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Abstract

Skipping a grade, one specific form of acceleration, is an intervention used for gifted students. Quantitative research has
shown acceleration to be a highly successful intervention regarding academic achievement, but less is known about the
social-emotional outcomes of grade-skipping. In the present study, the authors used the grounded theory approach to
examine the experiences of seven gifted students aged 8 to 16 years who skipped a grade. The interviewees perceived their
“feeling of being in the wrong place” before the grade-skipping as strongly influenced by their teachers, who generally did not
respond adequately to their needs. We observed a close interrelationship between the gifted students’ intellectual fit and
their social situation in class. Findings showed that the grade-skipping in most of the cases bettered the situation in school
intellectually as well as socially, but soon further interventions, for instance, a specialized and demanding class- or subject-

specific acceleration were added to provide sufficiently challenging learning opportunities.
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Acceleration is an educational practice to promote gifted stu-
dents. It is defined as proceeding “through an educational
program at rates faster, or at younger ages, than typical”
(Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross, 2004, p. xi). However,
rather than being aimed at speeding up or saving time, accel-
erative procedures are designed to “align . . . learning oppor-
tunities with salient aspects of each student’s individuality”
(Lubinski & Benbow, 2000, p. 137). Hence, grade-skipping
is a measure to achieve an appropriate placement that com-
plies with the students’ particular state of development irre-
spective of their age (see also Brody & Benbow, 2004).
Being gifted in an age-based heterogeneous school setting
bears the risk of a mismatch between the person and the envi-
ronment (Brandtstidter, 2007; Eccles et al., 1993). Teaching
designed to address academic needs of average-ability stu-
dents might not provide sufficient intellectual challenge or
appropriate pace of instruction, and perhaps does not satisfy
the need for deep-level learning of gifted students.
Particularly in their first few years at school, gifted stu-
dents who are academically far ahead of their classmates do
not receive instruction in the zone of their proximal develop-
ment (Vygotsky, 1978) but are forced to work on things they
already know (Stanley, 2000). Much of the knowledge that is
new for them at school is acquired quickly, and they are able
to understand many things at once. This situation can con-
tribute to several problems, from simple boredom to under-
achievement, school dropout, and behavioral problems
(Gross, 2006; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Matthews, 2009;

Matthews & McBee, 2007; Rubenstein, Siegle, Reis,
McCoach, & Burton, 2012). Beyond the issues of intellectual
mismatch, the discrepancy in interests and ability levels can
lead to difficulties in the relationships between gifted stu-
dents and their classmates (Wieczerkowski & Prado, 1993).
In this context, acceleration can be seen as aiming for a better
fit between the intellectual and social needs of a gifted stu-
dent and the opportunities and challenges provided by the
school environment (Lubinski & Benbow, 2000).

One specific form of acceleration is skipping an entire
grade, which is particularly challenging for students, because
they have to catch up with a whole year’s curriculum on their
own as well as having to integrate into a new social group.
Consequently, grade-skipping is rare: In Germany, approxi-
mately 0.05% of all students skipped a grade in the 2006-
2007 school year (Penk, 2008). Even among highly gifted
students, skipping a grade is rare, as can be seen, for exam-
ple, in the Study of Mathematically Precocious Youth sample
(top 1% in SAT; Park, Lubinski, & Benbow, 2013), which
showed only 8% had skipped a grade during high school.

Teachers’ beliefs about acceleration and grade-skipping
are crucial, as it is mostly teachers who inform—or do not
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inform—parents and students about the option of the inter-
vention (Southern & Jones, 2004). U.S. research found that
teachers particularly feared negative social and emotional
consequences of acceleration, although there were also con-
cerns about academic development (Rambo & McCoach,
2012). Moreover, the attitudes teachers displayed toward
acceleration affected the success of the intervention (Benbow,
1998; Davis & Rimm, 2004; Gross et al., 2004; Vock,
Preckel, & Holling, 2007). These attitudes were in turn
affected by experiences the teachers formerly had had with
grade-skippers and by knowledge about the intervention
itself (Hoogeveen, van Hell, & Verhoeven, 2005; Westphal,
Vock, & Stubbe, 2015).

In contradiction to the guarded opinions expressed by edu-
cators toward acceleration, empirical evidence is supportive
of acceleration with regard to the educational outcomes
(Colangelo, Assouline, & Marron, 2013; Hattie, 2009; Kulik,
2004; Rogers, 2010). A recent meta-analysis of different
forms of acceleration showed it to be beneficial to the aca-
demic development and “at the very least . . . not [to be]
harmful to social-emotional development” (Steenbergen-Hu
& Moon, 2011, p. 47). However, it must be pointed out that
the findings on social-emotional effects of acceleration var-
ied, possibly because there are fewer studies analyzing these
issues (Neihart, 2007) and due to a wide variety of constructs
used as dependent variables (Colangelo et al., 2013;
Hoogeveen, van Hell, & Verhoeven, 2012). Sometimes, even
studies on similar constructs reveal contradictory findings: A
study on Dutch students showed that grade-accelerated stu-
dents had a lower social status than their (nongifted) class-
mates, who considered them to be less social, cooperative, or
helpful and more conceited (Hoogeveen, van Hell, &
Verhoeven, 2009). However, in a later study, the same authors
found only a few differences in the social adjustment between
accelerated and nonaccelerated gifted students, and these dif-
ferences favored the accelerated students (Hoogeveen et al.,
2012). Lee, Olszewski-Kubilius, and Thomson (2012) found
that grade-accelerated students perceived their interpersonal
ability higher than their gifted counterparts who were not
accelerated. As this was a cross-sectional study, it was “not
clear whether having better interpersonal skills contributed to
a student being a good candidate for subject acceleration by
school officials or whether this was an effect of the accelera-
tion” (Lee et al., 2012, p. 100). Opposed to this, a German
study in which propensity score matching was applied to
obtain an appropriate control group showed that students who
skipped a grade during elementary school judged their peer
relations more negative than the control group (Kretschmann,
Vock, Liidtke, & Gronostaj, 2015).

Studies focused on the academic development of gifted
grade-skippers found clearly positive effects with samples
from the United States (e.g., Park et al., 2013; Wells,
Lohman, & Marron, 2009) as well as from Germany (e.g.,
Gronostaj, Vock, & Pant, 2015; Kretschmann, Vock, &
Liidtke, 2014). In her best-evidence synthesis on various

accelerative interventions, Rogers (2010) found the “most
consistently positive effects across academic, psychologi-
cal, and social outcomes . . . for grade skipping” (p. 2).
Overall, quantitative research has shown that acceleration
per se and grade-skipping in particular can be considered
powerful and successful to foster the academic development
of gifted students; yet less is known about the effects of
grade-skipping on the social-emotional development.

Using a large-scale quantitative approach, it is, however,
impossible to depict the complexity of the whole process of
skipping a grade (e.g., the decision making, social and aca-
demic adaptation after grade-skipping, conditions which
help grade-skippers master the challenge). The qualitative
approach of the present study aims to address these ques-
tions. We examined a small sample of students “quasimicro-
scopically” (Frommer & Rennie, 2006) and allowed them to
explain their own view of their experiences in the German
school system.

