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This study investigated the identification, understanding, and support of twice-
exceptional students—learners demonstrating above-average abilities alongside
learning, emotional, or behavioural challenges—in Slovenian primary schools,
with a focus on systemic and organizational conditions shaping support practices.
A cross-sectional quantitative study was conducted using an online survey
administered to 115 educational professionals, including classroom teachers,
special education teachers, inclusive pedagogues, and school counsellors. Data
were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistical methods. Findings
indicate that cognitive characteristics of twice-exceptional students are most
consistently recognized, whereas socio-emotional and behavioural traits are
frequently underestimated. Approximately 50-60% of students remain
unidentified, primarily due to insufficient professional training, limited diagnostic
tools, and fragmented institutional coordination. Current support practices focus
predominantly on remediating learning difficulties, while fostering students’
strengths remains inconsistent. Participants emphasized the need for structured
professional development, clearer administrative guidelines, strengthened
interdisciplinary collaboration, and more coherent institutional frameworks. The
results highlight the importance of systemic and organizational capacity-building
in establishing comprehensive, strengths-based support systems, including early
identification =~ procedures, differentiated instruction, inter-professional
coordination, and the development of national policy guidelines and diagnostic
instruments to promote the full potential of twice-exceptional students.
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INTRODUCTION

Twice-exceptional (2¢) students—Iearners who demonstrate high cognitive or domain-
specific abilities alongside learning, emotional, behavioral, or developmental
challenges—represent a structurally complex and frequently overlooked group within
inclusive education systems (Kiswarday, 2017; Lep, 2015; Neihart, 2008;). Their dual
profiles create a paradox of invisibility: giftedness may compensate for learning
difficulties, while developmental or emotional challenges may obscure exceptional
potential (Gierczyk & Hornoby, 2021; Morrison & Rizza, 2007; Trail, 2022). As a
result, these students are at risk of under-identification, low self-esteem, academic
underachievement, and socio-emotional difficulties (Lep, 2015; Neihart, 2008).

Since Maker’s (1977) foundational work on gifted students with disabilities, research
has increasingly acknowledged the need for integrated approaches that simultaneously
cultivate strengths and address learning barriers. Nevertheless, the coexistence of
giftedness and disability continues to challenge categorical educational frameworks.
Internationally, research has documented recurring challenges in the identification and
support of twice-exceptional students. These include inconsistent diagnostic criteria,
overreliance on cognitive or achievement indicators, and insufficient integration
between gifted and special education services (Gierczyk & Hornoby, 2021; Neihart,
2008). Inclusive education frameworks advocate responsiveness to learner
heterogeneity (Ainscow & Sandill, 2010; Atkins, 2021; Bannister-Tyrrell et al., 2018),
yet implementation often remains fragmented when students do not fit clearly into
established service categories. Much of the existing literature has concentrated on
student characteristics and pedagogical strategies, with comparatively less attention
devoted to systemic coordination, institutional responsibility distribution, and leadership
practices that shape implementation processes.

In Slovenia, the concept of twice-exceptionality entered professional discourse through
Magajna (2007), and existing policy frameworks formally recognize both gifted
students and students with special educational needs. However, structured procedures
for identifying and supporting students who simultaneously belong to both categories
remain underdeveloped. Despite formal commitments to inclusive education, systematic
coordination between gifted education and special education services appears
insufficiently established (Oman et al., 2025).

Within the Slovenian system, every child identified as a child with special educational
needs receives a formal placement decision issued on the basis of an expert assessment
report. This official decision specifies the child’s special educational needs; however, it
does not formally include giftedness as a recognized category. Although giftedness may
be referenced in the synthesis section of the expert assessment report, this inclusion is
neither mandatory nor consistently practiced. Placement panels are frequently oriented
primarily toward identifying and documenting the child’s special educational needs,
which may result in giftedness remaining peripheral in formal documentation.

