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Recognizing Them

 

TWO years ago, Justin was identified through state-mandated group
testing as needing accelerated instruction; however, his rural school
has no system in place for further assessment and for addressing his
need for a more challenging curriculum. Now in his first year of
middle school, he has become listless, anxious, and discouraged.
One of his teachers recently expressed concerns about Justin’s well-
being to his parents, who then consulted with the school counselor,
who in turn suggested that they search for mental health help in a
nearby city. The counselor is unfamiliar with clinical professionals
there, but she and Justin’s parents plan to collaborate on a search
for professional help. Unfortunately, none of them knows what to ask
an agency as they pursue a good fit for this bright boy.

A CLASSROOM teacher has referred Cristina, a third-grader, to
the gifted-education teacher for possible participation in the program
for high-ability students. English is an unfamiliar language for
Cristina’s mother, and her father grew up in a low-income urban US
neighborhood. They have asked to meet with the classroom teacher
not only because they need to give permission for an assessment,
but also because they are not familiar with special programs. They
wonder what the term gifted means, what the program involves, if
they need to pay for Cristina’s participation, and if she will no longer
be with her friends in school.



What do high-ability and gifted mean? What are the criteria for deciding
who gets the gifted label? How is ability measured and giftedness
identified? What should parents, teachers, counselors, and psychologists
know to help them advocate for bright children and teens and, when
warranted, seek services in and beyond the school district?

WHAT DO THE LABELS MEAN?
Language is powerful, and a label (or lack of it) can have life-altering
impact during the school years. A label indicating high ability may not
matter to some students or their families. But for others, this label may be
the only ticket available for special opportunities, and it may affect how the
students see themselves and how others see them.

The label gifted, when referring to students who have outstanding
intellectual ability, is not universally embraced—even in the field of gifted
education. Other common terms associated with high ability are highly
able, high capability, talented, gifted and talented, bright, high potential,
advanced learner, profoundly intelligent, and highly intelligent. When it
seems necessary to distinguish points in the small uppermost section of the
bell curve of intellectual ability, professionals use terms such as
exceptionally gifted, extreme ability, severely gifted, and profoundly gifted.
Giftedness researcher Françoys Gagné (2018) used the following terms for
levels of intellectual or talent ability:

mildly gifted: IQ greater than 120 (1 in 10 people)
moderately gifted: IQ greater than 135 (1 in 100 people)
highly gifted: IQ greater than 145 (1 in 1,000 people)
exceptionally gifted: IQ greater than 155 (1 in 10,000 people)
extremely gifted: IQ greater than 165 (1 in 100,000 people)

Clinical neuropsychologist John Wasserman (2007) gave different
numbers for the final two categories, defining exceptional ability as having
an IQ greater than 160 and profoundly gifted as having an IQ greater than
175. Labeling levels of giftedness is important because it may be used to
determine the level of differentiation a child or teen needs in services. The
higher the ability, the greater the social and emotional complexity, and the
greater the need for differentiated academic and social and emotional
curriculum.



The higher the ability, the greater

the social and emotional complexity,

and the greater the need for

differentiated academic and social

and emotional curriculum.

However, a label can have social and emotional impact. For example, a
child or teen, or their parent or guardian, might be uncomfortable if the term
gifted is applied to their high level of measured intelligence. That label
might have social costs, time costs, and pressure costs. In philosophical and
political terms, with equity of opportunity in mind, the term can seem
elitist. Gifted is usually not questioned when used to describe athletes,
visual artists, musicians, and writers, but it is possible that educator
language and tone, narrowly focused academic programs, and inappropriate
identification practices do reflect elitism. For this reason, some
professionals, school districts, and states have moved away from the term
gifted. In this book we will usually use some form of the phrase high ability
when referring to standing out, having much more ability than average, and
having high enough ability to warrant adjustments in school curriculum. We
will use gifted when referring to gifted-education research findings and
perspectives that apply that term. Our view is that high-ability students not
only are complex individually, but also vary widely collectively. We
embrace bright underachievers, bright kids with learning disabilities, bright
individuals in complex home situations, and culturally and economically
diverse gifted children and adolescents who are bright. Our language
reflects that high ability—even intellectual brilliance—is not a narrow,
precisely demarcated concept and can be found in any context.

Too often, only cognitive strengths and academic performance are
considered when adults plan and deliver curriculum for highly able children
and teens. Developmental tasks (related to identity, direction, relationships,
and autonomy, for example) are basically universal, but how highly able
kids experience developmental challenges differs from how other children
and adolescents experience them. Our emphasis is therefore on social and
emotional development, not just academic performance, and on the whole
child, not just the child’s performance.



WHO GETS THE LABEL?
School districts in the United States vary in their eligibility standards for
special programs. The gifted-education field has long recommended some
combination of the following for determining eligibility:

a high score on a standardized (nationally field-tested and normed)
assessment of cognitive or intellectual ability (memory; capacity to see
connections, solve problems, learn) or achievement (knowledge accrued
and/or applied), administered individually or in a group
high classroom achievement and nomination by a teacher, parent, or self
a portfolio of classroom or artistic products

When classroom achievement is the only eligibility criterion, the
program offered is likely geared to high classroom performers only,
regardless of ability. Because standardized group assessments often focus
on math, science, and reading (and not on social studies, abstract thinking,
creativity, spatial strengths, or writing), students identified by these
assessments might be suited for advanced classes in one of those areas—but
not necessarily in all three. In addition, some students might not be willing
or able at that time to perform well in large-group testing; others can
demonstrate accumulated knowledge in these tests in spite of a history of
low classroom grades and in spite of circumstances. Individual ability
(intelligence) testing is usually considered ideal for determining ability
level, but conducting individual tests is labor-intensive and therefore
expensive, making individual assessment access an economic equity issue.

