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Sommario
I dibattiti sulla promozione della giftedness e del rendimento scolastico hanno portato, nell’ultimo decennio, 
allo sviluppo di un’ampia consapevolezza pubblica. Tuttavia, la relazione tra giftedness, rendimento e inclu-
sione nei discorsi sulla tematica risulta spesso incoerente. Il presente contributo cerca perciò di illustrare i 
meccanismi in cui si articola il sapere scientifico sulla promozione della giftedness e del rendimento scola-
stico e la loro relazione con il concetto di inclusione, ponendo particolare attenzione all’influenza esercitata 
dall’agenda inclusiva internazionale su di essi. Analizzando la letteratura scientifica internazionale attraverso 
il Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse (SKAD), lo studio indaga le strutture discorsive e le regole 
di formazione di tali discorsi. Analizzando il caso esemplare di due testi altamente in contrasto tra loro, 
sono emerse linee di argomentazione e interpretazioni molto diverse sulla relazione tra, rispettivamente, 
giftedness e inclusione e inclusione e giftedness. I risultati indicano che un orientamento fondato sul concet-
to di giustizia sociale in termini di capabilities potrebbe essere una soluzione per riconciliare i due concetti, 
in quanto consentirebbe a tutti gli alunni di sviluppare equamente le loro diverse abilità, riconoscendo la 
responsabilità delle scuole nel garantire le opportunità necessarie.
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Abstract
Over the past decades, debates on the promotion of giftedness and achievement in schools have gained 
widespread public awareness. However, the relationship between giftedness, achievement, and inclusion 
within the related discourses appears to be inconsistent. Therefore, the present contribution tries to illus-
trate the mechanisms by which scientific knowledge about the promotion of giftedness and achievement in 
school is structured and its relation with the concept of inclusion. In doing so, particular emphasis is placed 
on the international inclusion agenda. By means of a discourse analysis of the international scientific litera-
ture following the Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse (SKAD), the underlying study investigated 
the narrative formations and the stabilising rules of interpretation of these discourses. By exemplifying two 
maximally contrasting texts, it revealed quite distinct lines of argumentation and interpretations regarding 
the relationship between giftedness and inclusion or inclusion and giftedness, respectively. The findings lead 
to the conclusion that orienting towards the concept of social justice in terms of capabilities might be a 
solution to reconcile these two concepts, since this orientation enables all children to equally develop their 
diverse abilities, with schools taking on the responsibility to provide the necessary opportunities.
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Giftedness and achievement in relation to the agenda of inclusion

The concept of giftedness and its relation to schooling, educational success, 
failure, and inequity have been the subject of heated debates for a long time 
(Coleman et al., 1966; Bourdieu, 2006; Margolin, 2018) — despite the lack of a 
clear definition of the concept and the recognition that giftedness seems to be 
something that emerges specifically at different times and within different con-
texts (Borland, 2021; El Khoury & Al-Hroub, 2018). From a historical perspective, 
it can be argued that at the beginning of the twentieth century, giftedness was 
seen as a personal characteristic along with the establishment of intelligence 
measurements (Borland, 1996; Terman, 1916; Hollingworth, 1926). In this frame, 
it was associated with conceptualisations of normalcy within children’s devel-
opment (Kelle & Tervooren, 2008) and partly with the idea of selection (Stern, 
1916; Weigand, 2011).1 Although, within the context of the reception of critical 
sociological writings on education (Bourdieu, 1982, 2006), the term was later 
criticised at an international level as an inequity-reinforcing social construc-
tion, in the last two decades various operationalisations have been presented 
(Sternberg, 2019; Borland, 2021). 

Some of these attempted to describe more in detail the relationship between 
education, development, and disposition as well as educational institutions in this 
context (e.g., Sternberg, 2003; International Panel of Experts for Gifted Educa-
tion [iPEGE], 2009; Renzulli & Reis, 2014; Marsili, Dell’Anna, & Pellegrini, 2023). 
However, within the present contribution, we argue that quite often, giftedness 
seems to be (still) strongly associated with measurable academic achievement 
(Reh & Ricken, 2018; Schäfer, 2018). Strengthened by large-scale assessments, 
debates on academic achievement and performance enhancement have multiplied 
in the international discourse (e.g., Popkewitz, 2011; Pereyra, Kotthoff, & Cohen, 
2011), and the concept of giftedness has regained prominence. The intensified 
research activities on the topic of achievement are thus reflected in the debates 
on giftedness (International Panel of Experts for Gifted Education [iPEGE], 
2009; Weigand, 2021).

We address this issue within a framework of understanding giftedness as so-
cially constructed and interconnected with power-related dynamics which hold 
significance in educational (in)equity. We do so, guided by theoretical approaches 
of educational sociology and inequity-critical research. We will also show how 
this close nexus of giftedness and achievement is described in correlation to the 
inclusion discourse. We assume that within the briefly described discourses on 
giftedness, symbolic orders are developed and consolidated in social contexts 

