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ABSTRACT

This study examines how factors in the classroom environment influence gifted
children and their self-esteem in Junior Secondary level classes in Sri Lanka,
using a sample survey design. One hundred and two male and female gifted
students at Junior Secondary level from two geographical provinces were
selected using the snowballing sampling method, with the Ravens Standardized
Matrix Test and teacher nominations. The Coppersmith’s Self Esteem Scale was
employed to examine these children’s self-esteem and a self-developed
screening test was implemented to identify the factors in the classroom
environment that influenced them. The results of the study revealed that such
gifted children presented significant classroom environment trigger factors,
such as teaching-learning issues, neglect by the teachers, unhappiness with
their teachers, lack of attention from the teachers, teachers’ lack of teaching
skills and methods, peer pressure and peer relationships issues. Due to these
classroom influences, the children presented psychological difficulties
including physical, emotional and behavioral difficulties. Of these, emotional
difficulties showed higher scores as compared to other difficulties. When
considering self-esteem, forty-seven children presented an overall low score in
contrast to both average and higher scores in the sample. There was a
significant positive correlation between emotional, behavioral and physical
difficulties and self-esteem. Thus, it seemed that the development of
professional skills and the need for further teacher training related to special
education are vital. It is also important to provide integrated professional
counselling services to strengthen the self-esteem and well-being of talented
children, in the school system.

Keywords: Classroom Environment, Influences, Gifted Children, Psychological

Difficulties and Self-esteem
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I. INTRODUCTION

The education system in Sri Lanka provides 13 years
of education in four cycles. Children from the ages of
5-10 attend primary school (Grades 1-5) and sit for a
scholarship examination at the end of grade 5.
Children aged 11-14 are Junior Secondary (Grades 6-9)
while children aged 15-16 are categorized as Senior
Secondary (Grades 10-11), who sit for the General
Certificate Examination Ordinary Level (GCE O/L) at
grade 11. Children aged 17-18 (Grades 12-13) belong
to the collegiate or General Certificate Examination
GCE Advanced Level (GCE A/L). Of

examinations, the grade 5 scholarship exam is

these

regarded as one of the most competitive, since this
exam offers entry to better schools with better
facilities and a grant of a cash award to those
achieving the highest marks. Students who pass this
exam are entitled to enroll in popular schools and
gifted children are often included in this number. As
a result, children from very remote areas have the
opportunity to attend urban, popular schools where
they live in hostel accommodation, away from home.
the
psychological needs may not be fulfilled as they live

Owing to these circumstances, children’s
far from the love, care and protection of their parents.
After the grade 5 examination, all school children are
enrolled at Junior Secondary level, beginning from
grade six and gifted children too, adapt to the typical
school environment of the Sri Lankan education
system. As affirmed in the Salamanca statement,
gifted children also belong to the category of Special
Educational Needs Children (SEN) as they possess an
above average Intelligence Quotient (IQ). Although
some countries have established separate schools for
gifted children, there are no such separate schools in
Sri Lanka for gifted children who therefore must
function in typical classroom settings. Gifted children

face different challenges within the typical classroom

environment and these may lead to various
psychological, social and behavioral problems.
Kourkouta, Ilitadis, and Monios, (2015), Fallon,

Danielle, and Emina, (2020); Blaas (2014); Lee,
Olszewski, Makel and Putallaz (2015) noted that
children

encountered many difficulties such as anxiety, stress,

gifted studying in typical classrooms
sleeping problems, social isolation and emotional
difficulties etc. According to Mustika, and Harini,
(2017) self-esteem and classroom situations play an
important role in one’s psycho-social development.
Kroesbergen et al. (2016); Pilarinos and Solomon
(2017) ; Crone and Dahl (2012) showed that gifted
children experienced lower self-esteem due to
classroom issues—one-third to one-half of gifted
children suffer from poor self-esteem, particularly in
the early stages of adolescence. In the Sri Lankan
context, all students are enrolled in typical classrooms
where intelligence quotient levels might vary in a
The

teaching-learning process has been a very difficult

range of 70-130, while some are over 130.
task for both teachers and students. Since the Sri
Lankan education system is highly exam-oriented,
parents, teachers, principals and education officers
play a major role in preparing children for
examinations, often pressurizing them towards better
performances. The education system also appears to
be designed to reward high-mark scores and tends to
neglect actual learning and the nurturing of citizens
with well-balanced personalities. As a result, due to
this prevailing culture, many students suffer tension
and stress. Psychological and social issues are
common among gifted adolescents in schools. Many
teachers and parents focus on high academic
achievements rather than on the development of
balanced citizens. There are many comprehensive
empirical studies presented by international
researchers in this area, though a gap exists in
modern-day Sri Lankan society. Thus, the research
problem of this study was to determine the classroom
environment factors that influence gifted children
and if there is a relationship between self-esteem and

psychological difficulties.
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Aim and Objectives of the Study

The main objective of this study is to identify the

nature of the trigger factors in a classroom
environment that cause psychological difficulties and
the children.

