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The Gifted 
We disagree about cut-off

and when the meal should be 
served

and how to speak when serving it,
whether we should offer dessert

as reward for what they do
with what they have,

or serve entrees and dinner music
as sustenance and nurturance
to keep them alive and well.

We recognize some easily,
of those we should invite to eat,
some not,
these last so apt
to get resistance

from those who have defined them
as unworthy,

the needs of both
and all
not always apparent.

They do not always tell us
who they are,

might not know
what the hunger is,

and do not know
how to ask
for what they need.

They do not lean
easily or well.



Guilty
And the jury of unequal peers
pronounces them GUILTY
for being,
getting,
having,
doing so much,
for such a good life—
assigned penance for life, 
a life sentence
with no parole,
sentenced to giving,
doing.

They are not innocent,
but the debt has long ago been 

paid.
They know,
but cannot say it
as defense.
The gate is shut,
and the sentence continues,
no one noticing,
no one worrying,
for the burden
is invisible and unspoken.



My Perspective:  Resisting . . . 
The narrow focus on achievement, measurement
The narrow view of underachievement
The perpetuation of common stereotypes
Perceived elitism
The focus on motivation as a criterion
The field’s emphasis on positives, ignoring risk factors

My perspectives (then) helped me to create an unusual 
G/T program, establish an exploratory research agenda, 
attend to the non-asset side of giftedness.



Looking “Under the Stones”
Gifted underachievers
Gifted and bullied/bullies
Gifted and traumatized/abused
Gifted and from nonmainstream groups
Gifted and depressed, suicidal
Gifted and gay
Gifted and substance-abusing
The experience of development



The Elitism Issue
Making sure programs are not elitist in identification,  tone, posture, 

behavior, services/programs
Making sure programs/services are defensible
The wisdom of collaboration (I wonder what we could . . . )
Monitoring our biases (positive, negative)
Not being in awe; being solid & secure in ourselves
Involving counselors in identification, services, program
A furrowed brow—tone, tempo, and attitude
Concerns and critical needs—not “dessert” or “reward” or “deserved”
The inner world of gifted kids—We don’t \know much about it.

Going to the community for assistance in identifying 
nonmainstream kids for further attention in the process

Valuing the values of nonmainstream cultures



Re: Social and Emotional Needs
NEEDS—must  be the key focus
Social and emotional development—connected to all 

aspects of school life, including academics, career
Characteristics associated with giftedness can be 

problematic.
Embracing underachievers (with guidance re: 

identification and appropriate programming)
Emphasizing gifted kids’ sometimes desperate 

need for NON-competitive situations
The “dark side” of ability, the burdens
Focusing on DEVELOPMENT



Characteristics Associated        
with Giftedness

Sensitivity (re: developmental or family transitions, 
events, change, relationships, loss)

Stress
Denied, Controlled Emotions
Control of Environment
Protection of Image
“Fix yourself”
Can’t ask for help/Always ask for help
“Different” Bullied?

(Sensitivity—a matter of degree)



Characteristics, continued
Existential concerns
Little room to rebel
Sense of “differentness”
Interpersonal problems
Perfectionism
Intense idealism, sense of justice
Doubts about ability (depends on view of “intelligence”)
Stress-related disorders (e.g., depression, eating 

disorders, insomnia)
The importance of “being known”



Perfectionism . . . 
32% highly critical of others
51% highly self-critical
15% very hard to begin something
29% very hard on self when make mistakes
11% “definitely” don’t “play” well in life
18% don’t enjoy doing a task, project at all
32% feel very inferior to others, generally



Perfectionism: The downside
avoid risk 
doing > being 
unreasonable standards 
can’t begin/end/enjoy
product > process 
Focused on avoiding mistakes
focused on the “right” way 
self-critical, critical of others 
need for control



Gifted Kids: At Risk?
For poor educational outcomes
For despair—IF the school context is hostile, 

uncomfortable, a poor fit
For depression/suicide, anxiety disorders,                      

eating disorders, bullying and other harassment, 
loneliness, exclusion and self-consciousness 
associated with “being different,”                   
debilitating perfectionism

For poor career outcomes
For developmental “stuckness” (what are the “tasks”?)
For enduring relationship concerns
(informal survey) 1/3 of middle-school G/T had considered 

suicide seriously



How Different Are They?
(arguing for special services . . . )

Universal developmental challenges, but . . . 
. . . a qualitatively different experience of development

Asynchronous development, existential concerns
Overexcitabilities
See more, feel more, think more . . . sense of differentness
Needs—(besides academic):  social/emotional/career
Underachievement—a complex phenomenon
Androgyny—embracing it?
Creativity—a poor fit in competitive schools?



