilities. These influences can be intrapersonal 

(appearance, personality, awareness of strengths and weaknesses, motivation, and 

perseverance) or environmental (family, peers, teachers, curriculum, and culture). 

 

 
Figure 3.1. Gagné’s (2010) Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent 

 
 Intrapersonal influences such as motivation play an important role in helping the 

individual sustain their interests through life obstacles, boredom, and possible failure 
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(Gagné, 2000). An individual’s behavior and goal management can play a crucial role in 

an individual’s talent trajectory. Like intrapersonal catalysts, environmental catalysts can 

have a significant effect on the development of talent. Many people including parents, 

teachers, and others can exert positive and negative pressure on an individual that can 

affect the individual’s talent trajectory. Besides people, even gifted programs (Ford, 

2011) in schools can stimulate or suppress the processes of talent development depending 

upon the fit of the program (Gagné, 2000). Numerous environmental and intrapersonal 

catalysts interact and can have a positive or negative effect on academic outcomes. 

 Through developmental processes, an individual’s aptitudes can be developed into 

talents and are influenced by the catalysts. Developmental processes tend to be 

institutionally-oriented leading to an acknowledgment of talent through academic success 

in school, participation in sports, or performing in band or theater (Gagné, 2004). 

Additionally, these processes include an enriching curriculum or activities, challenging 

goals, summer enrichment programs (Kaul et al., 2016), regular practice, acceleration, 

mentoring, and access to programs (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Gagné, 

2011). With an inadequate focus on the developmental processes, an individual may not 

fully develop her ability into a talent due to lack of preparation (Gagné, 2000). 

 Additionally, chance is another aspect of developing potential. By chance 

individuals born with a particular genetic endowment (Gagné, 2000) or born into a family 

that provides enrichment opportunities for their children. Chance could be as simple as 

being in the right time and place. Chance events can have a substantial effect on the 

academic success of the individual. 
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Data Collection 

 Based upon Gagné’s talent development model, participants were interviewed 

with a semi-structured interview protocol containing questions related to the 

environmental and intrapersonal influences, developmental processes, and chance events 

that participants experienced during K-12 settings. Table 3.3 shows the content validity 

for question development. A semi-structured protocol ensures fidelity and validity among 

the participants and allows the researcher to respond to the information obtained by the 

respondents during the interviews (Merriam, 1998). Follow up questions allow the 

researcher to elucidate a deeper level of understanding of the participants’ personal 

experiences. Each participant was asked to complete a demographic questionnaire that 

provided the researcher with basic information regarding her past and current living 

situations. To triangulate the data, each participant was asked to offer a list of names of 

individuals (former teachers, mentors, parents) that could be contacted and interviewed to 

support the participant’s experiences in K-12 or college settings. Artifacts and other 

documents from each participant were collected to support the findings. The researcher 

used field notes and a project history journal to minimize researcher bias. 

 
Procedure 
 
 The participants were asked to participate in a semi-structured interview. 

Depending upon the comfort level of the participant, interviews were conducted by 

Zoom© or by telephone. Most of the interviews lasted an hour in length, digitally 

recorded, and kept in a cloud-based file with password protection exclusively accessible 

to the researcher. The interviews were transcribed immediately afterward. To add 
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credibility to the data collected, participants were asked to verify the accuracy of their 

transcribed interviews and clear any misunderstandings (Creswell, 2009). 

 To triangulate the data, the researcher asked participants for two or three names of 

other individuals who had a significant effect on their lives (teacher, parent, mentor, peer) 

and knew about their academic talent development. These individuals were contacted and 

asked to participate in a semi-structured interview to corroborate the data collected in the 

participant interviews. Additionally, other documents from the participants’ K-12 

schooling that identified additional supportive data were collected. For example, during 

the years that each participant participated in the summer enrichment program, a dialogue 

journal was kept of her experiences and mentors recorded their observations of the 

participant. These reflections offer additional information regarding intrapersonal and 

environmental influences on their academic talent development. 

 
Analysis 
 
 Making sense from the data and interpreting the phenomenon from the words of 

the participants was the goal of analysis (Creswell, 2009). Transcripts from participants 

were fully transcribed and uploaded to NVivo, a computer coding and transcription 

software program. Additionally, any document, artifact, and researcher’s notes obtained 

were uploaded into NVivo to be included in the coding process. An a priori directed 

coding scheme was developed based on Gagné’s talent development framework. 

Specifically, a priori codes were formed from three of the model’s components: 

environmental catalysts, intrapersonal catalysts, and developmental processes. The 

interview transcripts were reviewed, and the codes were applied to categorize the data 
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(Ponelis, 2015). Other recurring themes identified through reading the participants’ 

narratives were added to the coding scheme. 

 
Table 3.3  

 
Data Collection Approach to the Influences of Academic Success 

 
Catalysts Sources Instrument Example Questions 

Environmental Influences 

Milieu physical, cultural, 
social, familial 

Demographic 
questionnaire 

How would you describe the 
adult head of household while 
you were growing up? 

Individuals parents, family, peers, 
teachers, mentors 

Interview How did significant individuals 
influence you throughout your 
life? 

Provisions curriculum, pedagogy 
pacing, grouping, 
acceleration 

Enrichment program 
records, interview, 
curriculum vitae/ resume 

What type of enrichment 
opportunities did you participate 
in 

Intrapersonal Influences 

Mental/Physical personality, 
temperament, 
resilience 

interview How would you describe your 
personality? 

Awareness strengths and 
weaknesses 

interview What have you learned about 
your strengths and weaknesses? 

Motivation values, needs, 
interests, passions 

interview What were your interests 
growing up? 

Volition autonomy, effort, 
perseverance 

interview How would you describe the 
effort you put towards your 
academic career? 

Developmental Processes 

Activities access, content, format interview, CV What extracurricular activities 
did you participate in during 
your secondary school years? 

Progress stages, pace, turning 
points 

interview What were the most influential 
turning points in your life? 

Investment time, money, energy interview What areas of your life did you 
invest the most time and 
energy? 
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 Once organized, the narratives were analyzed by the “pattern matching” technique 

delineated by Yin (1994). Patterns in the data from quotations that represent similar ideas 

or concepts that come from the participants’ narratives were examined (Patton, 2002). 

For each case, the themes were reviewed and refined separately before comparisons and 

patterns were made with the themes in other cases (Yin, 2018). Accordingly, the grouped 

components were then compared to the research on Black female academic talent 

development. 

 
Researcher Reflexivity 
 
 Reflexivity within qualitative research pertains to the responsibility the researcher 

has to reflect upon her own position within the research study and the effects the 

researcher may have on the data collected, people studied, and the interpretations that are 

made (Berger, 2015). Accordingly, since the researcher is the main instrument that 

gathers and analyzes the evidence of the study, it is important to understand my position 

as the researcher (Merriam, 2009). I am a White female, former educator, and school 

counselor who has worked in numerous K-12 settings both urban and rural. I have been a 

gifted and talented coordinator for a small rural school in addition to an educational 

psychology doctoral student focused on the study of gifted education. My experience 

offers a unique perspective in that I have worked with a diversity of racial and ethnic 

student populations in these roles. Reflexivity calls for the researcher to monitor and be 

mindful of the conflict between personal experiences and the unfamiliar experiences of 

others (Berger, 2015). To understand the participants' experiences, I set aside my own 

beliefs about how the sample participants experienced academic talent development in 

school. The participants’ academic achievement progression differed somewhat than my 
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own and a suspension of judgment on my part was required. I am not a Black female and 

cannot anticipate how giftedness has interacted with race and gender in the lives of the 

participants in the study. To aid researcher reflexivity, the author employed a researcher’s 

journal to monitor reactions and influences on the data collection or interpretation (Nadin 

& Cassell, 2006). 

 
Quality of Research 
 
 To ensure the quality of research, procedures were used to support the reliability 

and validity of the study. The degree to which the findings transfer to other contexts is 

termed external validity or transferability. Yin (2018) states that external validity begins 

with the appropriate research question that asks “why” or “how.” In this study, the aim is 

to answer how a group of Black females experience various influences leading to 

academic success. To enhance analytical generalizability, thick descriptions that provide 

a rich and full understanding of the research context and findings is provided (Geertz, 

1973; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 Strategies for supporting construct validity included a collection of multiple 

sources of data, member checking, and maintaining an evidence trail (Yin, 2009). 

Utilizing multiple sources of evidence through interviews, documents, and artifacts added 

to the construct validity by providing several measures of the phenomenon of study. 

Member checking allowed for corrections to be made to enhance accuracy. To enhance 

construct validity, a chain of evidence was maintained throughout the study that 

connected the research questions, study protocol, database, and conclusion together (Yin, 

2018). To establish internal validity, cross-case comparisons were employed among the 

participants. Yin (2009) suggests the use of pattern matching to increase validity. Patterns 
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found in the data were compared to the theoretical framework and research questions 

(Yin, 2009). Including an explanation of the researcher’s position in the study 

additionally helps to increase reliability (Merriam, 1998). 

 
Findings 

 
Case Profiles 
 
 Case profiles of each of the participants are described below. Each case was 

analyzed according to the environmental and intrapersonal influences, and developmental 

processes experienced during their K-12 years. Table 3.4  provides descriptive 

information about the influences on academic talent development of each participant. 

Since the participants shared their retrospective accounts of the influences to their 

development, the results reflect the participants’ subjective perspectives. Therefore, the 

results were triangulated with narratives from significant individuals in the participants’ 

lives and other relevant information to aid trustworthiness and facilitate deeper 

understanding of the influences to the participants’ talent development. 
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Table 3.4 
 

Description of Influences on Academic Talent Development 
 

 Candace 
 

Kaydra 
 

Lanelle 
 

Environmental Influences 
 
Milieu Lived with her great-grandmother until 7 

years old; household: mother, father, and 
two younger brothers; good family life; 
authoritative parenting; high expectations 
of success; strong encouragement from her 
mother 

Lived with her grandmother, mother, brother, 
and other members of her extended family; 
nurturing, close-knit family life; emphasis on 
family values; high expectations for success; 
valued education; supportive mother 

Lived with parents and 2 older brothers; parents 
divorced during middle school; lived with mom 
during high school; support from mother and 
father; high expectations 

Individuals Friend groups in academic and social 
environments; teachers valued her intellect 
and provided access to programs; only one 
Black teacher in high school; parents, 
family, and church members were sources 
of strength 

Friends were high-achievers and motivated 
one another; Aunt encouraged college; high 
expectations from secondary teachers; her 
church was a source of strength and 
encouragement 

Teachers provided referrals for GT and summer 
enrichment; mainly low expectations from HS 
teachers and counselor; mom and step-mom 
encouraged academics; participation in church; 
supportive friends in AP courses 

Provisions 
 

Gifted program; AP and honors courses; 
summer enrichment program; experiences 
with being the only Black student in a 
leadership activity and advanced classes 
 

Gifted program; AP and honors classes; 
summer enrichment program; unease with 
being the only Black student in a summer class 

Gifted program; AP and honors courses; dual 
credit courses; summer enrichment program; 
one of a few Black students in an academic 
context 
 

Intrapersonal Influences 
 
Physical/ 
Mental 

High confidence level; no-nonsense 
individual; taller and larger than the other 
students of her age and appeared to look 
older and act more adult-like; ethnicity 
motivated her to work harder 

Positive, warm, kind, upbeat, helper, strong 
head on shoulders, funny, serious when 
needed, rule follower, respectful; proud; 
cooperative; saw no effects from race and 
gender; shy/quiet 

Charismatic; joyful; outgoing; active; likes to 
try new things; shy/introverted as a child; loves 
people; looks younger than her age; heart 
condition; ethnicity and gender caused her to 
fight harder to not be disregarded 
 

 
(Continued) 
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 Candace 
 

Kaydra 
 

Lanelle 
 

Awareness Strengths: strong and confident leader; 
high academic achiever; respected by her 
peers, and socially interactive  
 
Challenges: slight over-confidence or 
“boisterousness”; self-critical 

Strengths: leadership and teamwork; accepting 
change; observation and analysis; problem-
solving 
 
Challenges: procrastination; self-critical 

Strengths: openness to learning something new; 
see things from different perspectives; manages 
time well; a good leader  
 
Challenges: Spreads self too thinly; self-
sacrificing; overburdened; self-critical 

Volition Internal drive; hard worker; plans ahead; 
delayed gratification until work completed; 
curious; a desire to control her actions 

Determined to do things aligned with her 
goals; persevered through obstacles; internal 
drive since she was young; knew what she 
wanted; ambitious and goal-oriented; 
competitive; focused; academically curious 

Hard worker, internal drive; strong work ethic; 
self-taught piano; went to school early to study; 
prepared/organized; curious 

Motivation Loved reading and dancing; leadership 
opportunities in school; making good 
grades; social justice; pride in work; 
maintained grades and balanced 
extracurricular activities; aspirations to go 
to college 
 

High grades; maintain NHS status in high 
school; Church activities and singing; loves 
helping others; loves reading; expectations to 
get Master’s degree 
 

Aspired to graduate from college; explores to 
learn new things; passion for acting, art, and 
music; making high grades; loved reading 

Developmental Processes 
 
Activities 
 

Extracurricular: Student council; leadership 
seminars and roundtable, church 
performances (oral speeches); dance, 
cheerleading, track, basketball, volleyball, 
softball, soccer; Baptist Young People’s 
Union; National Honor Society 
 