Specifically, the purpose of this study is to:

influence self-esteem of gifted

To identify how gifted junior secondary students are
Identify the psychological difficulties that gifted
students encounter within the typical classroom

environment.

Examine the relationship between psychological

difficulties including emotional, physical and
behavioral difficulties and the self-esteem of gifted

children.

II. Literature Review

Blaas (2014) stated that gifted children are a specific
minority with high scores of intelligence and their
needs are often not identified in the typical classroom.
Abdel-Khalek, Korayem, & El-Nayal, (2012) found
that children with high self-esteem experienced more
joy, hopefulness and motivation and less sadness and
anxiety and had positive peer relationships. Similar
ideas presented by Kostogianni and Andronikof (2014)
who noted that a high degree of self-esteem enabled
children with high self-esteem to enjoy good times,
handle bad situations, face obstacles efficiently,
minimize behavioral, emotional and peer problems

and increase their power.

Noorsyakina et., al. (2020) in an empirical study done
with gifted children in Malaysia with 112 samples (47
males and 65 females) measured levels of depression,
physical and behavioral difficulty among gifted
students. The results showed that gifted students
presented levels of depression and physical difficulties,
as well as low levels of behavioral difficulties. Mueller
and Winsor (2018) stated that gifted adolescents had a

high prevalence of psychological and social problems,
especially those surrounding behavior based on school
issues. Orth and Robins (2013) mentioned similar
ideas that gifted children with poor self-esteem
presented negative emotions, social issues, feelings of
inferiority and psychological instability and these
contributed to unhappiness in life. Maksic, (1998)
research study was to see how gifted students in
ordinary classrooms were accepted by their peers.
The results revealed that the adolescence gifted
students were more readily accepted in academic
endeavors than in other areas of peer acceptability.
Govier (1993) study proved that gifted students
presented higher levels of social skills and low scores
of antisocial behavior. But same study found that
small subset of gifted children presented poor social
skills and higher levels of behavioral problems. Fabian,
et., al. (2013) research found that gifted children with
IQ > 130 displayed increased behavioral problems in
“Highly gifted”

children did not display more behavioral problems

the whole symptomatic range.
than the “low gifted.” Vialle, Heaven, and Ciarrochi
(2007) studies have shown that gifted students had
significantly higher academic outcomes for all subject
areas except two. Teachers reported that gifted
students are well-adjusted to the classroom and
presented less behavioral problems. But same research
proved that gifted children are encountered with
feeling sad, less satisfied their social support when

compared to the non-gifted children.

Gross (2006); Neihart (1999) research studies proved
that the highly gifted students are more likely to feel
socially isolated. Studies by Cynthia, Gerald, Carol,
Richard, (1996) highlighted that gifted and average
IQ students do not differ in quality of and satisfaction
with peers’ relations. Researchers proved that gifted
children growing up to adolescence, decrease their
peer relations. Reviewing the empirical studies it can
be concluded that the negative psychological impact

of classroom factors influence gifted children.
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III. METHODS AND MATERIAL

Sample

The sample survey research design and a snowballing
sample method were employed to identify 102 gifted
children in Junior Secondary classes (40 males and 62
females), from five districts (Colombo, Kalutara,
Gampaha, Ratnapura and Kegalle) in the Western and
of Sri Lanka. Gifted

children were selected by teacher nominations and

Sabaragamuwa Provinces

Raven’s Standard Matrix IQ test. According to the
Raven test, students with a chronological age of 12-14
who scored above 95 percentile points (over 51-53
level) in the IQ test were identified as gifted.
Accordingly, 40 boys and 62 girls were selected from
the two provinces.

Instruments

Two standardized tests were used for this study:
Raven’s Progressive Matrices Intelligence Quotient
(IQ) test and Cooper Smith’s (2002) Self-Esteem
Inventory. Raven’s Progressive Matrices Intelligence
Quotient (IQ) test was non-verbal, comprising of 60
multiple choice questions becoming progressively
more difficult. For each test item, the subject was
asked to identify the missing element that completed
a pattern. Many patterns were presented in the form
of a 6x6, 4x4, 3x3 or 2x2 matrix. The test reliability
was (o =0.71).