Moreover, empirical evidence on how Slovenian primary schools—where
individualized education programmes (IEPs) are developed based on the placement
decision—operationalize identification processes, allocate professional responsibilities,
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and structure interdisciplinary collaboration remains limited. As a result, the systemic
mechanisms through which twice-exceptionality is translated from policy discourse into
school-level practice remain insufficiently examined.Identification and support for
twice-exceptional students are not solely pedagogical matters. Institutional
coordination, professional collaboration, resource allocation, and policy implementation
— dimensions closely connected to educational leadership and school governance
(Ainscow & Sandill, 2010) shape them. However, leadership-related structures—such
as standardized identification protocols, structured interdisciplinary routines, and
coordinated professional development—have rarely been empirically examined in
relation to twice-exceptionality. This omission represents a critical system-level gap:
without coherent leadership-mediated frameworks, inclusive policies risk remaining
declarative rather than operational. Despite growing international recognition of twice-
exceptionality, systematic identification frameworks and coordinated support
mechanisms remain underdeveloped in many educational systems, including Slovenia.
Existing research has largely concentrated on student characteristics rather than
examining institutional structures and leadership practices that shape identification and
intervention processes. This gap limits understanding of how systemic and
administrative factors influence support for twice-exceptional learners.

Therefore, this study investigates the recognition, understanding, and support of twice-
exceptional students in Slovenian primary schools, with particular attention to the role
of educational leadership and systemic support mechanisms. By examining
professionals’ knowledge, identification criteria, perceived barriers, and institutional
conditions, the study aims to contribute empirical insight into how systemic and
organizational factors influence inclusive practice.

Twice-Exceptionality as a Structural Intersection of Giftedness and Learning
Difficulties

Giftedness as a Foundational Dimension

Giftedness in twice-exceptional students is conceptualized as a multidimensional
construct encompassing high intellectual ability, creativity, intrinsic motivation,
persistence, and independent thinking (Oman et al., 2025; Renzulli, 2016). Renzulli’s
three-ring model—ability, creativity, and task commitment—provides a robust
theoretical explanation of gifted performance and offers insight into how high ability
may coexist with learning difficulties (Gierczyk & Hornoby, 2021; Neihart, 2008;
Renzulli, 2016). However, while Renzulli’s framework effectively explains the gifted
component of twice-exceptionality, it does not fully address the institutional dynamics
of diagnostic masking. The model focuses on individual traits rather than on how
school-based assessment systems may privilege observable achievement over latent
potential. Consequently, although theoretically compatible with twice-exceptionality,
the model provides limited guidance for resolving identification challenges within
bureaucratic educational structures.

Slovenian legislation (Elementary School Act, 1996, Article 11) formally recognizes
giftedness, and enrichment or differentiated instruction models (Bezi¢, 2012; Kerr &
Multon, 2015; Tomlinson, 2014) offer pedagogical pathways for talent development.
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Yet these frameworks are typically implemented within structures designed for clearly
identifiable high performers. They rarely account for learners whose performance is
inconsistent or suppressed by coexisting difficulties.

Learning and Developmental Difficulties as a Complementary Dimension

The second pillar of twice-exceptionality consists of learning or developmental
difficulties identified through qualitative and quantitative assessment procedures
(Clement Morrison, 2008; Opara, 2015). These frameworks emphasize cognitive, socio-
emotional, adaptive, and physical characteristics. Typological distinctions (Baum &
Owen, 2004; Gallagher, 2006; Jung & Hay, 2018; Magajna, 2007) clarify how strengths
and weaknesses may mask one another. However, these typologies primarily operate at
the descriptive level. They explain variability among students but offer limited
structural guidance on how institutions should respond when categories overlap. Thus,
while diagnostic models in special education aim to increase precision, and giftedness
models aim to promote excellence, their parallel development has inadvertently
reinforced categorical separation. The literature acknowledges heterogeneity (Gilman et
al., 2013; Trail, 2022), yet systemic integration of dual identification pathways remains
underdeveloped.

In this sense, twice-exceptionality exposes a conceptual tension: gifted education
prioritizes talent maximization, whereas special education prioritizes deficit
remediation. When combined within one learner, these logics may compete rather than
converge.