1 At the same time, the idea of retardation and the idea of specific concepts and programs for children with 
that diagnosis became established (Kelle & Tervooren, 2008).
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(Böker & Horvarth, 2018). These turn to knowledge regimes that institutionalise a 
knowledge order for specific practical fields (Foucault, 1977; Berger & Luckmann, 
1977; Grek, 2009). Accordingly, norms are historically changeable in this regard 
and can differ culturally (Baird, 2009). At the level of the organisation instead, 
norms of giftedness are attributed to individuals and connected with constructs 
of normalcy and difference in achievement (Powell & Haden, 1984; critically Cross 
& Coleman, 2005; Böker & Horvarth, 2018). The latter triggers subjectification 
effects in social interactions within the classroom and is correlated with the pro-
duction and negotiation of social differences (Boaler, William, & Brown, 2005; 
Gellert, 2013; Ricken, 2018; Wagner-Willi et al., 2018). Thereby, reference is often 
made to habitual assignment problems and hegemonies (Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1971; Kramer, 2017; Riefling & Koop, 2018), which, in more recent discourses, are 
also described as entanglements of classism, racism, sexism or ableism (Hooks, 
2000; Gomolla, 2012; Staiger, 2018; Akbaba & Bräu, 2019). Thus, children seem to 
be constantly confronted with hegemonic expectations of adjusted behaviour and 
achievement in school (Machold & Wienand, 2021; Breidenstein & Thompson, 
2014; Flashman, 2012). These dynamics are inseparable from structural orders 
like tracking and selection as well as policy making that shape behind-the-scenes 
norms (Horvarth, 2018; Becker et al., 2020; Sandri, 2014; Van de Werfhorst & 
Mijs, 2010). Overall, it can be stated that national control of education systems is 
reciprocally transgressed by supranational governance, and normative impulses 
become apparent in the discourse in multiple ways.

A second prevailing agenda of international discourses is the one related to 
inclusion (United Nations, 2006, n. d.). In this context, prescriptive approaches 
along administrative classifications of «special educational needs» (SEN) in 
schools have long been criticized as being guided by habitual concepts and for 
reinforcing inequity (van Essen, 2013; Edelstein, 2006). The essentialisation 
of achievement failure through such prognostically oriented diagnosis (in the 
form of SEN) has also been the subject of severe criticism, particularly in the 
inclusion-related discourse (Ebersold et al., 2019; Migliarini, D’Alessio, & Bocci, 
2020). For in this way, achievement failure and achievement differences would 
be powerfully turned into an apparent fact to be subjectivised by those affected 
(Machold & Wienand, 2021; Boger, 2018). On the other hand, giftedness is partly 
interpreted as a form of SEN within the giftedness discourse. Critically, this form 
of SEN would receive comparatively little attention overall when compared to 
achievement failure (Dai, 2022; Dell’Anna & Marsili, 2022). This critique can be 
seen as part of a discourse on the up- and downgrading of low-achieving and 
high-achieving students, triggered by largescale assessments. 

At their respective national level, these dynamics are affected by the specific 
system conditions with regard to stratification (Hillmert & Jacob, 2010) as the 
internationally formulated inclusion mandate is recontextualised in vastly dif-
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ferent ways in the educational state policies under consideration (European 
Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2020; Powell, 2018). The 
development of an inclusive education system is meanwhile seen as a global 
paradigm (Köpfer, Powell, & Zahnd, 2021; Amrhein & Naraian, 2022), whereby 
the normative demands of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities-UNCRPD (United Nations, 2006) are taken up in education policy 
and spelled out differently at international, national, and regional levels. In 
this respect, inclusive education is associated with the analyses of barriers and 
of discrimination (Ainscow & Sandill, 2010), which are situated in historically 
developed and culturally and politically shaped systems. Overall, inclusion has 
become a global relevant, interdisciplinary concept, nevertheless international 
and comparative issues in the context of inclusive education have so far been a 
scarcely explored field of research (e.g., Köpfer, Powell, & Zahnd, 2021; Amrhein 
& Naraian, 2022). This is meaningful for the question pursued here — as it cannot 
remain without consequences for academic discourses on giftedness and achieve-
ment. Overall, it can be said that there is still limited knowledge regarding how 
giftedness and inclusion are dealt with in relation to one another in the specific 
discourses, both at national and international levels.

Based on this, we raise the question of how the scientific discourse(s) on 
giftedness and inclusion are constructed and which patterns of interpretation 
of diversity, inclusion, giftedness, achievement and (in)equity are produced 
and reproduced within it. In doing so, we understand the promotion of gifted-
ness and inclusion as two discourse-relevant and interacting programmatic ap-
proaches. Both provide important impulses for the scientific discourse and are, 
in their scientific development, significantly shaped by two political agendas: 
The international large-scale assessment studies such as PISA (OECD, 2015) and 
the international conventions on inclusion and sustainability (United Nations, 
2006, n. d.).

Methodological approach and design

The outlined study follows the Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Dis-
course (SKAD; Keller, 2013), which aims to investigate the narrative formations 
and stabilising rules of discourses thereby providing information on social 
knowledge structures and knowledge policies (Keller, 2003, 2005, 2011a, 2013; 
Viehöfer, Keller, & Schneider, 2013). The central assumption is that, in and 
through discourses, the sociocultural meaning and facticity of social reali-
ties are constituted as social reality is contingent and discursively produced 
(Berger & Luckmann, 1977), which is why «speaking about» is a discursive as 
well as a social practice. Analyses of discursive practices are thus concerned 
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with a precise description of statements in their logic and the frame of the 
conditions of their appearance (Bublitz, 2003). Discourses can be understood 
as structuring frameworks to institutionalise symbolic meanings for specific 
fields of practice.