Academic enrichment: UIL academic 
events, science and history fairs, debate, 
leadership roles, seminars, and Project 
Promise (summer enrichment) 

Extracurricular: church choir, Acapella choir 
in high school; church neighborhood 
association summer programs throughout 
elementary; church praise dance team; 
National Honor Society; Future Business 
Leaders; Usher Board (church); manager for 
Sports teams in HS 
 
Academic enrichment: Project Promise 
(summer enrichment) 
 

Extracurricular: Student council, math club, 
church activities; pageant competitions; 
theater, band/drum major, participation in 
sports until 8th grade (basketball, track, 
soccer); National Honor Society 
 
Academic enrichment: UIL academic events; 
Project Promise (summer enrichment) 
 
 

(Continued) 
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 Candace 
 

Kaydra 
 

Lanelle 
 

Progress 
 

Graduated top 10% in high school; 
participated 7 summers in Project Promise 
beginning in the 4th grade 
 
Turning points: first-generation status; low 
socioeconomic status moved from 
predominately Black/Hispanic school in 
3rd grade to a predominately White school; 
discriminatory event in the GT program 

Graduated top 10% in high school; 
participated 3 summers in Project Promise 
beginning in the 9th grade 
 
Turning points: the death of a sibling during 
high school; obtaining financial aid for 
college; low socioeconomic status, being 
Baptized, getting her first job, graduating from 
high school and college, receiving a 
scholarship for college 

Graduated top 10% in high school; 
Participated 5 summers in Project Promise 
beginning in the 6th grade 
 
Turning points: heart condition caused her 
school absences and discontinue sports; moved 
schools numerous times during her school 
career; establishing long-term relationships; 
low economic status; participation in pageants; 
first-generation status 
 

Investments 
 

Schoolwork came first; after school hours 
devoted to extracurricular activities; held a 
part-time job during summers; participated 
in a private dance company for over 10 
years; parents financially supported 
activities 
 

Invested time and energy into academics, 
sports manager, choir, and church; financial 
support from family; held a part-time job 

Spent time and energy on academics, theater, 
and band; parents financially supported 
extracurriculars; part-time jobs in high school 
and college 
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Case Profile 1 
 

Candace is in her early 30s, married, and has no children. She is a first-generation 

college student and is currently employed as a research assistant and working on her 

doctoral degree. Candace is the oldest child of three and has two younger siblings. 

Environmental Influences. Using Gagné’s talent development framework, 

environmental influences include the milieu, individuals, and provisions. 

 
Milieu.  Candace grew up in a low socioeconomic status household and lived for 

most of her first seven years of life with her great-grandmother where she attended a 

predominantly Black and Hispanic neighborhood school. Candace formed a deep bond 

with her great-grandmother. In third grade, she moved across town with her parents and 

attended a predominantly White elementary school. Candace lived in the same City from 

elementary through high school and graduated from one of the only two high schools in 

the City. Candace considers both of her parents as equal partners in raising their family 

and expected Candace to do well in school. Candace noted that her parents did not force 

her to “do well out of fear or consequence” (Candace, interview, 2020). 

 
Individuals.  According to Candace, she did not have a “main friend group” in 

high school. Being one of the few Black individuals in her Advanced Placement courses 

in high school, she spent her time in school with the students in her classes who she 

considered “friends” but not necessarily her close friends or the ones that she enjoyed 

being around.  This “friend” group was in many of the same classes and would motivate 

one another academically. She considered the students in her advanced classes as 

students of similar academic ability upon which she could “gauge [herself] academically” 
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(Candace, interview, 2020). Candace would compete for grades with some of her 

academic peers. She noted that “there were a couple of White boys, in particular, that 

kind of got a little dicey as far as competition was concerned” (Candace, interview, 

2020). Others in this advanced academic peer group had more social ties and information 

regarding college, Candace would probe them for guidance about college such as how to 

register for housing. 

 Candace remembered several teachers from elementary and secondary school. 

These teachers valued Candace’s intelligence and would give Candace indicators that she 

was smart by providing positive feedback and assessing what they taught in class. 

Candace’s favorite teacher had a calming presence and did not treat Candace differently 

because of the color of her skin. Candace recalls having only one Black teacher in high 

school, and she was a female. It was this teacher’s first year to teach so she did not find 

this particular teacher any more or less of a good teacher. 

 Even though Candace had several memories of teachers who she thought were 

good at teaching, Candace maintains most of her strength and encouragement came 

mainly from family, her parents, and her church family. She believed that her parents had 

a very equitable approach to raising their children in that, “everyone had different 

expectations based on their capacities. It wasn't one size fits all” (Candace, interview, 

2020). Candace’s mother was very resourceful in finding academic enrichment programs 

that Candace could participate in during her K-12 school years. Candace recalls that her 

mother would find programs that would “cultivate [her] intellect” because she was 

capable of doing well (Candace, interview, 2020). According to archival data from 

Project Promise, Candace’s mother had high aspirations for her and noted that she 
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wanted Candace to complete a master’s degree at a major university (UYP, parent 

interview, 2001). Candace’s mother stated that the family took trips every summer to 

different states and made a point to visit the local college or university in the town they 

visited. 

But I would like to say her dad and I, we were really, really big on, you know, just 
our children, you know, just preparing themselves for the future and support[ing] 
whatever direction that they chose to go in. … We definitely encouraged all three 
of the children. [“Candace”] ran with that. But we really, you know, encourage[d] 
her to do it. … we expose[d] them to other colleges out of state. … So, the sky's 
the limit (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020). 

 
 Additionally, Candace’s family believed that church attendance was so important 

to their family that they attended bi-weekly services. Candace made many references to 

her faith in journal entries during Project Promise. On one occasion she wrote that she 

“wished everyone could have a close personal relationship with God” (UYP archives, 

journal, 2002). This faith in God is apparent in the family’s belief about luck or chance. 

When asked if luck or chance had any influence on her daughter’s academic 

achievements, Candace’s mother noted no effects. 

No, I could not. And the reason that I say that that's not even really a word that 
we've been using our vocabulary. We, you know, we are-- we are definitely 
believers [in God]--I think everything [has] purpose (Candace’s mother, 
interview, 2020). 

 
 Other than her home environment, Candace found “going to church as a place 

where Blackness was normalized” and was a place that “gave [her] reprieve” (Candace, 

interview, 2020). The church environment allowed her to be with others of the same race 

and were friends with others from all parts of the city and within all socioeconomic 

levels. Candace mentioned that her intellect was not seen as “superficial” or as a token. 

[Church] was like a common denominator. … It just gave me a break from like 
always trying to feel like I needed to prove myself. … I was viewed as an 
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individual. I had like strengths and weaknesses and, you know, I … was in the 
choir and was very involved there. I … taught the little kids Sunday school a 
number of years throughout high school. But it was just a place that didn't require 
me to perform in a way the school required me to perform or being at dance 
required me to perform. You know that that pressure wasn't there and that was 
super significant (Candace, interview, 2020). 
 

Candace had a supportive network of individuals that included her family, friends, 

teachers, and church members. The support from these individuals provided strength and 

encouragement. 

 
Provisions.  Candace had many opportunities for academic enrichment and 

support throughout her K-12 years. During elementary school, Candace participated in 

gifted and talented classes and held a leadership role in student council. In middle school, 

she was on the principal’s leadership roundtable. In secondary school, Candace 

participated in many academic learning opportunities and a plethora of leadership groups 

that included debate, honor classes, and Advanced Placement courses. 

 Other enrichment opportunities included the University for Young People/Project 

Promise summer enrichment program she attended for 7 years beginning in 4th grade. 

During these summers, Candace experienced a college campus and various activities that 

she would not have experienced in her own high school. From an early age, journal 

entries during the summer revealed that she had high academic expectations and wanted 

to get her master’s degree or doctorate (UYP, journal, 2001). 

 Another enrichment opportunity that prepared Candace for academic success 

occurred in Candace’s church. In the Black church tradition, public speaking was an 

important activity in which the children would participate. Candace learned long 

speeches and would recite them at Easter, Christmas, and other religious events at the 
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church. Candace developed a reputation for her speech performances in church and 

school was asked by former teachers to perform recitations for younger classes. 

 In middle school, the principal recognized Candace’s intelligence and sought out 

programs for Candace by “making sure she was in the right academic classes'' and 

making sure she was “always involved in the top [programs]” (Candace’s principal, 

interview, 2020). As early as eighth-grade, she participated in leadership seminars on a 

local university campus that gave her information on how to start preparing for college. 

From this early introduction to college, Candace learned that she must be prepared and do 

well academically in high school to be academically successful in college. These 

programs appeared to broaden her horizons and provide experiences with a diversity of 

people. For instance, in one leadership program in high school, she met someone from a 

different religious background. She found this experience “strange” and eye-opening 

(Candace, interview, 2020). In another leadership program, she was the only Black 

person in a group of other students from surrounding school districts. The program 

involved visiting different businesses around the county to gain different perspectives of 

the City. She met a White boy from the City that had never been to the east side of the 

City where many Black families live. She was frustrated with him for not being aware of 

all parts of the City when she had to “navigate how to speak with [him]” since she felt 

“like such a cultural and racial outsider” (Candace, interview, 2020). 

 Candace gained many experiences and met different people when she participated 

in the various enrichment programs. She often had to make choices about the programs 

she participated in because many of her extracurriculars like dance and sports took so 

much of her time after school. Gaining access to enrichment programs early in 
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elementary school and maintaining progress in honors and advanced courses encouraged 

Candace to continue on the path to academic success. 

 
Intrapersonal Influences 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, intrapersonal influences include 

mental/physical, awareness, volition, and motivation. 

 
Mental/Physical.  During her K-12 years, Candace described herself as “bossy”, 

“witty”, and “ambitious” (Candace, interview, 2020). Candace was described by her 

mother as “taller” than the other students of her age and appeared to look older and act 

more adult-like (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020). Others remarked that Candace took 

on the role of mother to her peers and was respected by others (Candace’s principal, 

interview, 2020; UYP, mentor archives, 2005). Others regarded Candace as a leader. For 

instance, Candace was the president of the student council during elementary school and 

in middle school, the principal asked her to participate in the principal’s roundtable 

group. The principal picked Candace knowing that many of the students looked up to 

Candace and that she could trust Candace. 

 Candace believes that her ethnicity and gender affected all areas of her life. She 

stated that she was often hyperconscious about race and gender (Candance, interview, 

2020). Her mother tends to think that being a Black girl has made Candace work harder 

for the things she wanted to do (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020). At home, Candace 

never felt like she faced opposition in regard to her gender even though she had two 

brothers. She carried the mindset that gender was not a negative influence with her to 

school. She did not see gender as a barrier (Candace, interview, 2020). 
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 Given Candace’s size and confidence, she may have appeared “intimidating” 

(UYP, mentor, 2001) to others. Despite Candace’s leadership in class and record as a 

good student, she remembers that teachers would say she was too chatty or “boisterous” 

and that “her voice carried” (Candace, interview, 2020). She remembers she would talk in 

class when she was done with her work. On one occasion, she was sent out of the 

classroom for calling out answers aloud in the seventh-grade. 

[The teacher] started class [and] asked questions. … And I guess I was calling out 
[answers]. [S]he sent me out of the room. I was like, ‘I don't [go] out of the room-
-like, what are you doing?’ And so she just told me [that] I'm taking opportunities 
away from other people to answer questions. … And I was … kind of distraught, 
but that's an example that demonstrates the fact that I had to … learn just to not 
talk as much and not be as loud. I guess [the incident] really was telling me to be 
sneakier. … like just don't get caught [talking] (Candace, interview, 2020). 
 
 
Awareness.  In secondary school, Candace was regarded by others as a strong and 

confident leader and a high academic achiever, respected by her peers, and socially 

interactive (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020; Candace’s principal, interview, 2020). 

Candace stated that once she identified a strength, she would focus on it to improve it and 

use it to improve society. 

Once I am able to identify something as a strength that is helpful, I need to put the 
energy to cultivate it so I can use it to my advantage. In using something to my 
advantage… I wanted to … improve society. [To] make the world …a better more 
socially just place. … [H]owever I can cultivate my natural inclinations to serve 
that ultimate goal is something that I learned or I'm learning to be intentional 
about (Candace, interview, 2020). 

 

 Others identified that Candace could be her worst critic since she expected so 

much of herself (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020). Candace stated that she does not let 
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weaknesses or challenges “consume [her] or define [her] in any way” (Candace, 

interview, 2020). 

 
Volition.  Candace appeared to learn easily while effortlessly maintaining her 

grades and balancing all of her extracurricular activities during her K-12 experience. 

Although Candace’s parents, family, and church members held high expectations that 

Candace would do well academically, she was pushed by an internal drive and a 

competitive desire to do well. Candace’s mother noted that Candace had “always been 

one to take pride in what she does…[and] has never been one to procrastinate… [she’s] 

going to always be ahead of the game” (Candace’s mom, interview, 2020). 

 Candace’s work habits were focused on doing well academically. She needed to 

have a clear sense of what her teachers and parents expected from her. Candace 

recognized that planning ahead was important to maintaining good grades and staying 

ahead with her academic workload. Intuitively, Candace knew where she wanted to go 

and planned backward from that point. Even at an early age, she would delay gratification 

to get her homework done. Candace used this control to intentionally focus on areas of 

her life that she had influence and attempted to not get consumed by things out of her 

control (Candace, interview, 2020). 