To reduce the impact of socioeconomic status, lack of fluency in
English, and learning differences on test results, nonverbal (visual) group-
administered tests of cognitive ability are an option. Results of these tests
strongly correlate with those of verbal tests, though nonverbal assessments
may not identify highly verbal students or those with visual processing
deficits. Tests that measure ability in multiple ways minimize these
concerns.

Students typically identified for

gifted programs—as well as bright



kids who are not identified—are

highly idiosyncratic, varying greatly.

For determining program eligibility, a common cutoff score on a widely
used standardized ability test is 130, above which is only a little more than
2 percent of the general population. But because special programs are
meant to serve students who are so different from age peers in their
community that the usual curriculum is not appropriate, school districts
might use a different cutoff score: perhaps 120 (if only a small percentage
are assessed to be above that, or if 15 to 20 percent are deemed to have high
potential, and the program is geared to developing that potential) or 140 (if
most students in a school or district are high-scoring, the general curriculum
is geared to that level, and only extreme outliers need special curriculum).
In typical gifted-education programs, students in Gagné’s “mildly gifted”
category are not likely to be involved because of the assumption that the
regular curriculum, with modifications as warranted, is a good enough fit
for them.

If IQ scores are extrapolated beyond the ceiling of what tests can
actually measure, an IQ might be 190 or more in a profoundly gifted
person, making the range of ability among those deemed gifted at least 60
IQ points—130 to 190 and beyond. Actually, new extended norms for the
WISC-V, frequently used for individual IQ testing, now go up to 210
(Raiford et al. 2019). (The entire range of ability across 95 percent of a
normal population is 60 IQ points—70 to 130—arguably smaller than the
common range of students with the gifted label.) Therefore, students
typically identified for gifted programs—as well as bright kids who are not
identified—are highly idiosyncratic, varying greatly. When a scholar,
teacher, or organization refers to “gifted children,” “students with high
potential,” or “advanced learners,” they are describing widely varying
levels of ability with a single generic term. One-size-fits-all programs are
not likely to address the needs and concerns of all students who need
advanced-learner services.

QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE EVALUATION



Quantitative and qualitative evaluation used in tandem can help
professionals understand the whole person, beyond academic
performance. Evaluating ability quantitatively (statistically) is
important—not only for identifying high ability when poor academic
performance does not reflect it, but also to show differences in ability
among high-ability kids. Quantitative evaluation of capability also
allows comparisons among strengths and limitations in particular
domains and measurement of cognitive changes over time. In
contrast, qualitative evaluation may use interviews, observation,
long-response questionnaires, and focus groups to assess whether
or how mental and physical health, disabilities, or social functioning
are affecting school experiences and demonstration of abilities.
Teacher and parent questionnaires, portfolios of creative work or
leadership, and real-world problem-solving may also be part of broad
assessment.

We embrace the adage that what is

measurable is not always important,

and what is important is not always

measurable.

When we work therapeutically with bright kids, qualitative
approaches are essential. We are interested in their social and
emotional concerns and development, their internal world, and their
well-being. However, quantitative evaluation is crucial for
understanding their academic, social, and emotional development
and for guiding clinical intervention and school accommodation:
educational evaluations (IQ test; achievement test in reading, writing,
and math), psychoeducational evaluations (conducted by school and
private psychologists—tests of ability and achievement; measures of
mood, behavior, and visual, auditory, and social processing), and
neuropsychological evaluations (not conducted in schools—
psychoeducational testing and expanded measures of memory,
attention, executive functioning, and visual, auditory, and social
processing). Even with these several options, we need to have high



tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty as we explore how these
kids make sense of their world.

In general, beyond assessment, we keep in mind that looking for
a “cause” or one “reason” for a behavioral or emotional concern, and
not considering themes in a child’s or teen’s language or patterns
related to sleeping, eating, and studying, may mean that complex
interactions are ignored. We may need multiple sessions before a
sudden insight helps us make sense of a presenting issue.

We embrace the adage that what is measurable is not always
important, and what is important is not always measurable. We
sometimes frown when we hear bold statements about “the majority”
in a research study, implying some unequivocal “truth” in education,
likely to be cited by scholars for decades. The minority matter too.
We have worked with many brilliant kids who do not fit majority
findings about characteristics and behaviors. Unfortunately, their
experiences may not be represented in textbooks and articles about
high ability. It’s important to remember that if, for example, 75
percent of bright kids behave in some way, 25 percent of bright kids
do not. Both groups warrant attention. Clinically, we may work with
that minority more than with the majority, but we know it is important
not to assume that the majority have no counseling concerns, for
example.

