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 7

GIFTEDNESS
101

11111

Actually, it would probably be more accurate to write about Giftedness 701, 

since the topic is complex enough to warrant a graduate-level course versus 

a first year–level one. To begin with, there are countless definitions of the 

word  out there. The US government has a definition of giftedness, as do gifted

almost every state and many other countries. Most definitions are similar in 

that they speak to giftedness as being in specific content areas—for example, 

being gifted in mathematics or science—or having greater overall intellectual 

capacity than others of the same age. Think of this latter definition as meaning 

that if your brain were a bucket, it would hold more water than would the 

buckets of most of your classmates.

But those are only two of the too-many-to-name interpretations of gifted-

ness. Others have come and gone over the past centuries—yes, centuries—and 

have ranged from stingy (less than 

1 percent of people qualifying 

as gifted) to generous, in which 

upwards of 20 percent of any 

population might be considered 

gifted at any one time. The term 

gifted itself doesn’t seem to have a 

specific person you can point to 

and say, “Ha! So you’re the cul-

prit who gave us this label!” However, Lewis Terman, who helped develop 

an early IQ test—the Stanford-Binet—in the early 1900s, is considered a 

grandfather of the gifted movement. (He was also a eugenicist who favored 

“‘Gifted’ can’t really be defined, in my 

opinion. It means something slightly 

different to everyone, with gifted 
people being even more diverse in their 

definitions than anyone else.”  

—Noah, 16 
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the idea of crafting what he considered a “better” human race through “selec-

tive and restrictive breeding,” based partly on information like IQ.) After testing 

thousands of kids, he came up with all manner of disrespectful and ableist terms 

to describe kids who scored very low—he labeled them “idiots,” “morons,” and 

“imbeciles.” And for those who scored an IQ of 140 or higher where the average 

score is 100—he called them “geniuses.” Through Terman’s continued work 

over subsequent decades (yes, decades) with the 1,528 “geniuses” he had identi-

fied, the term  came into use. It’s stuck with us ever since, like it or not.gifted

In looking over the many definitions of giftedness that have been espoused 

since Terman’s time, they mostly fall into one of two camps:

* giftedness is something you do

* giftedness is someone you are

To the something-you-do proponents, giftedness is pretty much synony -

mous with achievement and production. They would say that your giftedness 

isn’t real unless you can prove it by writing a symphony, recalculating pi, invent-

ing a nonpolluting car, or writing a best-selling series of books about an inspir-

ing character named Captain Underpants. To these people, giftedness is truly an 

expression of advanced talents in almost any human endeavor; thus, you can be a 

gifted athlete or dancer as much as you can be a gifted poet or neurologist. The 

one thing you  be in the eyes of the something-you-docannot  crowd is an under-

achiever—you know, the smart kid who does not succeed in school due either 

to personal choice or to circumstances beyond their control, such as poverty, 

bigotry, or abuse. To those who hold 

the belief that giftedness can only be 

displayed by one’s actions, the term 

“gifted underachiever” is a contra-

diction in terms.

The someone-you-are adher-

ents are a subtler, less judgmental 

crowd. They believe giftedness is a 

set of inborn traits that allow you to 

experience the world with greater 

depth and increased awareness and 

sensitivity. Thus, when most people 

 

37% of respondents want to know 
why it’s important to talk about 

giftedness.

38% want to know how to explain  

giftedness to friends.

32% want to know why some gifted 
students do poorly in school.
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    CHAPTER 1  Giftedness 101    9

see yellow, you see goldenrod; things aren’t dark blue, they’re sapphire; and 

fuchsia is dierent from pink. The someone-you-are gifted individuals have 

an uncanny ability to note inconsistencies in logic; they tend to appreciate 

sarcasm and irony (although others may never understand their jokes); and 

they are often the first ones to spot dishonesty or hypocrisy. From this vantage 

point, giftedness is not linked directly to academic achievement or life success, 

but to the inner workings of your mind. Should you choose to share these 

unusual insights and abilities through your work and play, so much the better. 

However, if your giftedness never manifests itself into anything that distin-

guishes you by your notable accomplishments, . In essence, you are still gifted

giftedness is simply a part of your innate structure, regardless of whether you 

express your giftedness through high achievement, creative endeavors, or tradi-

tionally defined forms of success.

