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In a survey study, we investigated teacher attitudes toward acceleration and acceler-
ated students in the Netherlands. Teachers (N = 334) from 31 secondary schools gave
their opinion about gifted education and acceleration, and evaluated statements abour
accelerated students. Most teachers considered a special approach for gifted students
advisable and acceleration a useful intervention. Teachers opinions about accelerated
students’ social competence, school motivation and achievement, emotional problems,
and isolation were qualified by the quantity and quality of prior experience with
accelerated students and by their opinion on acceleration in gifted education. In a sub-
sequent intervention study, we examined whether specific information on acceleration
and giftedness changes teachers’ attitudes toward accelerated students. Teachers who
attended the information meeting and received written information expressed more
positive opinions about accelerated students’ social competence and school achievement
and motivation and less negative opinions about emotional problems after interven-
tion. Implications for gifted child education are discussed.

Some students who enter secondary school are (much) younger
than their classmates: They passed through primary school faster
than the average student because they have been academically
accelerated. Many teachers express their concerns about these rela-
tively young, accelerated students, as is exemplified in the follow-
ing statement of a Dutch language teacher of a secondary school in
the Netherlands:

Other students do not accept him [an accelerated student],
partly because they are jealous. He does not make his home-
work, forgets his books, still his grades are fine. His parents
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have given him the idea he is a miracle, but he is not socially
competent, he does not understand criticism.

Teachers’ worries about unwanted effects of acceleration are not
substantiated by empirical studies on the academic performance and
social-emotional well-being of accelerated students (see, e.g., reviews
by Rimm & Lovance, 1992; VanTassel-Baska, 1986). Rather, numer-
ous studies show that accelerated students are happy and success-
ful. This discrepancy between students’ benefits of acceleration and
teachers’ attitudes toward acceleration motivated the present study,
in which we sought to explore which problems teachers expect, their
experience with accelerated students, and whether their attitudes can
be modulated by information on acceleration. Such a deeper insight
into the teachers’ opinions and attitudes toward acceleration is valu-
able because teachers have a profound influence on the social, emo-
tional, and cognitive functioning of students, including accelerated
students.

Academic Acceleration

Pressley (as cited in Southern, Jones, & Stanley, 1993) defines accel-
eration as “progress through an educational program at rates faster,
or at ages younger than conventional” (p. 387). A well-known form
of acceleration is to skip a class. Rogers (2002) names various other
forms of grade-based acceleration (e.g., nongraded classrooms, grade
telescoping, and early admission to college) and subject-based accel-
eration (e.g., subject acceleration and Advanced Placement).

As long as acceleration has been used as an educational option,
its potential virtues and drawbacks have been disputed (Gallagher,
1993). The consensus in the literature points at favorable out-
comes of acceleration. Generally speaking, accelerated students
show neither academic (Sayler & Brookshire, 1993; Swiatek, 1993)
nor social-emotional problems (Benbow, 1991; Vialle, Ashton,
Carlon & Rankin, 1997). On the contrary, researchers report
academic (Rimm & Lovance, 1992; Vialle et al.), as well as social
(Rimm & Lovance; Sayler & Brookshire) advantages of accelera-
tion. For example, Sayler and Brookshire conclude that acceler-
ated students display levels of emotional adjustment and feelings
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of acceptance by others that are higher than those of regular stu-
dents, and are comparable to those of older students identified as
gifted. Moreover, Gross (1992) observed that accelerated students
have a higher self-esteem and are more motivated than nonacceler-
ated students. VanTassel-Baska (1986), after reviewing the research
literature on all forms of academic acceleration, argues that accel-
eration improves the motivation, confidence, and scholarship of
gifted students, and it prevents the development of habits of men-
tal laziness. She also points out that acceleration allows for earlier
completion of professional training, thereby reducing the cost of
education.

Teacher Opinions About Acceleration

In spite of numerous studies showing benefits of academic accel-
eration, many teachers remain skeptical and are sometimes even
strongly opposed toward this option in gifted education. Teachers
worry about potential negative consequences, which mainly concern
the child’s social and emotional development (Benbow, 1992; Gross,
1992; Heinbokel, 1997; Heller, 1992; Hoogeveen, 2000; Southern,
Jones, & Fiscus, 1989; Townsend & Patrick, 1993). Several research-
ers point out that this negative attitude is based on presumptions;
pedagogic, psychological, or political attitudes; or once-only experi-
ences rather than on systematic observations (e.g., Gross; Heinbokel;
McCluskey, Massey, & Baker, 1997; Southern & Jones, 1991a).

A negative attitude of teachers toward acceleration can bias the
expectations and beliefs about an accelerated child, which in turn can
be a direct cause of subsequent interpersonal problems. As pointed
out by Harris, Milich, and McAninch (1998), teacher expectan-
cies about unlikable behavior of a student can act as self-fulfilling
prophecies (see also Brophy & Good, 1974; Jussim, Smith, Madon,
& Palumbo, 1998). Furthermore, teacher expectancies and beliefs
about a child can influence the behavior of the child’s peers and may
so contribute to interpersonal problems among the students.

In the decision to accelerate a student or not, the teacher’s opin-
ion is often an important factor. In the Dutch educational system,
the teacher’s opinion is even the decisive factor in the procedure.
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This is exemplified by a recent lawsuit of Dutch parents who, for a
long time, had tried to convince a school to accelerate their 5-year-
old daughter. The judicial decision was that the school and not the
parents should decide on whether or not to accelerate a child.