Coopersmith’s (2002) Self-Esteem Inventory was used

to measure the level of self-esteem of the gifted

children. The scale consisted of 58 self-reported items.

Each item was answered on a two-point scale ‘like
me’ (1) and ‘unlike me’ (0). Reliability and validity for
0.73).

psychological difficulties influencing students in the

this study was (x = The factors and
classroom were measured using a self-developed
questionnaire. This questionnaire included emotional,
physical and behavioral difficulties and the nature of
peer relationships. Each sub-theme consisted of
question statements answered by ticking a five-point
Likert scale: ‘never-always’. The reliability of the

questionnaire was (a0 = 0.67). Structured interviews

were also conducted with the students, to identify
social difficulties such as peer pressure, isolation,
neglect by the teachers etc. Informed consent was
obtained from the participants and permission was
obtained from the school authorities as part of the
study process. Ethical clearance was approved by the
faculty research committee of the Faculty of
Education.

The methods used for data analysis were mainly
quantitative data analysis techniques such as average
standard deviation,

mean and Chi-square and

percentages.

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The total number of respondents who participated in
this survey was 102. Sixty one percent (61%-62) were
female and 39% (40) were male. The classroom
factors that influenced gifted children such as issues
related

to the teaching-learning process, were

identified as trigger factors, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Teaching-Learning process with Gifted
Children

Teaching -Learning Process Mean SD
Teachers’ lack of aftention to the unique 4.04 1.04
development of gifted children
Teachers’ neglect 3.85 1.03
Fewer opportunities provided for gifted 3.29 1.05
children in the classroom
The evaluation system is not focused on 3.73 1.22
academic success
The relevant teaching-learning methods 2.97 1.61

were not used for specific gifted children

4.11
098

Class-teachers lack the required skills to
teach gifted children

The item Teachers’ lack of attention to the unique
development of gifted children’ was (M = 4.04, SD =
1.04). ‘Class-teachers lack the required skills to teach
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gifted children’ (M = 4.11, SD = 0.98) presented as a
prominent factor that negatively affected the students.
The item Teachers’ neglect’was (M = 3.85, SD = 1.03).
The item ZFewer opportunities provided for gifted
children in the classroom’was (SD = 3.29, SD = 1.05).

The item The evaluation system is not focused on
academic success’ was (M = 3.73, SD = 1.22). The
relevant teaching-learning methods were not used for
specific gifted children’(M = 2.97, SD = 1.61).

Table 2 : Gifted Children’s Emotional Difficulties

Emotional Difficulties | Never | Seldom | Sometimes | Often | Always | Chi- P-

Items (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) Square value
X2

I felt unhappy 2 10.8 17.6 39.2 30.4 61.039 .000

I felt my feeling are not so | 2.9 15.7 245 31.4 255 24.961 .000

good anymore

I hated myself 0 18.6 40.2 27.5 13.7 16.510 .001

When 1 feel lonely, I feel | 5.9 15.7 245 36.3 17.6 27.314 .000

like no one loves me

I get angry easily 5.9 16.7 20.6 27.5 29.4 25.941 .000

With regard to the emotional difficulties of gifted
children

questionnaire were related to the nature of their

in the classroom: five items in the
emotional difficulties in the typical classroom. The
findings indicated that gifted children had significant
emotional difficulties (Table 2). Only two per cent of
the children replied ‘Never’ to the statement: 7 felt
unhappy’. 10.8% of the children responded ‘Seldom’
and 17.6% responded ‘Sometimes’, while 39.2%
responded ‘Often and 30.4% responded ‘Always’ to
the same question. This is generalized to the gifted
children population and proved by the Chi-square

test (x2 = 61.039, p = .000).

Twenty-four point five per cent (24.5%) of the
children responded ‘Sometimes’ to the statement 7
felt my feeling are not so good anymore’. Thirty-one
point four per cent (31.4%) responded ‘Often’ while

25.5% responded ‘Always’ to the same question.