The German School System

The German school system separates students according to
their level of performance after primary school within a track-
ing system. German students regularly start primary school at
the age of 6 years. Some primary schools offer mixed-age
classrooms to better serve the differing ability levels (the first
2 years of school can be stretched to 3 years or shortened to 1,
according to individual students’ needs and potential).
Students change to a secondary school after the fourth or sixth
grade, depending on the federal state and type of school. In
Berlin and the federal state of Brandenburg, where our inter-
viewees lived, some secondary schools start in the fifth and
others in the seventh grade, with the secondary schools start-
ing from the fifth grade generally more challenging. Among
various types of secondary schools, the academic-track
schools (Gymnasium) are the most challenging and prepare
students for university. Obtaining the advanced school-com-
pletion certificate (German Abitur) that serves as an entrance
requirement for university takes a total of 12 or 13 years of
school, again depending on the federal state.

Approximately a third of all German students in second-
ary school attend academic-track schools (Baumann,
Schneider, Vollmar, & Wolters, 2012). In many regions, there
are academic-track schools that offer specialized classes for
gifted students with a special curriculum, resulting in
enriched and/or accelerated learning. However, as the avail-
ability of these classes is rather poor in some German regions,
it is not always possible for students to attend them. In
Germany, private schools are attended by only approxi-
mately 8% of all students (Baumann et al., 2012). Due to a
law stipulating compulsory school attendance, homeschool-
ing is generally prohibited in Germany until the end of sec-
ondary school. Permission is granted in rare cases only, for
example, if it is considered to be the only option for school-
ing due to sickness or disability.
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Table 1. Description of Sample.

Name® Age (years) Grade Type of school Skipped grade(s)
Chris 16 10 None (homeschooling) 3to4

Lina 10 5 Public Gymnasium 2 (I to 3)
Felix 16 Il Private Gymnasium | to2
Norbert 12 8 Public Gymnasium 2to 3
Alma 8 4 Primary school 2 (1l to 3)
Sophie 16 13 Public Gymnasium 3and 8
Julia 14 9 Public Gymnasium 3to4

Note. Age, grade, and type of school all describe the subject at the time of the interview.

’All names are pseudonyms.

Although grade-skipping is permitted in all federal states of
Germany, there is no established routine, and testing for pre-
conditions is not mandatory. In most federal states, parents ask
the school for permission for their child to skip a grade. There
are no standardized German instruments to help with the deci-
sion if a student is ready to skip a grade (as opposed to the
United States, e.g., the lowa Acceleration Scale; Assouline,
Colangelo, Lupkowski-Shoplik, Lipscomb, & Forstadt, 2009).
Therefore, in Germany, permission to skip a grade depends on
the knowledge and attitudes of the teachers involved.

Research Questions

As pointed out, the positive educational outcomes of grade-
skipping have been shown in the United States as well as in
Germany by quantitative research. However, skipping a grade
is a highly individual process, and each grade-skipper may
face unique obstacles on his or her way through the German
school system. Hence, we wanted to know more about the
perceptions of the grade-skippers themselves. We aimed to
reconstruct the gifted students’ individual stories using
research methods based on grounded theory, including a cir-
cular process of narrative interviewing and data analysis.
According to basic principles of grounded theory, the research
interest of this study was initially formulated quite openly:
We focused on obtaining knowledge and detailed individual
stories about the school experience of gifted students in
Germany who had skipped a grade. Gradually, a more spe-
cific focus developed: How did our interviewees experience
school before grade-skipping? How did they adapt (socially
and academically) after grade-skipping? Did they encounter
difficulties and if they did, what difficulties did they encoun-
ter? What attempts were made to solve these problems? Can
we identify structures which can explain the presence or
absence of particular problems in their school experience?

Method

Participants

The sample (see Table 1) consisted of seven students (four
girls, three boys), aged 8 to 16 years (M = 13.14, SD = 3.24)

who were in Grades 4 to 13 at the time of the interviews. All
of them had skipped one grade during primary school; one
participant had also skipped another grade in secondary
school. No proof of their giftedness was requested, but all the
interviewees identified themselves as “gifted.” Six of the
seven interviewees mentioned that their intelligence had
been tested.

Data Collection and Data Analysis

We conducted narrative interviews with seven gifted stu-
dents who had skipped a grade. Initial contacts with the stu-
dents were developed through an advertisement in the
German journal Labyrinth, a publication for members of the
German Society for the Gifted Child (Deutsche Gesellschaft
fiir das hochbegabte Kind). The journal addresses issues of
giftedness and is widely read by parents of gifted children.
Our advertisement was also distributed by e-mail to the
members of this society and posted on notice boards in
schools in the federal states of Berlin and Brandenburg.
Gifted students or their parents contacted us by e-mail or
telephone. A total of 30 students volunteered for an inter-
view. Following the idea of theoretical sampling (Corbin &
Strauss, 1990), we began the sampling by searching for stu-
dents who had skipped a grade and differed as much as pos-
sible according to criteria anticipated beforechand: for
example, differing school careers and experiences, age, gen-
der, number of grades skipped, age at the time of grade-skip-
ping, and location (Berlin as a capital city and Brandenburg
as a rural area).

The interviews were conducted between February and
May 2012 by two interviewers (second and third authors of
the present article) working together. We met five of the stu-
dents at their homes with one or both of their parents present,
but not in the same room during the interviews. In these
cases, we talked to a parent once the interview was finished
to verify the timelines given by the interviewees (e.g., age at
school entrance, time of grade-skipping). We met Sophie and
Julia alone in cafés and did not talk to their parents. The
interviews focused on enabling the interviewees to give a
free and open account of their experiences and to speak about
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topics most relevant for themselves. Each interview began
with introducing ourselves, explaining the procedure (confi-
dentiality, recording of the interview, etc.), and telling about
the aim of the study (““We want to know how gifted children/
teenagers experience school and grade-skipping”). We then
invited all students to speak about their school career so far
by saying:

We already know that you attend the x. grade of . . . [name of
school]. We would like you to tell us about your school career.
You can start with your first memories up until today, but you
don’t have to follow a proper order. You can tell everything that
comes to your mind.

We focused on asking questions referring to situations and
topics previously mentioned, for example: “You indicated
that. . . . Can you tell us more about it?”” “You told us that. . . .
How did you handle that?” “You said that. . . . How did your
teacher react?” Questions that introduced new subjects were
asked only if topics considered important for the study pro-
cess had not been addressed by the interviewees, for exam-
ple: “Why did you skip a grade?” “Which experiences did
you gather with your classmates?” “What did you do during
breaks?” “How did you experience the lessons?” “Can you
remember how it felt when you first came into the new
class?” “How did you get along with your teachers?” The
average duration of the interviews was about 1 hour. All
interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed verbatim.
All quotations from the interviews have been translated from
German to English by the authors.