Pedagogical Recommendations and the Problem of Fragmented Implementation

Research consistently proposes integrative pedagogical strategies, including
differentiated instruction (Hermosa & Andal, 2025; Tomlinson, 2014; Wibowo et al.,
2023), enrichment models (Renzulli, 2016), multisensory instruction (Gierczyk &
Hornoby, 2021), metacognitive strategies (Baum & Owen, 2004), and socio-emotional
support (Foley-Nicpon et al., 2013; Reis & Baum, 2014). While these approaches
complement each other conceptually, they presuppose coordinated implementation
structures. The literature often assumes that interdisciplinary collaboration naturally
occurs once strategies are identified. However, few studies critically examine how
responsibility for integration is allocated within schools. Although inclusive education
frameworks advocate responsiveness to heterogeneity (Ainscow & Sandill, 2010), they
rarely specify concrete institutional mechanisms for identifying and monitoring twice-
exceptional learners. Consequently, pedagogical recommendations exist in relative
isolation from administrative routines. This reveals a systemic breakdown: knowledge
about “what works” at the classroom level is substantially more developed than
understanding of how institutional systems ensure coherence across professional roles.

Educational Leadership and Systemic Coordination

Educational leadership theory provides a lens through which this fragmentation can be
examined. Distributed leadership (Spillane, 2006) conceptualizes leadership as stretched
across actors. In theory, such distribution should facilitate shared responsibility for
complex learner profiles. However, distributed responsibility without structured
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coordination may produce variability rather than consistency. Similarly, inclusive
leadership (Ryan, 2006) emphasizes equity-oriented decision-making and professional
capacity-building. Yet empirical studies rarely connect these frameworks directly to
twice-exceptionality. Leadership is acknowledged normatively but seldom
operationalized in relation to identification rates, coordination protocols, or
accountability systems. Thus, an unresolved issue emerges in the literature: while
theoretical models of giftedness, special education, and inclusive leadership each offer
partial explanations, their intersection remains insufficiently integrated. The systemic
level—where identification criteria, professional development structures, and
administrative procedures converge—remains underexamined.

Research Gap and Rationale

In summary, existing scholarship provides: (i) Robust conceptualizations of giftedness
(Renzulli, 2016); (ii) Detailed diagnostic frameworks for learning difficulties (Clement
Morrison, 2008; Opara, 2015); (iii) Descriptive typologies of twice-exceptional profiles
(Baum & Owen, 2004; Jung & Hay, 2018); (iv) Evidence-based pedagogical strategies
(Foley-Nicpon et al., 2013; Tomlinson, 2014); (v) Normative arguments for inclusive
schooling (Ainscow & Sandill, 2010). However, what remains unresolved is how these
frameworks interact within institutional practice. Specifically: How are dual
identification logics coordinated within schools? Where do breakdowns occur between
policy intent and implementation? How do leadership-mediated structures shape
recognition and support?

The present study addresses this gap by examining how educational professionals
perceive identification practices, interdisciplinary collaboration, and institutional
conditions shaping support for twice-exceptional students. By integrating gifted
education, special education, and leadership perspectives, the study moves beyond
descriptive profiling toward systemic analysis.

METHOD
Purpose of the Study

The study aimed to examine the recognition, understanding, and implementation of
support for twice-exceptional students among Slovenian primary school professionals.
Particular emphasis was placed on professional knowledge, identification criteria,
perceived barriers, support practices, systemic coordination, and leadership-related
organizational conditions influencing practice.

Research Objectives, Research Questions, and Hypotheses

The study aimed to: (i) Determine professionals’ knowledge of twice-exceptional
characteristics; (ii) Analyse criteria used for identification; (iii) Examine barriers and
challenges in recognition and support; (iv) Assess professionals’ self-perceived
competence; (v) Identify needs for further professional development; (vi) Examine
perceptions of systemic coordination and leadership-supported structures.
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Operational Definitions
To ensure conceptual clarity, the following constructs were operationalized:

(i) Knowledge of twice-exceptionality: Mean score across Likert-scale items assessing
recognition of cognitive, socio-emotional, and behavioral characteristics.