A Definition
Rather than spend time and space highlighting more of the many defini-

tions of giftedness, we’ll present you with our favorite interpretation of this 

sometimes-confusing, confounding word. It was penned by Dr. Annemarie 

Roeper, a Holocaust survivor, educator, parent, and worldwide phenom who 

worked with and studied gifted children for more than 70 years. She and her 

husband, George, established The Roeper School in Michigan in 1941; it 

remains today as one of gifted education’s premiere institutions serving chil-

dren from nursery school through high school. Here’s Dr. Roeper’s vivid 

conception of a word that causes such confusion:

Giftedness is a greater awareness, a greater sensitivity, and a greater ability to 

understand and transform perceptions into intellectual and emotional experiences.* 

One of the first incidences of highly capable children being singled out for their 
abilities was in Constantinople in the 15th century. There, a palace school was 
created to educate boys, regardless of social class, if they met the admission quali-
fications: good looks, strength, and intelligence. These boys were groomed to be 
warriors, political leaders, and fathers, as it was thought that both inborn traits and 
learned talents would ensure success for these lucky few. 

*Roeper, Annemarie. “How the Gifted Cope with Their Emotions.”  5, no. 2 (1982): 21. doi.org/10.1080/02783198209552672.Roeper Review
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In other words, giftedness is a mix of “something you are”  “some-and

thing you do.” A good example of this definition of giftedness is 17-year-old 

Nicole, whose mom tells this story about her daughter as a youngster: “When 

Nicole was five, she played soccer for the first time. I noticed that whenever 

she had practice, she did not pay attention to the ball  One day I said to at all.

her, ‘Nicole, you don’t seem to like soccer and it’s okay if you don’t want to 

play. But what exactly are you looking at when you are supposed to be paying 

attention to the ball and, instead, are getting hit by it?’

“‘Oh,’ she replied, ‘I’ve been studying the geese formations. They seem to 

be in the wrong formations and I was wondering if it was some sort of danger 

signal and why are they doing this? I don’t want them to go the wrong way for 

the winter. I’m worried about them.’”

Obviously, Nicole had capabilities, insights, and sensitivities far in advance 

of her young age—the someone-you-are aspect of giftedness. Yet she also pos-

sessed a keen knowledge of geese formations that few kindergarten kids would 

grasp—the something-you-do component of giftedness. (Not to mention the 

fact that alongside these qualities, she also had empathy—she was worried for 

the geese and cared about their well-being.) We’ll build on this combined 

definition of giftedness throughout the book, as we discuss how giftedness is a 

lifelong attribute that doesn’t vanish when your formal education ends—that’s 

right, there are such people as gifted adults! And we’ll focus on how giftedness 

is not limited to intellectual pursuits, but often impacts other aspects of your 

life—the social, emotional, and philosophical parts of you. 

GIFTED VS. TALENTED
You might often hear the terms  and grouped together or abbrevi-gifted talented 

ated as GT. Is there a dierence between being gifted and being talented? Well, 
that depends on who you ask. It used to be widely thought that giftedness referred 
to high performance or potential in academic and/or intellectual areas, while  talent

meant superior ability in visual or performing arts or athletics. Over time, some 
people have come to use the terms interchangeably, and have also expanded the 
idea of talent beyond arts and sports to include ability in areas as wide-ranging as 
cooking, carpentry, and crocheting. Other people stick with the distinction of  gifted

referring to intellectual competencies and  referring to artistic and athletic talented

endeavors. This book is mainly focused on the idea of academic giftedness, but for 
convenience, we’ll simply use to encompass all forms of gifts and talents.gifted 
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    CHAPTER 1  Giftedness 101    11

The Gifted Label: Burden or Blessing? 
Every gifted person we know enjoys the benefits of being intelligent. They like 

being able to grasp dicult concepts, the constant flow of ideas that come so 

fast and furious they think their brain is dancing, and the ability to discern that 

virtually everything in life contains nuance, gray areas, and multiple points of 

view. Yet some gifted teens bristle at the label.

For some gifted teens, the worst thing about the label is the inner and exter-

nal pressures they feel when there seem to be only two levels of performance: 

perfection or failure. (To read more about perfectionist thinking, see chapter 5.) 