 
Motivation.  Candace’s interests growing up revolved around her love of reading, 

dancing, and being around friends. She admits to not being artistic and did not like dolls 

or using her imagination when she was young (Candace, interview, 2020). Her mother 

remembers that Candace enjoyed fashion, getting her nails done, and doing “those things 

that little girls like to do” (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020). As Candace became 
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older, she continued to dance in a private dance company through her senior year and 

became more involved in leadership opportunities in school such as student council and 

in University Interscholastic League (UIL) academic events (Candace, interview, 2020). 

 Making good grades was a significant motivator for Candace. She thrived on 

making high grades and knew she would need good grades to attend college. Even 

though her grades were excellent all throughout her schooling, Candace remarked that 

her “academic success wasn't ever something [her parents] belabored. It was just … 

expected. It wasn't anything [she] had to be reminded of” (Candace, interview, 2020). 

Her mother remarked 

[Candace] always took pride in the grades she made. My children always knew 
what our expectations were. We expected [them] to work hard and to do [their] 
best. If [their] best was a high B, … I was OK with that. But I …always put the 
question back on [them]. ‘So you got a high B? Is that the very best that you can 
do?’ So [Candace] always …push[ed] herself even to greater lengths to say, ‘You 
know what? I'm gonna be successful at this’ (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020). 

 
 As Candace became older, her interests and needs for obtaining social justice 

grew. She hoped with an education that she would be able to get to a position where she 

would be “able to nudge the needle” and change discriminatory systems (Candace, 

interview, 2020). From significant experiences in her life, she formed a worldview where 

she believed that society “expected her to fail.” For example, she believed that educators 

and students within the school assumed she did not belong in gifted classes. She noted, 

“It just gave me more reason to prove [...] to them that I was like smarter--just as smart, if 

not smarter. I mean I can do other stuff that they can do--sometimes better” (Candace, 

interview, 2020). 

 The idea of proving herself academically motivated her to be organized and 

prepared in her studies. 
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I knew I needed to be intentional about how I sought out information because my 
parents didn't go to college. So that is something I understood early on as 
something that distinguished me from a lot of my academic peers … particularly 
the White upper-middle-class ones. And that was just something I knew I needed 
to be careful about (Candace, interview, 2020). 
 

Candace realized that this preparedness was a tool to be used that would enable her to 

reach her academic goals. She was aware that she had to be more intentional than most of 

her peers. 

 
Developmental Processes 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, developmental processes include 

activities, progress, and investments. 

 
Activities.  Candace participated in numerous activities throughout her K-12 

career and many different enrichment programs and academic activities such as 

University Interscholastic League academic events, science and history fairs, debate 

team, student council leadership roles, and seminars at local colleges. These activities and 

programs provided avenues that prepared her to pursue higher learning. As early as 

eighth-grade, Candace participated in leadership seminars on a local university campus 

that gave her information on how to start preparing for college. Other enrichment 

opportunities included the summer enrichment program, Project Promise, she attended 

for 7 years beginning in 4th grade. During these summers, Candace experienced a college 

campus and various activities that she would not have experienced in her own high 

school. From an early age, journal entries during the summer enrichment program 

revealed that she had high academic expectations and wanted to get her master’s degree 

or doctorate (UYP, journal, 2002). 
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 In addition to academic activities, Candace experienced many extracurricular 

activities throughout her K-12 experience. Beginning at a young age, Candace 

participated in dance at a private dance company. She recalls that dance was one of the 

“Whitest spaces’’ in which she participated besides her advanced classes (Candace, 

interview, 2020). In school, she participated in cheerleading, track, basketball, volleyball, 

softball, soccer, and even for a short time played the cello. Sports supplemented the 

“social holes” that she experienced in her advanced classes (Candace, interview, 2020). 

She was often one of a few Black students in those classes and found herself having to 

socialize with others of different races. Sports teams provided her the opportunity to have 

friends of the same race. 

I think in my mind [sports] was a way to supplement the fact that people in my 
classes didn't look like me … I was like one of a handful of Black students in AP 
… classes so I knew that if I put myself in spaces where there were more people 
that I would consider my friends, I would be friends with. I wasn't forced to … 
spen[d] eight hours a day with [them] in these classes (Candace, interview, 2020). 
 
 
Progress.  Candace was identified gifted in elementary school and gained 

entrance into the school’s gifted and talented education program. Candace made good 

progress in school and continued on an advanced academic path. She took honors and 

pre-AP classes in middle school and in secondary school, Candace had access to 

advanced honor courses and Advanced Placement courses. She graduated from high 

school in the top 10% of her class. 

 Although identified as gifted in second grade, Candace participated in the gifted 

and talented program until she moved in third grade from a predominate minority school 

to a primarily White school in the same City. At her new school, the gifted label did not 

follow her across the district, and she did not receive gifted programming services for 
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almost a year. From this early age, Candace recalls that she knew she had to prove herself 

to the White community in the new school and considers this event a turning point in her 

life. 

[At] my other school I was in GT … I was smart. I can be smart here, too. And I 
just remember going to school the first day knowing that like-- I had to prove 
myself. I knew… as an 8-year-old… these White people are going to think I can't 
do anything, so I have to show them that's not true. And I did. … And I remember 
that same year there was a kid who lived two houses down from us that we had 
met. … [M]y mom had to like fight the people [at the school] … to put me in GT 
because I had been in GT and they were trying to give [my mom] the runaround. 
And I did it like--I shouldn't have been there or something. And when I walked 
into the GT class finally after however many weeks after they had started I 
remember that kid--this White boy down the street. … he looked at me and he 
was like, ‘You're supposed to be here?’ (Candace, interview, 2020). 
 
 
Investments.  After academic work, Candace spent the rest of her time and energy 

involved in social and extracurricular activities. She noted that her academic classes were 

not particularly challenging or meaningful to her in high school. She recognized that her 

family expected her to do her own work without their assistance. Although she made 

good grades, academic experiences were not in the forefront of her memory pertaining to 

her school career. School came easily to her. She could memorize and test well, but those 

experiences were not particularly meaningful to her like her other activities (Candace, 

interview, 2020). Her mother believed that all of the extracurricular activities motivated 

Candace to work even harder on her academics (Candace’s mother, interview, 2020). 

These activities took much time and energy and Candace had to learn to prioritize, 

organize, and not to procrastinate. 
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Summary of Influences and Developmental Processes 
 
 All things considered, Candace worked hard in school and had strong support 

from her family and church. As a first-generation college graduate, she overcame her low 

socioeconomic status to attain academic success. Environmental influences such as 

support from individuals in her home and church environments allowed Candace a 

chance to be herself without feeling like she had to perform for the respect of others. In 

church, Candace gained confidence in her abilities and could be herself and not have to 

constantly think about race. 

 Candace’s mother and father influenced Candace to perform well academically 

and encouraged her to participate in various activities and programs. Her parents 

encouraged Candace’s academic aspirations by visiting different colleges during summer 

vacations. Her mother was especially supportive of Candace’s academic needs. Candace 

respected teachers who recognized and valued her intellect even though high school was 

not particularly challenging or meaningful for her. Peers in her advanced classes tended 

to motivate her to do well academically as she would compete with them to gauge her 

abilities against theirs. 

 Candace had access to advanced programs and coursework throughout her 

schooling. She experienced discrimination when she moved schools and was not allowed 

to continue her participation in gifted classes. Through her persistence and desire to prove 

that she was smart enough to participate, she learned that she could use her academic 

ability to show others that she belonged in the program. Candace and her mother both 

advocated for access to the gifted program. 
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 Intrapersonal influences such as a strong internal motivation to succeed helped 

Candace to have high expectations of academic success from an early age and maintain 

this expectation through persistence and intentionally focusing on what she could control. 

She believed society was structured in a way that set her up for failure, so she 

intentionally focused her time and energy on what she could do well and did not waste 

time on what she could not. She had good work habits that helped her be organized and 

prepared for school. Making good grades motivated Candace academically to continue to 

perform. Her interest in reading and learning influenced her academic curiosity. Sports 

and other extracurricular activities such as dance, provided motivation to maintain 

grades, compete, or to surround herself with peers of her own race. 

 Through the developmental processes such as activities, investment, and progress, 

Candace developed her abilities into academic talent. The numerous activities she 

participated in during her schooling had a positive influence and allowed her a venue to 

develop and gain recognition for her talent. Candace capitalized on her strengths of being 

a good leader by participating in various academic and extracurricular activities in pursuit 

of her goal to improve society. Enrichment opportunities such as the summer enrichment 

program enabled Candace to experience meeting new people and participating in 

activities that interested her. Candace progressed in her learning from participation in 

gifted classes in elementary school though more advance courses in high school. She 

invested much of her time and energy into pursuing her academic talent and her parents 

provided financial resources when needed. 

 



93 
 

Case Profile 2 

 Kaydra is in her early 30s, unmarried, and has no children. She is currently 

employed in a public school as a special education teacher and is working on obtaining 

counseling licensure. 

 
Environmental Influences 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, environmental influences include 

the milieu, individuals, and provisions. 

 
Milieu.  Kaydra lived with her mother, grandmother, brother, and members of her 

extended family during her K-12 school years. Kaydra lived in the same home throughout 

her school years in the City and attended one of the two high schools. Kaydra was raised 

in a large, family that emphasized family values and the importance of helping others 

within the family or the community. 

It was a close-knit, loving community that we lived in. Everybody looked out for 
everybody. [If] a stranger is in the neighborhood, they [would get] … the 
neighborhood watch over there. The adults around here kinda cater to the kids, 
you know. They see [someone] doing something and they will tell them. I would 
say it was a good environment (Kaydra’s mother, interview, 2020). 
 
 
Individuals.  Kaydra’s family valued education and highly supported Kaydra’s 

goals of higher education. Her family provided a nurturing environment, encouragement, 

and financial support. She considered her mother, grandmother, and aunt to be integral to 

her academic achievements (Kaydra, interview, 2020). Her mother remarked, “I always 

told [her] ‘You’re smart and you reach for the stars and go as far as you can go’ ” 

(Kaydra’s mother, interview, 2020). Her grandparents instilled in Kaydra that education 

“is a big deal” and “the key” for future success (Kaydra, interview, 2020). Kaydra 
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remembers thinking it was not whether or not she would pursue higher education, “it was 

always the point of ‘Where do you think you want to go?’ ” (Kaydra, interview, 2020). 

Kaydra’s aunt, a teacher, was particularly influential and encouraged Kaydra to persist 

and finish her goals. During the summer of her junior year, Kaydra mentioned her aunt in 

a journal entry. 

The most influential person is my aunt. The reason why is that she set goals and 
put her mind to it. She taught me how to set goals. She was a teacher and went 
back to school to be a principal. ...I just want to be successful just like she is 
(UYP, journal entry, 2004). 

 
Kaydra had support from friends and teachers to do well in school. Many of 

Kaydra’s friends were high-achievers and motivated her to do well. Her friends had 

similar interests and many of them went onto college. 

I think I hung with a pretty positive group of people. It was never anything of let's 
skip school today type of deal. It was always ‘we go to school, we have fun at 
school, we learn, we go home’. So it was never a thing of-- like, you know, 'I hate 
school type of deal'. Everyone was positive in that aspect as far as going to school 
(Kaydra, interview, 2020). 

 
 Kaydra had a few teachers in high school that demonstrated they had high 

expectations for Kaydra and would verbally praise her and express that she was a good 

leader. Several teachers made positive phone calls to her mom about Kaydra’s potential. 

Even so, Kaydra did not recall having close relationships with teachers in school or 

outside of the school environment (Kaydra, interview, 2020). 

 Besides Kaydra’s large family, she found a source of strength and encouragement 

in her faith and church members. Kaydra’s involvement in church included participating 

in the church choir during services which required many hours of practicing. She 

commented that “there will be trials and tribulations that you will go through even in your 

education. And, you know, if you stay faithful, [...] that you will come out on top” 
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(Kaydra, interview, 2020). Her faith influenced her perseverance and resilience in school. 

She relied on her faith over chance. 

To be honest, I really can't say that I believe in luck. I believe that, you know, 
God places you in situations and things like that--at a time and place. Not 
necessarily luck would attribute to [her success]. Not to me in any way that I 
[think] that [it] was luck that got me there (Kaydra, interview, 2020). 

 
 

Provisions.  Kaydra participated in the school’s gifted program beginning in 

elementary school and community programs in the summer through her church. During 

secondary school, she was in Advanced Placement and honor’s courses. She valued her 

participation in the National Honor Society and Future Business Leaders of America. 

During the summer of ninth grade, she participated in the summer enrichment program, 

Project Promise, at a local university and continued in the program for three years. 

During her first year in Project Promise, Kaydra experienced some unease about being 

the only Black girl in one of her summer enrichment classes. 

Kaydra said she is the oldest student [in the class] and that there is no one to talk 
to. She also started to say that she was the only African American student in the 
class, but did not complete her sentence (UYP, mentor records, 2002). 
 
 

Intrapersonal Influences 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, intrapersonal influences include 

mental/physical, awareness, volition, and motivation. 