Fifteen point seven per cent (15.7%) responded
‘Seldom’ and 2.9% responded ‘Never’. The results can
be generalized to the population (x2 = 24.961, p
= .000). To the statement 7 hated myself, 40.2%
responded ‘Sometimes’ and 27.5% chose ‘Often’ while
13.7% responded ‘Always’; a clear indication that
gifted children had significant emotional difficulties
in a typical classroom environment (x2 = 16.510, p
= .001). Only five point nine per cent (5.9%) of the
children responded ‘Never’ to the statement: ‘When /
feel lonely, I feel like no one loves me’ 15.7%
responded ‘Seldom’ and 24.5% responded ‘Sometimes’
while 36.3% responded ‘Often’ and 17.6% responded
‘Always’. These were significantly high scores (x2 =
7.314, p = .000).

Sixteen point seven per cent (16.7%) of the gifted
children responded ‘Seldom’ to the emotional
statement 7 get angry easily’, while 20.6% responded

‘Sometimes’, 27.5% responded ‘Often’ and only 29.4%
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responded ‘Always’, although 5.9% responded ‘Never’
to the same question. The emotional difficulties of
gifted children with regards to ‘getting angry easily’
presented significant scores (x2 = 25.941, p = .000).

These findings are in line with previous studies done

by Orth and Robins (2013); Kourkouta, Ilitadis, and
Monios, (2015); Fallon, Danielle, and Emina, (2020);
Lee, Olszewski, Makel and Putallaz (2015).

Table 3 : Gifted Children’s Physical and Behavioral Difficulties

Physical ~and  Behavioral | Never | Seldom | Sometimes | Often | Always | Chi- P value
Difficulties % % % % % square

X2
I feel so tired 1 27.5 37.3 16.7 | 17.6 37.314 | .000
I get headaches easily 11.8 16.7 27.5 245 | 19.6 7.902 .092
I have sleeping difficulties 7.8 12.7 235 275 | 28.4 17.314 | .002
I sit and do nothing in the |1 29.4 35.3 13.7 | 20.6 36.992 | .000
classroom
I can’t manage things 5.9 10.8 16.7 245 | 422 26.137 | .000
I do everything wrong 2 245 29.4 30.4 | 13.7 29.667 | .000
I do not reach the goal that I | 3.9 13.0 26.5 36.3 | 19.6 30.843 .000
have planned

As shown in Table 3, with regards to the statement
about gifted children’s physical difficulties: 7 feel so
tired’, thirty-seven point three per cent (37.3%)
responded ‘Sometimes’, 27.5% responded ‘Seldom’
while 16.7% responded ‘Often’ and 17.6% responded
‘Always’, although 1% of the sample -children
responded ‘Never’. The generalized Chi-square results
relating to the statement 7 feel so tired’ showed that
gifted children have physical difficulties including
‘feeling tired’ (x2 = 37.314, p = .000).

To the statement 7 get headaches easily’, twenty-
(27.5%) responded
‘Sometimes’, 24.5% responded ‘Often’ and 19.6%
responded ‘Always’. 11.8% responded ‘Never and

seven point five per cent

16.7% responded ‘Seldom’ to the same question.
However the gifted children did not significantly
present ‘getting headaches easily due to classroom
environment influences’ (x2 = 7.90 p = .092). To the
28.4%
responded ‘Always’, 27.5% responded ‘Often’ and
23.5% 7.8%

statement 7 have sleeping difficulties’,

responded ‘Sometimes’. responded

‘Never’ and 12.7% responded ‘Seldom’ to the same
question.

In general, gifted children presented with significant
‘sleeping difficulties due to classroom factors’ (x2 =
17.314, p = .002). As shown in Table 3, regarding the
statement 7 sit and do nothing in the classroom’,
35.3% responded ‘Sometimes’, 20.6% responded
‘Always’ and 13.7% responded ‘Often’, although
29.4% responded ‘Seldom’ to the same question.
When generalizing this statement, the Chi-square
results showed significant scores of gifted children
who ‘sit and do nothing in the classroom’(x2 = 36.992,
p = .000).

wrong,

Regarding the statement 7 do everything
30.4% and 29.4%
24.5%
responded ’Seldom’. Gifted children significantly

responded ‘Often’

responded ‘Sometimes’, while
presented ‘/ do everything wrong’ (x2 = 26.997, p
= .000). Relating to the statement 7 do not reach the
goal that I have planned’, the results were (x2 =
30.843, p = .000). These findings are in line with
previous studies done by Gover, (1993); Fabian, et, al.