For others, it is the absence of clar-

ity the label provides, which goes 

back to the lack of consensus about 

what the term  really means. gifted

And to quite a few, the label feels 

elitist and exclusionary, implying 

that people without the label are 

somehow “less than” and ungifted.

We really wish a better, 

universal term were in use, but 

nothing else we’ve tried seems 

to work, “Smart” is too limiting, 

“genius” is too pompous, and 

“special” is just a cop-out. And 

in our many years of experience grappling with this terminology issue, we’ve 

found one thing to be true: more often than not, gifted teens  the gifted tolerate

label more than they embrace it. Consider the birthmark on your right shoul-

der or that cowlick at your temple that always messes up a perfect hair day. 

The less emphasis you place on these realities, the happier you tend to be. It’s 

the same thing with the label of gifted. It feels less onerous when you simply 

don’t dwell on it too much.

So, instead of focusing on the term “gifted” itself, try thinking of the 

many advantages that the label can provide. For example:

* You may have access to challenging programs, classes, and educational 

opportunities.

“I always hated the term ‘gifted.’ I mean, 

I was always more or less set apart 
from the other kids in school, and being 

labeled gifted just made it worse. It gave 
them one more thing to tease me about.” 

—Mei, 19

“I’m not sure if I agree with using the 

term ‘gifted,’ because aren’t other 

people blessed with ‘gifts’ that are not 

necessarily a smart mind?” —Peter, 16
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* You may be given more responsibilities and freedoms by adults, who 

assume your intelligence will guide you toward making wise decisions.

* You have the ability to tackle and surmount many types of academic chal-

lenges or problems that others may struggle with.

* You may run into adults who are gifted themselves and who take you 

under their wings as mentors, teachers, or friends in relationships built on 

mutual respect.

* You have numerous options open to you when it comes to selecting a possi-

ble job or career, as your interests and abilities may cover many diverse topics.

Of course, you can choose to dwell on the disadvantages that you may 

sometimes encounter—the unrealistic expectations, the schoolwork that can 

be mind-numbingly dull, the teasing and lack of friends who understand and 

accept you—but focusing on the negative is a great way to stifle your over-

all development and sense of self-worth. When you focus on the downsides, 

zeroing in on what’s  working or who’s  there, you paint yourself into a not not

corner. If nothing else, we hope 

the remainder of this book gives 

you both the fortitude and tech-

niques for grasping the richness of 

your life as a gifted person, despite 

the occasional discomfort that the 

label might bring.

So, is the label of gifted a 

burden or a blessing? Neither. 

It is simply an invented term that seeks to encapsulate your complex self in a 

one-word descriptor. Issues are bound to arise when something so multifac-

eted—you—is distilled down to one six-letter word. 

“‘Gifted’ is something that is used very 

lightly around me. I’m called ‘smart,’ 
‘talented,’ and ‘bright,’ but it’s very 

few times that someone refers to 

me as gifted. It’s a touchy subject, 

really.” —Gwendolyn, 13

DO YOU DISLIKE THE TERM GIFTED?
Can you think of a better term to use instead? If so, email us; we’d love to hear 
your ideas. Maybe you can get your term to go viral and catch on among your 
friends and in your school . . . and perhaps even among teachers, researchers, and 
authors (like us!).
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    CHAPTER 1  Giftedness 101    13

Maddening Myths
Just as there are dueling definitions of giftedness, there are many stubborn 

misconceptions about what it means to be gifted. Here are 10 of the most 

common myths we’ve encountered over the years:

MYTH #1: Gifted kids have it made and will succeed in life no matter what. 

They don’t need any special help in school or anywhere else.

FACT: Everyone needs encouragement—and help—to make the most of their 

abilities and succeed in life. In fact, many gifted teens experience intense emotions, 

perfectionism, and other traits that can sometimes make success a struggle. And, like 

everyone else, they want these needs and challenges to be taken seriously.

MYTH #2: Gifted teens should love school, get high grades, and greet each 

new school day with enthusiasm.

FACT: Most schools are geared for typical learners, not gifted learners, which 

makes it hard for gifted students to get excited about going. Some of the most 

talented students actually choose to drop out of school altogether, while others 

purposefully fail due to frustration and disappointment with the insucient 

education they’re receiving.

MYTH #3: Behind every gifted kid is a supportive parent encouraging them 

to always do better.