DETERMINING ELIGIBILITY
States, school districts, or schools decide the criteria for eligibility for
special programming. Eligibility for gifted programs depends on what is
considered high ability, what kind of assessment is used, whether the
identification process casts a wide net to avoid missing a child with high
potential, and perhaps even how many students an understaffed program
can accommodate. Due to these variations, children might need scores of at
least 120, 130, or 145 to be eligible. That means that in a school with a
normal distribution of intelligence, approximately 10 percent, 2.25 percent,
or 0.13 percent of the student body, respectively, would be identified as
eligible. If a school or district is composed entirely of above-average or
high-average students and program staffing is limited, it might use a higher



cutoff score and identify a smaller percentage of students for a special
program. Justification for that policy might be that teachers are already
using curriculum and teaching methods appropriate for students with
relatively high ability, and a program would address needs typical of
students with even higher levels of ability. We believe that special
programs, regardless of eligibility criteria, should not be limited to more-
and-faster curriculum, but instead should also include experiences intended
to broaden awareness and understanding in many fields—beyond the school
curriculum.

A major problem with cutoff scores for determining eligibility is that no
test is perfect. Each assessment for school services includes a range of
measurement error, the difference between what a test score indicates and a
student’s actual knowledge and abilities. (News media, when reporting
survey results, often refer to measurement error by saying “plus or minus X
percentage points.” However, parents, guardians, and teachers may not be
aware that measurement error also applies to assessments of ability.)
Committees should consider measurement error during the identification
process. Scores on group-administered tests might underestimate ability if
high-ability children and teens are anxious, ill, or preoccupied with family
stress during testing; if they have learning, neurological, physical, or mental
health issues warranting time or space accommodations that are not
provided; or if the tests themselves have inherent bias. With individual face-
to-face intelligence tests, a bright student may be uncomfortable with the
size, voice, gender, or a behavior (for example, posture, type of eye contact,
small talk at the outset) of the tester, or if the tester has biases that interfere
with objectivity, test scores might not fall even within the error range.
Regardless, testers should note, in any report, not only the error range, but
also any observed anxiety or distractibility and the likelihood of
underestimating or otherwise misassessing the child’s ability.

MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCES

Not all schools and school districts limit identification of giftedness to
intellectual ability. In the 1980s, Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple
intelligences (MI), which challenged traditional IQ-based views of
intelligence, first gained media attention. Since 1999, he has
identified eight relatively independent intelligences that process



information differently: linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical,
spatial, bodily/kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and
naturalistic. Later, he and colleagues considered existential and
pedagogical as additional intelligences. Many educators have
appreciated Gardner’s theory because it broadens how intellect can
be defined and applied, but some scholars have criticized it as
lacking empirical evidence (Gardner 2006). He has argued that his
MI theory is based on “applied evidence,” not “experimental
evidence,” and that experimental evidence is not appropriate for all
theory development. Despite the controversy, Gardner has received
numerous prestigious awards for his influential work.

In practice, schools usually assess only verbal and logical-
mathematical intelligences to determine eligibility for programs, and
programs (often limited to accelerated curricula) focus on those
areas. Exceptionality in other areas of intelligence—particularly
social (interpersonal, leadership), self-knowledge (intrapersonal),
and creativity—may not be considered. When programming is limited
to verbal and math offerings—or even just math—bright students
without strengths in those areas probably have a poor fit. Ideally
programs fit the child, not vice versa, and offer curricula appropriate
for students who excel in various areas of intelligence and address
their needs. All bright students do not respond positively when
limited to more-and-faster options. Jean observed, at length,
impressive application of the MI theory in a program for high-ability
children in an urban school and subsequently applied what she had
learned when working clinically with bright children and teens.

Recognizing Potential
Casting a wide net (lowering the cutoff score or percentile ranking required
for eligibility) helps professionals identify potential. Students can be
clustered in each subject area according to level of intellectual strengths
and/or achievement. Assessment happens not just once, and not just to
determine basic eligibility, but periodically, allowing children to move to
higher-level material when they’re deemed ready to advance. This approach
seems to suggest that high achievement and giftedness are synonymous, a



specific perspective we do not embrace. However, we fully support the idea
that widening the net to include students “with promise” offers them
opportunities to learn and achieve academically. This kind of programming
is different from programs with only more-and-faster academic work for
students who are already achieving at a high level. The focus in this book
on the whole child fits the wide-net view.

There is disagreement in the field about which scores qualify as
“gifted”—and even whether a score is a useful indicator. Traditionalists
believe that gifted people are the top 2 percent of the population in
intellectual ability. Others espouse the top 5 percent. The former National
Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) definition referred to the top 10
percent. In reality, giftedness is in the eye of the beholder. The concept of
giftedness may reflect what is valued in a culture, and cultures differ in
what they value. (See the “Cultural Values” section later in this chapter.) If
the goals are informed decision-making and equity of opportunities,
educators need to consider that policies and practices in US schools usually
reflect the dominant US culture.

Dan participated on the most recent NAGC gifted definition task force,
which crafted the following definition (National Association for Gifted
Children 2019):

Students with gifts and talents perform—or have the capability to perform—at higher levels
compared to others of the same age, experience, and environment in one or more domains.
They require modification(s) to their educational experience(s) to learn and realize their
potential. Student with gifts and talents:
• Come from all racial, ethnic, and cultural populations, as well as all economic strata.

• Require sufficient access to appropriate learning opportunities to realize their potential.
• Can have learning and processing disorders that require specialized intervention and

accommodation.