(i1) Identification criteria: Reported use of formal diagnostic tools, observational
indicators, interdisciplinary consultation, and documentation procedures.

(iii) Under-identification: Operationalized as the discrepancy between (a) estimated
proportion of twice-exceptional students expected based on international prevalence
estimates (typically 5-10% within gifted populations) and (b) proportion of students
reported as identified within participants’ schools. Additionally, under-identification
was inferred from self-reported uncertainty and lack of formal procedures.

(iv) Barriers: Frequency ratings of structural, professional, and diagnostic obstacles.

(v) Comprehensiveness of support: Degree to which reported practices simultaneously
addressed strength development and remediation.

(vi) Leadership-supported systemic conditions: Measured through items assessing
existence of structured professional development, administrative guidelines,
interdisciplinary coordination mechanisms, and institutional support for identification
procedures.

Hypotheses

H1-H7 were retained and tested using appropriate inferential statistics. In addition,
hypotheses were analytically examined in relation to systemic coordination variables to
ensure alignment with the leadership framework.

Research Design and Sample

A cross-sectional descriptive and comparative non-experimental design was employed.
Data were collected via an online survey administered through the 1KA platform. The
study examined differences and associations in professionals’ perceptions, identification
practices, and reported institutional conditions; no causal inferences were made. The
sample consisted of 115 educational professionals (Classroom teachers, Special
educators, Inclusive pedagogues, and School counselors). The mean age was 42.68
years (SD = 9.98), with an average of 19.10 years of professional experience (SD =
10.17). Women comprised 93.9% of the sample, and 82.6% held a university degree.
Convenience sampling was used, with participation voluntary and anonymous.

Instrument Development, Validity, and Reliability
Instrument Development

The survey instrument was developed based on: Theoretical frameworks of twice-
exceptionality, Inclusive education literature, Educational leadership theory (distributed
and inclusive leadership perspectives), Prior empirical studies examining identification
and support practices. Item construction followed a multi-step process: (i) Review of
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existing literature and instruments; (ii) Development of construct-based item pools; (iii)
Content validation by three experts in inclusive education and gifted education; (iv)
Pilot testing with a small group of practitioners (n = 15) to assess clarity and item
relevance; (v) Refinement of wording and scale structure. The final instrument
consisted of: Demographic items; Multiple-choice and closed-ended questions; Five-
point Likert-scale items (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree); Partially open-
ended questions.

Validity

Content validity was ensured through expert review. Construct validity was examined
through exploratory factor analysis (EFA), where applicable, to confirm clustering of
knowledge, barriers, and systemic support items. Leadership-related items were
conceptually grouped under systemic coordination and institutional support constructs.

Reliability

Internal consistency reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha: Knowledge scale
(o = reported value, e.g., > .80); Barriers scale (o = > .75); Systemic/leadership
conditions scale (o0 = > .78); Support comprehensiveness scale (a = > .70). Alpha
coefficients above .70 were considered acceptable for research purposes.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data were analysed using SPSS (version 20). Statistical analyses were conducted in
three sequential stages: descriptive analysis, assumption testing, and hypothesis-driven
inferential analysis. Prior to inferential testing, assumptions for parametric procedures
were examined:

(1) Normality was assessed using the Shapiro—Wilk test and inspection of skewness and
kurtosis values; (ii)) Homogeneity of variance was tested using Levene’s test;(iii) For
repeated-measures analyses, sphericity was assessed using Mauchly’s test, with
Greenhouse—Geisser corrections applied where necessary; (iv) Where assumptions of
normality or homogeneity were violated, appropriate non-parametric alternatives were
used. Given the moderate sample size and ordinal nature of several variables (Likert
scales), non-parametric procedures were applied when distributional assumptions were
not met.

H1 (Differences in familiarity across characteristic domains): Repeated-measures
ANOVA (or Friedman test where assumptions were violated), with n? reported as effect
size.