 
Mental/Physical.  Kaydra describes herself as positive, funny, upbeat, and helpful 

and regards herself as having a strong head on her shoulders academically that helps her 

lead others and not follow the crowd (Kaydra, interview, 2020). Her mother remarked 

that Kaydra can have fun, but that she has a serious side and follows a high moral 
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compass of following the mantra, “Right is right and wrong is wrong” (Kaydra’s mother, 

interview, 2020). Kaydra was observed by others during Project Promise to be somewhat 

shy and quiet except around people she knew (UYP, archival records, 2002) and could be 

“very fickle with her likes and dislikes” (UYP, archival records, 2003). 

 Kaydra said she did not experience any effects from her ethnicity or gender and 

her mother observed that “[Kaydra] was always positive on who she was and where she 

was going” and did not let her ethnicity or gender negatively affect her (Kaydra’s mother, 

interview, 2020). 

 
Awareness.  Kaydra noted that her strengths in school included leading and 

working with others on a team. Although she was shy in school, Kaydra learned that 

being more open led to meeting new people and learning things from them that she would 

not have otherwise known. Kaydra stated that her skills of observation, analysis of 

situations, and problem-solving developed over time and are especially helpful in her 

future aspirations of being a counselor. She recognizes that adapting to change is 

important and something she has done well (Kaydra, interview, 2020). Nonetheless, 

Kaydra related that she was self-critical at times by putting more stress on herself and 

would procrastinate when she had so many things she had to get done. She laments that 

she is not as far along in her goals as she wanted to be at this time. Her mother indicated 

that Kaydra would become very disappointed when things did not go her way. 

You can always do as much as you can. And I can be hard on myself, for sure. … 
when you look at your life in this light, I thought I wouldn't be here, here, and 
here. It's [... ] expecting more out of yoursel[f] than what you can give. You can 
only give as much as you can. And if you're giving the best that you can, what 
else can you expect from that? (Kaydra, interview, 2020). 
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Volition.  From an early age, Kaydra had high aspirations of pursuing academic 

success and an internal drive to push herself. Kaydra knew she wanted to help people in 

her future career. She was determined, persevered through obstacles, and was focused on 

her goals. Her mother stated that Kaydra’s motivation “was in her mind all along about 

what she was going to do, so she’d been [thinking about getting a master’s degree] for a 

long time’ (Kaydra’s mother, interview, 2020). 

 
Motivation.  Kaydra had many interests while growing up. She loved to read and 

had a strong desire to maintain her high grades. Singing was a passion of Kaydra’s and 

she participated in the school’s acapella choir as well as her church’s choir. Growing up, 

Kaydra was surrounded by family and would often take care of younger children. She 

loved helping and taking care of them. She knew from an early age that she wanted to 

have a career that would include helping children. Her current occupation and plans for 

reaching her ultimate goal to be a licensed counselor exhibit her desire to help others. 

I guess my interest growing up was I've always wanted to be a helper. I think 
growing up, [I] always kind of play[ed] like the mom to friends and things like 
that. So, I knew that I wanted to be doing something working with kids. I used to 
take care of babies all the time. I come from a big family. So, you know, there 
were new babies being born every day. And so I always took care of them. So, I 
knew that I wanted to do something working with kids and wanted to do 
something with helping others (Kaydra, interview, 2020). 

 
 
Developmental Processes 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, developmental processes include 

activities, progress, and investments. 

 
Activities.  Kaydra had access to various academic programs in school such as the 

gifted and talented program, advanced placement courses, dual-credit, and honors 
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courses. Kaydra participated in advanced classes throughout her school career and 

graduated at the top 10% of her class. Kaydra did not play sports in high school but 

contributed to the athletic program by being the manager for the sports teams. During the 

summers beginning in her 9th-grade year, she participated in Project Promise and 

experienced being around different people and new experiences. She noted that 

participation in the summer enrichment program could not have happened if she had not 

received a scholarship to attend and if transportation had not been provided (Kaydra, 

interview, 2020). 

 
Progress.  Significant events in Kaydra’s life motivated and reminded her of the 

importance of her actions. Despite challenges in Kaydra’s life, she was able to set high 

goals and persevere. For example, during her 9th-grade year, her younger brother died. 

She noted that the event did not put her into a “whirlwind or downward spiral,” but it was 

a difficult time for her and her family (Kaydra, interview, 2020). With her family’s 

support, she managed to maintain her schoolwork and grades through her grief. 

 Kaydra recounted that her family’s low socioeconomic status was often 

challenging and that receiving a scholarship and financial aid for college relieved the 

financial pressure. Graduating from high school and college were great accomplishments 

for her. She realizes now that graduating with her master’s was “definitely a very big 

deal” and a “big accomplishment” (Kaydra, interview, 2020). 

 
Investments.  Kaydra invested much time and energy into academics and worked 

hard in school to maintain her grades and status in the National Honor Society. She was 
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involved in choir throughout high school and was highly involved in her church choir and 

the church’s usher board which took up much of her time. 

 
Summary of Influences and Developmental Processes 
 
 Overall, environmental and intrapersonal influences during Kaydra’s K-12 years 

guided her academic development. Environmental influences included having supportive 

relationships among family members and other significant individuals in her life. Kaydra 

had a close relationship with her mother who encouraged Kaydra to reach for her 

potential. Kaydra had other family members that encouraged her development including 

her aunt. Her aunt graduated from college and became a role model for Kaydra. Other 

sources of strength included Kaydra’s church. At church, she performed in a praise dance 

group and church choir. 

 In school, Kaydra had a few teachers that provided positive support but she did 

not develop strong relationships with any of them in school or outside of school. Kaydra 

surrounded herself with friends of similar academic ability and they each motivated one 

another. 

 With access to advanced courses, enrichment opportunities, and extracurricular 

activities, Kaydra had opportunities to realize her potential and attainment of a master’s 

degree. She participated in leadership opportunities within school and a summer 

enrichment program at a local university. The program provided financial assistance and 

transportation that enabled Kaydra to attend. 

 Intrapersonal influences shaped Kaydra’s academic career. From an early age, 

Kaydra had an internal drive that pushed her to reach her goals. She was competitive and 

motivated to maintain high grades. She worked hard and persisted even through difficult 
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times like when her brother died in high school. Singing in the choir was a motivating 

influence in which she found strength and encouragement. She participated in choir at her 

church and at school. 

 Kaydra developed her academic talent through the developmental processes that 

included activities, progress, and investments. Kaydra participated in numerous academic 

and extracurricular activities that allowed her to perform and gain confidence in her 

abilities. Even though she faced challenges throughout her schooling such as her 

brother’s death, low economic status, and a first-generation college student, she 

participated in advanced classes at every level and graduated in the top ten percent of her 

class. Kaydra invested much time and energy into developing her academic talent. She 

valued education and never doubted that she would go to college. Her family supported 

her aspirations to attend college and provided financial assistance as much as possible. 

 
Case Profile 3 
 
 Lanelle is in her early 30s, married, and is employed as a social worker. She is 

currently expecting her first child. She was a first-generation college student from a low-

socioeconomic family. 

 
Environmental Influences 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, environmental influences include 

the milieu, individuals, and provisions. 

 
Milieu.  Lanelle’s early years were spent with her mother, father, and two younger 

brothers in a medium-sized urban City in Central Texas. 
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It was a normal household. Her daddy was on the road and drove trucks. It fe[lt] 
like I was a single parent. I raised her as a single parent. To be honest, her dad, 
hmmm, probably c[a]me home two or three times month. He missed out [on] a lot 
of stuff like [her] first steps and first birthday. I think she functions pretty well 
(Lanelle’s mother, interview, 2020). 

 
Lanelle’s parents divorced when she was in middle school, and she moved to a larger 

urban area in North Texas with her father and step-mother. Lanelle moved several times 

back and forth between the two cities during her middle school years, and then in the 

second quarter of her ninth-grade year, she returned to the City where she had attended 

elementary school to live with her mother until graduation. 

And then when [my parents] separated, I went to live with my mom then. So that 
was all through middle school. But then she lost her job. So then I had to go live 
with my dad. But then I didn't want to keep [moving] because I switched schools 
so many times. I was just like ‘No, I just want to stay at one school.’ … so I went 
back with my mom when she moved to [the City] (Lanelle, interview, 2020). 

 
 

Individuals. Lanelle credits her academic persistence to witnessing her mom’s 

work ethic. Lanelle witnessed the hard work that her mom had to do every day for the 

family. Her mother had to drop out of high school and returned later to get her GED. 

After Lanelle graduated from high school, her mother took classes towards an associate’s 

degree. Lanelle knew she wanted to achieve academically so she could have a better 

future--one where she “could work hard … just not have to work a lot” (Lanelle, 

interview, 2020). Lanelle’s mother noted luck was not an influence of her daughter’s 

success, but that Lanelle was aware of her mother’s struggle with employment and that 

Lanelle “didn't want to struggle like her parents did” (Lanelle’s mother, interview, 2020). 

 Both of her parents encouraged her to complete her schoolwork and supported her 

extracurricular activities. Lanelle noted that her father was stricter with rules than her 

mother. Lanelle’s mother was more easy-going and less strict and was often concerned 
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about Lanelle’s heart condition. If Lanelle was not feeling well, her mother would 

encourage her to stay home from school. 

 Even though Lanelle recognized that a few of her teachers may have had high 

expectations for her success by identifying her to participate in gifted programming at 

school and providing information for various enrichment programs, she perceived that 

most teachers had low expectations of her, especially in high school. 

I feel like most of the teachers ha[d] low expectations. And so I would say in high 
school there may have been like a teacher or two that … would expect kind of 
higher expectations. But for the most part, I think a lot of it was lower 
expectations. 
 

 The instability of moving from school to school made it difficult for Lanelle to 

form lasting relationships. Even so, during high school, Lanelle had an “encouraging and 

supportive” friend group that would often tell Lanelle that she “was smart” even though 

Lanelle did not see herself as smart (Lanelle, interview, 2020). Several of Lanelle’s 

friends were in the same advanced classes and would study together to motivate one 

another. 

I think just the stability of having to move around and re-acclimate myself to 
different environments was a barrier. And I think definitely also being able to 
establish long term relationships with people was a barrier just because of having 
to move. [It] made it difficult to really make those connections (Lanelle, 
interview, 2020). 

 
 

Provisions. Lanelle participated in the school’s gifted program in elementary 

school. In secondary school, she took pre-AP courses, AP courses, and dual-credit 

classes. Lanelle was involved in UIL academic competitions and academic clubs such as 

the math club. She found that participation in dual-credit classes motivated her to attend 
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college. Early entrance in advanced classes allowed Lanelle to take high school credit in 

eighth-grade. 

Next year is my last year in middle school, and I have to take algebra. Most 
people are supposed to take it in 9th-grade but I’m going to take it in 8th so when 
I go to high school I will already have a credit in high school (UYP, archival data, 
2002). 

 
Lanelle experienced being one of the only Black students in many of her 

advanced classes. 

… if you look at the demographics of [City] high at the time, it was primarily… 
Latino or African-American. … AP and pre-AP classes [had] mainly Caucasian 
[students]. So, … I was the only Black person that was in my classes, even though 
[the] school makeup was completely opposite of that. So that's one of the things 
that… really kind of stands out (Lanelle, interview, 2020). 

 
 Beginning in the sixth-grade, Lanelle attended the summer enrichment program 

and continued for 5 years in the program. Lanelle’s mother reflected on Lanelle’s first 

year in Project Promise and the benefits she noticed from participation in the program. 

[The program] gives opportunity to young students [and] a jump start and 
introduction of tougher courses to come. … [Lanelle] brought [home] all of the 
ideals, thoughts, and skills she learned while participating [in the program] (UYP, 
archival records, 1999). 

 
Likewise, Lanelle noted how the program allowed her to learn about different future 

career options and considers the program a turning point in her life. 

I didn't really know what areas you could study. So being able to go in and take 
those different classes and programs with the different people at the [college] was 
very beneficial. One thing [was important]. They had transportation so [I could] 
go there. … The difficult part is how would I get there? So, that piece was really, 
really big. And if that transportation wasn't [available], I probably wouldn't be 
able to go and if I had to pay for it, I probably wouldn't have gone. So that, I 
would say, was a big turning point because that helped me expand my interest in 
things. So at one point, I think I took a photography class [and I thought] that ‘I'm 
going to be a photographer’ and then I took paleontology [class]. ‘I want to be a 
paleontologist now’. And then I think I [took] a coding class--and I'm like, oh, 
this is interesting, too! 
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Intrapersonal Influences 

 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, intrapersonal influences include 

mental/physical, awareness, volition, and motivation. 

 
Mental/Physical. Although self-described as an introvert in her early years, 

Lanelle grew out of her shyness and loved to perform in pageants, band, and theater. 

Described by others as “charismatic, joyful, and outgoing” (Lanelle’s friend, interview, 

2020), she was academically curious and liked to “explore different areas and continue[d] 

to be stimulated by things” (Lanelle, interview, February 5, 2020). Mentors from Project 

Promise noted that Lanelle “is a good student who is very intelligent and has a lot of 

potential” (UYP, archival records, 2002). 

 In second grade, Lanelle was diagnosed with tachycardia which caused her heart 

to beat faster. With the diagnosis, Lanelle underwent several procedures throughout her 

school years and even in college to help correct the problem. Even though Lanelle loved 

to play sports, she had to stop all strenuous activities starting in the 8th grade. 

She liked volleyball and basketball--a lot of things she wanted to do; she couldn't 
do because of her heart. She had a lot of interests that she wanted to do, [but] she 
couldn't be active. She was on the basketball team and volleyball team, but 
because of her heart tachycardia, she had [to] discontinue (Lanelle’s mother, 
interview, 2020). 