Up until now, no systematic study is available on the attitude
of Dutch teachers toward acceleration. Most research on academic
acceleration and teachers’ attitudes toward acceleration was con-
ducted in the United States, or, albeit to a lesser extent, in Germany,
Australia, and New Zealand. Because the Dutch educational system
differs in important aspects from that in other countries, we cannot
simply assume that Dutch teachers’ attitudes will resemble those of
their colleagues in other countries. Before describing our study in
more detail, we briefly discuss the Dutch educational system.

Education and Acceleration in the Netherlands

Dutch children enter Kindergarten at age 4. Kindergarten (spanning
2 years) is obligatory and is integrated with primary school (span-
ning 6 years). Early entrance in grade 1 (i.e., first year of primary
school) and acceleration throughout primary school are allowed.
After six years of primary school, Dutch students enter secondary
school, typically at the age of 12. They can choose one of the fol-
lowing levels: (1) pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO), (2)
senior general secondary education (HAVO), and (3) pre-university
education (VWO and Gymnasium; for more detailed information,
see the Web site of the Dutch Ministry of Education, http://www.
minocw.nl/english/education).!

In the 1980s, Van Boxtel (1987) reviewed the situation of gifted
students in primary education in the Netherlands. He concluded
that although special educational materials for gifted students were
available, particularly in the fields of mathematics and language,
there was no policy on structured teaching programs in which these
special materials were used. Concerning acceleration, Van Boxtel
observed a “paradoxical situation” (p. 208): Although teachers had
a negative attitude toward skipping grades, they quite often applied
this instructional practice.?
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Purpose of the Present Study

The purpose of this study is twofold. First, in a survey study, we inves-
tigated secondary school teachers’ experiences with accelerated stu-
dents; their attitudes toward acceleration and accelerated students
with regard to social, emotional, and academic behavior; and the
extent to which these attitudes are modulated by the teachers’ age,
sex, and number of years of teaching experience, type of school at
which they teach, the subject they teach, the amount and quality of
their experience with accelerated students, their opinion on whether
a special approach toward gifted students is advisable, and their opin-
ions on the desirability of special instructional practices for gifted stu-
dents, in particular acceleration. Second, in an intervention study, we
examined whether specific information could change the attitude of
teachers toward acceleration. We provided a sample of teachers with
detailed information on acceleration and giftedness. Teachers received
written information and attended an information meeting, received
written information only, or received no information at all. In both
studies, we focused on the most frequently applied form of accelera-
tion in the Netherlands, namely to skip a grade. The teachers in both
studies taught in first grade of secondary school. The reason to inves-
tigate this group was that acceleration of students generally takes place
in primary school. Hence, teachers teaching in the first grade of sec-
ondary school are the first ones confronted with young students while
not having been involved in the decision to accelerate.

Method

Farticipants

Survey. Data were collected from 334 teachers, together teaching
first grade of 31 Dutch secondary schools (20 combined schools,
11 gymnasia)® in 28 villages and cities in the Netherlands. Three
hundred and one teachers (men: 184; women: 109; unknown: 8),
aged 22 to 64 (M = 43.97, SD = 9.31), from 21 schools, filled in
the first questionnaire (sent out at the beginning of the school year,
see Materials section). Two hundred and twenty-six teachers (men:
110; women: 83; unknown: 32), aged 23 to 65 (M = 44.29, SD =



Teacher Attitudes Toward Acceleration 35

9.41), from 21 schools, filled in the second questionnaire (sent out at
the end of the school year). One hundred and ninety-three teachers
from the latter group had also filled in the first questionnaire.

The sample of teachers covered all subjects taught in secondary
school: science (7 = 76), social sciences (z = 61), Dutch language (7
= 23), foreign languages (z = 74), physical education (7 = 19), and
creative subjects (e.g., art, music; # = 18). Some teachers taught more
than one subject.

Intervention. Fifty of the above teachers taught in a school that
received written information and where an information meeting
took place; 36 of them were present at the meeting. Forty-three
teachers taught in a school to which only written information had
been sent and where no information meeting was held.

Materials

Questionnaires were used to measure experiences and attitudes of
the secondary school teachers concerning acceleration and acceler-
ated students. The questionnaires were in Dutch.

The first questionnaire, presented at the beginning of the aca-
demic year (September), consisted of (a) an introduction that
explained the term acceleration and how the questionnaire should
be filled in; (b) demographic items dealing with teaching experience
in years, subject(s), and grades in which the teacher teaches, and
teacher’s sex and age; (c) four questions on the desirability of special
instructional practices for gifted students, the usefulness of accel-
eration, and the quantity and quality of experience with accelerated
students (see Appendix); and (d) a series of 31 statements regarding
acceleration, in which teachers were asked to express their opinions
on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; S = strongly agree). With
these statements, we aimed to gain a deeper insight into the opin-
ions and attitudes of Dutch secondary school teachers toward accel-
eration and accelerated students. The stem statements were derived
from commentaries made by interviewed teachers (Hoogeveen,
2000) and the research literature on acceleration (e.g., Sayler &
Brookshire, 1993; Townsend & Patrick, 1993; Vialle et al., 1997).
The statements are presented in the Appendix.
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The second questionnaire, presented at the end of the academic
year (June), was the same as the first questionnaire. Seven questions,
related to the intervention-related information on acceleration and
giftedness, were added (see Appendix).

Procedure

Survey. A year before the questionnaires were sent to schools, parents
of accelerated students in their last year of primary school were asked
to participate in this study.* Selected parents gave the name of the sec-
ondary school their son or daughter would attend the next year. The
resulting 31 schools received a letter, explaining the purpose of the
investigation (without going into too much detail) and asking for coop-
eration. Teachers from participating schools filled in a questionnaire in
September and June (the beginning and the end of the academic year,
respectively). Of the 978 questionnaires sent in September, 301 were
filled in and sent back. Of the questionnaires sent in June, 226 were filled
in and sent back. One hundred and ninety-three (85%) of them had also

filled in the questionnaire at the beginning of the academic year.