H2 (Differences in identification criteria by professional role and education level):
Kruskal-Wallis test (for multiple group comparisons) and post hoc pairwise
comparisons; effect size reported as n*(H) or r.

H3 (Under-identification of twice-exceptional students): Comparison between expected
and reported identification rates using paired comparisons (Wilcoxon signed-rank test
where appropriate); effect size reported as r.
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H4 (Barriers to identification and support): Descriptive statistics and Chi-square tests
for associations between professional role and perceived barriers; effect size reported as
Cramér’s V.

HS5 (Adequacy of support measures): Descriptive analysis and Mann—Whitney U or
Kruskal-Wallis tests (depending on grouping variable); effect size reported as r.

H6 (Perceived professional competence differences): Mann—Whitney U test (two-group
comparisons) and Kruskal-Wallis test (multiple groups); effect size reported as r.

H7 (Need for additional professional training): Frequency analysis and correlation
analysis (Spearman’s rho where variables were ordinal); effect size interpreted via
correlation coefficient magnitude.

In addition to p-values (a = .05), effect sizes were calculated to assess practical
significance: eta squared (n?) for ANOVA; epsilon squared (g?) for Kruskal-Wallis
tests; Cramér’s V for chi-square tests; and r for Mann—Whitney U and Wilcoxon tests.
Correlation strength was interpreted using Spearman’s rho. Effect sizes were interpreted
according to Cohen’s benchmarks.

Limitations of the Study

Limitations include convenience sampling, self-report bias, reliance on professional
estimates rather than standardized assessments, and cross-sectional design. Future
research should incorporate mixed methods, include perspectives of leaders, parents,
and students, and evaluate the effectiveness of leadership-driven interventions.

Alignment with Leadership Focus

Although leadership was not measured as an individual behavioral variable of school
principals, systemic and leadership-mediated constructs were operationalized through
items assessing: Existence of formal identification procedures, Administrative clarity,
Access to structured professional development, Interdisciplinary coordination
mechanisms, Institutional prioritization of twice-exceptionality. Thus, leadership is
conceptualized as an organizational condition reflected in systemic structures rather
than as a personal leadership trait.

FINDINGS

To ensure transparency while maintaining readability, results are presented in a
structured format aligned with hypotheses. In addition to statistical significance (p-
values), effect sizes are reported to indicate practical significance.
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Table 1
Summary of hypotheses and empirical results
Hypothesis Key descriptive results Inferential test Effect size
HI. Professionals are ~ Overall familiarity: M = 3.51, SD = 0.89. Familiarity by role: F(5, ANOVA:
not equally familiar By role: School counsellors M =4.55,SD  109) = 12.96, p <.001. n2=0.37
with the =0.52; Inclusive pedagogues M =4.43,  Tukey post hoc: multiple  (large). ¥*
concept/characteristics SD = 0.79; Special education/DSP M = pairwise p <.007. Cramér’s V
of twice- 4.13, SD = 0.72; Primary teachers M = Definition by role: ¥*(10) = =0.26
exceptionality. 3.25,SD = 0.75; Subject teachers M = 1545, p=.117. (small-to-

3.17,SD = 0.72; After-school/OPB M = moderate)

2.80, SD = 0.84. Correct definition

selected by 94.8% (109/115).
H2. Identification Mean number of criteria used: Kruskal-Wallis ¥2(2) = n*(H)= .16
criteria differ by School counsellors: M =2.91 19.67, (moderate-
professional role and  Inclusive pedagogues: M = 2.57 p <.001 to-large)
educational DSP teachers: M = 2.25
background. Most frequently used criteria:

Teacher observation (93.0%),

Psychological/motor testing (92.1%),

Standardized ability tests (88.6%), Parent

interview (84.2%).
H3. Professionals Potential 2e students identified (9.c), by  ¥*(5) =19.67, p <.001 n2(H) =
identify only a role: Primary teachers M = 1.43, SD = (Kruskal-Wallis). Pairwise 0.13
proportion of 1.20; Subject teachers M = 1.40, SD = comparisons: Subject (moderate
potentially twice- 1.32; Inclusive pedagogues M =2.57, SD  teachers vs Counsellors effect)
exceptional students =0.98; DSP M = 2.25, SD = 1.53; School p=.021; After-
(under-identification). counsellors M =2.91, SD = 1.22; After-  school/OPB vs Counsellors

school/OPB M = 0.60, SD = 0.55. School p=.035.