 
 Lanelle recognized that stereotypes surrounding her ethnicity and gender affected 

all parts of her life. She often felt “disregarded” by others because of her race or 

overlooked because of her gender (Lanelle, interview, 2020). For instance, Lanelle 

wanted to volunteer to mentor middle school students at a school across from the high 

school. In order to mentor, she had to get an application from her school counselor. When 
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she went to get the application, the counselor questioned her intelligence and refused to 

give her an application. 

I went in to get the application [and] one of the counselors said, ‘Well, are you 
smart enough to tutor?’ [She] wouldn't give the application to me at all! So, I 
think that things like that kind of negative experience is … what helped push me 
to make sure that I don't end up where they think that I should be at. … I had a 
friend of mine, she was White and [I] asked her to go to see [the counselor], you 
know, to get the application as see what [the counselor] would say to her. And 
[my friend] was like, ‘[The counselor] just gave me the application’ (Lanelle, 
interview, 2020). 
 

After the counselor did not give her the application to tutor, Lanelle took it upon herself 

to tell the principal about what had happened. She did not recall if anything resulted from 

reporting the incident. Sometimes interactions with others would not be so blatant and 

discrimination would be in the form of negative comments. Lanelle remarked that she 

used these situations to stand up for herself. Even as an eighth-grader during Project 

Promise, some of the students were teasing Lanelle about some boys. She stood right up 

for herself and told them to leave her alone (UYP, archival records, 2002). 

 
Awareness.  Lanelle noted that her strength was being able to see things from 

different perspectives and being able to use her time well. Since she liked to do so many 

different activities, one of her challenges was to manage her stress level related to 

participation in numerous activities. Her mother noted that Lanelle’s strength was her 

determination to succeed but that she became disappointed when things do not go the 

way she planned. Lanelle mentioned her weaknesses revolved around doing so many 

activities. 

I would say as far as my weaknesses go, I [would]... make sure that I am not 
spreading myself too thin. So, being able to recognize and to pull back and focus 
on one or two areas versus several different areas … [would] kind of help with 
just managing stress and whatnot (Lanelle, 2020). 
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Volition.  Lanelle was determined to be the first one in her family to go to college. 

“Apply[ing] her mother’s work ethic to [her own] academic ethic,” Lanelle credits her 

internal drive as influencing her academic achievements (Lanelle, interview, 2020). 

Lanelle knew that her parents were limited in helping her academically and that “it was 

difficult for them” (Lanelle, interview, 2020). She recognized that she would have little 

parental assistance and she would have to learn on her own. Her sixth-grade teacher 

noted that Lanelle would stay after school to re-do a project until she was satisfied with it 

(UYP, archival records, 1999). She was organized and highly prepared for school and put 

effort into her schoolwork, other activities, and was always ready to try something new. 

For example, she wanted to learn to play the piano, so she taught herself because she had 

no money for lessons. Lanelle “took advantage” of every opportunity presented to her 

because “she never kn[e]w where that opportunity [would] lead” (Lanelle, interview, 

2020). 

 Lanelle persevered despite her heart condition that required her to go to the 

hospital often. She would miss school on days she did not feel well or underwent medical 

procedures. Her mother encouraged her to stay home if she did not feel well, but Lanelle 

did not want to miss school. Even though she strived for a perfect attendance certificate, 

she never had a year that she did not miss any days of school. 

I had a heart condition where I would go to the hospital a lot. … So when I’d go 
in, they would have to stop my heart and restart it again. So it caused me to miss a 
lot of days of school. A lot of it was medical, but I was always aiming [to not 
miss]. ‘There’s going to be one year!’ And I don't want to miss because of cold 
(Lanelle, interview, 2020). 
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During Project Promise in the 9th grade, one of Lanelle’s mentors observed her 

perform for the group of students and noted a significant amount of confidence, 

determination, and motivation to do well in her performance. 

[Lanelle] was the first one to stand up and give a presentation. She spoke clearly 
and rather professionally to the class. At that moment, she was in control and 
handled herself beautifully. The teacher, when she was done, said, ‘That’s how 
you do it!’ [Lanelle] smirked and gave a slight shrug as if to say, ‘What’d you 
expect?’ This seems to be a girl that is always in control and it doesn’t matter if 
you know it or not” (UYP, archival records, 2003). 
 
 
Motivation.  Lanelle was highly involved in many extracurricular activities during 

her K-12 years. In middle school, Lanelle participated in pageants which forced her to be 

more extroverted. During these competitions, she had to perform speeches for the 

audience. She stated that the pageants “allowed [her] to be able to expand on social 

settings and … interact with the public” (Lanelle, interview, 2020). These pageants were 

money-based and required that she raise funds by soliciting sponsorships from local 

businesses and people in the community. Lanelle would often have to do the pageants on 

her own because her mother and dad were working. 

 In high school, Lanelle held a part-time job and participated in numerous 

activities in school and out of school such as band, art, math club, UIL academic events, 

theater, and church performances. Lanelle held a leadership role in the band as a drum-

major for two years. She aspired to attend Duke University and participate in their band 

because “Duke has one of the best college marching bands” (UYP, archival data, 2003). 

In order to stay in these activities, she was motivated to keep her grades up. She found 

that participation in extracurriculars helped to motivate her to do well academically. Her 
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mother recounted a time that Lanelle did not perform as well as she wanted to on an 

exam: 

[Lanelle] was the kind of person who goes, over and beyond. I remember when 
she was going to [high school], I thought she was having chest pains. She was 
breaking down in the hallway, crying. You know, I thought her chest was hurting. 
She found out that she got a 90 [on a test]. ‘I see you doing all this crying like 
someone's dying. A 90 is still an A’, but she said, ‘Mom, I studied real hard! I 
wanted to get a 100’ (Lanelle’s mom, interview, 2020). 
 
 

Developmental Processes 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, developmental processes include 

activities, progress, and investments. 

 
Activities. Lanelle participated in many academic and extracurricular activities 

and programs throughout her schooling and several programs in her church. When she 

was younger, she loved playing all types of sports and did so until the 8th grade. In high 

school, she was in the student council, math club, and band where she held a leadership 

role as a drum-major for two years. She participated in UIL academic events and a 

position in the National Honor Society. 

 During the summers, Lanelle attended the summer enrichment program, Project 

Promise. Lanelle credits one of her teachers for giving her information about applying to 

the summer enrichment program. She attended the program for five summers and 

acknowledges that it was helpful that the leaders of the program kept recruiting her to 

attend the program each summer. She attributes the summer enrichment program to 

giving her “the opportunity to be able to … explore different areas and topics that [she] 

may not have explored otherwise” (Lanelle, interview, 2020). The program provided 

transportation which was important for Lanelle. Otherwise, without a way to get to the 
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summer camp, she would not have not been able to attend. The summer program was a 

turning point for Lanelle that piqued her academic curiosity. 

[The ability] to go to the summer enrichment program … helped out a lot. I [was] 
able to go and take those different classes and programs with different people … 
[the program] … was very beneficial. … I took a photography class … then I took 
paleontology. … [and] a coding class …. [and] robotics (Lanelle, interview, 
2020). 
 
 
Progress.  Lanelle gained access to the school’s gifted program in elementary 

school. In middle school, she participated in pre-AP and honors classes. In high school, 

she continued the advance academic path and took Advanced Placement and dual-credit 

classes. She graduated in the top 10% of her high school class. 

 Even though this progression from elementary school to high school appears 

seamless, Lanelle experienced limitations and turning points in her academic path. For 

example, Lanelle acknowledges that her low socio-economic status limited her access to 

things that she needed for schoolwork such as technology and books. She would have to 

go to the library to use those resources. Even so, Lanelle ended up receiving several 

scholarships during her senior year and received an interview with an Ivy League 

university. Lanelle considers graduation from high school a turning point. 

I would say … graduating high school … was a big turning point and … getting 
accepted and going to college--that was … a big piece cause nobody had gone. 
That was just unheard of. So, I must say not unheard of, but it just didn't happen 
because for the most part, everybody in my family either went to jail or had kids. 
So going to college was a big thing (Lanelle, interview, 2020). 
 

 Lanelle’s heart condition prevented her from participating in sports in high 

school. Despite this limitation, Lanelle found other less strenuous activities to participate 

in such as theater, band, art, and church choir. Her heart condition also prevented Lanelle 
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from going to school on days she was ill. Lanelle did not like missing school and never 

received perfect attendance for the year. Her mother remarked: 

I'll say she broke the barrier with her heart condition. She didn't let it get in the 
way of what she wanted to do. Except … that she had no control. She didn't like it 
because she couldn't play sports. She really did like volleyball. She liked both 
basketball and volleyball (Lanelle’s mother, interview, 2020). 

 
 

Investments.  Lanelle invested much time, energy, and resources into developing 

her talent. Her parents provided needed financial support to participate in activities such 

as band. Lanelle worked a part-time job that helped relieve some financial limitations. 

Lanelle’s academic work came first although much time and energy were spent in 

extracurricular activities. Lanelle was extremely busy the last two years of high school 

and recalls her daily schedule. 

I was heavily into band and theater and I was also working so late. My day was 
starting at 6:00 in the morning. I had gone to school and then afterward I would 
have band practice and after that, I would have to go to theater practice. Then, I 
would go to work. And then start the day over again (Lanelle, 2020). 

 
 
Summary of Influences and Developmental Processes 
 
 On the whole, environmental influences such as having a supportive family and 

participating in gifted and talented programs and advanced courses encouraged Lanelle’s 

academic success. Lanelle’s parents encouraged her to do well in school. She had support 

from her father even though his job required him to be on the road many days. Lanelle’s 

mother worked long hours. Even though they supported Lanelle’s aspirations, her parents 

did not attend college and lacked the necessary information or resources needed to help 

Lanelle. Her parents did try to help with financial resources when they were able. Seeing 

her parents work so hard, Lanelle wanted to better her life by getting a college education. 
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 Lanelle began gifted services in elementary school. She continued taking 

advanced courses such as dual credit and Advanced Placement in high school. During 

high school, she felt that teachers had somewhat low expectations for her especially in 

her advanced courses because she was one of only a few Black students in those classes. 

She felt disregarded by a counselor in the school that questioned her intelligence. The 

summer enrichment program that she participated in for five years encouraged her to try 

new activities and encouraged her academic curiosity. 

 Lanelle had high expectations for academic success and surrounded herself with 

friends who had similar goals. Moving several times in junior high and high school 

limited Lanelle from developing lasting relationships with peers. 

 Trying new things and having a curious mindset were a few of the intrapersonal 

influences that shaped Lanelle’s outcome. Lanelle was an active individual determined to 

be the first one in her family to graduate school. Despite feeling disregarded because of 

her race, Lanelle placed herself in front of many different audiences by participating in 

theater, band, and pageants. Lanelle adapted and persevered towards her academic goals. 

 Through developmental processes that included activities, progress, and 

investments, Lanelle developed her academic talent. Activities provided venues for 

Lanelle to practice and perform her skills. Extracurricular activities such as sports and 

church provided opportunities for social interaction or motivation to maintain her grades. 

Through various activities and provisions, Lanelle made academic progress from gifted 

classes to advanced courses. Regardless of challenges such as low socioeconomic status, 

a heart condition, and her parents’ divorce, Lanelle thrived academically by maintaining 

her grades and participating in numerous school and extracurricular activities. Her intense 
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desire to achieve and improve her life situation motivated her to receive an advanced 

degree. She invested much time and energy into activities and other opportunities that 

influenced her to persist towards her goals. 

 
Cross-Case Study Analysis 
 
 Using Gagné’s talent development framework, each case has been presented 

above by triangulating data and inserting quotes that highlighted relevant information 

about the categories within the talent development framework. In this section, data were 

aggregated across three different cases to identify themes, similarities, and differences 

related to the influences on the participants’ academic achievements. Overall, the 

findings showed many similar environmental and intrapersonal influences and 

developmental processes that affected the positive academic outcomes of each 

participant. An overview of the four major themes is found in Table 3.5. 

 
Table 3.5 

 
Themes Emerging from the Analysis 

 
Theme Description 

Supportive Relationships Participants experienced academic encouragement 
within supportive relationships 

Personal Characteristics Participants exhibited similar personality 
characteristics and self-management styles 

Involvement in 
programs/extracurricular 

Participants were highly involved in numerous 
academic and extracurricular activities 

Institutional Access to 
Programs 

Participants gained access to advanced courses and 
enrichment opportunities that were often racially 
homogeneous 
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Participants Experienced Academic Encouragement Within Supportive Relationships 
 
 Within the environmental influences component of the talent model, milieu and 

individuals influenced the talent development process. Having a strong, supportive 

network of individuals positively influenced each of the participants in this study. Even 

though their home lives may have differed, each participant was surrounded during their 

youth with friends, family, and teachers who recognized the participants’ potential 

towards academic success. 

 
Milieu.  The participants experienced a similar milieu while growing up in the 

same City for the most part and attending the same high school. All of the participants 

were from low socio-economic and first-generation families. Each of the family 

situations was slightly different. For example, Candace and Lanelle both grew up with a 

mother and a father in the home; however, Lanelle’s parents divorced in middle school 

and she moved between her parents’ homes several times. Kaydra lived with her mother 

but never with her father and had a large extended family in the home. Candace had a 

more traditional family structure of a mother, father, and siblings. Nevertheless, all of the 

participants had a strong family influence that included strong support from their 

mothers. Family members and participants held high expectations for the academic 

success of the participants and fully supported their academic and extracurricular 

endeavors. All of the participants had one or more siblings in the home while growing up. 