Dabrowski:  Overexcitabilities
Psychomotor
Emotional
Intellectual
Sensual
Imaginational

Potential for misdiagnosis?  For being “missed”?      
Diagnoses missed? Giftedness not affirmed?



Dabrowski’s 
Theory of Positive Disintegration

The function of struggle in 
movement to higher levels—

altruism, compassion, 
sensitivity to others.

The impact of giftedness on the struggle 
and on the growth.



Helping Gifted Kids Negotiate the 
System, Advocate for Self

“Be selfish.”
“Let’s figure out how to get what you need from ‘the system,’

without alienating it.”
“Don’t sacrifice yourself to ‘the system.’”
“Tell the teacher how you’d like to learn.”
“Tell the teacher that you know it must be hard to teach kids 

who are so varied in ability.”
“Figure out how to avoid provoking defensiveness.  Let’s practice.”
“Don’t use the word ‘boring.’”
“Be an anthropologist.  What are the norms, protocols, hierarchies?”
“Figure out how to collaborate, cooperate with the teacher.”
“Teaching is a very demanding, high-pressure job these days.”

(The country needs them, but refrain from laying on that burden, too.)



Gifted Kids & School Counselors
Perhaps because of “guilt over gifts,” or   
because of the perception that school 
counselors are mostly focused on students who 
fit more stereotypical risk factors, or        
because they are not aware of the scope of, or 
the roles involved in, school counseling,                    
gifted kids often do not seek out school 
counselors for help—beyond scheduling and 
letters of recommendation.



Creating Programs/Services that Make 
Sense in Terms of Needs

Addressing social & emotional development / concerns through 
affective curriculum

Bringing in speakers for intellectual stimulation in areas beyond the 
curriculum—and for information about “growing up”

Bringing in panels of community members to discuss career 
development

Arranging to SHOW what science-oriented professionals 
do at work

Going beyond the curriculum horizontally, just vertically
Embracing underachievers and others for whom “more and faster” 

is not necessarily what they need or want
Being selective enough to be able to speak of “critical needs”
Being willing to fill enrichment gaps (programs matching kids)
Incorporating substantive, interesting, non-academic material
“Horizontal” vs. “vertical” (more and faster) curriculum



A High-School Program: 
“Horizontal”

Future Problem Solving
Noon-hour philosophy class
Classical music appreciation
Spanish, French, German 

teaching in elementary 
schools (students)

Mime, Dance
Collaboration with art teacher
Breakfast Club for poetry
After-school Creative Writing
National History Day
Sign language
Sign-language teaching
Discussion Groups (noon)

After-school lectures
Career-shadowing (1 day only)
Independent Study
College courses
Advanced Placement test 

administration
Small-group independent 

study/research in classes 
heterogeneous re: ability

Test-outs for computing, English II,
Government

Engineering Field Trips (5 kinds)
Private music instruction 
Nobel Conference in MN
Chinese



Materials for Counselors/Teachers

Counselors:
Models for Counseling Gifted Children, Adolescents, and 

Young Adults (Mendaglio & Peterson)

Affective Curriculum for G/T Teachers:
Essential Guide for Talking with Gifted Teens (Peterson)

Guidance Curriculum (counselor catalogs)—
Background Information:                                
Living with Intensity (Daniels & Piechowski)

Guiding the Gifted Child (Webb et al.)



Materials for Trainings

Teachers & Administrators:              
selected journal articles
in-services about social and emotional 

concerns      
skills-training in listening/responding/learning       
strategies for differentiating curriculum, 

identification (including for 
unusual learning styles)



A Muddy Field . . .
Common assumptions
Looking at the whole child—beyond “performance” 
Recognizing that gifted kids may HIDE concerns 

—until they are beyond “mild concerns”
Recognizing what a complex, highly idiosyncratic

population we are talking about (bell-curve tail)
Recognizing the limitations of convenience 

samples in research—and how findings may 
help to perpetuate stereotypes



Life Events during the School 
Years:  Peterson Study (N = 105 Parents)

(94) death in extended family 
(77) serious illness in family
(13) new or chronic serious 

illness—self 
(13) change in family 

constellation 
(including exchange 
student, divorce)

(10) scary accident
(  7) major change in health
(  6) death of friend

(6) moving to school for gifted
(4) car accident—at fault
(3) relocation
(2) mental illness—self
(2) parent or teacher jailed
(2) family financial reversal
(1) personality conflict with 

teachers
(1) drug treatment
(1) incest



Educators Responding (Credibly) 
We should not assume that grief has an “end” or an anticipated 

duration.
Kids may not seem to stay in grief, but it may be intense, long-lasting, 

and hidden.
Not rescuing them, but . . . 