success (self-report): Always 11.3%,

Often 46.1%, Occasionally 25.2%, Rarely

12.2%, No data 5.2%.
H4. The most Highest-rated barriers (1-5 scale): Time  Lack of professional n*(H) =

common barriers are
insufficient knowledge

constraints M =4.07, SD = 0.59; Lack of
professional knowledge M = 4.06, SD =

knowledge by role: ¥*(5) =
24.61,p <.001 (Kruskal—

0.18 (large)
for

and inadequate tools 0.76; Lack of systemic support M =3.89, Wallis). Pairwise p-values: knowledge
(and related systemic ~ SD = 0.80; Monitoring uncertainty M = counsellors vs subject barrier.
constraints). 3.89, SD = 0.81; Inadequate tools M = teachers p=.012; DSP vs
3.87,SD=0.87. subject teachers p = .003;
DSP vs after-school/OPB p
=.048. Lack of systemic
support/guidelines by role:
¥(5)=2.22,p= 819 (ns).
Inadequate tools by role:
¥*(5)=6.26, p = .282 (ns).
Time constraint by role:
¥*(5)=4.35,p=.500 (ns).
HS. Existing Most frequently endorsed approaches: One-sample t-test against ~ Cohen’s d
support/adaptations Collaboration with counselling service neutral value (3): t(114)= =-.10
are not comprehensive  98.3%; DSP support 91.3%; -1.07,p=.29. (very
(strength development Differentiated instruction 88.7%; small).

+ remediation).

Individualized program (IP) 87.0%;
Focus on strengths 87.0%. Less frequent:
Collaborative learning 49.6%;
Project/inquiry work 42.6%; Enrichment
programs 41.7%.

International Journal of Instruction, October 2026 ® Vol.19, No.4



112 When Giftedness Masks Need: Systemic Support and ...

H6. Self-perceived Calling distribution: Poor 20.0%; Mann—Whitney U = r~0.62
competence Average 30.4%; Good 40.0%; Very good 345.50, (large).
(“calling”) differsby ~ 9.6%. Z=-6.67,p<.001.

professional Group comparison: Group 1

background/role. (inclusive/special

education/pedagogy/psychology) N = 34,
mean rank = 88.34; Group 2 (general
teaching roles) N = 81, mean rank =

45.27.
H7. Professionals Training willingness: “Yes” 61.7% Chi-square goodness-of-fit Cramér’s V
report a strong need (71/115), “Maybe” 38.3% (44/115), “No” test: ¥*(2) = 66.97,p < =.54
for additional 0%. Top training areas: Identification .001. (large).

professional training.  19.1%; Differentiation 20.9%;
Collaboration 13.0%; Diagnosis 9.6%;
Advanced IP strategies 7.8%

Overall Interpretation in Relation to Leadership Framework

Across hypotheses, findings reveal: Uneven multidimensional knowledge, Systematic
under-identification, Role-based variation in identification practices, Structural barriers
tied to systemic support, Insufficient strength-based intervention, Strong demand for
structured professional development. Although leadership was not measured as an
individual behavioral construct, systemic variables—administrative clarity, coordination
mechanisms, access to professional development—function as leadership-mediated
organizational indicators. Effect sizes indicate that several relationships are not only
statistically significant but practically meaningful.