Interestingly, none of the participants had biological sisters. 

 
Individuals.  The parents of the participants had important influences on their 

daughters. The parents fostered supportive home environments that valued education and 
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validated the academic potential of their children even though most of the parents had no 

college experience. The mothers and fathers of the participants were supportive of their 

daughter’s academic aspirations. Each girl noted that her mother was highly influential to 

her talent development providing her with encouragement. Even though their fathers 

played a less visible role in the participants’ academics, Lanelle and Candace noted that 

their fathers were supportive and checked on them to make sure they kept up with their 

studies. Candace’s mother appeared to take the most initiative in finding programs that 

Candace could participate in to develop her potential. Not discounting that the other two 

mothers of the participants cared about their daughters’ success, Lanelle’s and Kaydra’s 

mothers appeared limited in knowing how to help and lacked the extra time needed to 

assist their daughters 

 Additionally, each participant had a few teachers along the way that 

acknowledged her intellectual potential and nominated her for various advanced classes 

or programs in school or summer enrichment opportunities. These teachers identified the 

girls’ strengths and supported their involvement in advanced programming. None of the 

participants had significant relationships with their teachers outside of school. Candace 

appeared to have remembered more positive connections with her teachers, especially her 

middle school principal. Kaydra and her mother had overall positive perceptions of 

relationships with teachers who made positive phone calls to her home. Lanelle recalled 

significant negative experiences with her high school counselor in addition to moving 

multiple times throughout her school career and struggling to build lasting relationships 

with others at each school. 
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 Peers of similar academic aptitude provided a support network for each of the 

participants and a way to compare their academic strengths. Specifically, Candace 

observed that she had several peer groups. Some of these groups contained more of her 

academic peers in which she could measure her academic abilities. Other groups of 

friends sustained Candace so that she was not always around high achievers in her 

advanced classes. For all of these participants, participation in advanced classes meant 

having few Black students in class even though the City high school’s racial makeup was 

predominately Hispanic and African American. Candace and Lanelle mentioned this 

disparity during the interviews. Kaydra did not openly comment about race; however, 

archival Project Promise records indicated that she, too, felt uncomfortable being in a 

class with few Black students. Still, all were able to surround themselves with friends that 

influenced their academic achievements. Kaydra and Lanelle noted that their friends 

motivated them to do better. All of these participants had friends who either played sports 

or participated in extracurricular activities with them. 

 Additionally, participation in church activities provided support from fellow 

congregants and provided an awareness that their faith gave them the strength to persist 

and pursue their academic achievements. Each of the participants was highly involved in 

church activities and found encouragement from her church attendance. Kaydra and 

Candace were the most highly involved in their church and referenced how the church 

was a supportive factor in their development. All three participants gained experience 

with performing their talents in front of an authentic audience. Candace recited long 

poems and Kaydra sang in her church choir. As Candace put it, church was a place where 

she could be herself and not have to think about her race. 
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 Overall, the three participants found great strength and encouragement from many 

supportive individuals in their lives as they developed their academic talents. Parents 

provided the foundational support upon which they built other relationships with church 

members, peers, extended family, and selected teachers. Even with variation among 

family milieu, each of the participants’ environments was much alike, and they all 

experienced financial issues. Some parts of their lives were more stable, while other areas 

required them to be flexible and adaptive to the different situations in which they lived. 

 
Participants Exhibited Similar Personality Characteristics and Self-Management Styles 
 
 Within the intrapersonal influences component of Gagné’s model, the 

participants’ personalities and motivations were similar and encouraged their academic 

development. 

 
Physical/Mental.  Physical and mental characteristics exhibited by each 

participant included aspects of having a self-reliant personality and a positive outlook on 

life. Although each participant was unique, similar characteristics included having a high 

confidence level and being respected by others as a leader. Although the participants 

were quite outgoing in high school, Kaydra and Lanelle were both shy in their youth. 

Through the numerous activities in which they had participated, they were able to 

practice skills that increased their confidence. 

 Both Candace and Lanelle spoke about the intersection of their ethnicity and 

gender. Candace and her mother believed that ethnicity motivated Candace to work 

harder to reach her goals. Likewise, Lanelle believed her ethnicity and gender helped her 

to fight harder to not be disregarded by others. The family economic level may have 
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limited the participants’ ability to socially network and attain resources. For instance, 

Candace talked about having to ask her White peers in her advanced classes for 

information about college. Lanelle knew that her parents would not be able to help her 

academically since they had limited education. 

 
Awareness.  The participants mentioned how particular strengths influenced them. 

Candace believed that a strength she developed was learning how to cultivate what she 

did well so she could use her strengths to improve society. Kaydra noted that her strength 

was knowing how to accept change. Lanelle stated that her strengths were her willingness 

to see things from different perspectives and her openness to try new things. Other 

individuals observed the participants as leaders that were respected by others, managed 

time well, and were motivated to do well in school. 

 Participants tended to work extremely hard that led to instances where they would 

overwork and overextend themselves. Each had an intrinsic need to do everything well 

that would often lead to self-criticism for not performing to their standards. Candace’s 

and Lanelle’s mothers identified that their daughters became very self-critical when 

things did not go the way they planned. Kaydra’s mother observed that Kaydra would be 

extremely disappointed when matters did not go as she expected. 

 Other unique challenges that each participate noted included examples of personal 

challenges that they often sought to mitigate. Candace spoke about sometimes being too 

loud in school, and the teachers would call her out for her boisterousness. Kaydra 

sometimes found herself doing so many activities that she had to fight procrastination. 

Lanelle was highly curious and often found her attention and focus split between so many 

activities. 
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Volition.  All three participants had an internal drive that propelled them to reach 

their goals despite numerous barriers such as socioeconomic level, discrimination, health, 

and family hardship. Each was particularly skilled in time-management and was 

organized and prepared to learn. Each participant spoke about how she was able to delay 

gratification and complete her academic work before anything else even at an early age. 

All held high aspirations and were ambitious in their behaviors to bring about positive 

outcomes. Each of the participants was academically curious and found ways to keep her 

academic curiosity vital through reading or learning something new. 

 
Motivation.  The participants had a significant desire to attend college. Both 

Candace and Kaydra aspired to attain an advanced degree since they were young. Lanelle 

was motivated to graduate from college since no one else in her family had done so 

before. Grades became a critical motivator for all of the participants. Each one noted that 

without maintaining high grades, she would have not been able to participate in all of the 

extracurricular activities or be on the honor roll. The participants shared similar interests 

that revolved around a love of reading and performing. Each participant was highly 

involved in some type of performing arts such as theater, band, singing, or dancing. 

 On the whole, each participant exhibited high-levels of self-management that 

propelled her to reach her academic aspirations. These participants had superior time 

management skills and goal-setting processes as well as an optimistic personality and an 

awareness of their strengths that led to a positive influence on their talent development. 
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Participants Were Highly Involved in Numerous Academic and Extracurricular Activities 
 

Academic and extracurricular activities provided the participants with many 

opportunities to explore and develop their academic talents. The participants invested 

much time and energy into various activities. All of the participants maintained their 

aspirations even through turning points in their lives. 

 
Activities.  The participants in the study were highly involved in various academic 

and extracurricular activities. It is within these activities that they learned and practiced 

the skills necessary to perform the activity. Activities provided leadership opportunities 

and school organizations provided acknowledgment of hard work. For example, Candace 

and Lanelle held leadership positions on their school’s student council and all of the 

participants held a position in the National Honor Society by maintaining high grades in 

high school. Candace and Lanelle participated in school-sponsored UIL competitive 

academic events during the school year. During the summers, all participated in academic 

enrichment opportunities such as the summer enrichment program at a local university 

where they experienced different people, novel activities, and new skills. 

 Extracurricular activities among the participants were numerous. Candace and 

Lanelle participated in various sports programs except that Lanelle had to stop playing 

due to her health condition. Even though Kaydra did not play sports, she supported the 

sports teams by being the manager of the team. Each of the girls participated in some 

form of performing arts programs in school such as theater, band, or choir. 

 Church was another institution where the participants developed their skills. All 

of the participants performed in their church by either singing, dancing, or reciting 
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poems. Candace remarked that performing in church provided her a non-threatening 

avenue to practice her skills. 

 
Progress.  The participants made progress toward their goals of attaining an 

advanced degree through participation in gifted and talented programming in elementary 

school followed by taking honors and more advanced coursework in middle school and 

high school. In high school, all of the participants were in Advanced Placement or dual-

credit courses. Notably, they were all involved in academic enrichment opportunities 

such as the summer enrichment program at a local university that encouraged them to 

remain actively engaged in learning even through the summer months. All three of the 

participants extended their learning during the summers at least 3 or more years during 

the crucial academic period of high school. The progression of talent development during 

K-12 reached a high point when they all graduated from high school in the top 10% of 

their class. 

 For these participants, graduation in the top 10% of their class was a turning 

point. With limitations such as a low-socioeconomic background and first-generation 

status, each girl overcame challenges and persisted in school. In all of these cases, the 

participants viewed these turning points as challenges to motivate them. For example, 

Candace experienced discrimination when she moved to a predominately all-White 

school during elementary school and was denied gifted services in the new school. She 

remarked that she knew she was smart and that she would let everyone know it at the new 

school. The event encouraged her to stand up for herself and was a defining moment in 

her life. For Kaydra, the death of her brother during high school was a painful event. 

Kaydra recognized that the event could have sent her into a downward spiral of despair. 
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With the support of family, her response to her brother’s death was an indication of her 

strength of character and her resilience. Likewise, Lanelle experienced many turning 

points in her life. First, the diagnosis of a heart condition at such an early age had the 

potential to have negative consequences on her life. She did have to quit sports activities 

that she enjoyed, but she did not let the condition control her life. She sought out other 

activities in which she could perform such as theater, pageants, and band. Additionally, 

with her parent’s divorce bringing about instability with having to move multiple times, 

she remarked that building long-term relationships at some of the schools was difficult. 

Instead of succumbing to the negative effects of multiple disruptions, Lanelle used these 

instances to focus on learning and maintaining her schoolwork. When she did finally 

settle down during her high school years, she developed relationships with friends that 

continue to this day. 

 
Investments.  The investment of time, energy, and financial resources from each 

participant were similar. For example, academic work came first before anything else. All 

the participants remarked that schoolwork was completed first before participating in any 

other activity. The participants protected their academic work time even when 

extracurricular activities became more numerous in high-school. Often, choices were 

made about some activities that took more time than what the participants could handle. 

Additionally, all of the participants held some type of part-time job throughout the school 

year to offset financial burdens. Some of the extracurricular activities required additional 

financial support from their families. All of the participants’ parents mentioned that they 

helped to provide financial support for their daughter’s activities. 
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 Overall, the participants were actively engaged in a plethora of academic and 

extracurricular activities throughout their schooling careers. Extracurricular activities 

provided competition and encouragement that sustained the participants in their academic 

journeys. Each participant progressed at a high rate to reach her academic goals. Multiple 

activities and investments provided the avenue to the development of each participants’ 

academic talent development and were integral to her success. 

 
Participants Gained Access to Advanced Courses and Enrichment Opportunities That 
Were Often Racially Homogeneous 
 
 Provisions include all of the services and programs devoted to the talent 

development of individuals usually with institutions. These provisions can include early 

entrance programs, grade-skipping, and gifted and talented programming (Gagné, 2009). 

 
Provisions.  The participants in this study experienced similar provisions 

throughout their K-12 careers that included participation in gifted programming and 

various high-level academic courses. Other academic enrichment opportunities such as 

leadership programs, academic competitions and clubs, and summer enrichment 

programs provided additional experiences in which each participant experienced success. 

Schools and other institutions provided these necessary provisions and the initial support 

needed to identify the potential of each of these participants. 

 Beginning in elementary school, the participants gained access to gifted and 

talented programming through a teacher or counselor who noticed their academic 

potential. Once acquired, the participants maintained this advanced trajectory of 

challenging courses. In middle school, they had the opportunity to take pre-AP and 

honors courses and even high school level courses counting towards graduation. During 
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high school, participants took Advanced Placement, honors, or dual-credit courses and 

were focused on the expectation of graduating high school. 

 Within all of these academic provisions, each participant noted that she would 

often be the only one or one of the few Black students in the group. For instance, 

Candace recalled participating in a leadership group during high school that included 

participants from surrounding school districts. She was the only Black person in the 

group and the only one from the City school. Archival records from the summer 

enrichment program indicated that Kaydra had felt some unease about being the only 

Black girl in one of her summer enrichment classes. Lanelle noted that although City 

high was predominately a diverse campus, all of her Advanced Placement courses 

contained mostly White students, and sometimes she was the only Black student in those 

classes. 

 Advanced programs and courses provided these participants with academic 

enrichment and other opportunities that influenced their attainment of an advanced 

degree. Without support from these institutions, the academic trajectories for each of 

these participants may have been less noteworthy. 