FACT: Just because a person is gifted does not mean they have supportive or 

encouraging parents. Family dynamics are always complex, and every situation 

is distinct.

MYTH #4: Gifted people are good at everything they do.

FACT: Some gifted students are good at many things; others are exceptionally 

able at only a few things. The bottom line is that in some areas, gifted teens 

need to put forth eort and they may struggle just like everyone else. 

MYTH #5: Teachers love to have gifted students in their classes.

FACT: Some do, some don’t. Certain teachers feel uncomfortable with gifted 

students and get defensive or feel inadequate when they suspect their students 

know more than they do, while other teachers love the fact that gifted kids 

challenge their ideas and opinions.
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MYTH #6: If gifted students are grouped together, they will become snob-

bish and elitist.

FACT: Some will, most won’t. What’s especially pernicious about this myth 

is that some adults use it to rationalize decisions about not allowing gifted stu-

dents to work or study together or not providing them with opportunities that 

meet their learning needs. 

MYTH #7: Gifted kids have trouble adjusting to school and forming 

friendships.

FACT: Some do, some don’t—just like other kids.

MYTH #8: Gifted students don’t know they’re “dierent” unless someone 

tells them.

FACT: Most gifted kids don’t need to be identified or labeled before they 

know they’re not quite like their age peers. When they talk about topics their 

classmates don’t get, or tell jokes that only adults understand, gifted kids realize 

pretty quickly that they are operating on a higher level than many others 

around them. 

MYTH #9: Gifted teens are equally mature in all areas—academic, physical, 

social, and emotional. 

FACT: That would be convenient, but it’s not a reasonable expectation. 

Human development is not so precise that all areas of ourselves grow at the 

same rate. On the other hand, it’s not fair to assume that just because someone 

is advanced intellectually, they will lag behind in other areas. 

MYTH #10: Gifted people are commonplace in some cultures and groups, 

but rare in others.

FACT: Giftedness knows no boundaries of gender, race, religion, socioeco-

nomic status, sexuality, learning preferences, or physical ability. Equal numbers 

of gifted people exist among all cultures and groups, as you will see in the 

following section.

As you read these myths, which ones sounded like things you’d heard 

before—from teachers, counselors, friends, parents . . . or even yourself? While 

you might not be able to convince everyone that these ideas are more fiction 
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    CHAPTER 1  Giftedness 101    15

than fact, when you encounter 

someone who believes one of 

these myths, consider asking a 

simple question: “Why do you 

think that’s true?” It may or may 

not change their mind, but it 

could lead to an interesting conversation about how individualistic each gifted 

person is, and how these myths lead to more misunderstanding of gifted teens. 

Giftedness Around the Globe
While giftedness exists everywhere around the world, people from various 

countries, cultures, ethnicities, and backgrounds may view it dierently. 

Purdue University professor Jean Sunde Peterson interviewed a large group of 

US classroom teachers about what they valued most and looked for in gifted 

students. Here are her findings:

* Dominant-culture (mainly White) classroom teachers valued individual, 

competitive, conspicuous achievement—looking for verbal assertiveness, 

“standing out,” and a strong work ethic in the classroom.

* Latino teachers valued arts as 

a means of expression and saw 

personal humility as a prized 

virtue. 

* Black teachers valued service 

to community and personal 

hard work. 

* Native American teachers declined to identify anyone as gifted, since they 

did not believe in standing out as a singular individual.

* Recent Asian immigrants valued adaptability. 

* Overall, most non-White cultures valued wisdom over knowledge. 

Keep in mind, of course, that within any group of people, anywhere, there 

are many subgroups whose views may not correspond with the findings listed 

above. Also, you might find it interesting that some but not all people value a 

“What are the differences in the gifted 

programs in schools across the US and 
in other countries?” 

—Brady, 16 

“I’m British. We’re all gifted where I 

come from. After all, we have Isaac 

Newton, the BBC, Monty Python, and 
pubs as a result of our brilliance.”  

—Richard, 16 
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highly competitive school environment that demands certain demonstrations of 

intelligence and talent. See the following survey quotes for examples of these 

variations around the world—and for further evidence that even if not everyone 

agrees on what giftedness is or what it looks like, gifted teens are everywhere.