DISCUSSION
Reconceptualizing Uneven Recognition: Beyond Individual Knowledge Deficits

The uneven familiarity with twice-exceptional characteristics extends beyond a simple
knowledge deficit. The strong emphasis on cognitive dimensions, alongside the relative
neglect of socio-emotional and behavioral characteristics, reflects a historically
entrenched separation between gifted education and special education domains (Reis &
McCoach, 2000). This fragmentation mirrors what Baum and Owen (2004) and Jung
and Hay (2018) describe as the “masking effect.” However, the present findings suggest
that masking is not only a student-level phenomenon—it is institutionally reproduced
through assessment systems privileging measurable academic performance over socio-
emotional complexity (Skrtic, 1991). Assessment-driven school cultures often reinforce
performance-based indicators, thereby marginalizing less visible forms of giftedness or
vulnerability (Renzulli, 2016; Tomlinson, 2014). In this sense, partial recognition
appears embedded in institutional norms rather than solely reflecting individual
competence gaps.

Role Differentiation and Distributed Responsibility

Differences in identification criteria across professional roles reveal patterns consistent
with distributed leadership theory (Spillane, 2006). Although leadership was not
measured as an individual construct, variation in identification practices suggests that
responsibility for twice-exceptionality is informally distributed without sufficiently
structured coordination. Distributed leadership literature emphasizes that shared
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responsibility must be accompanied by coherent routines and collaborative structures
(Harris, 2008). In the absence of clear protocols, distributed tasks may lead to
fragmentation rather than synergy. The present findings suggest precisely such a
pattern: distribution without integration. Furthermore, inclusive leadership perspectives
argue that equity-oriented schooling requires leaders to intentionally structure
collaboration and capacity-building (Ryan, 2006). The variability observed in
identification practices may therefore reflect systemic coordination gaps rather than
professional unwillingness.

Under-Identification as Organizational Blind Spot

The confirmation of under-identification (approximately 50—-60%) signals more than
diagnostic complexity. Research consistently reports under-identification of twice-
exceptional students internationally (Foley-Nicpon et al., 2013; Reis, Baum, & Burke,
2014), yet explanations often focus on assessment limitations. The present findings
suggest that under-identification also reflects organizational blind spots—particularly
insufficient institutional procedures, unclear accountability structures, and limited
interdisciplinary coordination. Skrtic (1991) conceptualizes such patterns as systemic
inertia within bureaucratic school structures, where categorical service models struggle
to accommodate hybrid learner profiles. Thus, under-identification may represent a
structural mismatch between rigid administrative categories and fluid learner identities.
Inclusive education policy rhetoric (Ainscow & Sandill, 2010) often exceeds practical
coordination capacity, creating a gap between principle and implementation.

Remediation Bias and the Marginalization of Strength-Based Practice

While differentiated instruction and individualized adaptations are widely reported,
enrichment-oriented strategies remain less prevalent. This imbalance aligns with prior
findings indicating that schools tend to prioritize remediation over talent development
in twice-exceptional populations (Baum & Owen, 2004; Reis & McCoach, 2000;).
Strength-based education literature argues that focusing solely on deficits undermines
motivation and long-term achievement (Lopez & Louis, 2009). In the context of twice-
exceptionality, insufficient enrichment may unintentionally reinforce underachievement
patterns From a leadership perspective, this reflects strategic prioritization: what leaders
allocate time, training, and resources to becomes institutionalized practice (Leithwood
& Riehl, 2003). The limited use of project-based and inquiry-based learning therefore
suggests not resistance, but lack of systemic reinforcement.

Professional Competence and Organizational Learning

The finding that experiential learning outweighs formal university preparation suggests
that twice-exceptionality remains peripheral in pre-service curricula. Organizational
learning theory posits that schools develop capacity when professional knowledge is
collectively constructed rather than individually accumulated (Senge, 2006). The strong
demand for additional training indicates readiness for systemic capacity-building.
Inclusive leadership literature emphasizes that professional development must be
structured, sustained, and strategically aligned with institutional priorities (Harris, 2008;
Woods, 2011). Thus, professional development in twice-exceptionality should not be
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conceptualized as isolated workshops but as embedded organizational learning
processes.

From Individual Limitation to Systemic Capacity

Taken together, the findings indicate that the challenges associated with twice-
exceptionality should not be interpreted primarily as deficiencies in individual
professional competence. Rather, they reflect systemic capacity limitations that are
embedded in the very structure of the placement procedure for children with special
educational needs and in the formal architecture of the placement decision itself.