 
Discussion 

 
 Black girls have faced underrepresentation in many areas including gifted 

programs (Collins et al., 2020; Young et al., 2017), higher education (Griffin et al., 

2013), and research studies (Ford et al., 2018; Hill et al., 2016; Ricks, 2014). A paucity of 

research exists that examines how high-ability Black girls reach the highest levels of 

academic achievement despite numerous social and economic barriers (Evans-Winters & 

Esposito, 2010). To fill this gap, the current study explored three questions using Gagné’s 
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talent development framework: (a) What intrapersonal and environmental influences 

foster the academic success of Black females? (b) What developmental processes 

influence the academic development of high-ability Black girls? and (c) How does the 

talent development process relate to Black female attainment of an advanced academic 

degree? 

 
Environmental Influences 
 
 The participants in the study, who were from low-income, first-generation 

families, identified strong relationships in and out of school that influenced how they 

managed their academic trajectories. Provisions in the form of gifted programs, advanced 

classes, and enrichment opportunities were positive influences that benefited these high-

ability Black females. 

 
Strong relationships.  Consistent with prior research, environmental influences 

such as having strong family relationships to provide encouragement through challenges, 

helped all of these participants persist in school (Archer-Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012; Butler-Barnes et al., 2015, Clayton, 2017; Hubbard, 2005; Koch et al., 2019). For 

example, Kaydra met the challenge of not having two parents by relying on other family 

members such as her aunt and grandmother (Battle & Coates, 2004; Davis-Maye & 

Perry, 2007; Neal-Jackson, 2018, Pearson, 2008). Lanelle and Candace who lived with 

their fathers benefited from the relationships with them (Cooper, 2009; Davis-Maye, 

2004), and mentioned how their fathers monitored their progress in school (Mandara et 

al., 2010). The participants reported positive relationships with their mothers as well, and 

that their mothers were the most influential supporters to their academic success (Archer-
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Banks, & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). The participants indicated that their mothers 

encouraged and pushed them to do well in school (Hubbard, 2005). Research indicates 

that positive mother-daughter relationships help to increase Black girls’ self-esteem and 

self-concepts which in turn helps buffer oppression (Ridolfo et al., 2013). Lanelle and 

Candace both mentioned specific experiences with discrimination and advocated for 

themselves. Research suggests that Lanelle and Candace may have learned strategies 

about supporting themselves from the modeling behaviors of their mothers (Neal-

Jackson, 2018). The participants’ parents valued education and had high academic 

expectations for their daughters (Clayton, 2017). Contrary to research that first-born 

daughters receive more responsibility and parents invest more time into their academic 

development than later-born siblings (Mandara et al., 2010), Candace’s parents held high 

behavioral expectations for all of their children. All the participants appeared to have 

benefitted from authoritative parents who provided control and warmth in equal amounts 

(Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). 

 Relationships outside of the family influenced the talent development of the 

participants. Individuals from higher degrees of socioeconomic status have been found to 

have more social capital on which to draw for academic support (Hardie, 2015). In all 

three of the cases, the participants were limited financially and depended upon school 

counselors and teachers for most of their academic information regarding future career 

choices (Battle & Coates, 2004; Hardie, 2015). With some connections to peers of higher 

economic standing in their advanced classes, Candace mentioned that she often talked 

with them about college. Still, the participants lacked the luxury of having greater 
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amounts of social capital connected to adults that are commonly found in higher 

economic groups (Hardie, 2015). 

 Peers provided the participants with encouragement and support to achieve at 

higher levels (Butler-Barnes et al., 2015; Pearson, 2008). Having a group of friends that 

have similar interests and aspirations towards academic success encouraged success 

among all and limited relationships with friends who engaged in risk-seeking behaviors 

that discouraged academic achievement (Cunningham et al., 2009). Kaydra and Lanelle 

both spoke about having friends in advanced classes that helped to motivate them 

academically. Kaydra specifically stated that her friends were positive influences and 

they did not engage in negative behaviors like skipping school. Candace had a peer group 

in advanced classes, which were often filled predominately with White students, but felt a 

closer connection to peers in her sports groups. Candace tended to compete with others in 

her advanced classes and judged her academic abilities against those students. 

 Relationships among the participants and their teachers varied. The participants 

had teachers along the way who supported their aspirations for success (Booker & Lim, 

2018; Clayton, 2017; Pearson, 2008) and recommended them for gifted services and 

advanced classes. Teachers who have high academic expectations for Black girls are 

found to be more likely to nominate them for those classes (Morris, 2007). Kaydra had 

favorable memories of her teachers. Candace mentioned several teachers who valued her 

intellect yet recalled teachers who criticized her loudness (Archer-Banks & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012; Morris, 2007; Neal-Jackson, 2018). Lanelle, likewise, experienced 

discrimination from her school counselor and low expectations from some teachers who 

taught advanced classes (Neal-Jackson, 2018). Lanelle’s situation represents literature 
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related to deficit thinking towards Black individuals. According to research, low 

expectations result from deficit orientations where teachers believe that minority students 

are disadvantaged and cannot perform well in school (Ford et al., 2001). Even though the 

participants experienced discrimination in school, they were able to buffer discriminatory 

experiences with support from others. The participants were resilient and persevered 

towards their academic goals with concurrent encouragement from supportive family, 

community, and school members (Evans-Winters, 2005). 

 
Religion.  A significant environmental influence for these participants was their 

involvement in their church communities and their faith. According to research, intrinsic 

religious orientation is positively related to better student performance (Abar et al., 

2009). In a recent study, researchers found that religion and spirituality encouraged 

strong Black women to endure negative circumstances (Abrams et al., 2014). The 

participants’ church communities provided each participant with support and 

encouragement. Each participant spent significant time participating in church-related 

activities such as choir, praise dance, youth groups, and public recitations. Results from 

this study suggest church was a place these participants were recognized for their 

potential and encouraged to succeed academically through public performances (Al-

Fadhli & Kersen, 2010; Barrett, 2010). In addition, the participants’ faith sustained them 

in times of trials in their life. Kaydra specifically mentioned that when she was faced with 

challenges in her life, her faith helped her to persist in school. Reliance on her spiritual 

beliefs was a coping strategy that provided protection against psychological stress (Levin 

et al., 2005). 



128 
 

Economic status.  Much research related to low-income and poor academic 

achievement foreshadows negative outcomes for most individuals who experience the 

effects (Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 2018; Reardon, 2011; Wyner et al., 2007). These 

participants, despite financial and family educational barriers, found ways to persist in 

school. The findings in these cases did not support research that high-ability, low-income 

students who enter college are less likely to finish college compared to higher income, 

high-ability students (Wyner et al., 2007). The participants in this study were all low-

income and were able to persevere even with limited resources. Each participant took on 

part-time work when feasible to off-set expenses and benefited from scholarships and 

financial aid to attend college. The participants were the first to go to college in their 

immediate families and recognized that graduating from college was a turning point in 

their lives. Perhaps these participants’ high ability levels, which afforded them the 

opportunity to be in advanced classes despite their first-generation status and economic 

hardships, provided a critical influence to attain higher academic achievement (DeFreitas 

& Rinn, 2013). 

 
Advanced programs.  Provisions, another important environmental influence, 

provided each participant with access to gifted programs, advanced classes, and 

enrichment programs that developed her academic potential over time. Black girls are 

often underrepresented in gifted programs (Evans-Winters, 2014; Ford, 2014) and for 

these participants, it was no different. The participants’ high-ability increased their odds 

of realizing their academic potential. Their ability opened doors to advanced 

programming and other opportunities they may have otherwise missed. The participants 

noted they were often the only Black student or one of a few Black students in their 
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advanced classes, gifted programs, or enrichment activities. These findings highlight 

research related to the low representation of minorities identified for participation in 

advanced programming (Archer-Banks &Behar-Horenstein, 2012; Collins et al., 2020; 

Ford, 2014; Erwin & Worrell, 2012) and the burdens and pressures they experienced to 

represent the whole Black community in their advanced classes (Harper et al., 2011; 

Neal-Jackson, 2018). 

 Having access to gifted programming was a significant influence for these 

participants and aligns with research that suggests Black girls who receive gifted services 

outperform Black girls who do not (Young et al., 2017). Moreover, research indicates all 

types of enrichment opportunities including advanced courses and summer enrichment 

programs have the largest positive effect on the academic outcomes of gifted students 

(Lubinski, 2004; Gagné, 2008). Participation in gifted programs in elementary school 

encouraged academic achievement in these participants and qualified them to participate 

in subsequent advanced classes and programs later in school (Olszewski-Kubilius & 

Corwith, 2018). The programs were appropriate for the participants’ academic ability and 

resulted in the growth of their talent (Ford, 2011; Gagné, 2000). Without access to the 

programs beginning at an early age, these participants may have not reached their full 

academic potential to attain an advanced degree. Furthermore, enrichment programs such 

as the summer enrichment program that each participate attended provided continuous 

support to their learning even through the summer months by providing an avenue for 

learning opportunities and skill development (Olszewski-Kubilius & Corwith, 2018). 

Similar to the results from a Project Promise study, the participants in this study noted 

positive effects from attending the summer program such as the benefits of experiencing 
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a college campus and participation in the multiple activities that expanded future career 

options for the participants (Kaul et al., 2015). 

 Altogether, strong relationships with family, especially mothers, tended to 

encourage the participants to persevere and reach academic goals. While it was noted that 

some teachers provided support, others treated the participants negatively based on deficit 

thinking. Participants found encouragement and support to achieve their goals by 

attending church and participating in numerous church activities. Low socioeconomic 

levels and first-generation status were barriers that each participant successfully 

managed. Having access to gifted programming, enrichment opportunities, and advanced 

courses based on their high-ability encouraged academic achievement and were integral 

to the participants’ success. 

 
Intrapersonal Influences 
 
 Intrapersonal influences that affected the participants’ academic achievement 

included academic identity, racial identity, resilience, and an internal drive to succeed. 

Intrapersonal influences such as physical and mental characteristics, awareness of 

strengths and weaknesses, volition, and motivation highly influence how an individual 

progresses. Physical and mental traits such as one’s personality, temperament, or health 

condition can influence how an individual responds to events and interacts in the world. 

Individuals who are self-aware can influence aspects of their development by changing 

behaviors to increase areas of strengths while mitigating their weaknesses. An 

individuals’ level of motivation and volition can steady them through daily challenges, 

obstacles, and boredom (Gagné, 2004). Specifically, having a high-degree of self-
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management includes behaviors related to one’s initiative, time-management, attention, 

work habits, and independence (Gagné, 2004). 

 
Academic identity.  Participants in this study exhibited outgoing, confident, and 

self-reliant personalities that were tightly connected to their academic ability. Each 

participant was a confident leader who enjoyed being around others. Their competitive 

natures positioned them in the school as serious learners (Archer-Banks, & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012; Neal-Jackson, 2018; Pearson, 2008). They possessed positive 

academic identities that influenced them to succeed by engaging in behaviors that 

improved their self-esteem (McMillian et al., 2011) and self-regulation strategies such as 

attention, focus, flexibility, and openness to learning to manage their behaviors to reach 

their academic goals (Montroy et al., 2014). Research suggests that having a positive 

perception of one’s academic ability and a positive perception of one’s racial group can 

promote self-confidence (Townsend et al., 2010). 

 These academically engaged participants recognized the value of education and 

its role in promoting independence and economic mobility (Archer-Banks & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012; Evans-Winter, 2005; Neal-Jackson, 2018; Oyserman et al., 2001). This 

intense academic desire to do more to get ahead sometimes led to self-criticism when 

pursuits did not turn out as planned (Lyman & Luthar, 2014). The participants used their 

strengths to achieve their academic goals while at the same time were cognizant of their 

limitations (Miller & Byrnes, 2001). Once Candace knew her strengths, she would 

intentionally focus on improving that strength and using it to benefit her goals. Kaydra 

believed she adapted to change well and Lanelle noted she could see things from different 

perspectives. Kaydra and Lanelle were also aware of challenges or weaknesses that 
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would sometimes limit them; however, Candace remarked that she did not let any 

weaknesses take over. Kaydra was aware that she sometimes would procrastinate when 

she had so many things to do. Similarly, Lanelle sometimes found that her focus would 

be split between all of her activities. Overall, the participants’ academic identities 

encouraged them to regulate their time, plan, organize, and manage their academic 

schedules while maintaining their limitations. Each participant focused on her academic 

goals to attain success. 

 
Racial identity.  Research suggests that Black girls experience pressure to deny 

their racial identity to be successful (Ford, 1995; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ricks, 2014). 

In this study, the participants did not deny their ethnicity to be academically successful or 

exclude themselves from the Black community. They were able to share their academic 

endeavors and successes with supportive peers from all ethnicities and did not deny their 

friendships with like-ability peers (Horvat & Lewis, 2003). All of them spoke of various 

friendship groups. The participants were aware that the dominant culture within their 

school was different than their advanced classes, and they were able to assimilate within 

both groups (Marsh, 2013). This capacity to respond to the dominant culture while 

simultaneously being positive towards one’s own race has been shown to increase self-

esteem and potentially have positive effects on achievement (Buckley & Carter, 2005). 