• Need support and guidance to develop socially and emotionally as well as in their areas of
talent.

• Require varied services based on their changing needs.

Note that this definition does not indicate a score. No score can account
for the impact of personal circumstances on test performance and
identification. This definition does promote equity in opportunity. It is the
responsibility of educators to invest effort in identifying bright students
whose health circumstances, cultural differences, or socioeconomic or
family circumstances are interfering with classroom performance.



Highly capable underachievers may be no less gifted, by definition, than
high academic achievers—endowed with exceptional capacity to learn,
create, develop optimally and complexly, contribute, and produce. When
they have family and/or school support, good fortune, good-fit relationships
with teachers, and access to opportunities, underachievers can thrive.
Educators owe them support and opportunities. But thriving and giftedness
do not necessarily mean extraordinary academic achievement.
Underachievers need special programs as much as high achievers do—and
both can benefit from more differentiated programming than is usually
offered in schools. Descriptors often listed as reflecting giftedness are these:
curious, eager to learn, able to focus and learn quickly, drawn to deep
learning in areas of interest; creative and insightful in thinking and
problem-solving; able to recognize connections among disparate parts; self-
motivated; keenly observant; and preferring older friends to age peers.
Many of these fit positive stereotypes of “gifted kids.” However, high
intellectual ability is not always manifested in these ways, nor do they all
describe all bright kids. Personality type, learning preferences, activity-level
tendencies, and life circumstances vary greatly among bright kids and can
affect how much they match the characteristics often found on checklists
used during identification. Too many bright children and adolescents, some
of them in high distress, cannot demonstrate these behaviors at a particular
time in their and their family’s development. Educators, counselors, and
parents can work to broaden the range of qualities and circumstances they
need to be alert to when their goal is to recognize high potential and high
ability.

MANY ARE MISSED
Many highly able children and teens are not identified for special
programming. Some simply do not fit common positive stereotypes
associated with giftedness—well-behaved, compliant, highly verbal and
articulate, voracious readers, socially skilled, culturally mainstream, high-
achieving, with parents invested in their well-being—and therefore do not
come to mind when teachers make referrals for further evaluation to
determine eligibility. Highly able students with challenging behaviors may
be not be referred by teachers for a second look because the latter believe
that participation must be deserved—not necessarily needed. Some parents



and guardians may have similar assumptions about what qualifies a child or
teen for a special program.

Bright students may also be missed when only test scores and academic
achievement determine eligibility, or when identification occurs before they
arrive in the school district. A former school may not forward student
records. Multiple teachers in a large middle school may have few
opportunities to discuss students they have in common. Parents and
guardians with heavy work schedules may not be able to schedule a
meeting with a teacher to advocate for their child. Students who are English
language learners probably cannot yet show their ability on verbal
assessments or in the classroom. Twice-exceptional (2e) students (cognitive
giftedness as one exceptionality; one or more emotional, behavioral,
developmental, physical, speech-language, or learning disabilities as a
second exceptionality) also may not perform well in those areas, declining
at each new school level, especially when learning preferences fit poorly
with a teacher. Bright students who live in low-income households, who are
homeless, or who live in underresourced or remote areas may not have had
opportunities for intellectual enrichment outside of school comparable to
those of their middle- and upper-income peers. Racial or cultural bias in
teachers, school administrators, test administrators, and tests themselves
may have an impact on identification of high ability. Finally, traumatic
experiences such as domestic or community violence, sexual or other
physical abuse, emotional abuse, a natural disaster, a life-threatening illness
or accident, or death of a loved one can affect school attendance and
behavior, relationships with teachers and peers, and motivation to achieve
academically—any of which may affect if and how ability is demonstrated.

Having abilities affirmed, regardless

of academic performance level and

stage of development, is important.

Not being identified for a program can negatively affect bright children.
They might not be able to enroll in some or any advanced classes, which
can limit their access to intellectual peers and peers who share their
interests. They may miss important interaction that informs them about
themselves and helps them develop social skills. If the gate is closed during



the only year formal identification is conducted, or if they cannot perform
well in a narrowly conceptualized program that is the only option available,
they may not have a second chance.

Having abilities affirmed, regardless of academic performance level and
stage of development, is important. Capable but underachieving students
need to have regular contact with their intellectual peers in activities and
classes. As they continue to develop, their achievement may improve (see
chapter 5). When students miss opportunities to interact with those peers
and have their exceptional ability validated, their confidence in their
intellectual strengths might erode.

CULTURAL VALUES
Fundamentally, giftedness is in the eye of the beholder. Cultures differ in
what they value, and how a culture responds to the idea of giftedness may
reflect what is valued in that culture. Cultural values may prevent students
from eagerly showing what they know in the classroom. In Jean’s
dissertation study of Midwestern middle school teachers’ language as they
nominated students for a program for gifted students, the teachers justified
their nominations by referring to a wide array of perceived “gifted
behaviors,” such as verbal skills and assertiveness, organization,
knowledge, production, eagerness to learn, willingness to contribute to class
discussion and demonstrate knowledge publicly, competitiveness, high
academic achievement, and perfection. These behaviors suggest that
individual, competitive, conspicuous achievement is valued in mainstream
US culture.