Intervention. In February, written information about acceleration
and giftedness (seven pages long, including a literature review, ref-
erences, and addresses of relevant institutions) was sent to contact
persons of 10 schools asking them to hand it out to the participat-
ing teachers. In nine schools, an information meeting took place in
which a psychologist—a staff member of the Center for the Study
of Giftedness—informed teachers about giftedness and accelera-
tion and answered questions. Participating teachers also received the
above-mentioned written information.

Results
The results are reported in two parts: survey and intervention.

Survey

The reported data are from the first questionnaire sent out at the
beginning of the school year.
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Experience With Accelevated Students. To answer the question, “How
much and what kind of experience do Dutch teachers of secondary
schools have with accelerated students?,” we adopted a descriptive
approach.

One hundred and seventy-seven teachers (58.8%) stated that
they had experience with accelerated students: 56.5% of them with 1
to S students, 13.6% with 6 to 10 students, 11.9% with 11 to 20 stu-
dents, and 6.2% with more than 21 students; the remaining teach-
ers (11.9%) did not provide an estimation. Eighty-seven teachers
(28.9%) reported not to have had any experience with accelerated
students, and 27 teachers (6%) did not know if they had had expe-
rience with accelerated students. Nineteen teachers (6.2%) did not
provide an answer to this question.

Of the teachers who reported having had experience with accel-
erated students, 77 teachers (43.5%) had positive to very positive
experiences. In an optional exemplification of their experiences, it
was remarked that “These students can function very well in a group/
are accepted” (a 32-year-old female biology teacher), or “These stu-
dents seldom cause problems. They adapt themselves very well and
are fairly accepted” (a 57-year-old male history teacher).

Fifty teachers (28.2%) indicated they have had negative to very
negative experiences, which were exemplified by additional com-
ments they made like, “Social-emotionally they function badly.
Their classmates do not accept them or ignore them” (59-year-old
female teacher of French), or “Students missed a lot of extra-curricu-
lar activities, like school-camp, school-drama” (a 42-year-old male
teacher of history).

Twenty-five teachers (14.1%) reported they had positive, as well
as negative experiences, which was exemplified by additional com-
ments like, “In most of the cases positive. In some cases negative with
respect to the behavior of these students. In these cases, the parents
played a dubious part in it” (a 40-year-old male teacher of history
and religion), or “Highly dependent upon the student. There are
students who are doing well or very well, but some do bad or very
bad” (a 59-year-old male teacher of physical education and computer

skills).
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Teachers’ Opinions About Acceleration and Accelerated Students. On
the question whether a special approach toward gifted students is
advisable, the majority of the teachers (7 = 197, 65.4%) expressed
that a special approach toward gifted students is sometimes advis-
able. Ninety-two teachers (31.3%) indicated that a special approach
is always advisable. Only five teachers (1.7%) thought a special
approach toward gifted students is never advisable.

When asked whether academic acceleration in primary school
is a useful intervention in the education of gifted students, most
teachers (7 = 218, 76.6%) answered that acceleration is sometimes
useful. Forty-nine teachers (17.2%) considered acceleration as
often or always useful in gifted education. Thirteen teachers (4.6%)
responded that acceleration is never a useful intervention in the edu-
cation of gifted students.

The 31 statements about acceleration were analyzed for reliabil-
ity The internal reliability for the 31 items was good (Cronbach’s o =
92). Explorative factor analyses with varimax rotation were performed
to investigate whether one or more dimensions could be distinguished
(see Table 1). These analyses revealed that the H = 6 factors was not
rejected (7 (294) = 310.29, p = .246), so we may conclude that there
are no more than six factors. On the basis of the rotated factor matrix,
four scales were formed, consisting of 18 of the 31 original statements
(see Table 2). These four scales describe the teachers’ attitudes toward
and opinions about accelerated students, which could be character-
ized and ordered in terms of the amount of variance explained: (1)
Isolation (34.49%), (2) Social Competence (10.89%), (3) School
Motivation and Achievement (7.42%), and (4) Emotional Problems
(6.55%). Table 3 presents the mean scale ratings. The internal reliabil-
ity for the items of the different scales was reasonable; Cronbach’s o’s

were .79 (scale 1), .76 (scale 2), .75 (scale 3), and .80 (scale 4).

Teachers’ Characteristics and Their Opinions About Accelerated
Students. In subsequent analyses, we explored whether teachers’
attitudes and opinions regarding accelerated students in terms of
the factors social competence, isolation, school motivation and
achievement, and emotional problems were modulated by teacher
characteristics.
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Table 1
Rotated Factor Matrix of the 31 Statements
About Acceleration

Factor
1 2 3 4 S 6
1 32 34
2 .50
3 .67
4 71
5 74
6 45 46
7 .62
8 -32 44
9 .35
10
11 .38 42
12 -37 31 33 -47
13 31 52
14 54 41
15 74
16 -40 41
17 47 -33
18 45
19 .67
20 .68
21 42 .55
22 34 42
23 41 37 .38
24 45 37
25
26 .53
27 56
28 .64
29 40
30 75
31 35

Note. Extraction Method: Maximum Likelihood. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser
Normalization. Rotation converged in 10 iterations. Bolded numbers indicate the highest load-
ing on the specific factor.