“This is a sad time for you. You’re missing your grandma.”
“It’s OK to cry. People cry when they’re sad. It’s OK to feel.”
“Should I worry about you?”  “How much?”

Cheerleading isn’t credible feedback.
Giving compliments on smile, kindness, insights, sensitivity, ability to 

prioritize, thoughtful comments, ability to express feelings, ability 
to take feedback, creativity, steadiness.



Most Challenging Experiences
Student Reports: Peterson Study (N = 48)
(16) AP classes, testing, accelerated classes
(16) Over-participation in activities, no time . . .
(14) Social/friendship issues, bullying 
(11) Choosing a college
(  9) College applications, financial matters
(  8) Transition to middle school, high school, or back to 

regular school
(  6) Conflict within family, between parents
(  5) Loss of a friendship, boy/girlfriend
(  5) Illness, migraines, depression
(  4) Sibling to college



Most Challenging, continued

( 3) Feeling inadequate, not belonging, self-conscious
( 3) Family moves
( 3) Deaths in family, including death of parent
( 2) Competition for grades
( 1 each) Pressure to live up to “genius” reputation;              

effect of 9/11; concerns about the future job market; 
learning cursive; alcoholic father; giving speeches;
too many jobs; not meeting goals; drug use;        
quit gymnastics because of back disease; not 
making the team; suicidal friend; friend with eating 
disorder



Stress Levels per School Level

Elementary:
1- 8 range; 1 most common; Average: 2.7
Middle School:
2-10 range; 5 most common; Average: 5.8
High School:
1-10 range; 8 most common; Average: 6.8
***[only 8 of 48 (1/6) below 5]***



Most Stressful, K-12
Over-commitment

“I’m in too much stuff.  They’re all things I like to do, but the demands on 
my time are incredible.  I feel as if I can’t do one thing well because I have 
to move on to the next thing.  I can’t practice my violin as much as I want 
because I have to write 3 articles for newspaper, but I can’t do it after 
school because I have to work, and I don’t have time on the weekends 
because I have a tennis match, a 3-hour youth symphony rehearsal, 
and—somewhere in there—my homework. And where is my social life?”

Injury / Illness / Accident
football injuries; asthma; Type I diabetes diagnosis; dog diagnosed 
with bone cancer; crashing my car; migraines

Rejection
not getting into Yale, All-State Orchestra, advanced soccer team, 
concert choir; being rejected by a girl



Most Stressful . . . continued

Transitions: changed churches; first day of middle school; starting a 
new school; moving across town; going to high school; “Challenge Center 
kids (MS) went to different schools”

Peers: Bullying—”multiple boys ridiculing me” (6th gr.); “one boy 
fighting/mocking me” (K-3); “trying to find a group of friends”; “being 
rejected by a girl I really loved”; “shuffling between friends, trying to find 
where I belong”; “friendship problems”; “had few/no friends”; “being anti-
social due to lack of knowledge in such areas.”

Family: father’s alcoholism; parents’ fighting; divorce; “being sent to drug 
rehab unnecessarily”; “parents grounding me and taking things away due 
to poor grades”; aunt’s refusal to communicate with family”

School: (besides references to ACT, SAT, AP pressures “because of the 
great importance put on these tests by most people”); “learning to write 
cursive”; large projects; competition with peers; “my group and I needed to 
finish a movie and right toward the end of editing, we lost all our footage.”



Hindrances to Success

Lack of self-discipline
Handwriting
Skipping school
Underachievement out of 

boredom
Perfection  

“too hard on myself”     
“holding others to my 

high standards” 
“expecting too much of 

myself”

“Not being able to say 
‘no’”

“taking things too 
seriously”

“Worrying”
“Blowing things out of 

proportion”
Lack of sleep
Unorganized



Hindrances to Success, continued

Social . . . 
“not outgoing,” 
“reserved,” “shy” 
“not being open” 
“getting too worked up” 
“feeling insignificant” 
“teasing” 
“too caring” 
“fulfilling the smart-kid 

stereotypes” 
“pretending to be less 

smart”

“Mom and Dad—
refusal to allow me to 
make mistakes 
myself”

“Mom—she has anger 
problems and deals 
with them the wrong 
way.”