The data were analyzed following principles of grounded
theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1999). Grounded theory aims to
construct a theory by specifying the conditions which give
rise to certain phenomena and clarifying how these phenom-
ena are expressed through action and interaction, as well as
variations of these phenomena and their consequences
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Since the analysis begins with the
first interview in an iterative process between data collection
and interpretation and theoretical sampling, the exact num-
ber of cases should not be determined beforehand but
depends on how many cases are necessary to achieve a suf-
ficiently saturated model. Explanations and results pertain-
ing to the empirical data are obtained through theoretical
coding and the theoretical integration of concepts and cate-
gories. Furthermore, in the data material, we explicitly
searched for data with apparent contradictions to concepts
already found in order to develop new variants of an observed
phenomenon (principle of ex negativo; Przyborski &
Wohlrab-Sahr, 2010). For example, in this study, the first two
interviewees reported a very problematic school career. To
enrich the conceptual model, at this point of the analysis, we
looked for a gifted student who had skipped a grade and
described his or her school career as rather unproblematic.
We then attempted to identify certain conditions which might
have caused problems in the school experiences of the first

two interviewees but were not part of the third interviewee’s
experience.

The coding took place on three levels (Corbin & Strauss,
1990). In the process of open coding, concepts are built
through constant comparison of the data material for simi-
larities and differences. These concepts lay the foundations
for subconcepts. The data material or a specific concept is
made accessible by asking generative questions (who did or
said what, where, how, and when). The aim of this procedure
is to identify as much meaning and as many dimensions as
possible. In the next step, axial coding, concepts, and sub-
concepts are condensed by relating them to each other, test-
ing their connections and conditions, and testing them against
further data. The third step, selective coding, attempts to
determine a core category by abstracting from the material
and the insights obtained so far. This category encompasses
all other categories and is developed from these. These levels
of coding are marked by higher degrees of abstraction.

Findings

In the data, four main concepts emerged: Feeling of being in
the wrong place before skipping a grade; Teacher responses
to students’ desire for intellectual demands, with students
describing their frequent frustration in class before (and in
some cases after) skipping a grade; Teachers’impact on the
social situation of the student before and after skipping a
grade; Trying to make school fit, that is, attempts to improve
the situation by teachers and students after skipping a grade
(see Table 2). These broader concepts are structured in vari-
ous subconcepts and will be illustrated by quotations from
the interviews we felt were representative of the experiences
the students spoke about. Quotations from students which
were included in a subconcept but do not appear in the text
can be found in Table 2. We finally developed a core cate-
gory based on the concepts identified so far: intellectual fit
affects social affiliation of gifted students in class. These
themes cannot be completely separated and do not constitute
a complete description of the school experiences of gifted
students who skipped a grade. They focus on certain topics
and structural problems which became central during the
analysis.

Feeling of Being in the Wrong Place

Regarding the time before the grade-skipping took place, our
interviewees spoke about feeling as though they were in the
wrong place in school, both intellectually and socially. This
was true for all our interviewees besides Julia, who did not
mention feeling in the wrong place intellectually and socially
before grade-skipping, and for Alma, who did not report feel-
ing in the wrong place socially.

Thirst for Knowledge and Boring Classes. The start of primary
school was a disappointment for nearly all gifted students in



Gronostaj et al. 35

Table 2. Concepts and Subconcepts in the Data Before and After Grade-Skipping.

Concepts

Subconcepts

Time Students included: Exemplary quotation

Before grade-skipping® Feeling of being in the wrong place
Thirst for knowledge and boring classes

*Chris: “It [school before grade-skipping] was like . . . well, everybody else was sitting there, working
happily in their workbooks . . . | remember it vaguely; you had to . . . trace the contours of letters
and numbers. They all did this for ages, happily. They did it 20 times, 40 times. After 10 times, it
was boring for me.”

Lina: “It [school before grade-skipping] was always totally boring.”

Alma: “It [school before grade-skipping] was just too simple for me.”

Felix, *Norbert, Sophie: see Findings section

Having different interests than classmates

*Chris: “I was definitely an outsider. . . . It’s not that | don’t like being with other people, but not if |
have to play-act for it. | want people to like me as | am.”

Lina, Felix, *Norbert, Sophie: see Findings section

Before grade-skipping® Teacher responses to students’ desire for intellectual demands
Teachers disapprove of special treatment of gifted students

Chris: “We [our family] knew a doctor who worked in the field [of giftedness] and she gave me extra
tasks to challenge me intellectually . . . [When my teacher learned that] she nearly toppled over
backwards and put a stop to it. Even though it would have been no additional work for her, she
said no, [I was not allowed to do these extra tasks].”

Lina: “In first grade in maths, we simply all . . . got the same worksheets. We all had to do them, over
and over again.”

Felix: “l had good grades [in primary school], but still, the principal [of the primary school] did not
want to . . . let me go to gymnasium. My parents fought quite a while with him over that.”

Norbert: “The teachers just said something like: “There are 27 pupils in this class and 26 of them
haven’t understood it yet, you just have to put up with it, tough luck for you.”

Alma: “I just did the boring work, what else [could | have done]? There was . . . nothing extra for the
smart pupils or something like that.”

Showing too much knowledge is not welcomed.

Norbert: “The teacher was irritated when | asked for more tasks, and then again more tasks . . . |
think he thought ‘Why can’t | have a class without such a child?”

Sophie: “In first grade, when we got our reports, me and another girl, Lara . . . were the best
students in the class. The teacher said Lara was to be praised for it, because she had to do an
effort, but Sophie [was not to be praised for it because] she can do it all anyway.”

Lina, *Chris: see Findings section

Teachers do not know how to provide interventions.

Chris: “At this primary school they say they make this balancing act between the dyslexic and the gifted .
. . obviously, that can’t work, not without special funding. ... After all, it’s just a regular public school.”

*Norbert: see Findings section.

Before and after grade- Teachers’ impact on the social situation of the student
skipping Lina: “Mr. P. found that | talked too much. . .. So he put me next to a place in front of his desk.”

Felix: “I always got along well with my teachers.”

Norbert: “[When | first came into the new class after grade-skipping] it wasn’t so great. . . . Nobody
listened to the teacher anymore, they all just stood around me and asked me questions. They did
not really understand what had actually happened. . . . | was totally overwhelmed . . . | was only 7, 8
years old. . . . | asked the teacher: ‘Please, can you send them away? It’s too much for me.” She said:
‘Alright.” But nothing really changed.”

Sophie: “I sat right next to a girl [after grade-skipping], she became my best friend later, we like each
other from the start and the teachers helped a lot, so that | did not feel strange, they involved me
from the start. And that was quite nice, because then [the students in class] were not unwelcoming
to me, either.”

Chris: see Findings section.

(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)

Concepts

Subconcepts

Time

Students included: Exemplary quotation

After grade-skipping Trying to make school fit

School makes sense: Academic issues after grade-skipping and additional interventions
Lina: “It was a lot better then [in school after grade-skipping], not as frightfully boring as before.”
Felix: “For me, it [the grade-skipping] was really good, it was super, actually. The best solution.”
Alma: “It [the lessons] became more difficult [after grade-skipping]. . . . That was alright. And now,
there is ‘addition.’ If you have done the normal work, you may do addition, you don’t have to, but

you may.”

Norbert, Sophie: see Findings section.

Social issues after grade-skipping

Chris: “l don’t remember how it started. . . . | guess you could call it a vicious circle. . . . |
experienced it like this anyway. Once you get defensive . . . because you are used to assaults . . .
you react differently to things maybe really only meant as a joke. And they recognize ‘Oh, he is easy
to provoke,” and that makes it all the worse. It was the same in the next school.”