To answer these questions, the data were analyzed by means
of two different types of statistical analyses, following from the
independent variables’ level of measurement. Pearson’s correla-
tion tests were conducted to explore the relationships between
age (ranging from 22-64), number of years of teaching experi-
ence (ranging from 0-39), and each of the four attitude scales.
A series of one-factor ANOVAs were performed with either sex
(female, male), type of school (combined school, gymnasium),
subject taught (science, social sciences, Dutch language, foreign
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Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations of Selected Items on the Basis of Rotated Factor Matrix

(Four Scales)

Items M SD Isolation Social Motivation/  Emotional
Competence  Achievement  Problems

2. Social-emotional problems of gifted children occur in a group with age-mates and less so in a 4.14 2.17 .69

group with older children
3. Acceleration leads to a better motivation in gifted students. 6.08 1.81 77
S.  Acceleration prevents (mental) laziness. 5.97 2.14 .82
7. Acceleration has a positive influence on social-emotional functioning. 3.65 1.91 74
13. Acceleration leads to good achievement in school. 4.81 1.71 .66
14. Gifted students are less happy after acceleration. 4.56 1.55 .82
15. Gifted students function better socially after acceleration. 411 1.71 T4
16. Gifted students function less well emotionally after acceleration. 527 1.80 .58
18. Acceleration is no solution for underachievement. 551 2.08 .61
19. Accelerated students have better social relationships. 371 1.63 76
20. Accelerated students show more behavioral problems than nonaccelerated students. 5.03 1.80 T4
21. Accelerated students feel socially isolated. 5.46 1.80 .59
22. Accelerated students do not have more emotional problems than nonaccelerated students. 4.54 1.84 42
26. Itis difficult for an accelerated student to be the youngest in class, as well as the smartest. 6.58 2.01 72
27. Students of an “older” class will not accept an accelerated student. 4.80 1.77 .66
28. mrﬂ mnmm_n—.mnmm student will run into problems in puberty because other students are more 6.21 1.82 72

ahead.
29. An accelerated student will be less independent than is expected of students in his/her grade. 4.43 1.92 .39
30. An accelerated student will end up in an unusual position because of his/her younger age. 5.97 1.94 77
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Table 3
Teachers’ Opinions About Accelerated Students
Opinions about accelerated students M SD
Social competence 3.90 1.46
Isolation 5.60 1.35
School motivation and achievement ~ 5.34 1.47
Emotional problems 5.16 1.32

Note. Rating scales range from 1-9.

languages, physical education, creative subjects, combination of
subjects), quantity of experience with accelerated students (0, 1
to 5, more than 5, or unknown), quality of experience with accel-
erated students (positive, negative, mixed), opinion on the neces-
sity of a special approach toward gifted students (often/always,
sometimes/never), or opinion about acceleration as an option in
gifted education (always/often, sometimes, never) as independent
variables on each of the four attitude scales: Social Competence,
Isolation, School Motivation and Achievement, and Emotional
Problems. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests.
Post-hoc tests were Bonferroni tests.

Social competence. A higher score on the Social Competence scale
means that teachers have a more positive attitude toward the Social
Competence of accelerated students. Analyses on the attitude scale
Social Competence of accelerated students showed that there were
statistically significant effects for teachers’ opinion about accelera-
tion, F(2, 280) = 25.69, p < .0001, partial n* = .16; the quantity of
experience with accelerated students, F(3, 301) = 6.63, p < .0001,
partial N* = .06; and the quality of experience with accelerated stu-
dents, F(2, 152) = 34.59, p < .0001, partial n* = .32.

Post-hoc tests showed that teachers who considered accelera-
tion often or always a good option in the education of gifted chil-
dren express a more positive attitude toward the Social Competence
of accelerated students (M = 5.02, SD = 1.50) than teachers who
thought that acceleration is sometimes (M = 3.68, SD = 1.32) or sel-
dom or never (M = 3.03, SD = 1.22) an option in gifted education
(p < .001 for both).
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As regards the quantity of experience with accelerated stu-
dents, post-hoc tests showed that teachers with no experience (M
=4.17, SD = 1.25) and teachers who did not know if or how
much experience they had with accelerated students (M = 4.29,
SD = 1.66) had a higher score than teachers with experience with
more than five accelerated students (M = 3.24, SD = 1.47, p <
.05). The difference between teachers who did not know if they
had experience did not differ significantly from teachers who had
experience with one to five accelerated students (M = 3.81, SD =
1.39).

Post-hoc tests also indicated that teachers with positive experi-
ences express a more positive attitude (M = 4.47, SD = 1.40) toward
the Social Competence of accelerated students than teachers with
mixed (M = 3.44, SD = 3.44) or negative (M = 2.58, SD =1.08) expe-
riences (p < .003 or better for both). The mean difference of teachers
with mixed experiences and teachers with negative experience was also
significant (p =.018).

Marginally significant effects were found for sex, F(1,293) =
3.24, p = .073, partial N? = .01; type of school, F(1, 301) = 3.59,
p =.059, partial N> = .01; and opinion on the necessity of a spe-
cial approach toward gifted students, F(1, 294) = 3.57, p = .060,
partial N> = .01. Male teachers showed somewhat higher scores on
this scale (M = 4.00, SD = 1.48) than female teachers (M = 3.68,
SD = 1.44), and teachers of combined schools showed somewhat
higher scores (M = 3.97, SD = 1.44) than teachers of gymnasia (M
=3.55, 8D = 1.55). Teachers who believed that a special approach
toward gifted students is always or often necessary showed slightly
higher scores (M = 4.12, SD = 1.64) than teachers who thought it
never or sometimes necessary (M = 3.77, SD = 1.37). The effect
size measures indicate, however, that the proportion of variance in
the Social Competence scale attributable to sex, type of school, or
opinion on the necessity of a special approach toward gifted stu-
dents is small.