The five main themes in the teachers’ nomination language are listed in
order from most to least mentioned. Unexpectedly, they included aspects of
social and emotional development and did not include intellectual ability:

behavior (good behavior arguing for inclusion, bad behavior for
exclusion)
verbal ability and assertiveness
family status
work ethic
social skills



When these five themes serve as informal criteria for identification, they
might exclude bright children like the following:

kids with noncompliant, disruptive behavior or poor social skills
shy, anxious kids
kids with advanced abilities or exceptional potential in nonverbal areas
(such as computer graphics, design, technology, music composition,
computer programming, or creative engineering)
kids with troubled lives who are not engaged in school activities and are
not focused on academics
kids whose work ethic is directed at babysitting younger siblings,
preparing meals, doing laundry, helping with a family business, or
having paid employment to help support the family
kids who do not have an easy relationship with teachers, peers, and
administrators
kids whose parents are not involved at school, are not respected in the
community, or have poor social skills

In a follow-up study, during which Jean immersed herself in five US
communities (Black, Native American, Latinx, recent Southeast Asian
immigrants, and low-income White communities), adults nominated “the
most gifted” people they had known. These adults mentioned none of the
behaviors mentioned by teachers in Jean’s dissertation study. Instead, the
themes that emerged were humility, “not standing out,” helping the
community, arts as expression (not performance), listening and nurturing,
nonbookish learning, and wisdom (not knowledge).

Jean concluded that teachers may be looking for “gifted behaviors” that
are not valued or promoted in some cultures—and therefore are not
demonstrated in the classroom. Kids and parents may not realize that
teachers are looking for verbal assertiveness and active class participation.
Jean also concluded that teachers are likely to identify kids who resemble
the teachers in behavior, who affirm them as teachers, and who show
eagerness to learn from them.

The minority-culture parents were not likely to advocate for special
services for their high-ability children, in some cases because they trusted
that teachers would recognize their children’s ability and make sure they



were included in programs—without parental input. Findings in these two
studies are reminders that for students who might not surface through
group-administered standardized tests, teacher-child and peer-to-peer
interactions matter when teachers are asked to make referrals for special
services for bright kids. Kids who are not referred are not likely to be
looked at further (that is, through school records or teacher, parent, or peer
checklists).

 POINTS TO PONDER

Level of ability matters; it guides differentiation of curriculum and
services.
Measurement error might not be considered during identification.
Not all bright kids are identified; many are missed.
Types of students identified reflect the qualifying criteria and
perhaps the type of program offered.
Not all bright students achieve well in school.
Cultural values may inhibit showing or recognizing advanced
abilities.



Making Sense of Them

THROUGHOUT elementary school, Liesl’s teachers had
recognized her brilliance. Each in turn eventually checked school
records and confirmed Liesl’s off-the-charts ability. Each consulted
with her previous teachers to learn how they had helped Liesl avoid
explosive outbursts, which thwarted relationships and disrupted
discussions. In elementary school, her main teachers, who had full-
day contact with Liesl on most days, were able to chat quietly with
her now and then, express interest in her thoughts, and ask about
what she was drawing or painting at home. Most of these teachers
learned to value her wry humor, writing skills, and precocious
insights.

But that precarious balance was upset when Liesl entered middle
school and had only one class period daily with each teacher. Liesl
quickly earned a reputation as a prickly, bossy, impatient student in
the classroom, at lunch, during physical education, and during
chorus practices. At the first parent-teacher conference, her bright,
soft-spoken parents were alarmed when each teacher seemed to
struggle to make positive comments. Because Liesl was earning only
high average marks, the teachers appeared unable to see beyond
her negative behaviors. They had not consulted with the school
psychologist or counselor to see if information in her school records
might help them understand this complicated girl.

Some parents and guardians are concerned, disturbed, or even scared when
they realize that their children’s high intellectual ability makes them quite



different from other children. These parents may have questions: Someone
mentioned that my kid might be gifted—what does that mean? What do I do
now? How different is she? Is this differentness going to be a problem for
him? What will her life be like? What will he need? Are there other kids
like her? Why do people look at me funny when I tell them what he’s
doing? Who can help me make sense of him? What about when she’s in
school? Will she ever fit in? Will he ever have peers he can relate to? Will
she be okay? How will my life change? Why am I feeling so unsettled? Is
there anyone who can answer my questions? Liesl’s parents and her
elementary-school teachers collaborated enough to answer some of these
questions, but the transition to a larger school, with multiple teachers
arrayed across a compartmentalized curriculum, brought discrepancies
among cognitive, social, and emotional development sharply into view.

High ability can be both strength

and vulnerability, asset and burden,

advantage and disadvantage. It

affects all areas of life, including

how kids respond to developmental

challenges.

Other parents and guardians feel happy and proud about their children’s
high ability. When their toddler speaks in paragraphs or can manipulate
toys, markers, and utensils precociously, they notice, but are not concerned.
Perhaps other children in their social world are highly able too. Exceptional
ability is normal there. They have few questions or concerns—at least for a
while. In the meantime, they enjoy an easy repartee with their child, their
child’s sense of humor, the verbal or spatial games they can play together,
or the creativity they observe in their child.

Regardless of the scenario, parents can benefit from information that
helps them make sense of their children—and probably themselves. Acorns
don’t fall far from their trees, after all. Bright kids often have bright parents.
However, their specific strengths and abilities may differ.