Sampling strategy

Regarding the reconstruction of this discursively constructed scientific 
reality, scientific texts on the relationship between giftedness, achievement, 
and inclusion were analysed. Consequently, the focus is on a special discourse 
(Keller, 2011a, 2013), that is mainly constructed in scientific journals, and fur-
ther in book publications and conferences. In this regard, the compilation of 
the data corpus was — for reasons of comparability — restricted to scientific 
journal articles, which were systematically searched in the databases ERIC 
and Education Source.2 We limited the search to the time frame 2011-2020 and 
peer-reviewed journals. The time marker was set accordingly, as it is assumed 
that the ratification of the UN CRPD (United Nations, 2006) by many coun-
tries during the preceding years had set important impulses for the discussion 
of giftedness. Overall, 87 articles were found, of which 61 were retained after 
deleting duplicates. After screening the abstracts according to the theoretical 
sampling3 (Strauss & Corbin, 1996), 29 articles were identified as potentially 
meeting the inclusion criteria (see Figure 1). Consequently, the full texts of 
these articles were assessed, and a further 12 publications had to be excluded 
since they did not provide any useful information on the research question 
(e.g., many of them focused only on inclusion or giftedness and not on both 
concepts). This led to a final text corpus of 17 publications, which were then 
analysed through the SKAD approach.

The procedure of data analysis in the context of SKAD focuses mainly on 
the interpretative-analytical reconstruction of the statements (Keller, 2005, 
2011b) using strategies and instruments of Grounded Theory (Strauss & Cor-
bin, 1996). This comprises the analysis of (1) the situatedness and material 
form and (2) the formal and linguistic-rhetorical structure, as well as (3) the 
interpretative-analytical reconstruction of the content, even though these 
dimensions do not follow a strict order and can differ in the weight attributed 
to them (Keller, 2011a).

2 As search terms, we used gifted students OR gifted OR gifted children OR giftedness OR talent OR gifted 
and talented OR gifted education as mandatory terms in the abstract AND inclusion OR inclusive education 
OR mainstream*ing AND achievement OR performance OR success OR outcomes as mandatory terms in 
the text.

3 Specifically, in line with the methodological approach, we selected the articles based on theoretical assump-
tions with the aim to include those which are profitable concerning the research question.
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Figure 1

Flowchart of the selection procedure (adapted from Brunton & Thomas, 2012).

Analysis

Within the present study, the texts were analysed along the coding steps of 
open, axial, and selective coding to elaborate the narrative structure underlying 
them. This way, dispositifs4 are reconstructed (Keller, 2013) and the data is inter-
preted to develop categories and work out the relations between these. Interwo-
ven with these steps was an analysis of the situatedness and the material form, 
that is, the analysis of the respective origin, the disciplinary self-positioning of 
authors, the assumed addressees, and the impact of the text. This implies a brief 
description of the authors’ profiles and their role in the scientific discourse, the 
description of the journal type and the recipients. We therefore researched the 
following context information for each article: the Journal, the Journal area, the 
author(s)’s disciplinary field, the impact factor of the Journal and the national 
context (see Table 1). In line with the research ethics principle of non-harming, 
all publications were anonymised (e.g., Flick, 2007; Hopf, 2004). The chosen 
articles originate from 15 different journals (with three articles published in the 
same Journal) which have also been anonymised.5 All of them can be attributed 

4 The French term dispositif relates to «[…] the material and ideational infrastructure, i.e., the bundle of measures, 
regulations, artefacts, by means of which a discourse is (re)produced and achieves effects (e.g., laws, codes 
of behaviour, buildings, measuring devices)» and is often translated by apparatus (Keller, 2013, p. 73).

5 To ensure the anonymity of the texts and their author(s), the journals are not listed here. The full list can be 
obtained from the authors of this article.
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to the area of education research but belong to different subdisciplines as can 
be derived from their main aim being cited on their websites as well as from 
the authors’ disciplinary field. Regarding the impact factor we decided to report 
the SCImago Journal Rank (SJR) since it considers the prestige of the citing 
journal (i.e., it starts from the concept of prestige transfer between journals 
through their citation links). We assume that prestigious journals do have a 
greater impact on the discourse.6 In terms of national context, 7 articles can 
be localised in the US context, 4 in Europe, 2 in Asia, 2 in South Africa, and 2 
publications could not be attributed to a specific national context. From the 
17 articles included in the analysis, 8 reported empirical studies and 9 can be 
considered theoretical articles (i.e., 1 systematic review).

Table 1

Anonymised  
Publication Area

Author(s)’s  
disciplinary 

field

Journal  
Impact  
Factor7

National 
context

Publication  
type

A, 2020 Education

Elementary 
Education; 
Educational 
Sciences

S J R  =  n o t 
available
H - I n d e x  = 
not available

Turkey Empirical 
study

B, 2018 Education

Special 
Education 
and Human 
Resource 
Development; 
Inclusive 
Education

SJR = 0.836
H-Index = 47 Japan Empirical 

study

C, 2018 Education
School 
Development; 
Education

SJR = 0.496
H-Index = 23 Germany Theoretical 

article

D, 2011 Education

Gifted 
Education; 
Education 
Consulting

SJR = 0.367
H-Index = 3 USA Theoretical 

article

E, 2013 Education
Psychology 
and Gifted 
Education

SJR = 0.367
H-Index = 3 USA Theoretical 

article 

6 To allow a classification of the listed Journals, the highest ranked Journal in the area of education has an SJR-
value of 5.969.