No effect of the variable subject taught was found. Furthermore,
the correlations between age and Social Competence and between
number of years of teaching experience and Social Competence were
not significant.
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Isolation. Analyses on the beliefs about the Isolation of acceler-
ated students showed significant effects of opinion about accelera-
tion, F(2,280) = 13.51, p < .0001, partial N* = .09; and quality of
experience with accelerated students, F(2, 152) = 25.90, p < .0001,
partial n* = .26.

Post-hoc tests indicated that teachers who considered accelera-
tion often or always a good option in the education of gifted children
expressed less negative expectations about the Isolation of accelerated
students (M =4.96, SD = 1.35) than teachers who thought accelera-
tion is sometimes (M = 5.65, SD = 1.29) or seldom or never (M =
6.70, 8D = 1.18) an option in gifted education (p < .002 or better for
both). The mean difference between teachers for whom acceleration
is sometimes and teachers for whom it seldom or never is an option
was also significant (p = .003).

Furthermore, teachers with negative experiences with acceler-
ated students were somewhat more negative (M = 6.52, SD = 1.08)
about the Isolation of accelerated students (p = .07) than teachers
with mixed experiences (M = 5.78, SD = 1.37), who in turn were
more negative than teachers with positive experiences (M = 4.82, SD
=1.42,p =.005).

No significant effects were found for sex, type of school, subject
taught, quantity of experience with accelerated students, and opinion on
the necessity of a special approach toward gifted students. Furthermore,
the correlations between age and Isolation and between number of
years of teaching experience and Isolation were not significant.

School motivation and achievement. Analyses of the factor School
Motivation and Achievement of accelerated students revealed signif-
icant effects of sex, F(1,293) = 6.55,p = .011, partial N> =.02; opin-
ion about acceleration, F(2, 280) = 27.28, p < .0001, partial n? =
.17; the quantity of experience with accelerated students, F(3, 301)
=4.12,p =.007, partial N* = .04; and the quality of experience with
accelerated students, F(2, 152) = 32,86, p < .0001, partial n* = .31.
Male teachers were slightly more positive about School Motivation
and Achievement (M = 5.50, SD = 1.44) than female teachers (M =
5.05,8D =1.51).

Post-hoc tests indicated that teachers who considered accel-
eration often or always a good option in gifted education were
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more positive about School Motivation and Achievement (M =
6.46, SD = 1.30) than teachers who thought acceleration is some-
times (M = 5.13, SD = 1.36) or seldom or never (M = 4.28, SD =
1.30) an option in gifted education (p < .001 for both). The dif-
ference between the latter two groups of teachers was also signifi-
cant (p = .032). Post-hoc tests also indicated that teachers with
no experience with accelerated students had a higher mean score
on this scale (M =5.59, SD = 1.49) than teachers with experience
with more than five accelerated students (M = 4.75, SD = 1.53,
p =.005). Teachers with positive experiences with accelerated
students were more positive about their School Motivation and
Achievement (M = 6.01, SD = 1.17) than teachers with mixed
experiences (M = 4.96, SD = 1.27, p < .006), who in turn were
more positive than teachers with negative experiences (M = 4.21,
SD =131, p = .043).

No significant effects were found for type of school, subject
taught, and opinion on the necessity of a special approach toward
gifted students. Furthermore, the correlations between age and
School Motivation and Achievement and between number of years
of teaching experience and School Motivation and Achievement
were not significant.

Emotional problems. Analyses on opinions about Emotional
Problems of accelerated students showed significant effects for the
quantity of experience with accelerated students, F(3, 301) = 4.43,
p =.005, partial N* = .04; the quality of experience with accelerated
students, F(2, 152) = 53.11, p < .0001, partial N* = .42; and opinion
about acceleration, F(2, 280) = 17.93, p < .0001, partial n* = .12.

Post-hoc tests showed that teachers who had experience with
more than five accelerated students were more negative about the
Emotional Problems of accelerated students (M = 5.58, SD = 1.31)
than teachers who did not know if they had had experience with
accelerated students (M = 4.69, SD = 1.24, p = .002).

Teachers with negative experiences with accelerated students
were more negative about the Emotional Problems (M = 6.45, SD =
1.17) than teachers with mixed experiences (M = 5.67, SD = .93, p
=.030), who in turn were more negative than teachers with positive
experiences (M =4.23,SD = 1.31,p < .001).
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Post-hoc tests also showed that teachers who considered accel-
eration often or always a good option in the education of gifted
children were less negative about Emotional Problems (M = 4.34,
SD = .17) than teachers who believed acceleration is sometimes
(M =5.25, SD = .09), or seldom or never (M = 6.11, SD =.29)
an option in gifted education (p <.001 for both). The difference
between the latter two groups of teachers was also significant (p =
005).

No significant effects were found for sex, type of school, sub-
ject taught, and opinion on the necessity of a special approach
toward gifted students. Furthermore, the correlations between age
and Emotional Problems and between number of years of teaching
experience and Emotional Problems were not significant.

Intervention

The second research question was whether information on accelera-
tion and accelerated students modulates teachers’ attitudes toward
and opinions about accelerated students. Teachers attitudes and
opinions were specified in terms of each of the four attitude fac-
tors (i.c., Social Competence, Isolation, School Motivation and
Achievement, and Emotional Problems), and a generalized attitude
score (total score of all items). Unit of analysis was school, and the
mean scores of teachers within each school were merged. Originally,
two forms of intervention were implemented: written informa-
tion and a meeting or written information only. In the latter case,
however, the written information, sent to the contact persons in
the schools had reached only a small number of teachers (z = 13).
We therefore decided to distinguish between only one intervention
group (i.e., teachers of seven schools where an information meeting
took place and where written information was distributed) and a
control group (i.e., teachers of nine schools where no information
meeting took place).®

A series of 2 (intervention: meeting, no meeting) by 2 (test:
pretest/1st questionnaire, posttest/an questionnaire) ANOVAs
was performed on the mean scores on the variables General Attitude,
Social Competence, Isolation, School Motivation and Achievement,
and Emotional Problems. Intervention was treated as a between-sub-
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jects variable and test was treated as the repeated measure. The mean
scores are presented in Table 4.