In this chapter we provide information about bright kids with the hope
that invested adults will not be awed by these children and teens or



intimidated by them, since neither of those responses is likely to be helpful
in generating a trusting relationship. Instead, we hope adults will embrace
the idea that high-ability children and teens are whole, complex people—
with strengths, limitations, developmental challenges, concerns, and doubts
—who need support and nurturing. Some of these kids fit common positive
stereotypes of giftedness; some do not. We believe, based on our
interactions with both, that exceptional intelligence can actually put them at
risk for poor personal and educational outcomes, regardless of achievement
level, because it can exacerbate struggles during personal and family
transitions.

Learning about characteristics associated with high ability can help
bright children and teens make sense of themselves. Such awareness in
adults can similarly help them make sense of high-ability kids. The
characteristics discussed in the rest of this chapter can all be assets in
developing talent, interests, insights, and products—but they can also
negatively affect relationships at home, at school, and elsewhere.

THE ASSET-BURDEN PARADOX
High ability can be both strength and vulnerability, asset and burden,
advantage and disadvantage. It affects all areas of life, including how kids
respond to developmental challenges.

High intelligence can help with problem-solving, making sense of
situations, feeling in control, focusing in the classroom, and communicating
with teachers and others in authority. Intelligence is also usually viewed as
contributing to resilience, helping children and teens not only survive
adversity, but gain perspective and strength from it. High ability can help
students with learning disabilities compensate for them. In counseling, the
assets of high ability can help bright kids articulate and address the
associated burdens.

ASSETS AND BURDENS: A CLINICAL EXAMPLE

In a longitudinal study of a gifted young woman (from age fifteen
through thirty) who struggled with the complex aftermath of multiple
traumas, Jean (Peterson 2012, 2014) found symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and challenges related to



developmental tasks (identity, direction, relationships, and
autonomy). Jean created a table listing the young woman’s assets
and burdens related to high ability and found that the two lists were
nearly equal.

Assets Burdens

• She had positive relationships with
teachers.
• She knew how to access resources.
• She could monitor her emotions and

behaviors.
• She knew how to protect and advocate

for herself.
• She was able to express herself clearly

and directly.
• She could apply what she learned from

self-help books.

• She had adultlike roles at home.
• Her parents were uncomfortable with her

abilities.
• Because of her impressive strengths, her

parents discounted her needs and
concerns.

• She needed, and was capable of,
extreme involvement in activities to help
her feel control.

• She felt intense emotional pain.
• Her colleagues viewed her as “too

successful” in her first professional job.
• Others’ needs emotionally drained her.

Eventually, the young woman summarized how she experienced
the asset-burden paradox. First, she mentioned the burdens: Others
assumed she was fine, had advantages, needed to be taught hard
lessons, and did not need help. Her mother did not know how to
parent a bright, intense, conflicted, verbally adept child. Her most
painful and unsettling emotional experiences were exacerbated by
characteristics of giftedness, such as intensity and heightened
sensitivity.

She also recognized her assets. Intensities pushed her to try to
stop her internal upheaval, to learn about what she was
experiencing, to make sense of people, to invest in developing a
career, and to dive into parenting her children after initially worrying
that she had had poor parenting models during childhood and
adolescence. She questioned what was real and what was unreal.
She recognized when she misread situations. She worked hard to
face her fears. She recognized epiphanies, which helped her frame



her experiences. She sought therapy when she needed it. She said
the assets of high ability propelled her forward.

High ability comes with potential burdens. One is the weight of high—
perhaps even extreme—expectations, from both self and others. Bright kids
may have adultlike roles at home, such as being in charge of food
preparation and laundry, being an adult’s confidant, or having
inappropriately heavy responsibility during complex family decision-
making. Being able to control emotions and focus can be advantageous in
the classroom, but putting a lid on feelings may be detrimental to overall
well-being. An active mind may not rest easily and might interfere with
sleep. Age peers may not know how to interact with bright, intense kids,
and the latter may feel isolated or rejected.

Adults may also have negative feelings about highly able kids. They
may refer to them as being “too much”—too intense, too emotional, too
insistent, too busy, too preoccupied, too fussy, too successful. They may
make such comments to the kids directly. If teachers believe that high
ability means not having family, social, or academic problems, they might
not recognize bullying, dangerous stress levels, and grief in response to
change and loss in bright students. Adults may also assume that
development is less challenging for bright kids, missing the reality that
growing up is simply a different kind of struggle for them. Adults may
discount concerns of bright children and teens. In addition, both positive
and negative biases can interfere with compassionate support. Positive
biases can prevent adults from recognizing needs, and negative biases can
generate hostility. Unconscious biases may prompt competitive humor and
unwelcome repartee about knowledge that can leave little or no space for
nurturing. Attitudes and judgments about high performers, low performers,
and their parents may also create barriers.