7 Both SJR and H-Index have been retrieved from https://www.scimagojr.com/
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F, 2012 Education
Counselling 
and Special 
Education

SJR = 0.216
H-Index = 25 Jordan Empirical 

study

G, 2012 Education

Educational 
leadership; 
Teacher 
education

SJR = 0.432
H-Index = 25 USA Empirical 

Study

H, 2014 Education

Special 
Education and 
Teaching and 
Learning

SJR = 0.549
H-Index = 39 USA Theoretical 

article

I, 2019 Education
Education; 
Educational 
Psychology

SJR = 1.217
H-Index = 40 Spain Empirical 

Study

J, 2018 Education

School 
Counselling 
and School 
Psychology 
Programs; 
Counselling 
Psychology

SJR = 0.33
H-Index = 18 USA Theoretical 

article

K, 2017 Education Mathematics 
Education

SJR = 1.196
H-Index = 44

South 
Africa

Empirical 
study

L, 2016 Education

Urban 
Community 
Teacher 
Education; 
Education 
and Human 
Development; 
Teacher Training

SJR = 0.41
H-Index = 9 USA Theoretical 

article

M, 2014 Education
Gifted Education 
and Talent 
Development

SJR = 0.372
H-Index = 13

Switzer-
land

Theoretical 
article

N, 2013 Education Educational 
Psychology

SJR = 0.408
H-Index = 27

South 
Africa

Empirical 
study

O, 2019 Education

Teacher 
Education; 
educational 
administration 
and policy; 
special 
education

SJR = 0.226
H-Index = 8 / Systematic 

Review
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P, 2019 Education
Gifted education 
and Talent Devel-
opment

SJR = 0.367
H-Index = 3 USA Empirical 

Study 

Q, 2012 Education

Early childhood, 
gifted children; 
psychology; clini-
cal psychology

SJR = 0.602
H-Index = 28 / Theoretical 

article

Publications included in the discourse analysis and context information.8

Further, the formal and linguistic-rhetorical structure of the texts was ana-
lysed, considering whether the article is empirical or theoretical (e.g., systematic 
review, discussion, or meta-analysis) as this also determines its structure, style, 
or rhetoric. Based on the sampling strategies (see Figure 1), it can be assumed 
that the texts consistently addressed the international scientific community 
and sought to position themselves in this discourse. The scientific (written) 
language has a pivotal role in this (Atkinson, 1996), as «scientific language and 
discourse emerge in a cooperative and competitive struggle among scientists 
to create the knowledge base of their field, to establish themselves in relation 
to other scientists and to other professional groups, and to gain influence and 
control over political and socioeconomic means» (Gunnarsson, 2014, p. 99). 
However, different discourses of giftedness research, inclusion research and 
related research lines within the disciplines of educational research, educational 
psychology and educational sociology were addressed in these texts, which 
had to be considered in the analysis (Truschka & Bormann, 2013). Since the 
data corpus of the present analysis included only peer-reviewed articles, the 
underlying discourse(s) can be further understood as being subject to a specific 
selection process. Because within academic disciplines and discourse families, 
the roles of authors and journal reviewers can coincide, the field of discourse 
both reflects and powerfully checks itself through these procedures. In other 
words, the analysis of which texts show to be assertive within these procedures 
is already a first relevant finding.

As the authors of this article are themselves inevitably part of the academic 
discourse, during the analysis process it was even more relevant to compare 
and discuss the findings continuously and critically in different research groups, 
following the research style of Grounded Theory, and reflecting on their loca-
tion-boundness (Mannheim, 1980) in the analysis (Breuer, Mey, & Mruck, 2011; 
Strübing, 2014).

8 SJR takes into account the prestige of the citing journal; citations are weighted to reflect whether they come 
from a journal with a high or low SJR.
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Findings from and in-depth discussion of two contrasting texts

To make the findings of our analysis comprehensible and to illustrate them, 
two contrasting texts (C, 2018 and D, 2011 as highlighted in Table 1) are discussed 
in detail below. The methodological rationale behind this choice will be briefly 
explained before a presentation of the results. For the latter, the context of the 
manuscript will be described, then the position of the author(s) is presented and 
finally the analysis.

Methodological argumentation

In the text corpus, the international inclusion policy conventions — especially 
the Salamanca Declaration (UNESCO, 1994) and the Large-Scale Assessment Stud-
ies (PISA) — are dominantly introduced in the discourse as markers re-negotiating 
the concept of giftedness as well as the pedagogical approach to giftedness in the 
light of inclusion and achievement. However, the arguments that followed from this 
differed considerably. Therefore, in the present article, we will elaborate on our main 
findings using the principle of maximal contrasting as defined in Grounded Theory 
(Strauss, 1987; Keller, 2011a). This procedure allows to elaborate «the total spectrum 
of the discourse(s) within a corpus and thus to work out several discourses on a 
single theme, or the heterogeneous components within a single discourse» (Keller, 
2013, p. 100). Within our data corpus, two texts proved to be maximally contrasting 
during our analysis. In this section, we discuss the structure of these texts in depth 
and, at the same time, make our methodological approach transparent.