Hindrances, continued
Confidence (18 comments)
Shyness 
Over-critical nature 
Sensitivity to criticism, “stressing over minor things”
“A tendency to feel inferior to everyone. I don’t know where 

that came from, but all of a sudden, everywhere I looked, 
there were people prettier than me, and funnier than me.”

Self-consciousness
“Dorkiness—social awkwardness”
Too serious, uptight
Too trusting
Fears—trying new things; new situations; public speaking



Hurdles
“Friends abandoning me”; “Excluded, isolated”
“Trying to get acceptance, respect from people my age”
“Trying to fit in, to get into the popular group in middle 

school…I would always feel so inadequate because I 
wasn’t pretty enough, dressed well enough, acted 
like…the kids in the cool group.”

“Many bouts of severe depression. In the end, I had to stop 
caring to keep from crying.”

“Helping a friend get through an eating disorder”
“Having a friend who was suicidal . . . Had to break a confidence 

to get help.”
“Higher math concepts. Not predisposed to math abilities.”



Hurdles, Impact, What Helped
Acceleration: “I had to contend with a few hostile ‘older 

kids’ and an awkward social situation. Support from 
teachers and some friends at the high school helped me 
get through it.”

Accelerated English: “Gave me migraines, had a terrible 
sophomore year.”

Attending advanced education opportunities at other 
schools: “Exposed me to ridicule, taught me to brush 
off certain remarks. My parents and my religious beliefs 
supported me.”



Hurdles: Middle School
“This was a harmful situation for me mentally… 
classes were too slow …I quickly became bored 
with learning and stopped doing my work, barely 
passing 8th grade. If it hadn’t been for (middle 
school’s gifted program), I doubt I’d still be 
involved with higher classes.”

(Many students recognized and mentioned 
growth from adversity.)



G/T Seniors: What Teachers Should 
Know About Gifted Kids
Stress  

(pressures from self, 
others; non-stereotypical 
gender interests)

Sensitivity (hidden, silent)
G/T not necessarily more 

mature
Difficulty dealing with 

criticism
Not caring about school as 

much as they think

Perfectionism
“Trying too hard”
Apathy—”hard to 

overcome”
Don’t want to be singled out
Need “gentle feedback”

“Feeling that only their 
achievement makes them 
special”



G/T Seniors: 
What Teachers Should Know, continued

Social struggles
Ridicule
Being different
No life outside of school
Isolation, hostility from peers
Over-involvement
Family stress—(”school may be 

a safe haven”)
Resentful teachers
Need to foster individuality, gifts
Too much pressure, high 

expectations

Busy work, lack of challenge
Boredom (mentioned only 4 times)
Need for various teaching styles
Need for optimism in teachers
Need for connection to community
Need to continue in Challenge 

Center (school for gifted, K-5)
Need for creative output

Need for unconditional acceptance



An Identification Issue: 
Life Events Study
In those identified (N = 70):
24 discrepancies ( > 20 percentile points) of 

achievement-subtest scores over time—
common in language and social studies, but 
also in science, math, and reading.  

(Important information for those who use ONE year’s test 
scores for screening for gifted programs)

What about the gifted who aren’t identified then?



Gifted and Traumatized:                
Bright, Beautiful, Successful, Suicidal, Dropout

15-year longitudinal study, age 15-30
Multiple traumas; eating disorder; suicidal
Intelligence as a factor of resilience
Intensity, hypersensitivity, drivenness
Recognized her need for outside guidance
Long healing (PTSD); proactive; communicative
“The counselor told me that I was just unlucky—in a bad 
situation—and that it wasn’t my fault.  He supported my 
leaving home.  Said I’d be OK.”



Impact of Trauma on Development

Issues:  control, hypervigilance, trust, reactivity (PTSD)
Identity development                                                            

(what is real/unreal? being “too much”; recognizing 
overexcitabilities; checking out models; reckoning with 
parent models; being grateful for Piechowski)

Educational progress (dropout, early to college)
Career development (re: available guidance)
Resolution of conflict with parents, family
Autonomy (premature)
Mature Relationship (abusive)
Depression / suicidal ideation



Career Development
Serious attention and activities geared to career 
development should begin early for gifted 
students, prior to the end of elementary school, 
when they are probably already thinking about 
the future in realistic terms.  
School counselors can work collaboratively with 
gifted-education teachers to help facilitate 
access to career-exploration materials, including 
electronic resources.