 The participants’ racial identity developed by valuing education and rejecting 

discrimination (Cokley et al., 2012). Possessing a positive sense of self that includes 

positive racial and gender identities enabled the participants to plan and organize their 

academic goals in spite of stereotype threat (Gushue & Whitson, 2006). Each participant 

had a positive racial identity that provided her with a sense of confidence that she could 
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academically succeed (Morris, 2007; Pearson, 2008), and she took steps to call-out 

injustices that occurred to her at school (O’Connor, 1997). These high-achieving 

participants ignored racial stereotypes that discounted their abilities and knew that 

through their strong efforts they could succeed (Butler-Barnes et al., 2017). Candace 

rejected the notion that she was not smart enough because she was Black and committed 

herself to change unfair systems (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018). Likewise, Lanelle called out 

discriminatory events when they occurred and persisted even when she felt disregarded. 

With the influence of having a positive racial identity, the participants held high 

aspirations, believed in themselves, and persisted in school despite obstacles (Butler-

Barnes et al., 2018). 

 
Resiliency.  The findings in this study support the assertion that Black females are 

at risk due to a history of social and economic suppression in this country but also show 

resilience because of their academic achievement within at-risk contexts (Chavous & 

Cogburn, 2007). Fries-Britt and Griffin (2007) suggest that even though high-achieving 

Black students are in advanced classes, they are put in a “black box” and judged based on 

stereotypical assumptions of the Black community. Similarly, in this study, Candace and 

Lanelle reported specific discriminatory events that were the result of stereotypical 

perceptions of their ethnicity. When Candace’s intelligence was questioned, she believed 

she had to prove herself in her advanced classes. Lanelle felt disregarded by those who 

held negative stereotypes about her and protested her unfair treatment by reporting to the 

principal. These participants showed resilience and engaged in behaviors that actively 

countered negative perceptions resulting from their ethnicity or gender (Fries-Britt & 

Griffin, 2007). Both participants challenged the negativity by working harder for what 
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they wanted to achieve. The participants developed coping and advocacy strategies and 

leaned on resources that helped them to persist through adversity (Clonan-Roy et al., 

2016). Even though these participants’ academic achievements were not sidetracked by 

their efforts to prove negative stereotypes wrong, they experienced pressure from the 

process (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007). Instead of succumbing to discriminatory 

experiences, these participants challenged the unfair treatment (Hubbard, 2005). 

 Additionally, the participants showed resilience when they overcame other 

barriers or challenges in their lives such as low-income, health issues, and the death of a 

loved one. All the participants experienced low economic status and still managed to 

persevere towards their goals. Lanelle dealt with a health issue throughout her schooling. 

She had to give up some activities that she enjoyed but did not let the illness overtake her 

aspirations of achieving her academic goals. She pivoted her energies into other activities 

that interested her. Likewise, Kaydra dealt with her brother’s death while in high school 

and maintained her aspirations to academically succeed. 

 
Internal drive.  Psychosocial variables such as motivation, volition, and 

perseverance are important skills that have been found to sustain talent development 

leading to successful outcomes (Gagné, 2010; Subotnik et al., 2011). Significant attention 

to an individual’s motivation is integral to the talent development process (Gagné, 2008; 

Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2015; Subotnik et al., 2012). The participants in this study 

were motivated by an internal drive to learn and be successful. Each had an academic 

curiosity that helped them persist in their learning and maintain high grades (Butler-

Barnes et al., 2017). Lanelle mentioned that she was curious about so many things that 
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she had to master how to keep her focus. In addition, all of the participants spoke about 

how they organized themselves to focus on their learning (Morris, 2007; Pearson, 2008). 

 The participants valued education and held a strong belief that academic success 

would improve their economic situations (Archer-Banks &  Behar-Horenstein, 2012; 

Evans-Winter, 2005; Neal-Jackson, 2018). This motivation to succeed and improve their 

life situation resulted from observing how others in their lives struggled with less 

education. Lanelle specifically mentioned that she wanted to do better after seeing her 

mother work so hard. Each participant held high academic aspirations from an early age 

that influenced her ultimate goal of receiving an advanced degree (Butler-Barnes et al., 

2017; Honora, 2002; Neal-Jackson, 2018). The participants’ actions were focused on the 

goal of graduating from high school and continuing onto college. 

 
Developmental Processes 
 
 The second question in the study focused on the developmental processes of 

Gagné’s model. Activities, progress, and investments are developmental processes in 

Gagné’s model that help promote the talent development process. Having access to 

various programs and extracurricular activities enables individuals to develop their talents 

through formal and informal performances, activities, and competitions. For the most 

part, these activities take place in institutions and account for most of the developmental 

effects (Gagné, 2004). Progress refers to the stage and pace that an individual progresses 

to a goal and can be marked by important turning points in the individual’s life such as 

receiving an award, recognition of talent by a teacher, or death of a family member 

(Gagné, 2009). Turning points are critical time periods where an event could have life-

altering consequences for the good or the bad (Subotnik et al., 2011). Investments related 
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to the time, energy, and resources devoted to the process usually through various 

activities. Through the developmental processes, the environmental and intrapersonal 

influences on an individual’s potential can be encouraged or hindered (Gagné, 2004). The 

progress through these processes depends upon the actual processes themselves, the 

events that occur in an individual’s life, and the investments that individuals make to 

their talent development. Consequently, individuals may not fully develop due to 

inadequate environmental or intrapersonal influences or to the lack of focus on the 

developmental processes (Gagné, 2000). 

 In this study, the participants were involved in a plethora of school activities, 

extracurricular activities, and enrichment opportunities. The participants had 

opportunities to build skills and gain knowledge that affected their future career 

trajectories (Hong et al., 1993). All of the participants made a decision to use time during 

the summers to continue to progress academically though participation in the summer 

enrichment program, Project Promise. Throughout the school year, Candace developed 

her leadership skills through participation in student council, leadership groups, and 

sports teams. Participation in athletics has been shown to increase concentration and 

persistence in academics areas (Shen, 2017) and appears to have been a positive influence 

for her. Kaydra developed her potential through choir activities in school and church. 

Lanelle developed her skills through performance activities such as band and theater. 

 The participants made the investment of their time and energy during K-12 to 

better their future lives by participating in activities that encouraged them academically 

or socially (Hubbard, 2005). Due to the socioeconomic status of the participants, they 

maintained part-time jobs to help offset some of the expenses of so many activities. 
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Contrary to research that high-achieving Black girls who have after-school jobs have less 

time and energy to invest in other extracurricular areas (Archer-Banks & Behar-

Horenstein, 2012), these participants, in spite of the part-time jobs they held, still 

managed to perform well academically and participate in various extracurricular 

activities. 

 Through involvement in various activities, the participants developed skills that 

helped maintain the aspirations of their future academic goals. 

 
Considerations for Black Female Talent Development 
 
 The third question in the study explored how Gagné’s talent development model 

related to Black female talent development. Gagné’s model provides a framework that 

outlines a general approach to talent development that includes intrapersonal and 

environmental influences and developmental processes and how these influences can 

have positive and negative effects on talent development. Not considered within Gagné’s 

model, however, is particular attention to diversity and the complex interactions that can 

occur particularly with Black females who face discrimination because of their 

intersecting identities of race, gender, and giftedness. 

 High-ability Black girls face many challenges in schools and have been 

underrepresented in gifted programs. While they are marginalized by negative racial 

stereotypes, many cope with the convergence of ethnicity, gender, social class, and 

ability. Some, however, may internalize this negativity and have difficulty reaching their 

full potential (Mayes & Hines, 2014). High-ability Black females experience a 

compounded effect of discrimination and negative stereotypes based solely on who they 

are--Black, female, and gifted. Even though Gagné’s model includes aspects of culture in 
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the environmental milieu and how the culture can influence the individual’s development, 

the intersection of race, gender, and ability complicate how these influences affect talent 

development. Attention to the entangled nature of Black female talent development is 

important to understanding how gifted Black girls have academically achieved despite 

the obstacles they have historically encountered. 

 For Black girls, attention to how they are able to self-advocate is an important 

aspect of their academic success and talent development. How is it that through the many 

discriminatory events, negative influences, limited resources, and all of the barriers that 

these participants faced that they developed an ability to advocate for themselves? In this 

study, the participants faced multiple barriers, discrimination, and negative life 

circumstances and were able to uphold their positions as academic achievers. Self-

advocacy skills such as knowing oneself, knowing one’s rights, and communicating those 

rights (Test et al., 2005) perhaps buffered the discrimination and other negative barriers 

that the participants encountered throughout their schooling. Without the ability to 

advocate for themselves, these participants might not have maintained their pursuit of 

academic achievement. While Candace and Lanelle manifested the most obvious 

demonstrations of self-advocacy (speaking up for self, questioning inequalities), Kaydra 

may have advocated for herself in more subtle ways. She did not mention specific 

discriminatory events like Lanelle and Candace, but her actions to maintain her focus in 

spite of challenges, surrounding herself with peers who supported her academic goals, 

and her insistence on having high moral standards, demonstrated that she believed in 

herself and the academic outcomes she aspired to achieve. 
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 Conceivably, the ability to self-advocate may develop from a convergence of 

Black girls’ multiple identities of race, gender, and abilities and the interactions those 

identities have to experiences of discrimination. Having a strong self-identity that 

incorporates a positive racial identity and a positive academic identity enabled these 

Black girls to advocate for themselves when discriminated against. It could be that 

confronting discrimination may develop multiple support systems from various sources 

(i.e., home, family, church) that supported self-advocacy, resilience, and coping strategies 

that countered negative influences (King, 1988). 

 Racial and academic identity development are significant influences for Black 

female talent development and are not specifically a focus on Gagné’s model. Black 

females must have a firm identity foundation built on a positive perception of their race 

and positive academic beliefs. A positive racial identity paired with a positive academic 

identity helps to buffer discrimination. The findings from this study suggest that high-

ability Black girls may often find themselves in situations where they are one of the few 

Black students in advanced classes, which results in excessive pressure to perform well. 

Black females’ academic identity must be secure to overcome this negative pressure, 

especially in advanced classes. The pressure they feel may also influence and fuel their 

internal drive to succeed. High academic ability and subsequent participation in advanced 

programming allow Black females to enter a space where they can develop their gifts and 

actualize their aspirations. Without access to these programs, the attainment of academic 

achievement may be limited. 

 A specific focus on religion and participation in church activities is another aspect 

that may need special attention in Gagné’s model when examining Black female talent 
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development. The support from church may play a significant role in the academic 

success of Black females. In this study, the participants found support from church and a 

place where they could be without having to experience the stress of intersecting roles 

related to their identities. Church was a place of respite from the world’s discrimination. 

It provided a network of comfort, strength, and support from the community. 

 In conclusion, Gagné’s talent development model provides a foundation to 

exploring the academic talent development of Black females. However, due to the 

multiple intersecting identities that Black females hold, the model might be enhanced to 

include the particular aspects for Black females is warranted. From this study, it appears 

that strong academic and racial identities in combination with intrapersonal motivations 

and self-advocacy efforts on the part of Black females encourage academic development. 

Access to advanced programs and activities provides the stage to develop skills and the 

confidence to self-advocate. Nonetheless, Black girls need strong support systems from 

their families, churches, and others to provide encouragement and support for positive 

academic outcomes. 

 
Limitations 
 
 Qualitative research does not lead to statistical generalization and limits 

inferences drawn to a population. However, qualitative methodology allows researchers 

to gain insight into a topic that is not particularly well understood by making analytical 

generalizations from the findings (Yin, 2018). Using qualitative methodology for this 

research study enabled high-ability Black females to reflect on their lived experiences 

related to their talent development process. Nonetheless, this study had several 

limitations including selection bias. From the context of the Project Promise program, the 
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available number of possible participants for this particular group was bounded with four 

of seven possibilities choosing not to participate. It is not clear why the four did not want 

to participate, which might have influenced the results. Even if all of the possible 

participants that fit the criteria would have participated in the study, the information 

gleaned would have only accounted for those participants’ experiences and could not be 

generalized to the Black female participation as a whole. Furthermore, the research is 

based on the retrospective viewpoints of the participants where interpretations of events 

may have been affected by hindsight bias (Fischhoff, 1975). 

 Finally, this study was limited by the lack of literature pertaining to this particular 

population of Black females. Little research has focused on high-ability, first-generation 

Black females, and their academic achievements. Despite these limitations, this study’s 

findings highlight several important influences on Black female talent development and 

recognizes the complexity of Black female talent development within Gagne’s 

framework. 

 
Future Directions and Conclusions 
 
 Future studies should include a larger sample size with a greater number of Black 

females from contexts that include representation from various geographical areas and 

varying socioeconomic levels. Longitudinal case studies that follow participants from 

various time points in their academic careers such as identification in gifted programming 

to graduation from high school and college might offer a greater understanding of the 

effects of the environment and intrapersonal influences on talent development. 

 This study contributes to the literature by exploring the influences that affect the 

academic outcomes of high-ability, first-generation Black females. Despite the 
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complexity of Black female identity, this study found that Black females develop self-

advocacy skills that help to buffer the discriminatory effects of their multiple identities. 

Participation in advanced programs was an important finding especially for the field of 

gifted education. Access to these programs provided the environments for these 

participants to practice and develop skills. Other environmental aspects including strong 

support from family, church, and others were found to encourage academic development. 

Intrapersonal characteristics such as positive academic and racial identity and self-

management provided the impetus to reach positive academic outcomes. 

 In conclusion, talent development is a complex process and Gagne’s model 

illustrates many of the aspects needed for successful development. The current study 

sought to explain the intrapersonal and environmental influences and developmental 

processes that are important to the academic talent development of Black females and to 

make a contribution to the field of gifted education by drawing attention to the need for 

diversity within a talent development framework.  
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