The ANOVA on the general attitude factor revealed a signifi-
cant interaction between intervention and test, F(1, 14) = 9.22, p
=.009, partial N* = .40. Teachers of schools where a meeting took
place expressed a more positive general attitude toward accelerated
students after the intervention (Mp =4.16,SD = .18 andM =
4.53, 8D = .26), whereas the mean score of teachers on schools with-
out an information meeting did not increase on the second test (]\4pre
=3.76,8D =. 16andM o = 327, SD = .23).

The analysis on Soc1al Competence showed a marginally signifi-
cant interaction between intervention and test, (1, 14) = 4.26,p =
.058, partial N* = .23. Teachers in schools with an information meet-
ing were more positive about the social competence of accelerated
students after the intervention (M =4.03,5D = .42 and M st =
4.73, SD = .96), whereas the attitude of their colleagues on schools
without an information meeting remained the same (Mpre = 3.88,
SD = SOandM W =373,8D = 32).

The analy51s on the factor Isolation showed no significant
interaction, F(1, 14) = 1.29, p = .28, partial n* = .08.

In the analysis on School Motivation and Achievement, the
interaction between intervention and test approached significance,
F(1, 14) = 3.09, p = .10, partial n* = .18. In line with the general
pattern of results, teachers in schools at which an information
meeting was held were somewhat more positive about accelerated
students’ school motivation and achievement after the interven-
tion (M =5.24, 8D = .39 andM = 5.56, 8D = .59) than their
colleagues at schools without a meetmg (M =5.33,5D =.59 and
M, =481,5D = 76).

Flnally, the interaction between intervention and test was sig-
nificant in the analysis on the factor Emotional Problems, F(1, 14) =
5.91, p = .029, partial N* = .30. Again, teachers of the schools where
an information meeting took place were less negative about the emo-
tional problems of accelerated students after the intervention (M
=5.12,8D = 40 andM o =420, 8D = 1.08), in contrast to teach-
ers on schools without an information meeting (M =5.18,8D =

33and M =5.66, SD = 1.14).
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Table 4
Mean Scores and Standard Deviations on the Four
Attitude Scales of Teachers on Schools With and
Without an Information Meeting, Measured Before (T1)
and After (T2) the Meeting

Information  No information
meeting meeting

M SD M SD

T1 4.03 42 3.88 .50

Social competence T2 473 96 3.73 96
T1 5.30 33 5.21 1.04

Isolation T2 5.31 1.76 5.97 79
Motivation/achieve- 11 5.23 39 5.33 59
ment T2 5.56 .59 481 76

Tl 5.12 40 5.18 33
Emotional problems T2 420 1.08 5.66 1.14

Discussion

In the study reported in this paper, which is part of an ongoing and
more extensive research project on acceleration in gifted education
in the Netherlands, we examined secondary school teachers’” opin-
ions about acceleration and accelerated students. The survey study
revealed that most teachers think a special approach for gifted stu-
dents is always (31%) or sometimes (65%) advisable. When asked
about their opinion about acceleration in primary school, the teach-
ers considered this sometimes (77%) or often/always (17%) a useful
option. Of the teachers who reported to have experience with accel-
erated students, 44% had positive or very positive experiences, 28%
had negative or very negative experiences, whereas 14% had mixed
experiences. Dutch secondary school teachers thus appear to hold a
more positive attitude toward acceleration than Southern and Jones
(1991b) observed in their review of the literature on teacher attitudes
in the U.S. and than Heinbokel (1997), Gross (1992), and Townsend
and Patrick (1993) found in Germany, Australia, and New Zealand
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respectively. These teachers expressed serious reservations on accel-
eration and rarely recommend early entrance or acceleration.

In subsequent analyses, we aimed to gain a more detailed insight
into the teachers’ opinions about accelerated students in particular
with respect to their social competence, isolation, school motivation
and achievement, and emotional problems. Teachers appeared to be
most concerned with the isolation of accelerated students, and also
expressed worries on their social competence and the development
of emotional problems. Their attitude toward school motivation
and achievement was less negative. This pattern is consistent with an
carlier study by Southern et al. (1989), who found that factors asso-
ciated with social and emotional adjustment were the most impor-
tant factors in determining negative attitudes toward acceleration.
Respondents were particularly concerned about social adjustment.
Concerns about the academic welfare of the potential accelerant did
not figure prominently in the attitudes toward acceleration.