First exemplary text (publication C)

Publication C (2018) is a theoretical article related to the European discourse. 
It was published in a Journal with an SJR value of 0.496 and an H-Index of 23. 
The journal advocates the engagement in school development by focusing on 
educational objectives and social justice. It addresses an international reader-
ship ranging from teachers to academics and consultants. Author* C is affiliated 
with the disciplinary fields of research on school development and educational 
systems. The article focuses on educational equity for students who are described 
as socially «disadvantaged». The identification of educational equity and equal 
opportunities as the same thing is identified by the authors as a fallacy. The con-
struct of achievement is perceived from the perspective of educational equity as 
a basic principle of inclusion. Hence, reference to the inclusion discourse is not 
made starting from the construct of giftedness, but rather the other way around. 
This way, selective mechanisms in the promotion and recognition of talent and 
achievement are questioned in the text. Referring to a frame of educational justice, 
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author* C point* out that the latter is not only evident by the fact that all children 
have access to education but that the education offer considers the specifics of 
their life situations. The latter is described as the crucial factor allowing these 
children to achieve in school and demonstrate their talents. 

In particular, the concept of «diligence» as an indicator of achievement is 
criticised in the article as culturally biased, as it is attributed especially to stu-
dents from well-educated families with high aspirations for their children, thus 
reinforcing inequity. Linked to this, author* C emphasise* the relevance of the 
extent to which teachers in schools — in so-called «challenging regions» — also 
assume that children might be gifted and are identified as gatekeepers for the 
educational success of their students.

In this reading and following author* C, the equitable promotion of giftedness 
and achievement aims to address socio-economically determined educational 
inequities as a pedagogical-didactic challenge in the sense that unequal starting 
conditions are considered in a habitus-sensitive manner. In this context, refer-
ence is made, above all, to students whose social background «[...] is furthest 
removed from the curriculum content». The latter is associated in the article 
with the affiliation to ethnic minorities and families with low qualification levels 
and described as deficient from a supposed habitual school norm. Based on this, 
opportunities are outlined to address educational inequities by changed teach-
ing strategies. Concerning teachers’ professionalism, sensitivity and reflexivity 
regarding habitus, different living conditions and milieu-specific activity patterns 
as they arise through diverse socialization conditions are highlighted by author* 
C — in combination with diagnostic and didactic competencies. Both refer to 
the specific situation of teaching and learning in schools located in «disadvan-
taged» areas. 

The analyses of author* C point first to a notion of specific teaching «charac-
teristics» to promote students’ learning within specific segregated environments. 
This assumption leads to an implicit norming of social and ethnic backgrounds 
and a reification of difference. The argumentation within the article is based on 
the assumption that schools in socially «disadvantaged» settings face difficulties 
in providing high-quality, gifted-appropriate teaching. In doing so, the negative 
characteristics of the repeatedly called «deprived», «segregated», and «disadvan-
taged» schools, their exclusionary character come into focus as the development 
of talent and achievement of students at schools in socially «disadvantaged» 
areas is conceptualised as deficient by author* C. Addressing children at risk of 
exclusion through the sensitivity for habitus is therefore called for to achieve 
a coordination between learning and educational opportunities at school and 
learning conditions at home. 

In the article, deviance as «disadvantaged», «challenged», and «socially 
disadvantaged» is constructed in comparison to so-called «privileged» schools. 
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Through this, an essentialisation of «disadvantage» is introduced, which leads 
to a takeover of the subjects conceived in this way and decisively models the 
self-perception of «disadvantaged» individuals and groups by associating them 
to specific identities and characteristics (cf. Kollender, 2016). With Foucault 
(1977), this line of argumentation could also be read as a practice of disciplinary 
power. It is directed at the supposedly deviant individual and aims to produce 
subjects as performers of existing relationships of inequity by means of pedagogi-
cal instruments — in this case, the promotion of giftedness.

Educationally appropriate support is described in the article as the empower-
ment of members of a group at risk. This need-based resource management of 
reacting to differences as a reflection of diverse socialisation-related inequities 
subsequently legitimises specific supportive practices. In this respect, the posi-
tion presented in the text can be understood as embedded in the field of tension 
between protection or promotion and stigmatisation (Kottmann, 2022; Boger & 
Textor, 2016) as the giftedness of «disadvantaged» students seem to differ from 
those of other students. The «disadvantage» is thus withdrawn from further 
critical analysis of inequity and asymmetry of power between school and fam-
ily and becomes an individual characteristic. Consequently, readiness for high 
academic achievement is associated with measurable socio-economic categories. 
Through the latter, it seems further possible to explain inequities and position 
them primarily with the students and their families. Therefore, to what extent 
publication C can fulfil the concern formulated in the text regarding how to con-
tribute to educational justice and inclusion in schools is questionable, because 
the impression arises that, despite the clearly formulated value frame of reducing 
inequities these are partially unconsciously reproduced.

Second exemplary text (publication D)

Publication D (2011) is a conceptual paper related to the US-American dis-
course. Concerning citation metrics, the journal has an SJR value of 0.367 and 
an H-index of 17. The journal defines itself as a critical information provider for 
an international readership that includes mainly teachers and administrators 
involved in aspects of giftedness in childhood. According to the readership, it is 
about gifted education, effective gifted and talented programs, and aspects of 
giftedness and underachievement. Author* D is affiliated with the disciplinary 
fields of gifted education and counselling.

Following author* D (2011), the contribution is motivated by the identification 
of «dramatic» developments, which highlight the fact that the needs of gifted 
students are ignored in educational practices and policies. According to this line 
of argument, this comes at a high price to society. The identified risks of scaling 
back specific giftedness programmes are described by author* D as a threefold 
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loss, which is semantically reinforced by the repetition of the verb «lose» three 
times in one sentence. Based on this, the article aims explicitly to present a cost-
neutral and «inclusive» concept of giftedness promotion in schools which can be 
both fair and effective. In the article, the need for specific programmes is then 
justified by the increasing pressure to improve students’ achievement and the 
simultaneous requirement to secure equality of chances under the condition of 
reduced budgets. Even though the text focuses on pedagogical reflections around 
a suggested concept of school development by grouping, the economic argument 
plays a dominant role in the text. The argumentation frequently relies on it — it 
is present in almost every paragraph — mentioning budgets and funding.