(2013); Noorsyakina, et., al. (2020).
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Table 4: Nature of Peer Relationships

Nature of Peer Relationships | Never | Seldom( | Sometim | Often | Always( | Chi- P

(%) %) es (%) (%) %) Square | value
X2

When I am with my friends, I | 9.8 10.8 15.7 304 |333 25.157 | .000

avoid peers who do not

belong to my group

I compare my abilities with | 6.9 5.9 18.6 34.3 34.3 39.961 | .000

my peers

It is more important to me to | 2 11.8 26.5 33.3 26.5 33.393 | .000

do what my peers expect me

to do than to satisfy my

desires

I behave in a way that does | 1 11.8 15.7 40.2 31.4 50.255 | .000

not suit me, to fit in with the

group

According to Table 4, the majority of the gifted
children indicated that they had no proper peer
relations with their peers in the classroom. To the
statement ‘When I am with my friends, I avoid peers
who do not belong to my group’, 30.4% responded
‘Often’ and 33.3 % responded ‘Always’. The Chi-
square test results proved significant (x2 = 25.157, the
p = .000). The Chi-square test also showed that the
gifted children compared themselves with their peers
with regard to their abilities (x2 = 39.961, p = .000).
To the statement 7¢ is more important to me to do
what my peers expect me to do than to satisfy my
desires’, thirty-three point three per cent (33.3%)
responded ‘Often’ and 26.5% replied ‘Always’.

The gifted children in the sample significantly
showed that their peers do not consider gifted
children’s desires (x2 = 33.393, p = .000). Regarding

the statement 7 behave in a way that does not suit me,
to fit in with the group’, the children presented (x2 =
50.255, p = .000). These findings are in line with
previous studies done by Neihart (1999); Gross (2004);
Cynthia, Gerald, Carol, and Richard, (1996) ;
Mueller and Winsor (2018); Maksic (1998); Vialle,
Heaven, and Ciarrochi (2007).

The
psychological difficulties in gifted children

relationship  between  self-esteem and
According to the self-esteem test, the average score
obtained for the level of self-esteem is given in the
Table 5. as below. The scores are segregated by gender.
The average levels of self-esteem for males and
females were 40 and 39, respectively. Very low self-
esteem scores were shown for the males (33) and for
the females (32). On the other hand, the male scores
of 47 and the female scores of 46 were regarded as

very high levels of self-esteem.
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Table 5 : Distribution of the Average Level of Self-esteem of Gifted Children

Level of self-esteem Very Low Low Average High Very High
M F M F M F M F M F

Gifted children (Frequency) 12 18 11 6 4 8 3 10 11 19

Self-esteem average scores 33 32 36 35 40 39 44 43 47 46

According to Table 5, twelve male and eighteen
female gifted children had scores for a very low level
of self-esteem (33-32). Both groups of children had
scores for a low level of self-esteem (36-35) and both
male and female—altogether 12 children—presented
an average level of self-esteem (40-39). Thirteen
children in the sample had high scores (44-43) and
thirty children—11 male and 19 female—presented
very high scores for levels of self-esteem (47-46). The
overall low scores for self-esteem were presented by
forty-seven children in comparison to the average and
higher scores. Self-esteem low scores results are in
line with previous studies done by Pilarinos and
Solomon (2017); Kroesbergen et., al. (2016); Crone
and Dahl (2012). The correlation results showed a
significant relationship between the psychological
difficulties and self-esteem of the gifted children.
There is also a significant relationship between their
emotional difficulties and self-esteem (r =378, p
=.001), physical difficulties and self-esteem presented
a significant relationship (r = 0.326, p = .029) and
behavioral difficulties stated (r = .468, p = .000)

significantly.

V. CONCLUSION

Gifted children in the typical classroom environment
encountered psychological issues leading to various

emotional, behavioral and physical difficulties and

problems with peer relations. Classroom factors
influencing gifted children included teachers’ neglect,
fewer opportunities for gifted children in the
classroom, a lack of proper methods of evaluation and
a lack of relevance in the teaching-learning process.
These factors negatively affected gifted children in
the children

encountered and

classroom. Consequently, these

various emotional,

physical
behavioral problems and difficulties with peer

relationships.

The majority of the children in the sample presented
with low self-esteem. There is a significant positive
correlation between emotional and behavioral
problems and peer pressure difficulties and self-
esteem, except for physical difficulties. Thus, it seems
vital that teachers should develop professional skills
and receive more teacher training related to special
education within inclusive classrooms. It is also

important to provide integrated professional
counselling services in order to increase the self-
esteem and psychological well-being of these talented

children, in the school system.
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