Lina: “I didn’t have a lot of contact with the others [before grade-skipping]. . . . | made some friends
then [in the new class after grade-skipping].”

Norbert: “I have some really good friends in class, | wouldn’t leave there, also because the teachers,
they are nice, actually, they . . . just don’t know a lot about the content.”

Alma: “Our teachers, they always notice when somebody has finished [the work], and then we . ..
are allowed to help the others. . . . | always help the others. ... They like it.”

Julia: “Well, everybody has problems, and | don’t get along with people . . . people at my age, that is.”

*In some cases, the subconcepts applied to the student’s situation after grade-skipping as well as before. These cases are indicated with an asterisk.

this study. Norbert, who could read and write fluently when
he started first grade, was surprised that the other students in
his class did not know how to read or write yet:

I was a bit bewildered at first . . . and it was boring . . . for me.
We had an exercise book and were asked to write 20 words that
started with a “g.” This was just to learn how to write the letter
“g.” After a while, I said to the teacher, “Listen, that’s too boring
for me. I know how to do it now.” It felt like occupational
therapy to me. (Norbert, interview, March 8, 2012)

Sophie explained why, before grade-skipping, she did not
want to attend school anymore: “Because I didn’t feel like it.
I thought it was stupid sitting there for 4 hours when I learned
nothing new anyway” (Sophie, interview, May 24, 2012).
Felix expressed similar feelings of pointlessness and bore-
dom, especially in German and mathematics lessons: “I just
. .. quickly finished everything because I just . . . perceived
it as boring” (Felix, interview, March 6, 2012).

During the time before skipping a grade, six of the seven
students felt forced to stagnate. From the outset, they desired
more demanding tasks and lessons and became more and
more frustrated with school. They felt that their desire for
high intellectual demands and their thirst for knowledge
were not satisfied. They also described their lessons as
rather rigid and complained that various creative approaches
by students were not valued. They soon felt different from
the others as they observed that their classmates seemed to

struggle with some of the tasks and appeared to be generally
content with the demands of the classes. These experiences
and frustrations led to an increasing alienation from the
school as an institution. Only for Julia was the situation
before grade-skipping different: In her school, before
grade-skipping, differentiated instruction was offered. Her
accounts about times when she was bored refer to occasions
where the whole class worked together through an exercise,
moderated by the teacher. However, there were also periods
where she could work on her own and choose which exer-
cises she wanted to attempt. Julia found this challenging
enough, because there were also exercises from higher grade
levels. Additionally, being bored was not always perceived
as negative; it also showed her that she was an excellent
student. Julia also did not have to struggle to be permitted to
skip a grade, but was offered this option repeatedly.
Individually tailored instruction was offered as her gifted-
ness was recognized and accepted, so she did not feel as
though she was in the wrong place.

Having Different Interests From Classmates. Apart from feeling
in the wrong place intellectually, most of the interviewees
said they had different interests from their classmates in their
original, age-based classes before grade-skipping. Felix
explained that he did not have close friends in kindergarten
or first grade because he “was just a bit more curious than the
others” (Felix, interview, March 6, 2012). Lina described
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herself as something of a loner at primary school by giving
the following account about her classmates:

Mostly [they had] different interests than me. . . . The boys
always played soccer during breaks, and the girls . . . princess or
something similar. I actually explored the schoolyard, climbed
the trees there . . . crawled through the pipelines around there,
the monkey bars. (Lina, interview, February 14, 2012)

Here, the perceived interest difference was not clearly asso-
ciated with intellectual capacities, but it is probable that the
differing activities during breaks were partly due to intellec-
tual differences, too: Lina mentioned these differences as an
explanation for the fact that during extracurricular courses
for gifted students, she always found friends, while in her
school before grade-skipping, this was generally not the
case. Sophie already experienced this kind of mismatch of
interests during preschool:

I did not really play with the others. I always considered the
games they played to be somewhat stupid, like playing with cars
or mother and child or things like that. It was not exciting for me
... so I always read books. . . . I always sat down in a corner to
read. (Sophie, interview, May 24, 2012)

For these three interviewees, the social situation improved
after grade-skipping, and they found close friends with similar
interests in their new classes. For Norbert and Chris, the feel-
ing of being different from everybody else in class persisted to
a certain degree. Norbert explicitly stated that meeting friends
was not something he used to be interested in before grade-
skipping: “I met friends from time to time, but not every day.
It wasn’t really my thing, I didn’t necessarily want [to do] this”
(Norbert, interview, March 8, 2012). He found a few close
friends after grade-skipping, but still he considered activities
he can engage in with friends a waste of time sometimes:

I am not . . . the kind of person, who says, like, well, I meet
someone and then we play games for 3 hours. This is not
something I do at all. Instead, I tell myself, well, I can also invest
the time . . . in having a look on the Internet about physics or
something. . . . So I reason, what could I actually do with the
time, which I somehow invest in doing whatever with my
friends. (Norbert, interview, March 8, 2012)

The quotation shows that Norbert could not share the kinds of
activities in which he was really interested and considered to
be useful with his friends. Before and after grade-skipping,
Chris had problems with his classmates in every school he
attended. He therefore tended to find friends with shared lei-
sure-time interests outside of school.

Teacher Responses to Students’ Desire for
Intellectual Demands

Besides Julia, for all the students we interviewed, their teach-
ers’ reactions to their desire for higher intellectual demands

in the classes before—and in the cases of Chris and Norbert
also after—they skipped a grade were a big issue. Most stu-
dents described their teachers as not wanting to give them
any special treatment. Some claimed that the teachers did not
welcome the display of knowledge that was too advanced in
class. Two students believed that some of their teachers sim-
ply did not know how to provide adequate stimulation for
them or did not have the resources to do so.

Teachers Disapprove of Special Treatment of Gifted Students.
Students reported that, typically, teachers did not give them
any special treatment either inside or outside the classroom,
for instance, by providing special study materials, assigning
them more difficult tasks, or allowing them to participate in
an enrichment program or skip a grade, even when the stu-
dent asked for this. Furthermore, we found examples of
explicit hindering of students who tried to do advanced exer-
cises on their own. Ironically, these teacher reactions with
the aim of not treating the gifted student differently and
avoiding putting the student into a special position, seem to
have had the opposite effect: Students felt pushed into a spe-
cial position, or at least these teacher attitudes seem to have
added to the process already taking place among the stu-
dents. An exception to this was again Julia, who received
individually tailored instruction in her primary school before
grade-skipping.