We further examined whether opinions regarding each of these
student factors were modulated by teacher characteristics. The
results showed a consistent pattern. Opinions about social compe-
tence, isolation, school motivation and achievement, and emotional
problems of accelerated students were qualified by the amount of
experience teachers had with accelerated students. As the amount of
experience with accelerated students increased, teachers expressed
less positive opinions on the students’ social competence and school
motivation and achievement, and had more negative opinions on
their emotional problems and social isolation. This observation is
somewhat different from that by Southern et al. (1989), who studied
practitioners’ opinions about acceleration in Ohio. Southern et al.
divided their survey forms into highly positive versus highly negative
reactions, and performed follow-up phone interviews with 10% of
the respondents in each group. They observed that opinions about
acceleration tended to be more positive as the amount of personal
experience with acceleration increases. Our observation could imply
that Dutch accelerated students are less social-emotionally compe-
tent than their North American peers. A study on the social status
of accelerated students in their first two years of secondary school
(Hoogeveen, van Hell, & Verhoeven, 2005a) showed that these stu-
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dents indeed had a less positive social status than their classmates.
However, in a study where highly intelligent (IQ > 129) acceler-
ated and nonaccelerated age-mates were compared with respect
to their peer contacts and self-concept, no differences were found
(Hoogeveen, van Hell, & Verhoeven, 2005b). An alternative expla-
nation, one that has been mentioned in several other studies (e.g.,
Heinbokel, 1997; Southern et al., 1989; Vialle et al., 1997), is that
teachers’ preconceptions and inadequate beliefs on the consequences
of acceleration make them see what they expect to see, which may
even lead to self-fulfilling prophecies (Brophy & Good, 1974; Jussim
et al,, 1998). Moreover, such preconceptions may make teachers see
what they want to see, as was exemplified by one of the teachers in
our survey. This teacher commented that, of all accelerated students,
he noticed only the accelerated students with problems and not the
accelerated students who functioned well.

Perhaps a more decisive factor in qualifying opinions on accelera-
tion and accelerated students, therefore, is not the amount of experi-
ence per se but the quality of this experience. Indeed, the effects size
measures indicated that a substantial proportion of the total variance
in teacher opinions about social competence, isolation, school moti-
vation and achievement, and emotional problems (ranging from
26-41%) is attributable to the quality of previous experiences with
accelerated students. Teachers who have had positive experiences
with accelerated students were more positive on students’ social com-
petence and school motivation and achievement than teachers with
mixed previous experiences, who in turn were more positive than
teachers with negative previous experiences. Likewise, teachers who
have had negative experiences with accelerated students expressed
a more negative opinion on the students’ emotional problems and
their social isolation than teachers with mixed experiences, who in
turn were less negative than teachers with positive experiences with
accelerated students.

The third variable that was consistently related to teacher opin-
ions about accelerated students was the teachers’ attitude toward
acceleration as a service option in gifted education. Again, the pat-
tern was highly consistent across all four factors. Teachers who con-
sider acceleration always or often a useful option in gifted education
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expressed more positive opinions in the students’ social competence
and school motivation and achievement than teachers who consider
acceleration sometimes useful, who in turn were more positive than
teachers who consider acceleration seldom or never a useful option.
Likewise, teachers who regard acceleration seldom or never a useful
option in gifted education expressed more negative opinions on the
emotional problems and social isolation of accelerated students than
those who regard acceleration sometimes useful, who in turn were
less negative than those who considered acceleration often or always
a useful option.

Teacher characteristics like sex, the subject(s) they teach, and the
type of school at which they teach were not related to teachers’ opin-
ions on social competence, isolation, school motivation and achieve-
ment, and emotional problems of accelerated students. At best, the
effects were very small. Likewise, age and number of years of teach-
ing experience were not related to any of the four attitude scales.

The consistent finding that teachers’ opinions regarding the
social, emotional, and academic behavior of accelerated students was
related to the quality of their experiences with accelerated students
and their opinion on acceleration has clear implications for gifted
education. It points at the urgent need for specific and targeted
information on giftedness and academic acceleration to teachers. At
least in the Netherlands, many teachers have only rudimentary, “com-
mon-sense” knowledge on giftedness, acceleration, and the potential
effects of acceleration on children’s cognitive and social-emotional
development. Interviews revealed that teachers feel insecure about
the effects of acceleration (Hoogeveen, 2000). Targeted teacher
training is needed, emphasizing that, generally speaking, accelera-
tion does not lead to academic or social-emotional problems—it
even potentially increases a student’s self-esteem, motivation, and
may prevent the development of mental laziness and underachieve-
ment (e.g., Gross, 1992; Rimm & Lovance, 1992; VanTassel-Baska,
1986).

Our intervention study indicates that specific and targeted
information on acceleration and giftedness may indeed influence
teachers’ opinions on accelerated students. Additionally, it can bring
their opinions more in line with the results of scientific research on
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the effects of acceleration on social-emotional well-being and aca-
demic achievement of accelerated students. Teachers who attended
an information meeting on giftedness and academic acceleration and
received written information expressed more positive opinions about
the social competence and school motivation and achievement after
the intervention. Likewise, their opinions about the emotional prob-
lems of accelerated students were less negative after intervention. So,
teacher attitudes toward accelerated students are not only related to
the quality of their experiences with accelerated students and their
opinions about acceleration, these attitudes can also be positively
influenced by professional and objective information on giftedness
and acceleration.

Another reason to provide teacher training about educating
the gifted, at least in the Netherlands, is the observation that teach-
ers’ definitions of gifted students are often incomplete and some-
times even inadequate (Hoogeveen, 2000). The positive effects we
observed of providing targeted information on giftedness and accel-
eration are corroborated by Davison (1996), Hanninen (1988), and
Karnes and Whorton (1996). For example, Karnes and Whorton
showed that teachers trained in gifted education are more effec-
tive teachers in specific programs for gifted and talented students
than teachers without such training. They conclude that special-
ized courses in gifted education provide teachers with the necessary
means to provide gifted and talented children appropriate instruc-
tions. Such specialized teachers are more sensitive to the needs of
gifted students, hence, their students will achieve better.

A practical problem in supplying such information to teachers
is how to reach the teachers. As we learned from our study, send-
ing written materials to schools does not automatically result in
the information reaching the teachers, even though all schools had
agreed to participate in our study and had appointed a specific per-
son to distribute the information.