Q: “It’s been shown that the definition of what it means to be gifted 
varies by cultural and ethnic groups according to their values. How is 

giftedness defined in your cultural group?” 

“To be quite frank about it, in my culture (I am of Somali-Canadian 
descent) there is no real definition of giftedness. There is intelligence, 

somebody with great factual knowledge who can spew off facts and 

calculate figures. And there are those who are wise, who offer advice 
and are well-versed in inter- and intrapersonal skills.” —Amina, 16

“In Ireland, being gifted or in need of additional educational support 
is defined as being in the top 5 percent of your age group. My family 

knows that I am gifted, however, they do not understand what that 

means. I try to explain it to them but they still don’t understand.”  
—Niamh, 15

“Giftedness is kind of taboo in my country (France), and most people 
aren’t willing to recognize gifted as a legitimate label.” —Ines, 16

“In my culture (Vienna, Austria), schools don’t have any methods to 
identify giftedness. Sometimes teachers recognize that you are smart, 

but even then they treat you the same as before.” —Leonie, 17

“Being that I am Armenian, my culture generally defines gifted as being 
capable of avoiding being killed by warring invaders. Among my family, 

giftedness is defined by how much scholarship money I can receive, so 

my parents are not required to pay for college.” —Narek, 16
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Who Gets Left Out?
Even when teachers and administrators work diligently to apply the gifted label 

to students fairly and accurately (so that these students can receive appropriate 

levels of challenge in their education), some gifted students get left out. They 

aren’t identified because they don’t fit certain criteria (or don’t appear to). 

“I am Cuban, and my family has always told me that all Cubans are 

gifted. On the flip side, we (as in my ancestors) have established our-
selves from the ground up with nothing to start with in America. My 

mom has always told me that to get places, you must take yourself 

places and that is how Cubans have been so successful. I have been 
instructed to fully take advantage of every opportunity that presents 

itself to me.” —Laura, 18

“Most people think that Hispanics aren’t smart, and that I must be the 
only Hispanic in gifted and talented and AP classes.” —Carlos, 14

“Well, some people think that my ethnic group (African-American) will 
not perform as well as others, so my success means more to my 

people.” —Tyler, 18

“Being that I am Asian-American and have very gifted parents, gifted-

ness itself is not as important as one’s work ethic and integrity.”  

—Sky, 13

“Being gifted is a good thing. I’m part Chinese and they even have a 

special Chinese word for kids like us. It’s cool.” —Henry, 13

11 FAMOUS “FAILURES”
1.  Lady Gaga (Grammy Award-winning singer and acclaimed actress) signed 

with a record label that dropped her after only a few months.

2.  Paul Beatty (novelist) had his book rejected 18 times before he The Sellout 

found a publisher. The book went on to win the prestigious Booker Prize.
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Those who are most often passed over for inclusion in gifted programs include 

the following:

People of Color and People Who Speak  

English as a Second Language
The underidentification and underrepresentation of students of color in gifted 

programs is a long-standing problem. These students’ gifts may not be mea-

sured by the IQ and achievement tests usually in place, which are often biased 

in favor of White middle- to upper-class students. Also, their gifts may lie in 

areas that are not celebrated or valued by the mainstream society. Similarly, 

many US students are not fluent in English, putting them at a disadvantage 

3.  Pablo Picasso (artist) was so uninterested in school as a young boy that the 
only way his family got him to go was by letting him bring a live chicken to 
class so he could draw its portrait.

4.  Albert Einstein (Nobel Prize-winning theoretical physicist) performed so 
poorly in high school that a teacher asked him to drop out, saying, “You will 
never amount to anything, Einstein.”

5.  Whoopi Goldberg (Academy Award–winning actress) struggled with ADHD 
and severe dyslexia as a student and dropped out of high school at age 17.

6.  John F. Kennedy (35th president of the United States) received constant 
reports of “poor achievement” in school and was a lousy speller.

7.   Jay-Z (Grammy Award-winning hip-hop musician) couldn’t get a single record 
label to sign him when he was first getting started, so he created his own.

8.  Steven Spielberg (one of the most famous directors in movie history) was 
rejected by the prestigious UCLA and USC film schools in California before 
finally being accepted into a small state school instead.

9.  Robert Jarvick (medical doctor and researcher) was rejected by 15 American 
medical schools. He later invented the artificial heart.