Showing Too Much Knowledge is Not Welcomed. Chris reported
that before he skipped a grade, when his second grade math-
ematics teacher asked for the result of one minus two, appar-
ently meant as a joke, he answered “minus one.” On this, the
teacher told him that “this does not belong here” (Chris,
interview, February 2, 2012), and this was one of the experi-
ences that made Chris feel that he did not belong there, or
was not welcome as he was: “From this point on, it was just
clear . . . to me that something else would be nice” (Chris,
interview, February 2, 2012). Students reported situations in
which they felt reprimanded for expressing their own knowl-
edge that was too far ahead of the expected level, or if it
contradicted the knowledge or opinion of a teacher. Lina
recounted what happened when she once corrected her
teacher in the biology class before grade-skipping: “She
became a bit angry, so I did not do it again” (Lina, interview,
February 14, 2012). Lina decided to keep her opinion and
knowledge to herself if it contradicted the teacher, so as to
avoid conflicts. Sophie similarly experienced rejection by
her class teacher before grade-skipping in primary school
when she voiced knowledge contradictory to his teaching.
She reported that “the teacher . . . did not intervene” in the
context that she was not challenged enough and that instead
he “only ever complained when I corrected [him] or any-
thing” (Sophie, interview, May 24, 2012). In all cases, these
experiences added to the gifted students’ feeling of being in
the wrong place and to their decision to leave. The interview-
ees perceived this kind of treatment as being directly related
to their giftedness.
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Teachers Do Not Know How to Provide Interventions. Two of
the interviewees provided possible explanations of why their
teachers did not support them better and did not give them
more demanding tasks. For instance, Norbert thought that his
teachers, before and after grade-skipping, lacked experience
with gifted students and simply did not have sufficient
knowledge about giftedness. He also considered a lack of
capacity for appropriate individually tailored instruction to
be another reason:

In mathematics, we have a teacher who is actually quite good, he
does [sometimes give me more difficult tasks] . . . but at some
point he is at a loss. . . . He has a lot of classes to teach, he can’t
prepare all kinds of things [for me]. (Norbert, interview, March
8,2012)

In these cases, students did not feel that teachers rejected
their needs in class, but rather that the teachers were just
unable to support them. Therefore, the impact on the other
students’ behavior in class here is different because the
teacher did not incite and approve of rejection of the stu-
dent. The two alternatives of lacking knowledge or capacity
and of direct rejection could not always be clearly distin-
guished, and mixtures of both were evident. Each could also
affect the other.

Teachers’ Impact on the Social Situation of the
Student

A further topic which emerged in the analysis was the gifted
students’ relationships with their classmates and how these
relationships were affected by their teachers’ behavior and
attitudes. The students besides Julia, Alma, and Felix
described situations in which teachers embarrassed them in
front of the class, ridiculed them, or did not protect them
from attacks from their classmates. The interviewees felt
that, in doing so, teachers supported their position of social
exclusion. These kinds of situations occurred before the
grade-skipping and sometimes also afterward. In the case of
Chris, this experience was so prominent in his accounts that
it can be considered to be characteristic of the entire time
Chris spent in the regular school system. He summarized the
connection he perceived between his teachers’ attitudes
toward him and his social situation in class as follows: “If
teachers approve of me, then it is essentially okay with the
other students, too” (Chris, interview, February 2, 2012).

In his first few days after grade-skipping, Norbert suf-
fered from the importunity of classmates who asked him
questions, because they did not know why he was now in
their class: “They did not really understand what had actually
happened” (Norbert, interview, March 8, 2012). The teacher
had obviously not properly explained to the students why he
had skipped a grade and did not intervene effectively even
when Norbert asked her to. For a few days, Norbert experi-
enced this situation as quite stressful.

As these examples show, in various ways, teachers
encouraged students to view another student rather nega-
tively. If teachers acted disrespectfully toward the interview-
ees with regard to their achievements in class and
demonstrated their disrespect through certain comments, this
commenting may have encouraged their classmates to make
similar remarks. “And this in class is not very nice,” Sophie
recounted,

as it gives . . . the others reason to . . . further it, to bully, too.
Well, there was one who also always shouted a bit in the
background, right, saying, you’ll get best marks anyway again,
you know that all already. (Sophie, interview, May 24, 2012)

To those commenting on the fact that Sophie had already
mastered the subject matter, the teacher in her class before
grade-skipping added that she was not to be complimented
for it, because she had not had to make an effort. While
rapid understanding and high achievements are normally
rewarded, Sophie received no credit for her achievements.
The teacher put Sophie into a difficult position through his
treatment of her, particularly since he did not react to stu-
dents who repeated variations of his comments. By position-
ing her as a “know-it-all,” he depicted her as not belonging
to the class. Sophie said that after grade-skipping her new
teachers involved her from the start and by that made her
feel welcome.

Chris cited an example in which the teacher put him into
a special position within the group beginning with his first
appearance in her class. He attended the mathematics class
of a higher grade in primary school, and in his first regular
lesson, a question was asked in front of the whole class about
a new mathematical topic which had also not been taught yet
in the third grade. Introducing him with “Chris, who knows
everything so well . . . will now recite the 12 times table for
us” (Chris, interview, February 2, 2012), she put him into an
awkward position, and whether he answered the question
correctly or not, he would not win the favor of either the
teacher or his classmates. By answering correctly (as he in
fact did), he proved himself to be what she thought he was, a
know-it-all. If, instead, he had failed to answer, he would
have shown that he was not ready for her classes yet, and the
other students in the class would probably have laughed at
this failure. Chris mentioned this example to generally char-
acterize his relationship with this teacher, who often com-
mented in class on his intelligence in an ironic way.

If, on the contrary, teachers showed respect, acceptance,
and a readiness to provide and support interventions and
individually tailored instruction, as was the case with Julia,
before and after grade-skipping, and with Felix and Sophie
after grade-skipping, the situation with other students was
also described as agreeable by the interviewees. These kinds
of teacher behavior seemed to be closely linked to the social
situation of the students in the class, that is, the level of
acceptance by the classmates.
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Trying to Make School Fit

The interviews revealed several problems from which the
gifted students suffered in school. These were intellectual
problems (they were bored and frustrated with the intellec-
tual level in class) and sometimes social difficulties (they
were interested in different activities than their peers and
they felt different from and not accepted by classmates). In
the school careers of our interviewees, some attempts to
improve the situation were made; one of these attempts was
skipping a grade. In six of the seven cases, further interven-
tions were applied after grade-skipping: Students moved to a
different (sometimes specialized) school, participated in cer-
tain subjects in classes of a higher grade, or even, as in the
case of Chris, left the regular school system altogether in
favor of homeschooling. These interventions were initiated
by the students themselves, their parents, or their teachers.

School Makes Sense:Academic Issues After Grade-Skipping and
Additional Interventions. After skipping a grade, these stu-
dents were not academically distressed, and their grades
and achievements were typically still superior to those of
their classmates. Only Felix’s grades deteriorated slightly
after grade-skipping. Further interventions followed; some
students found some kind of compensation for their ongo-
ing frustration in classes by attending extracurricular spe-
cial courses or attending lessons in higher grades. Chris
reported that, for some time, he attended an intensive phys-
ics course of a much higher grade, where he succeeded in
making logical derivations none of the older students were
capable of making—despite their superior knowledge of
the subject matter.

Lina followed her interests in biology in many extracur-
ricular courses outside of school. However, she did not like
the subject in school until she changed to her current school
that was specialized in natural sciences and offered addi-
tional classes, sometimes in collaboration with the museum
of natural history or the zoological garden, as classes at her
old schools did not suit her interests.