In addition to knowing more about the consequences of accelera-
tion in general, a crucial issue for practitioners in schools is to know
which students may benefit from acceleration. In order to help them
reach this decision, we developed a “VersnellingsWenselijkheidslijst”
(Acceleration Desirability List [VWL]; Hoogeveen, van Hell, &
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Verhoeven, 2003). This instrument is developed for educators in pri-
mary school and aims to support educators and parents in the deci-
sion to accelerate a student or not. This assessment instrument may
contribute to a more objectified decision on student acceleration
and may potentially prevent erroneous decisions to accelerate or not
to accelerate. After all, although the research literature may converge
on the idea that acceleration does not negatively affect social-emo-
tional and academic behavior of students, this does not automati-
cally apply to each and every individual student. And, these are the
students who may leave a profound memory trace in the teacher’s
mind and may induce reservations in subsequent decisions teachers
have to make regarding whether or not to accelerate a child. More
insight into the merits and demerits of acceleration not only serves
important diagnostic goals, but may also lead to an increased insight
into intraindividual variation in harms and benefits associated with
acceleration, which is a cardinal question to be answered in future
research.
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Endnotes

'According to the 1998 Dutch law on Primary Education, edu-
cation is organized in such a way that all pupils can pass through a
continuous developmental process. As stated by the Minister of
Education, “In Dutch primary education the key values are quality,
variety and openness. No two children and no two schools are the
same. That is why schools want to offer more ‘tailor-made’ education
which ties in with the interests and aptitudes of individual children”
(Guide for parents, Ministry of Education, 2001, p. 2).

2 How often students are accelerated in the Netherlands is not
exactly known. In a study with 998 recently enrolled students from
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30 schools of secondary education, we found that 13% of the chil-
dren were accelerated in primary school (Hoogeveen, van Hell, &
Verhoeven, 2005a).

3 Combined schools offer (1) pre-vocational secondary educa-
tion (VMBO), (2) senior general secondary education (HAVO),
and (3) pre-university education (VWO). Gymnasia offer pre-uni-
versity education, including the classical languages Latin and/or
Greek.

% Calls were published in magazines for parents of gifted chil-
dren, and letters were sent to parents of children that had been exam-

ined in the Center for the Study of Giftedness.

> Because a considerable number of teachers marked their
response between scale numbers, the five-point scale was trans-
formed into a nine-point scale in the analyses.

¢ Schools from which teachers did not return both question-

naires were excluded.
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Appendix

%estions and Statements of %estionnaires

The original questionnaires are in Dutch. This appendix lists the
translated items.

Quiestionnaire questions

1.

Do you think a special approach for gifted children is

advisable? (answer options: always, sometimes, never)

. Do you think acceleration in primary school is a useful

option in gifted-child education? (answer options: always,
sometimes, never)

. Do you have experience with one of more accelerated stu-

dents? (answer options: yes, no, unknown)

. Your experiences with these accelerated students were . . .

(answer options: very positive, positive, negative, very negative)

%estionnaire statements

1.
2.

N O\ N R W

10.

11

Acceleration leads to adjustment problems.
Social-emotional problems of gifted children occur in a
group with age-mates and less so in a group with older chil-
dren.

. Acceleration leads to better motivation in gifted students.
. Acceleration has a negative influence on self-confidence.

. Acceleration prevents (mental) laziness.

. Acceleration is a good alternative for enrichment.

. Acceleration has a positive influence on social-emotional

functioning.

. Acceleration has a negative influence on cognitive develop-

ment.

. The risk for problems in secondary school is larger for

nonaccelerated gifted students than for accelerated gifted stu-
dents.
Children should under no circumstances start school

before the age of 4.

. To not accelerate a gifted student in primary school leads

to problems in secondary school.



58

Journal for the Education of the Gifted

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

21.
22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

Acceleration is a bad form of intervention in the education
of a gifted student.

Acceleration leads to good achievement in school.

Gifted students are less happy after acceleration.

Gifted students function better socially after acceleration.
Gifted students function less well emotionally after acceleration.
Gifted students have more self-confidence after acceleration.
Acceleration is no solution for underachievement.
Accelerated students have better social relationships.
Accelerated students show more behavioral problems than
nonaccelerated students.

Accelerated students feel socially isolated.

Accelerated students do not have more emotional prob-
lems than nonaccelerated students.

Acceleration is an adequate intervention for the develop-
ment of a gifted student.

Accelerated students are less accepted than nonaccelerated
students.

The self-concept of accelerated gifted students is equal to
or more positive than the self-concept of nonaccelerated gifted
students.

It is difficult for an accelerated student to be the youngest
in class, as well as the smartest.

Students of an “older” class will not accept an accelerated
student.

An accelerated student will run into problems in puberty
because other students are more “ahead.”

An accelerated student will be less independent than is
expected of students in his/her grade.

An accelerated student will end up in an unusual position
because of his/her younger age.

By accelerating a student, the child is pressured too much
to achieve.
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Additional questions of second questionnaire, related to intervention

1.

Did an information meeting, within the framework of

g
giftedness and acceleration, take place at your school? (answer
options: yes, no, unknown).

. If yes, did you participate in this meeting? (answer options:

yes, no, unknown)

. If yes, this meeting was . . . (answer options: very informa-

tive, informative, barely informative, not informative).

. Did you read the written information that was handed out

during the meeting: (answer options: yes, no, unknown).

. If yes, the written information was . . . (answer options:

very informative, informative, barely informative, not informa-
tive).

. Did you receive written information within the framework

of this investigation about giftedness and acceleration? (answer
options: yes, no, unknown)

. If yes, did you read this information? (answer options: yes,

no, unknown).

. If yes, the written information was . . . (answer options:

very informative, informative, barely informative, not informa-
tive).

Questions 6-8 were presented to teachers of schools where no

meeting took place.