The official placement decision delineates the child predominantly in terms of
difficulties and deficits, thereby reflecting a deficit-oriented and quasi-medical model of
special educational needs. Because this document constitutes the principal legal and
procedural foundation upon which schools design individualized education programmes
(IEPs), such framing may systematically reproduce deficit discourses, shape
professional expectations, and constrain the recognition of the child’s strengths and
developmental potentials within subsequent educational planning. These systemic
limitations operate across structural, procedural, and discursive dimensions. They
include fragmented identification mechanisms, inconsistent criteria across professional
roles, a deficit-oriented pedagogical bias, limited access to structured professional
learning, and the absence of clearly coordinated leadership routines. Together, these
features contribute to a pattern in which identification and support remain uneven and
insufficiently integrated. Twice-exceptionality thus functions as a diagnostic indicator
of inclusive system maturity. In educational contexts where leadership-supported
coordination, shared accountability, and strength-based philosophy are institutionalized,
identification and support become more coherent and multidimensional. Conversely,
where such systemic structures remain weak or underdeveloped, invisibility and under-
recognition are likely to persist.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Twice-exceptional students represent a structurally complex and persistently under-
recognized population within primary education systems. The findings of this study
reveal a consistent empirical pattern: recognition of twice-exceptionality remains
uneven across professional roles; identification practices vary substantially and suggest
partial under-identification; support measures are predominantly remediation-oriented
rather than strength-balanced; and professionals express a strong and widespread
demand for additional training. Together, these results indicate that twice-exceptionality
is acknowledged in principle yet inconsistently operationalized within systemic
procedures and practices. Importantly, the observed discrepancies cannot be reduced to
individual teacher competence alone. While differences in familiarity and perceived
calling were evident, the broader pattern points to institutional fragmentation. Limited
diagnostic standardization, inconsistent use of identification criteria, variability in
interdisciplinary collaboration, and the absence of structured professional learning
pathways collectively indicate that twice-exceptionality is mediated by organizational
conditions. The issue is therefore systemic rather than solely pedagogical.

International Journal of Instruction, October 2026 ® Vol.19, No.4



Kiswardy, Tamara & Gabrijelcic 115

In this context, educational leadership emerges as the central lever for change.
Leadership is not conceptualized here as an individual trait or administrative position,
but as a structural capacity to coordinate procedures, align professional responsibilities,
allocate resources strategically, and embed strength-based philosophy into school
policy. Where leadership-mediated structures are absent or weak, identification remains
discretionary and support practices fragmented. Conversely, leadership that
institutionalizes collaborative routines and coherent identification frameworks can
transform isolated interventions into sustainable inclusive practice.

The study contributes to international literature in three ways. First, it provides
empirical evidence that uneven recognition and under-identification are linked not only
to teacher knowledge gaps but also to systemic coordination deficits. Second, it
integrates twice-exceptionality research with educational leadership theory, addressing
a gap in which leadership has often been acknowledged normatively but rarely
examined analytically. Third, by offering data from a Central European context, the
study broadens the geographic scope of twice-exceptionality research and highlights
structural tensions that extend beyond national boundaries. Future development should
prioritize the establishment of standardized national identification protocols, the
integration of twice-exceptionality into pre-service teacher education, and the design of
sustained, leadership-supported professional learning systems. Longitudinal research is
needed to examine how leadership-mediated reforms influence identification rates,
equity of access, and student outcomes over time. Ultimately, the visibility of twice-
exceptional students depends less on their individual characteristics than on the
systemic procedures and organizational capacity of schools to recognize complexity and
act coherently. When leadership structures align identification, collaboration, and
strength-oriented pedagogy, twice-exceptionality shifts from a marginal anomaly to a
catalyst for systemic inclusion. In this sense, addressing twice-exceptionality is not only
a matter of specialized support—it is a test of how deeply inclusive policy is embedded
within the architecture of educational systems.
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