Felix had always dealt with mathematical problems out-
side of school, starting preschool, with calculating and writ-
ing being favorite leisure activities. Even after grade-skipping,
he remained interested in mathematics outside of school,
particularly since his knowledge was still several years in
advance of that of his classmates. Norbert reported being
constantly underchallenged, even in subjects he did not like.
He sought intellectual challenge mainly outside of school,
for example, by participating in extracurricular enrichment
courses for gifted students.

We found that an academically satisfying situation for
these students could be accomplished by combinations of
interventions and individually tailored instruction. Skipping
a grade was the first step toward reducing or erasing the feel-
ing that going to school was of no personal use and therefore
experienced as a requirement which did not make sense. This

became clear with Sophie’s account of the time before she
had skipped a grade: “I always begged my mother, ‘I want to
stay at home. Please, here [at home] I can really do much
more, can learn much more’” (Sophie, interview, May 24,
2012). After the grade-skipping, this feeling of senselessness
regarding school disappeared: “For me, it was basically lib-
erating that I did not just have to sit around, listen to things I
already knew, but that I could attend the fourth grade then”
(Sophie, interview, May 24, 2012).

Norbert’s is the only case where the grade-skipping was
the sole intervention, and he is also the only one who in his
current school situation constantly lacked satisfying intellec-
tual stimulus. Asked if there are lessons he likes, he said:

Let me think if there is something. No. Mostly, it just feels like
a waste of time. . . . [There are lessons where] we are occupied
with the same thing for about 30 minutes [snoring sounds]. Then
I want to choke the guy who created the curriculum. (Norbert,
interview, March §, 2012).

However, as he was happy with his classmates and teachers,
he did not want to move to another new class, and instead
compensated the lack of challenge in school with activities
outside of school.

Lina combined grade-skipping, two school changes,
and the repetition of a class (in order to gain access to a
special science program at a specialized school) to find a
situation she considered intellectually appropriate and
socially agreeable. Further enrichment activities outside of
school such as special courses for gifted students also
played an important role.

Attending schools with specific intellectually demanding
profiles proved to be a satisfying solution, as was the case
with Alma, Lina, Felix, and Sophie. In these schools, their
giftedness did not attract much attention as many students
there were gifted. Chris, however, found a way to cope with
the necessity of regular schooling by being allowed to learn
on his own through homeschooling. After he had changed
schools several times, skipped a grade, and attended classes
in higher grades, Chris decided to leave the school system
completely when he was in ninth grade. He made this deci-
sion despite the fact that he had received valuable support by
individual teachers. In spite of the law of compulsory school
attendance, he was allowed to be homeschooled due to his
severe social problems with teachers and students at school.
While he needed the opportunity to break out of what he
called a vicious circle of recurrent problems in various school
contexts and to have time to deal with his experiences and
find positive social situations outside of school, he also saw
many advantages in learning according to his own system, at
his own pace, and being able to choose the time of the day
that best suited him for learning.

Julia’s situation differed from the others’, both before and
after she skipped a grade: She did not feel as though she was
in the wrong place in her former class because her giftedness
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and her achievements had been accepted and valued by her
teachers. She decided to skip a grade after she had been con-
stantly encouraged to do so by her teachers, but she did not
feel that it was really necessary. Julia’s school seemed to be
generally prepared for the intervention, as two more students
in Julia’s class also skipped a grade. In retrospect, she evalu-
ated her own grade-skipping as negative. She reported that
she regretted not having time for her personal and academic
development.

Social Issues After Grade-Skipping. After the skipping of a
grade, difficulties with social relationships with peers some-
times persisted. Julia reported generally having problems
socially relating with others or integrating into a group.
These kinds of difficulties played a role before and after the
grade-skipping, as well as in her secondary school. Chris
talked about a vicious circle, referring to the fact that the
same social pattern recurred at various schools, perhaps
because he expected or feared it, and students soon recog-
nized that he was easy to provoke.

Others integrated well into their new class. For example,
Felix did not report any major conflicts, particularly in con-
nection with his giftedness, at any school he attended. Despite
some comments by fellow students that Sophie was able to
ignore and although her classmates before grade-skipping
were not suitable playmates, Sophie did not report any heavy
social conflicts at any of her schools, either. In both cases,
there were also no serious conflicts with teachers, with the
exception of Sophie’s class teacher in primary school before
grade-skipping, mentioned above. Sophie clearly pointed out
that teachers helped her integrate into her new class after she
skipped a grade and to feel welcome there. They also sup-
ported her and were prepared for gifted students. In our sam-
ple, if social problems were not an issue before grade-skipping
or before other programs involving a change of social group,
they did not really become relevant after the intervention.

Students also developed strategies for integrating them-
selves into the new class. Norbert, who decided, after skip-
ping a grade once, to stay in the same class and school despite
being constantly underchallenged, reported that, for exam-
ple, he calculated probabilities to keep himself entertained in
boring classes, and he also helped his fellow students in
class. Meanwhile, he found intellectual challenges outside of
school and used his abilities to improve his social affilia-
tions. This strategy seemed to be particularly successful if
teachers supported or initiated it, or if it was part of the
schools’ institutional regulations, as was the case with Alma.
At her school, it was common practice for students to help
each other, and she did so regularly. According to Alma’s
account, her helping led to acceptance of differences in intel-
lectual capacities among the students. Another strategy was
to use their knowledge to help other students in certain con-
flict situations at school. For example, Norbert reported
informing teachers about property laws when they wanted to
confiscate objects from fellow students:

I then say, no, following paragraph blah, blah, blah of property
law . . . personal objects of value, uhm, of children are to be
retained only until the end of the day. . . . [ actually said this quite
often and it really works, and then, they are grateful to me.
(Norbert, interview, March 8, 2012)

Julia also reported that, before grade-skipping, students were
rather pleased that she could help them, despite some jeal-
ousy about her giftedness (something also reported by other
interviewees).

An Emerging Pattern: Intellectual Fit Affects Social
Affiliation of Gifted Students in Class

So far in our analysis, teachers’ responses to the different
learning needs of the gifted students interviewed have been
discussed separately from issues of the gifted students’ social
affiliation in class. We observed, however, that these aspects
of the students’ experiences were typically closely connected
and therefore this interconnection forms the core category of
our study.

The teachers’ reactions to the students’ needs emerged as
an overarching theme in the narrations of our participants.
The social integration of a gifted student who had skipped a
grade was strongly dependent on the way the teachers in the
receiving class coped with the situation, socially as well as
intellectually (see Table 2). First, teachers influenced the
social affiliation of the gifted student in their class directly by
either establishing a respectful relationship with the student
or treating him or her as a little know-it-all, thereby setting an
example for respectful or disrespectful behavior for the other
students in class. Thus, teachers influenced the behavior of
their students in the class toward and in interaction with the
interviewee. Second, the teachers directly influenced the
intellectual fit of the gifted student in their class: In cases in
which teachers approved of special interventions, were ready
to assign individually appropriate tasks in their class to the
gifted student and were generally understanding of the par-
ticular student’s specific situation and intellectual demands,
the gifted student perceived that the intervention offered was
more successful. The teachers’ behavior in these cases con-
tributed to a relatively satisfying fit between the opportunity
to learn at the school, on the one hand, and the students’ learn-
ing needs and learning abilities, on the other hand.