Program Questions
Must students affirm teachers in their work?
What about developmental lag?
How can educators and counselors affirm ability 

when it isn’t being demonstrated?
How sensitive should programs be to troubled 

lives?
How much must kids “fit” a program for gifted 

students (vs. the program fitting them)?



Teacher Language:                         
What is Gifted?

Individual, competitive, conspicuous achievement
Organization, precision
Production (of a familiar variety)
Strong work ethic (of a familiar variety)
Eagerness to learn, high motivation (of a familiar variety)
Strong social skills, good behavior, good personality
Cooperative in groups
Assertiveness
Maturity
Helpful, responsible, dependable
Involvement in school activities



Teacher Language: Major Themes
Behavior
Verbal ability, articulateness, assertiveness
Family and socioeconomic status
Work ethic
Social skills

Who might be missed?
Significant minority values sometimes do not fit well in 
the individualistic, competitive, conspicuous-
achievement-oriented culture of mainstream schools.



5 Nonmainstream Communities
Latino
Immigrant Asian
African American
American Indian
Low-income White

Thematic analysis of language in response to 
“Who would you nominate as ‘gifted’?”



Latinos: Who is ‘Gifted’?
Arts as a means of expression, not

“achievement” or “performance”
Humility, instead of self-promotion or 

assertiveness
Community service, but not through organized 

activities
Personal responsibility to help extended family



American Indians
Who is ‘Gifted’?

“We don’t believe in standing out.”
“You don’t put yourself above anyone.”
“Can blend the cultures, find satisfaction in both, 

without being assimilated”
“They’d have to speak the language.”
“It’s not ‘I did this.’”
Can separate the cultures when necessary, while 

practicing traditional religion
“taking an active role in monitoring the changes in the 

tribe so the culture is still intact for the next 
generation”



African Americans
Who is Gifted?

Selfless contribution to the neighborhood, 
including caretaking, nurturing of children
“doing nice, thoughtful things,” being a 
concerned neighbor

Handiwork—”making something out of nothing,” 
making something “a work of art”

Concern for family, emphasis on children
Wisdom (as contrasted with knowledge)
Ability to inspire others to higher level
Being hard-working, but not tied to material gain



Recent-Immigrant Asians

Education (as related to adaptation)
Adaptation
Caring for Family
Asceticism and Hard Work for the Future



Low-income Whites
Helping others, listening, advising
Child-rearing, teaching the young
Manual dexterity, creativity, versatility
Academic ability with practical application
Overcoming adversity
Non-bookish learning



Common Themes
in Five Non-Mainstream Groups

Concern for family, children
Helping others, contributing to community, 

listening, service-type leadership
Stoicism in face of adversity
Manual dexterity
Wisdom, non-bookish Learning
Not “showing what you know”

Deeply held values in minority groups in the United States which 
contrast some of the primary values of the dominant culture



How Can We Engage the 
Nonstereotypical Gifted?

Calling attention to factors of resilience
Creating appropriate programs
Helping them with developmental 

transitions (Is “stuckness” functional?)
Helping them find “safe harbors”
Applying listening skills
Stand WITH them, Stand BESIDE them, 

AFFIRM them



Underachievers
non-compliant
working-hard-at-differentiation
challenging-authority
angry/discouraged/frustrated
social/nonsocial
divergent-thinking
thinking “outside of the box”
complex
When underachievers and achievers are mixed in small groups 
homogeneous re: ability, underachievers often are the best at 
expressive language and the most in touch with social and emotional 
development. Achievers can learn from them.



Underachievement
Scholars have typically grouped contributing factors into family, 
peer, and school categories, but  developmental challenges may 
be the “umbrella” under which underachievement should be 
considered first.

Regardless of the type of underachievement, students may be 
struggling with peer relationships, identity, differentiation issues, 
specific developmental tasks, unsettling life events, lack of vision 
and lack of direction for the future, and anxiety about expectations 
about sexual and other aspects of adult relationships.  
Underachievement may also be a symptom of something non-
academic.  

It is not a “diagnostic category.” It should not be pathologized.