The approach outlined in the text foresees a systematic support of the gifted 
within mainstream schools, which is ensured through early identification. Follow-
ing author* D, these children are considered to have exceptional learning needs 
that set them apart from others and require a specific setting characterised by a 
challenging curriculum and options for divergent critical thinking. As a result, the 
creation of a difference dominates the text using adjectives like «exceptional» and 
«different». According to this approach, specific positively connotated learning 
activities (e.g., explorative self-regulated learning) are not open to all students 
but can be achieved through competition and continuous assessment in the 
classroom. Following the argumentation line, students must qualify within main-
stream classroom practices through a differentiation process based on regularly 
offered opportunities. Thus, differentiation becomes a privilege granted through 
public competition in class. Based on the continuous practice of assessment, 
students are constantly upgraded and downgraded depending on their latest 
performance and pace of learning. In addition, following author* D, the autono-
mous, in-advance, early completion of weekly given homework, which everyone 
is encouraged to do, rationalises the upgrading of students to the high-achievers 
group. Overall, this reveals a value system heavily based on effort, competition, 
and assertiveness with a focus on students as academic learners at school. In-
stead, the reality of diverse life situations is not in the foreground. At the same 
time, competitiveness is positioned as a distinctive nature-given characteristic 
of gifted children in the text, including their wish to challenge their peers. In 
line with the argument, this outlined trait «urges» children to strive to perform 
better, especially if among intellectually comparable peers.

In the article, the grouping of gifted students is continuously described as 
contributing to well-being, self-confidence, and social belonging within the spe-
cific group. Presumably, this is done to implicitly introduce the assumed loneli-
ness of gifted students when they are not among «their» peers. Nevertheless, 
strengthening peer relationships in mainstream classrooms or school communi-
ties seems not to be conceptualised at all by author* D. Instead, it seems to arise 
«naturally» through common interest in competition within clustered groups. 
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Overall, the full-time grouping within mainstream schools is introduced in the 
article as a systematic, school-wide sorting machinery. The model of grouping 
is classified as inclusive giftedness education, and what is emphasised is that all 
students have the chance to qualify for participation in gifted-specific measures 
through peak performance — including «second language learners». Four best 
practice examples are described in the text. These are not methodologically pre-
pared; rather, they serve to illustrate the argumentation, not as empirical data. 
In parallel, specific qualifications of teachers are claimed to be able to meet the 
seen-as-exceptional needs of gifted students.

Following the proposed and illustrated model in the text, students are taught 
in «sorted» classes from the moment they enter (middle) school: according to 
tests and teacher assessments, all students are classified into five groups: so-called 
highly and profoundly gifted students, gifted students, high achievers, average to 
low and far below average learners. By doing so, author* D suppose* that students’ 
ability range in each classroom is reduced, which is seen as facilitating effective 
teaching. The grouping procedure is illustrated in a whole series of tables, which 
occupy much of the article and are characterised by axis symmetry. The term 
«balance» is strikingly dominant in the text: it is used five times in combina-
tion with «grouping». According to author* D, grouping suits the creation of an 
overall balance between ability and achievement. As such, it is in line with the 
highlighted effect that students whose performance is far below average are not 
in class with gifted students. Thereby, grouping is presented by author* D as an 
aesthetic process comparable with the colour composition of artworks, which 
seems to suggest aesthetics and stability through symmetry and balance. An 
explicit connection to inclusive pedagogy is made in the article by referring to 
the rationale behind the «Response to Intervention Model» (Jimerson, Burns, & 
Van der Heyden, 2016). The latter categorises all students into at-risk groups for 
(future) performance failure and behavioural problems and this is considered as 
perfectly matching by author* D.

Overall, Text D frames school as an arena of meritocracy, closely reminding 
of the saying that children are the «the masters of their own destiny». This ap-
proach presupposes an equality of starting positions when entering school and an 
autonomy of young learners, since it is up to them to achieve at school through 
their own efforts. According to author* D, children, who are considered gifted, 
are entitled to attention and specific support. Consequently, differences are 
produced and hierarchised. The concept of achievement is conceptualised as a 
distance-creating factor between students, which arises as a matter of course of 
their natural talents supposed as different. This is done against the background 
of the assumption that school achievement is attributed to different natural 
talents and that the school is responsible for the development of these natural 
talents. However, the proposed sorting by ability systematically prevents gifted 
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students from learning in classes with «low achievers». Overall, it provides the 
effective prevention of full inclusion despite advocating for inclusive giftedness 
education, which addresses all students, in particular «second language learners». 
However, this is not explained or elaborated in more detail.

Overall discussion of the two contrasting texts

The overall aim of the present study was to understand how the scientific 
discourse on giftedness and inclusion is constructed. For this purpose, it is 
relevant to unravel which patterns of interpretation of terms such as diversity, 
inclusion, giftedness, achievement and (in)equality or (in)equity underlie the 
texts and which narrative structures are behind these patterns. Based on this 
research interest, in the following, some crucial aspects of the two texts are 
brought together. In doing so, we will elaborate on both contrasting aspects and 
possible commonalities.