More surprisingly, however, a teacher’s reaction to the
intellectual needs of a gifted student also seemed to influence
the student’s social affiliation in the class. The teacher’s will-
ingness to serve the intellectual needs of the gifted student
seemed to communicate a general acceptance of the student
by the teacher and therefore made it easier for the students in
the class to interact with peers comfortably. This category
represents a pattern which emerged from the analysis of the
narrations of the participants and the categories derived from
them. Overall, we found that the intellectual fit of the gifted
student in class was heavily influenced by the teachers who
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were or were not prepared to serve the learning needs of this
student. This intellectual fit in turn was connected to the
social affiliation of the gifted student in class.

Discussion, Implications, and
Limitations

This study has not been continued to the point of theoretical
saturation of the relevant structures found. In grounded theory,
the “representativeness of concepts, not of persons” is aimed
for by theoretical sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p. 9). It
would have been necessary to interview more students accord-
ing to the ex negativo principle to collect more variations of
concepts and subconcepts, and to clarify conditions which
gave rise to certain phenomena described in the subconcepts.
However, the findings allow a deep insight into the direct
experiences of gifted students in German schools. Within our
cases, structurally recurring phenomena were evident, which
could form the research basis for further studies.

In line with quantitative, large-scale studies, the micro-
scopic view gained in this study revealed grade-skipping as
perceived by the grade-skippers as mainly positive. We
focused on the view of gifted students. The grade-skippers
reported many things their teachers had said and done, and
they speculated about possible reasons for their teachers’
behavior. It is important, however, to bear in mind that the
teachers’ points of view are missing in this analysis. However,
how our interviewees described their situation in class before
the grade-skipping was rather disquieting: In their point of
view, their teachers in their original, age-based classrooms
were mostly not able to respond to their needs in a construc-
tive way. It became clear that the grade-skippers already felt
that they were in the wrong place at a very early stage of their
school careers. The first few weeks in first grade were
severely disappointing to them, because they were not
offered any new knowledge in class. Their motivation
dropped, and a feeling of pointlessness developed. This drop
in motivation can be explained by a frustration of fundamen-
tal needs as described in self-determination theory by Deci
and Ryan (2000): The gifted students were unable to experi-
ence competence in class, because they were not academi-
cally challenged, and their abilities were not appreciated.
They did not feel part of the class and so lacked social relat-
edness. Furthermore, some reported that the lessons in pri-
mary school followed rigid patterns, and that autonomous
learning was not supported. Overall, these factors are known
to impair motivation.

We found, however, one exception to this pattern with
Julia: Her school was apparently well prepared to support
gifted students so that she did not feel as though she was in
the wrong place and did not feel that skipping a grade would
be necessary. However, Julia was persuaded to skip a grade
anyway and, reflecting about it later, regretted this decision.
Paradoxically, precisely this school where gifted students
were accepted, supported, and intellectually challenged, and

teachers were motivated to encourage and support students
to skip a grade seemed to be a place where grade-skipping
was not necessary.

Generally, the students reported that their teachers at pri-
mary school before skipping did not respond to their learn-
ing needs and did not support them adequately to help them
feel part of the class. Grade-skipping appeared to be a last
resort. The case of Julia, who attended a school where teach-
ers were generally prepared to cope with gifted students,
shows that there might have been ways of creating a learn-
ing environment in the regular class in which they would
have been able to learn and feel as though they were in the
right place. Nonetheless, in retrospect, apart from Julia, the
gifted students interviewed were all happy with their deci-
sion to skip a grade.

Findings related to social-emotional effects of grade-skip-
ping have been quite divergent to date (Hoogeveen et al.,
2009, 2012; Kent, 1992; Kretschmann et al., 2015; Lee et al.,
2012; Robinson & Janos, 1986; Sayler & Brookshire, 1993;
Steenbergen-Hu & Moon, 2011). Key factors in positive
social-emotional development after grade-skipping seem to
be the attitudes and behavior of the teachers involved (Culross,
Jolly, & Winkler, 2013). In the cases analyzed, we found
instances in which the teachers did not approve of grade-skip-
ping or other interventions for gifted students. Several studies
have revealed that teachers tend to be skeptical about grade-
skipping and fear negative social-emotional consequences in
particular (Heinbokel, 2009; Rambo & McCoach, 2012;
Siegle, Wilson, & Little, 2013), but some recent studies also
show that teachers now seem to have more knowledge about
and more experience with grade-skipping and exhibit more
positive attitudes toward it (Gallagher, Smith, & Merrotsy,
2011; Hoogeveen et al., 2005; Westphal et al., 2015).

The experience of the students interviewed was that their
teachers strongly influenced students’ behavior toward each
other; for instance, they reported that teachers tolerated, fur-
thered, or to some extent triggered the social exclusion of the
gifted student in class. Another somewhat surprising pattern
emerged from the cases analyzed: Teachers not only affected
the social integration or exclusion of the gifted student
through their verbal behavior in class (e.g., recognizing out-
standing or unusual achievements, ridiculing students, treat-
ing gifted students as know-it-alls) but they also created a
social climate of exclusion of a gifted student by ignoring his
or her learning needs and learning potential. Within the scope
of our study, reasons for this can only be speculated on, as
teachers’ reasons and perspectives were not the focus. In
some cases, perhaps teachers did not understand the particu-
lar needs of gifted students or for some reason did not want
to satisfy them. To varying degrees, gifted students failed to
fulfill the role typical of students, and teachers might have
been frustrated when recognizing their own inability to teach
these students something which is both challenging for them
and typically considered appropriate for their age group. In
our study, when teachers were able to create a better match
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between the intellectual needs and abilities of the student and
the intellectual demands in school, students not only felt that
spending time at school was meaningful but they also had
better relationships with their classmates. To further explore
this perceived link, future studies should aim at assessing the
intellectual and social fit of gifted students simultaneously.
As our study emphasized the importance of the teacher’s
attitude for the social integration of the gifted student in
class, and the attitude of teachers was perceived as rather
hostile by some of our interviewees, reasons for this reluc-
tant attitude should be explored. Although there is a vast
amount of research on teachers’ attitudes toward accelera-
tion, gifted education, and gifted students in general, recent
studies in particular are mostly quantitative (e.g., Baudson &
Preckel, 2013; Bégin & Gagné, 1995; Geake & Gross, 2008;
Lassig, 2009; McCoach & Siegle, 2007, Rambo & McCoach,
2012; Siegle et al., 2013; Wardman, 2009; but see Carman,
2011; Gallagher, 2007; Gallagher et al., 2011). A qualitative
approach could be especially helpful when exploring reasons
for the reluctance of some teachers to address the needs of
the gifted student, as studies that “offer . . . pre-determined
responses or closed-content questions . . . can limit under-
standing . . . [and] provid[e] . . . pre-selected ways of think-
ing about teaching” (Marcos & Tillema, 2006, p. 125). The
present study emphasizes the necessity of cultivating a cli-
mate in our schools that enables teachers to recognize and
serve the widely varying needs of students. McCoach and
Siegle (2007) showed that teachers who have been trained in
gifted education did not have more positive attitudes toward
the gifted than untrained ones. Therefore, they pointed out, it
might not be enough to simply provide more training in
gifted education, but to rethink the training itself.
Grade-skipping and—in most cases—further interven-
tions, too, led to a feeling that school makes sense again.
Skipping was an initial step in a series of helpful interventions
to improve the academic as well as the social-emotional situ-
ation of the gifted students. Achievements of the grade-skip-
pers were generally still superior to other students in the class
after skipping. However, sometimes school grades deterio-
rated slightly after skipping a grade. For example, Felix’s
school grades dropped in the years after grade-skipping.
Similar findings on lower grades after grade-skipping were
reported by Prado and Schiebel (1996) and are usually inter-
preted as a potential disadvantage of grade-skipping. Still,
Felix evaluated the intervention as positive in retrospect and
considered it to be a necessary step. Previously, he could not
see any sense in attending school, because he already knew
everything that was taught there. We also found examples
where school careers slowed down after grade-skipping—
either as a result of a student voluntarily repeating a grade to
gain access to a school offering a special program (Lina) or
of stretching the work on the curriculum intended for 1 year
to 2 years in homeschooling in order to have more time to
study the topics thoroughly (Chris). Although these cases
would be counted as retentions in a quantitative study, they do