In a study of negative life events experienced by gifted kids and their
families during the K–12 school years, “overinvolvement” in activities was
a common thread. Having “no life outside of school” was another (Peterson,
Duncan, and Canady 2009). Other themes reflected areas not often
discussed as burdensome in connection with high ability:

hidden, silent sensitivity



feeling different; experiencing ridicule, isolation, and hostility,
including from “resentful” teachers
high ability not necessarily equated with advanced maturity, though
others think it is
apathy; not caring about school as much as teachers and parents think
family stress, with school being the “safe haven”
“trying too hard”
not wanting to be singled out for having high ability

The burdens of high ability might bring bright kids to counseling, and
the assets of high ability may help them make good use of counseling to
resolve challenging problems. Unfortunately, counselors are unlikely to
have had even brief training specifically related to bright kids, according to
a study of accredited programs (Peterson and Wachter Morris 2010).
Families, teachers, and other advocates can provide school and community
counselors with resources about the social and emotional development of
students with high ability.

Clinically, appealing to bright students’ cognitive strengths, we have
found that acknowledging the asset-burden paradox and providing
information about characteristics associated with high ability can help these
students make sense of uncomfortable emotions and troubling behaviors.
They typically embrace the concept quickly and appreciate opportunities to
discuss high ability in a new way—different from the common focus on
performance and achievement.

A HIGHLY IDIOSYNCRATIC POPULATION
Children and teens with high ability are idiosyncratic, each of them unique
in how abilities are demonstrated and how characteristics apply. The
spectrum of giftedness is broad and complicated. It includes bright kids
whose capable minds are not a burden and for whom high expectations and
involvement in school and community activities are comfortable. High-
ability children and teens with disabilities are also in that broad range, as
are profoundly or extremely gifted kids. The strengths, limitations, and
consequent stressors for each may be burdensome and distressing. At the
upper levels of intellectual ability, kids may have access to few, if any,



mind-mates in their school or community. Such differentness has social and
emotional implications, of course.

Inappropriate generalizations about high-ability students are common
even at gifted-education conferences. Some examples are that gifted kids
are highly verbal, are likely to have meltdowns, don’t sleep well, and are
healthy emotionally. Such statements should be heard and read critically.
Nonetheless, clinical professionals and scholars who explore social and
emotional development of bright kids do have helpful insights to offer, and
the rest of this chapter includes some of them.

These observations can help bright, complicated children and teens
make sense of themselves and can provoke thought and self-reflection in
involved adults. Understanding and acknowledging these perspectives may
be crucial to addressing school-related problems and concerns. Many such
problems have a social, relational aspect. Many reflect emotional struggles
as well. Left unaddressed, problems may grow. Likewise, if academic
problems related to intellectual ability are not addressed, social and
emotional concerns may appear.

UNIVERSAL DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS,
EXPERIENCED DIFFERENTLY
The developmental tasks of bright kids are essentially the same as those of
their age peers, regardless of culture. They move toward identity, a sense of
self. They develop interests, find career direction, and move toward adult
roles. They learn about living in relationship with others—eventually
experiencing culturally appropriate mature relationships. They figure out
how to be separate from, but still connected with, parents and family. They
ponder gender identity, gender roles, and sexuality. They move toward
competence and confidence. The details of these developmental tasks and
accomplishments look different across cultures, but the basic tasks are
similar. Human development varies in tempo, of course, and individuals
may feel “stuck” along the way. Chapters 4 and 9 discuss this phenomenon.

The developmental tasks of bright

kids are essentially the same as



those of their age peers, regardless

of culture.

Developmental psychologists, experts in the field of gifted education,
and mental health professionals who have worked with bright, complicated
children and teens have concluded that several social and emotional
characteristics—in addition to remarkable cognitive strengths and agility—
distinguish these kids from most of their age peers. Awareness of these
characteristics can help parents, guardians, teachers, coaches, directors, and
mentors make sense of the behaviors and emotions they see in high-ability
kids. What distinguishes bright kids from their peers besides ability? The
characteristics we describe next may exacerbate challenges related to
developmental tasks.

Heightened Sensitivity and Intensity
According to Sal Mendaglio (2007), the rapid information processing
associated with intellectual giftedness contributes to heightened,
multifaceted sensitivity. Thinking more means feeling more, being more
self-critical, being more emotionally intense and changeable, and
experiencing reality differently and more intensely than most other people.
People with intellectual strengths are likely to be quite aware of their
emotional states and perspectives. However, Mendaglio cautions against
thinking of sensitivity and intensity narrowly, simply as dramatic emotional
expression, and instead as reflecting a highly active brain. He also notes
that how someone is socialized affects whether and how much they
communicate their sensitivity.

One way in which sensitivity manifests in some high-ability kids is
depression. James Webb (2013), a respected theorist in the gifted-education
field, connected existential depression with bright students’ struggles to
find meaning. Children and adolescents with high ability are aware of how
the world could and should be (fair, trustworthy and predictable, with adults
as capable problem-solvers). When they see inconsistencies and consider
complex questions, their idealism, sensitivity, and concerns about fairness
may lead to disillusionment and despair.



Intensity, felt internally and perhaps evident externally, is also
associated with high ability. Susan Daniels and Michael Piechowski (2009)
wrote that passionate interests, intense emotions, and intense responses to
life events, disorder, stress, or competition can affect family life, appetite,
sleep, relationships with teachers and peers, and well-being. Intensity can
turn inward in the form of self-deprecation. It might also explode outward.

