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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Gifted students, as one of the most valuable forms of human capital,
play a crucial role in scientific and social development due to their advanced cognitive
abilities, creativity, and high levels of motivation (Tabatabaei, 2021; White et al.,
2018). Despite these strengths, a considerable proportion of gifted students
experience underachievement, a phenomenon characterized by a significant and
persistent discrepancy between their potential capabilities and their actual academic
performance (Mofield & Parker Peters, 2019; Snyder et al., 2019; White et al., 2018).
Empirical evidence indicates that approximately 9% to 28% (White et al., 2018) or
10% to 20% (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2020) of gifted students fall into this category.
This issue not only results in the underutilization of individual talents but also
undermines the overall effectiveness of educational systems. Underachievement is
widely recognized as a multifactorial construct arising from the dynamic interaction
of individual factors (e.g., low motivation, negative emotional states, and maladaptive
perfectionism), family-related influences (such as conflictual relationships and
insufficient academic support), and school-related conditions (Hornstra et al., 2023;
Ranjbar Noshahr et al., 2023; Raoof et al., 2024; Rimm, 2006; Siegle et al., 2021).

Within this framework, school-related factors assume a particularly salient role, as
schools constitute the primary context in which learning, motivation, and socio-
emotional development are shaped. Incongruence between curricular content,
instructional practices, and the cognitive and affective needs of gifted learners can
significantly diminish motivation and contribute to academic decline (Cakir, 2014;
Rimm, 2006; Tomlinson, 2005). In the Iranian context, gifted education programs
face multiple systemic challenges, including highly competitive and stress-inducing
environments, inadequately differentiated curricula, limited infrastructure,
insufficient teacher preparation, and a relative neglect of students’ socio-emotional
needs. These conditions are associated with adverse outcomes, such as anxiety,
disengagement, and dissatisfaction (Abolghasemi et al., 2019; Diba Vajary et al.,
2022; Haj Kazemian et al., 2018; Karimi, 2015; Mahani, 2021). Accordingly, there is
a critical need to reconsider and reform school structures and practices, with particular
emphasis on the role of teachers as key agents in identifying and mitigating the factors
contributing to underachievement (Subotnik et al., 2011). Therefore, the present study
seeks to investigate school-related challenges in the underachievement of gifted
students from the perspective of secondary school teachers, employing a thematic

analysis approach.
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This applied study was conducted using a qualitative approach,
employing thematic analysis to systematically identify, analyze, and report patterns
of meaning within the qualitative data, following six stages: familiarization with the
data, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming
themes, and producing the final report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The population
comprised secondary school teachers from gifted and talented schools in Kerman in
1403 (2024/2025), and through purposive sampling, 11 participants were selected
based on criteria including a minimum age of 25, at least two years of teaching
experience in gifted schools, and willingness to participate. Data were collected
through in-depth, semi-structured online interviews via Skype, each lasting 45 to 60
minutes, which were recorded and transcribed. Data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was reached. Coding was performed independently by two
researchers, and MAXQDA software was used to manage the data. To ensure the
rigor and trustworthiness of the findings, the four criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Guba & Lincoln, 1985) were
applied. Ethical considerations, including obtaining informed consent, maintaining
confidentiality, respecting participants’ right to withdraw, and preserving their
dignity, were strictly observed throughout the research process.

The findings revealed that high school teachers in gifted schools identified
five main categories of school-related challenges contributing to underachievement
among gifted students. First, teacher-related challenges include insufficient
knowledge of gifted students’ cognitive and behavioral characteristics, inappropriate
teaching methods, and weak classroom management, leading to decreased motivation
and academic decline. Second, peer-related challenges involve intense competition,
negative comparison, and harmful behaviors, resulting in psychological pressure,
reduced motivation, and lower academic performance. Third, administrative
challenges encompass managerial inefficiency and lack of awareness, inadequate
interaction with teachers and students, a stressful psychological environment, and
structural issues such as frequent leadership changes and biased appointments.
Fourth, curriculum-related challenges include the high volume of instructional
content, low quality of teaching and assessment, overemphasis on rote learning and
testing, and limited opportunities for developing extracurricular skills. Fifth, school
climate challenges consist of high academic pressure and expectations, limited
opportunities for multidimensional development, and transitions in the educational
environment or grade levels, which may temporarily impair student performance and
reduce motivation. Collectively, the interaction of these five categories creates an
environment that constrains the potential of gifted students and exacerbates their
underachievement.

DI O o] B Tale N @e] [ [UEf[0]gH This study revealed that underachievement among
gifted students in gifted schools results from the complex interaction of teacher,

administrative, curriculum, peer, and school climate challenges. Teachers’
insufficient expertise regarding students’ cognitive, emotional, and social
characteristics, inadequate instructional methods, and weak teacher-student
relationships diminish motivation and academic performance (Haj Kazemian et al.,
2018; Jokar, 2024; Rezaei Darrebidi, 2020; Rimm, 2006). Ineffective, short-term, and
biased school management generates a stressful psychological environment, reducing
supportive effectiveness (Bloom, 1985; Snyder & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2013).
Overloaded curricula, emphasis on rote memorization, limited assessment practices,
and insufficient opportunities for developing life skills constrain creativity and social
interactions (Diba Vajary et al., 2021; Nasiran & Iravani, 2015; Ramos et al., 2021).
Unhealthy peer competition and pressure, particularly without effective social
relationship management, further weaken motivation and self-efficacy (Abolghasemi
etal., 2019; Raoof et al., 2024; Tomlinson, 2005). School climate, academic pressure,
and restricted opportunities for multidimensional growth exacerbate anxiety, reduce
creativity, and undermine self-concept (Akbari, 2018; Kazemi Haghighi, 2014;
Matthews & McBee, 2007; Nasiran & Iravani, 2015). Therefore, establishing a
supportive, flexible school environment responsive to cognitive, emotional, and
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social dimensions of gifted students, alongside teacher and administrator capacity
building, curriculum reform, and provision of autonomous and creative learning
opportunities, is essential.
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Table 1. Demographic Information of the Participants.
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Table 2. Themes Identified in the Study.
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Figure 1. Thematic Network of School-Related Causes of Underachievement among Gifted Students.
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