not indicate that the acceleration failed or that students were
overwhelmed with the intellectual demands or workload. In
fact, these kinds of deceleration functioned de facto as further
interventions to increase the intellectual demand or to enable
the gifted student to learn in a more appropriate context.
These findings show that typical reasons for a later repetition
of a class have not been sufficiently analyzed to date, and
repetition cannot generally be attributed to intellectually
excessive demands. Consequently, an evaluation of the suc-
cess of grade-skipping might be incomplete and sometimes
misleading if school achievements and an ongoing acceler-
ated school career are used as the sole indicators, which is
typically the case in large-scale quantitative studies (Gronostaj
et al., 2015; Kretschmann et al., 2014; Vock, Penk, & Koller,
2014). Students in this study perceived grade-skipping as
necessary and/or tremendously helpful, irrespective of their
grades afterward. During free narration, the students accentu-
ated the positive overall effect of the skipping rather than the
development of their grades. This positive effect might be an
increased sense of well-being in school and/or an increased
intellectual fit, albeit only for a limited period of time. For
future research, these findings imply that it would be useful to
include more diverse indicators of the success of grade-skip-
ping if possible.

All of our interviewees skipped one grade in elementary
school, and only Sophie skipped another grade in secondary
school. This is in line with quantitative research from
Germany that showed that grade-skipping is more frequent
during elementary than during secondary school (Gronostaj
et al., 2015; Vock et al., 2014). Moreover, research from the
United States based on the National Education Longitudinal
Study indicated that students who were grade-accelerated
early (e.g., during kindergarten or early in elementary school)
benefitted more with regard to their academic achievement at
the 12th-grade level than those who accelerated later in their
school career. The authors offer as a possible explanation
that the early accelerants had more years of more challenging
instruction at school (Kuo & Lohman, 2011). Similar results
indicating benefits of early acceleration compared with later
acceleration regarding social-emotional adjustment are
reported by Hoogeveen et al. (2012). In our data, we did not
find any systematic relationships between how old our inter-
viewees were when they skipped a grade and how they eval-
uated the intervention in retrospect.

Our interviewees differed in their ages when interviewed,
which raises the following issues: First, there are certain chal-
lenges entailed when interviewing young children (see for an
overview, e.g., Heinzel, 2012; Irwin & Johnson, 2005; Kriiger,
2006). We experienced a challenging interview in particular
with Alma (8), the youngest of our interviewees, who, for
example, gave brief answers to open-ended questions and
seemed to “run out of patience” with our questions toward the
end of the interview. We nevertheless feel that this interview
added valuable insights in the views and experiences of
younger grade-skippers. Second, as all our interviewees
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skipped a grade during elementary school but differed in their
ages when interviewed, the recency of the grade-skipping
itself varied between 1 year (Alma) and 8 years (Chris).
Hoogeveen et al. (2012) found only few significant correla-
tions of the time expired since acceleration with self-concept,
behavioral characteristics, and social contacts of accelerated
students. The recency of the event probably affected how pre-
cisely the interviewees remembered things they told us.
Moreover, the time passed since the grade-skipping might
have influenced how the interviewees evaluated the interven-
tion in retrospect, as the older they were, the more time they
had to adapt and the more able they were to judge the grade-
skipping within the whole of their school careers. In most of
the school careers analyzed in this study, grade-skipping was
a necessary but insufficient step taken to reach a more or less
satisfactory school situation. Typically, further interventions
were added, because after a short period of adaptation, prob-
lems such as being underchallenged reappeared among the
interviewees, which was not the case (yet) with Alma, who
we interviewed 1 year after she had skipped a grade. Most
still perceived a difference in ability compared with their
classmates. An increased feeling of affiliation through simi-
larity could be observed with interviewees who attended a
school with a particularly challenging profile. Our analysis of
narrative data showed that similarity and common interests
increased the chances of a mutual understanding. Especially
with Sophie and Felix, it became apparent that at the special-
ized school, they were better integrated socially. Both reported
that being gifted no longer played an important role for them
anymore at their current schools, probably because all their
classmates were exceptionally intelligent, too. Generally,
schooling situations which were challenging and allowed for
autonomous studying at an individual pace have been men-
tioned as positive examples. These findings are mainly in line
with previous research on experiences of gifted students in
specialized schools (e.g., Moon, Swift, & Shallenberger,
2002; Sayler & Brookshire, 1993; Vogl & Preckel, 2014; but
see also Adams-Byers, Whitsell, & Moon, 2004).

These highly individual pathways through the German
school system, however, have been the result of a constant
struggle by gifted students to improve their own situation,
rather than institutionally designated options. Only in the
cases of Felix and Sophie, who both attended specialized
schools for gifted students from the fifth grade on, was the
schooling planned on an institutional level to fit the demands
of gifted students, and both students reported being satisfied.

In the other cases, the current situation was either not
really satisfying, or a kind of compromise, and/or the result of
an individual struggle for solutions, during which the students
experienced many difficult years of school. Chris and Norbert
evaluated their current situation as better than before, but in
both cases, the fit in one area had been compromised for the
sake of a positive fit in another area. While Chris completely
quitted learning in a class context, mainly to avoid social con-
flicts, Norbert tolerated the negative intellectual fit for the

sake of positive social affiliation. Lina and Alma, too, depicted
the current situation as being better than before, and intended
to stay in their current class and school context until their
final exams, but they also were the youngest students we
interviewed and therefore might assess their situation differ-
ently later on.

Although grade-skipping can be a helpful and even neces-
sary step, in none of our cases was it sufficient over time as
the sole form of intervention. Moreover, it has been shown
that a combination of grade acceleration and other challeng-
ing academic programs leads to even more pronounced aca-
demic achievements of gifted learners (McClarty, 2015). In
this context, formative evaluations and individual counseling
about various interventions and individually tailored instruc-
tion, and, importantly, advice about potentially helpful com-
binations of these became particularly necessary within the
German school system.
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