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The dropout problem among gifted students

This position paper argues in favour of the need to use distance education to
address the dropout problem among gifted students in rural high-schools. Gifted
students may be high academic achievers (Howley, 2009) yet, they may also be
characterized by underachievement and, as a result, dropout of high school
(Landis & Reschly, 2013). Student engagement is characterized by academic,
behavioural, cognitive and affective involvement in the educational environment
yet gifted students may experience lack of engagement (Landis & Reschly,
2013). These students cite lack of challenge, irrelevant busywork, and courses
that are not appropriate to their instructional needs as factors that contribute to
their lack of engagement or boredom and ultimately their decision to dropout
(Landis & Reschly, 2013; Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000).

Gifted students in small rural schools may be at a disadvantage compared to
their urban counterparts in terms of educational opportunities (Barbour, 2007).
The disadvantage may be because, as Hannum, Irvin, Banks and Farmer (2009)
found, rural schools are often geographically isolated and have limited resources,
both financial and human, which influence the ability of the school to offer
specialized or enrichment courses suitable for the needs of gifted students. As a
result, the schools offer fewer courses with less variety (Barbour, 2007).

Small rural communities pose other challenges for gifted students including the
distance to enrichment programs and services and lack of resources (Howley et
al., 2009). Gifted students in rural communities often have few opportunities to
interact with other high-achieving students (Macintyre and MacDonald, 2011;
Barbour, 2007; Howley et al, 2009).Lack of interaction with other gifted students
may result in gifted students not receiving the “critical academic stimulation and
enrichment needed to support their full cognitive, social and academic
development” (Howley, Rhodes, & Beall, 2009, p. 521).

Distance education for gifted students

Through the use of distance education, small rural schools have the opportunity
to expand student learning opportunities and improve the variety and number of
courses available to gifted students (Barker & Hall, 1994; Husu, 2006). In some
small, rural schools, distance education has been the only solution that allows
them to offer specialized and advanced courses (Barker and Hall, 1994; Hannum
et al., 2009). Howley et al. (2009) found that “using technology such as



teleconferencing, interactive video, and e-classes to provide advanced
coursework to bright students” has been effective.

Through access to more course variety using distance education, gifted students
may have the opportunity to choose courses based on personal interest and
academic needs (Barker and Hall, 1994; Husu, 2006). While catering to the
interests of individual students is difficult to accomplish in a traditional classroom
(Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000), an online environment allows students an
opportunity to choose from a wide range of courses. Allowing students to study
topics of interest and providing choice can be effective in enhancing interest and
motivation which strongly impacts student learning and engagement (Hidi &
Harackiewicz, 2000).

Failing to obtain course credit is a “critical determinant in gifted dropouts’
decision to leave high school” (Landis and Reschly, 2013, p. 232) therefore
course completion rates as well as student satisfaction are important factors to
consider when evaluating any intervention for gifted student dropouts. Course
completion rates of online students in K-12 schools have been increasing along
with student grades and satisfaction (Simonson, Schlosser & Orellana, 2011).
Howley et al. (2009) and Wallace (2009) found that gifted students have had
success and expressed satisfaction with advanced courses offered online.

Overcoming the obstacles to use of distance education for gifted students

Barbour (2007) found that students in distance education need to be
academically successful, self-disciplined and prepared for independent work.
They also need to have strong study and computer skills (Irvin, Hannum, de la
Varre, Farmer, & Keane, 2012). Ensuring the physical presence and support of
an adult in the K-12 environment is also necessary to make distance education
work well (Southwick, 2003). Students in the distance environment require
guidance, motivation and support provided by a classroom teacher to develop
the independence, self-discipline, and self-monitoring needed (Husu, 2006).
Gifted students are, by definition, high academic achievers thus making them
ideal candidates for online courses (Wallace, 2009).

Creating virtual classrooms in which students are linked with video conferencing
can provide support to students (Husu, 2006). Consideration should be given to
high-bandwidth connections, in addition to ensuring interaction between students
and teachers (Kes, Williges, and Rosson, 1997). Baggaley and Klass (2006)
found that audio-conferencing software can provide an interactive video
conferencing experience for students while overcoming the requirements for
broadband connections to which students may not have access.

Small schools are challenged by a lack of money, infrastructure, technology and
human resources (Lovvorn, Barth, Morris, and Timmerman, 2009; Barbour, 2007,



Simonson et al, 2011; Hannum et al., 2009). Therefore, consideration should be
given to designing distance education courses for gifted students in rural schools
that follow the principles of universal design to ensure that schools with older
technology are still able to provide access to a wide variety of courses for the
gifted students within their school (Elias, 2010).

While lack of social interaction is cited as one of the greatest barriers in distance
learning (Muilenburg & Berge, 2005), using a wide variety of tools, including
discussion forums, synchronous and asynchronous class time, and email
(Barbour, 2007), can increase this social interaction. Owens, Hardcastle and
Richardson (2009) found that use of multiple communication channels was more
effective in engaging students and may influence student satisfaction. “Increasing
student involvement in online environments is a direct means to improving
learning outcomes” (Bower, 2011, p. 64). This social interaction is necessary to
help ensure gifted students remain engaged in their learning (Landis & Reschly,
2013).
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