First, although both contributions deal with aspects of school development, 
the publications contrast in terms of the specific topic they address. While 
publication C focuses explicitly on educational equity with a focus on so-called 
«socially disadvantaged» students in mainstream schools of segregated areas, 
publication D presents a cost-neutral and inclusive concept of giftedness promo-
tion in mainstream schools. Author* C argue* within the frame of educational 
justice, which emphasises the critical examination of giftedness through the 
lens of educational justice and inclusion. The opposite seems to be the case in 
publication D, as inclusion is viewed through the lens of giftedness. Author* D 
move* mainly within the argumentation of giftedness education under the condi-
tions of reduced budgets, which are mostly economic arguments. While Author* 
C question* and critically address* selective mechanisms in the promotion and 
recognition of talent and achievement, Author* D consider* selection or identi-
fication as necessary since they ensure the promotion of giftedness.

Regarding the patterns of interpretation of diversity, inclusion, giftedness, 
achievement, and (in)equality respectively (in)equity, being produced and re-
produced within both texts, contrasting negotiations emerged from the analysis: 
In text C, diversity is understood as a real fact, which needs to be addressed in 
a way allowing marginalised groups to be provided with equal starting positions 
to not be excluded. Instead, in text D, student diversity is seen as a struggle for 
teaching, which needs to be counteracted by homogenisation through group-
ing. Consequently, inclusion is here interpreted as including gifted students in 
mainstream schools and is open to gifted «second language learners». In con-
trast, publication C draws upon a concept of inclusion in terms of highlighting 
the situations of certain marginalised minorities as distinct and stemming from 
the postulate of a universalist conception of education and social justice. Subse-
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quently, giftedness, talent-based justice, and achievement are critically reflected 
because these concepts often lead to a lack of effective fairness if they are assumed 
to be something that first must prove itself in school through high achievement 
without taking into account the varying life conditions of students. Vastly differ-
ent is the pattern of interpretation in text D, where giftedness refers to students 
identified as such based on an ability test, IQ-test or outstanding performance 
and marks them as having exceptional learning needs. These are consequently 
described in diagnosis-based terms as students with exceptional learning needs, 
where high academic achievement seems to be the target perspective but at the 
same time the prerequisite for the use of performance-enhancing measures that 
make this goal more probable.

Lastly, both texts differ in the patterns of interpretation of (in)equality and 
(in)equity, respectively: Text C mainly focuses on the concept of equal opportu-
nities. The concept is critically reflected upon since it does not logically lead to 
educational justice and is intricately connected to the dynamics of discrimination. 
Instead, the concept of recognition justice, led by a particular focus on pedagogi-
cal relations based on personal recognition in school, is explicitly favoured. Ac-
cording to this latter approach, educational justice is primarily reflected in the 
fact that, while recognising the specific situation of each learner, paths for self-
realisation and personality development are opened at schools. On the contrary, 
in Text D, a concept of (in)equality of chances is referred to but hardly addressed. 
It seems that inequality is merely perceived within the unequal distribution of 
budgets among the promotion of high- and low-achieving students. Referring 
implicitly to a concept of equality of chances, the comparability of children’s 
starting positions at their entry into school and their autonomy as young learners 
are assumed to be within their control to achieve high academic performance. 
They can do so through their efforts and thus gain access to specific enriching 
programmes via grouping. The responsibility in this regard is mainly a constant 
assessment to optimise grouping. In this context, it is repeatedly emphasised 
that so-called «second language learners» also receive access to the group of 
high achievers based on equal opportunities and under the condition of proven 
high individual performance.

To sum up, the contrasting comparison reveals extremely different interpre-
tations of the relationship between giftedness and inclusion or inclusion and 
giftedness, which are influential for an understanding of educational equity and 
school practices connected to it. While in publication D, proven giftedness legiti-
mises differentiation and selection, in publication C, the construct of giftedness 
becomes a benchmark for educational equity. This way, selective mechanisms in 
the promotion and recognition of giftedness and achievement are questioned. 

Both publications reflect on school cultures and school development, posi-
tioning conceptual suggestions for educational practice in this broader frame. 
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In publication C, this is described as a matter of professionalism in terms of 
habitus sensitivity, which is seen as decisive for school cultures. In text D, the 
focus, on the one hand, is on organisational aspects of school development to 
guarantee systematic and effective practices of grouping; on the other hand, a 
specific qualification of teachers is claimed in terms of pedagogical relationship 
building because gifted students would be more willing to take academic risks if 
they felt accepted and understood by their teachers.

Even though the two publications proved to be maximally contrasting during 
our analysis, we could elaborate on one central commonality: thinking in groups 
or categories and creating a difference. In text C, the mere descriptive use of 
words such as «deprived», «challenging» or «socially disadvantaged», which are 
further put in opposition to the so-called «privileged» schools, creates a differ-
ence. Whereas in text D, systematic sorting, and clustering in five achievement 
levels are presented as based on clear dividing lines between performance enti-
ties, which define who belongs to a group sorted by ability.