10.  John Lennon (one of the four Beatles) received dismal school reports, such 
as: “Certainly on the road to failure . . . hopeless . . . rather a clown in class . . . 
wasting other pupils’ time.”

11.  Shakira (Colombian singer whose albums have sold millions of copies world-
wide) was rejected by her school choir in second grade because her vibrato 
was too strong. The music teacher told her that she sounded “like a goat.” 
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on verbal assessment tests. While 

there are some nonverbal tests of 

intelligence, they are not routinely 

used in most school districts.

The problem of inequity and 

underrepresentation in gifted pro-

grams has come into greater focus 

over the last few years, which 

students and educators alike 

hope will bring about change. 

In a 2020 analysis of how many 

non-White students get identi-

fied as gifted, researcher Marcia 

Gentry found the following:

* While 15 percent of K–12 

students in the US are Black, 

only 8.5 percent of students in gifted programs are.

* While 27 percent of K–12 students in the US are Latino, only about 18 

percent of students in gifted programs are.

“In my school system, giftedness is 
identified at the elementary level in 

about 5 percent of the population, most 

of whom are White and from middle to 
upper socioeconomic families. I fit in 

that category. I think giftedness should 

be defined differently for different 
ethnic groups. There are some really 

smart kids in my school who don’t speak 

‘school English’ very well and don’t have 
the support at home to work the high 

school system . . . much less stand a 
chance of showing their giftedness in 

school.” —Taylor, 17 

“My Fork in the Road”
by Dr. Jaime A. Castellano

It was the first day of high school when I began to notice I was dierent. 

And not because of my ethnicity, language, or skin color. As I entered 

high school for the first time with my neighborhood friends, I turned 

left. They all turned right. Left was the new building; right was the old 

building. Left was where the smart kids had most of their classes; right 

was special education, shop class, and remedial education. I started high 

school as an honors student in the new building; all of my childhood 

friends went the other way. Yes, this is when I knew something was 

dierent. This was my fork in the road, and I turned left. My life would 

never be the same. 

EXPERT ESSAY



10/26/22, 2:22 PM The Gifted Teen Survival Guide

file:///C:/Users/pps168/Desktop/TCM/zip file/9781631986802/OPS/page-0030.xhtml 1/1

20    The Gifted Teen Survival Guide

When I entered honors English and history classes I was the only 

one of my kind—male, Hispanic. Naturally, I felt dierent. The challenge 

of identity began to be an issue. Where were the other guys—the other 

Mexicans? Was this a mistake? I was too afraid to say or do anything. I 

let it ride. Secretly, I loved these classes. They were stimulating, chal-

lenging, and a day did not pass without my learning something new, 

often about myself. At home, no one ever asked me about school or 

how I was doing. It didn’t matter. I still loved my family. My childhood 

friends began to change too, calling me names for wanting to learn and 

for being smart. Learning came easy for me and I was proud of that. 

Friendships began to slide further and further apart. 

It was my junior year when I learned about GPA and class rank. 

Prior to that I had no idea about either concept. I remember some 

teachers being surprised that I was smart—because they said so in class, 

making remarks like, “You’re smart, Jaime? Who knew?” in front of 

everyone. These comments came mostly from the work study program 

teachers; probably because I was a smart aleck in their classes, they fig-

ured I couldn’t possibly be smart as well. Yet I was in the top 10 percent 

of my class of 570 students (from an original freshman class of almost a 

thousand kids). 

I came to my fork in the road as a 14-year-old Hispanic male. 

Turning left into the new building opened doors to new friends and new 

opportunities. I had to make choices. Choices that changed the trajec-

tory of my life. Turning left in high school meant spending time in the 

library instead of on the baseball diamond or basketball court or football 

field. Turning left meant spending time and studying with others who 

were like me—intelligent, committed to learning, and wanting to do 

something after high school other than work in the factories that littered 

the south side of Chicago. By turning left I lost many of my boyhood 

friends, who simply did not understand why I wanted more from life. I 

took their ridicule and name-calling. We hung out less and less. 

Academically, I was confident; cognitively, I easily demonstrated my 

intelligence on any number of tasks and tests. But I was a scarred child 

and teen, tormented by what I witnessed with my own eyes, often in 
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