Intensity and sensitivity can be strengths, potentially channeled toward
productivity and success. But how others view and respond to intensity and
sensitivity affects how exceptional children and teens view themselves.
Extreme sensitivity to sensory stimuli, such as visual images, sounds,
textures, and smells, may contribute to discomfort at home; in high-texture,
stimulus-rich classrooms; in activities both indoors or outdoors; and in
employment. Intensity and sensitivity can affect even normal
developmental transitions, such as entering kindergarten, experiencing
puberty, being away from family overnight for the first time, or leaving for
college, which may exacerbate the challenges of these experiences.
Meanwhile, some adults might believe that bright kids “shouldn’t have
these problems.”

Unfortunately, sensitivity reflected in tantrums, meltdowns, anxiety,
anger, or hypersensitive responses to sensory stimuli may be
misunderstood, dismissed as simply weird, or in other ways not taken
seriously. Not all bright, talented children and teens are confident. In the
study of negative life events mentioned earlier, when bright students in their
final year of high school were asked about “hindrances to success,” they
mentioned shyness, social awkwardness, feeling inferior, fear of new
situations, lack of confidence, self-consciousness, perfectionism, sensitivity
to criticism, and being too trusting. Findings also suggested that intensity
may lead to increasingly high stress during the school years, extreme
competitiveness, and investing in too many activities. In addition, bright
children and teens with high moral development and sensitivity may be
intensely affected by stories of social injustice in the news (Peterson,
Duncan, and Canady 2009).

Overexcitabilities
Michael Piechowski (2013) brought the concept of overexcitabilities (OEs,
introduced earlier by Kazimierz Dabrowski) to the gifted-education field.



OEs refers to intense experiencing in intellectual, sensual, imaginational,
emotional, or psychomotor arenas: passionate interests, empathic
connections to others, a strong sense of justice and fairness, creativity,
strong emotional connections, sensitive responses to sensory stimuli, and
constant movement. OEs can be positive (for example, fantasy, heightened
emotional responses, intense need to understand) and negative (for
example, inhibition, anxiety, extreme feelings, nervousness, tics, internal
tension, strong social and emotional memories).

Asynchronous Development
The high ability of bright children and teens does not always catch the
attention of counselors. If it does, it may be because high intelligence
coexists with developmental delays, disruptive behavior, or low academic
performance. Another possibility is asynchronous development, that is,
precociously developed intellectual ability or talent that is out of sync with
average or below-average social and emotional development (Silverman
2013). As the level of cognitive ability increases, the amount of asynchrony
often also increases. When cognitive, social, and emotional development
are equally developed, those aspects are in sync. In contrast, uneven
development can contribute to bright kids being out of sync with age-
related expectations and feeling out of sync with age peers—that is,
dyssynchrony (Silverman 2013). Being different and feeling different from
most others their age can be uncomfortable. Adults can acknowledge and
validate this experience and help bright, sensitive kids accept their
differentness, learn how to navigate the culture of their age peers, and thrive
in it despite an uneasy fit with it.

Being different and feeling

different from most others their

age can be uncomfortable.

Clinical professionals and parents may see interpersonal challenges that
result from asynchrony, especially with ability at extreme levels. These
challenges include not having mind-mates; having heavy adult-level roles
and responsibilities at home, at school, or at work; and not being able to



make sense of emotions in various situations. Teachers and counselors may
notice large gaps between high academic achievement, impressive
vocabulary, and advanced critical thinking on one hand and inability to
articulate emotions, cope with challenges, and understand social
interactions on the other. Low classroom achievers with high ability may
also struggle with being out of sync, of course.

Multipotentiality
Multipotentiality refers to having two or more exceptional talents or strong
areas of interest, each being a reasonable option for a promising career path.
As clinicians, we see high-ability, multitalented kids who are unsettled
about having so many choices, and their distress can complicate decision-
making about career direction, college type and location, and major.
Multipotentiality may actually raise the specter of loss, because making a
choice requires leaving other options behind.

Misdiagnosis and Missed Diagnoses
A final area of concern related to high ability is that its characteristics,
because they resemble symptoms of various emotional and behavioral
disorders and learning disabilities, may be misdiagnosed as pathology.
Misdiagnosis can also occur when intellect is not considered during
assessment and therapy (Webb et al. 2016). Because giftedness is not a
clinical diagnosis, it is not included in the diagnostic manuals. Clinical
professionals who are not familiar with literature related to giftedness may
therefore not consider the interaction between high ability and school
contexts. Behaviors reflecting asynchronous development, a poor fit with an
inappropriate program, or intense reactions to stimuli can be misunderstood.
Inappropriate diagnostic labels may be applied, affecting sense of self.
Great strengths may then be ignored.

On the other hand, high-ability individuals can have disorders that are
unrecognized—in other words, missed diagnoses. Diagnosable disorders,
such as obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), anxiety, and various kinds of
depression, can be masked by the ability to compensate for them. Odd
behaviors may be viewed simply as typical of high-ability kids and



therefore dismissed as being of no concern. (See chapter 11 for more
information.)

 POINTS TO PONDER

Bright kids, like all kids, have both strengths and limitations. It’s
okay to have limitations.
Being bright is both an asset and a burden.
High-ability kids face the same developmental tasks as anyone
else, but often experience them differently.
Certain characteristics are associated with high ability.
Asynchronous development can mean having advanced cognitive
abilities but being less developed in other areas.
Being so different from most others their age can be uncomfortable
for bright children and teens.
When bright kids can connect the dots and make sense of
themselves, they feel less strange.
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