Limitations

As regards any limitations of our analysis as outlined in the methodological 
section, only peer-reviewed articles were selected, which created a potential for 
bias (e.g., exclusion of grey literature). Furthermore, the text corpus included only 
a limited number of articles published in high-impact journals. This scarcity of 
articles and a general lack of renowned journals could be owed to our restrictive 
search strategy requiring many terms (i.e., gifted, inclusion, achievement, and syno-
nyms). Even though all journals may belong to the field of education, the results 
might be influenced by the authors’ disciplinary field (e.g., psychology, counselling, 
or educational administration and policy). Additionally, more than a third of the 
articles refer to the US context, which can be seen as a further limitation. Future 
analysis should focus on a further investigation into an international text corpus 
considering articles in other languages than English. Also, the argumentation lines 
in the several contributions refer — some more clearly, some less — to divergent 
education systems at national levels, which have been included in the analysis but 
not presented in detail in this illustration of the contrasting texts. Despite these 
restrictions, the reference to a discourse-analytical approach has provided valu-
able insights into basic concepts such as giftedness, achievement, and inclusion 
by enabling their reconstruction. The readiness of this approach to question and 
challenge disciplinary-bound and taken-for-granted knowledge, which is regarded 
as one of its essential constitutive elements (Truschkat & Bormann, 2013), became 
evident during the analysis. Nevertheless, the research group faced the challenge 
of reflecting upon the context-bound nature of their own observer’s perspective 
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point. This involves striking a delicate balance by distancing oneself from the 
disciplinary discourse in an inevitably artificial manner and posing a challenge to 
one’s positioning within the scientific community.

Conclusion

Overall, in the current discourse of research on giftedness, the reference to 
educational justice is prominent and likewise evident in the analysed scientific 
texts on giftedness, achievement, and inclusion. But, as an example for the 
entire text corpus, the contrasting discussion of the two texts on giftedness, 
achievement and inclusion shows that educational equity is understood hereby 
in distinct ways. 

Text D mostly refers to a concept of distributive justice in terms of equal 
opportunities (Rawls, 1971; critically Walzer, 2006), which finds its primary 
consideration within the discussions on the «meritocratic principle» (Nerowski, 
2018; critically Berkemeyer, 2018; Tenorth, 2020). Following this approach, it is 
considered fair for well-performing children to assume privileged positions in 
future society as they are autonomous young learners provided with equal op-
portunities as everybody else to perform well. On another side, this concept is 
criticized on the grounds that children are relatively dependent on schools de-
veloping learners’ autonomy rather than assuming it (e.g., Stojanov, 2011, p. 22; 
Pant, 2020; Cross & Cross, 2021). Contribution C refers explicitly to the concept 
of recognition justice (Honneth, 1992; Stojanov, 2011), led by a particular focus on 
pedagogical relations based on recognition in school. According to this approach, 
educational equity is mostly evident in the fact that recognizing individual learn-
ing processes opens adequate paths to self-realisation and personal development. 
In this regard, the contribution refers to the habitus theory by Bourdieu (1982).

Within the selected texts, there is a conspicuous tendency to problematise 
inclusion-related developments as a challenge for the promotion of giftedness 
or achievement orientation in schools. In some cases, reference is made to the 
concept of inclusion, while there is hardly any reference to inclusion-related theo-
retical developments. Instead, the focus shifts towards writings and approaches 
closely associated to special education, which is particularly significant in the 
context of diagnostic practices and categorial classifications as it suggests a paral-
lelism between special education and gifted education, both of which seemingly 
rooted in a similar methodology and epistemology (Dell’Anna & Marsili, 2022). 
To put it differently, a link is established through the assumption of the specificity 
of «students having difficulties» on the one hand and «highly gifted students» 
on the other hand through the diagnostics targeting them. The latter not only 
rationalizes specific and exclusive programmes for the gifted (also) within a more 
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inclusive school practice but also conceals the inequity-reinforcing impact of 
selectively supporting students perceived as particularly capable.

In conclusion, it becomes evident that various forms of «doing difference» 
regarding giftedness shape the discourse on giftedness, achievement, and inclu-
sion. Contributions to the discourse that question the epistemological clarity 
of the concept of giftedness (Borland, 2021) or critically engage with policies of 
meritocracy in relation to giftedness education (Tomlinson, 2008) seem to be 
less impactful in the decade analysed here, as do conceptual contributions on 
open learning environments that respond to the individual talents of all children 
without any categorisation (Tomlinson, 1996), which can overall, be cautiously 
interpreted as a signal of discourse control in relation to the inclusion mandate. 
At the same time, critical debates in the social and cultural sciences question 
categorical and status-based approaches (Dai, 2016, 2018) and call for the in-
tegration of giftedness discourse into that of general education (Dai, 2022). In 
addition to discursive practices and critical reflections on the concept of gifted-
ness as socially constructed (Borland, 2021; Marsili, 2022), this also concerns 
the pedagogical practices of diagnosis and the promotion of giftedness and 
achievement (Marsili, Dell’Anna, & Pellegrini, 2023). However, such debates seem 
to be conducted outside the established journals that could be found using our 
search criteria, so they appear to be conducted primarily outside the established 
discourses on gifted education during the last decade. Thus, our initial analyses 
may provide some indications about the recontextualisations of political agendas 
at the level of generating scientific knowledge, providing valuable insights for 
the further observation of debates on inclusion, achievement, and giftedness 
in relation to the meritocracy dispositif in different countries and educational 
systems (Tenret, 2014).

This is because the identified discourse dynamics not only safeguard specific 
approaches and positions, but also protect gifted education and its programmes 
in general. Therefore, deconstructive approaches and an «undoing» of race, 
class, and gender — as observed in parts of the discourse around inclusion and 
educational equity — pose a threat to giftedness research. In other words, inclu-
sion is seemingly integrated into the discourse on gifted education but is subtly 
prevented from doing so.
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