Family Factors:                           
“The Family Dance”

Economic pressure
Parental depression
Parenting behavior
Disruptive events
Parental attitudes 

toward work, 
school (models)

Trust issues

Negative 
messages

Family tension
Upset hierarchy
Substance abuse
Indifference
Health issues
Conflict



School Factors
The Teacher
If no “environment for 

learning”
If behavior is not teacher-

affirming
If no “classroom support” 

from child
If “not contributing”
If poor social skills
If not an “easy 

personality”
If no “relationship”
If “doesn’t show interest”

If teacher hostile or indifferent
If focus is on weaknesses
If curriculum inappropriate
If experiences negative
If inflexible methods
If poor rapport

The Peer Group

If not an “achievement milieu”
If intimidating



The “Sacrificed  Child”
Scapegoat
Distracts parents from      

fighting with each 
other, or contributes 
to their fighting, 
engagement.

Provokes parents to work 
with each other

A handy “other” for family 
to focus on

Underachievement a 
“symptom”

Illness, problems, 
depression, school 
behavior, 
underachievement—may 
play a similar role 



Family Dynamics
The “peripheral parent”—allies with child to 

become involved; or not involved
Parent(s) live(s) through the child
Parent hostile to the child who “mirrors” them
Parent protects child against “ogre”
Parent threatened by “achievement”
Parents model anti-school attitudes



Family Dynamics, continued
“Achievement” theme dominates family
Parents model passive resistance
Parents model emotional distance
Parents can’t give emotional support
Emotional reactivity interferes
Parents’ success “paralyzes” child
High expectations generate rebellion



Functions of Underachievement?
Helps a peripheral parent to be involved
Represents loyalty to someone
Can help to unify parents
Can communicate distress (depression) 

about a transition or event or 
circumstance

Can help to involve outside help
Can open up a “closed” family by engaging 

others



Reframing Underachievement
“It took hard work to get our (or someone else’s) 

attention.”
“You’re a survivor.”
“You were smart enough to talk to someone.”
“You had the courage not to achieve.”
“Underneath you were very concerned about 

your parents.”
“It makes sense that you learned to manipulate 

people.”



What to Avoid . . . 
“Fixing” them
Giving advice
“That’s nothing to be 

upset about.”
“You have no reason to 

feel that.”
“Don’t you think it would 

be better if . . .
“When I was your age . . .” 

“Rescuing” them
Ignoring them
Being angry at their 
underachievement
Being overly invested in 
their achievement
Being so invested in 
them emotionally that we 
lose our ability to help, 
affirm them



Counseling Underachievers
Helping them become 

“unstuck”
Not pathologizing
Focusing on strengths, 

reframing
Helping them “make sense” of 

themselves, their 
situation

Helping them “live more 
effectively”

Working on empowerment

So that the family does not “need” it
Change family communication
Alter family roles
Help parents understand self, child
Create an appropriate hierarchy
Clarify personal boundaries
Help strengthen family leadership
“Be selfish—get what you need 

from the system.”



Family Counseling
Help family adjust to change
Help all members feel heard, affirmed
Help all members affirm strengths
Raise awareness of parental messages
Help parents “give permission” to achieve
Identify parent vs. child needs
Raise awareness of developmental issues
Normalize family transitions
Empower the underachiever—in new ways



Peterson Study: Underachievement
1/3 achievers had underachieved
69% UAs chronic
20% improved in high school
41% had ACT composite  scores > 90%ile
75% extreme UAs male; 75% HAs female



Peterson Study: 4-Yr. Follow-Up
55% of the 20% continued to 

improve in college
Of all UAs, 41% improved in 

college  (44% stayed 
same)

52% UAs, 83% achievers had 
4 years of college

26% underachievers became 
achievers;    20% 
achievers became 
underachievers (< 3.0)

9% high achievers became 
underachievers

82% of UAs to college
High ACTs predicted success
45% Extreme UAs (GPA < 

2.75) had 4 years of 
college 

41% moderate achievers 
became moderate 
underachievers (GPA 
2.0-2.99). 

Mode of achievement was 
fairly stable (habits?).



Peterson Study: Successful Adults; 
Adolescent Underachievers

Those who succeeded were resilient, difficult-
to-raise adolescents with under-involved 
parents and achieving role models outside 
of the family.

They found direction in late 20s.
Males improved academically in graduate 

school.
“Feisty” females—a major theme



Peterson Study: Troubled G/T Kids
Academic concerns 
were rarely mentioned in 
interviews

Teachers were ranked 
high as “someone who 
understands me” and 
“nicest person”

Not noticed as “bright”

Stress and anxiety

Heavy home 
responsibilities

“Stupid concerns”



Making Sure Gifted Underachievers
are Affirmed, Supported
Peterson Study of 14 at risk for poor outcomes:

Risk factors: developmental stuckness
depression/suicidal ideation          
extreme conflict with parents                       
severe underachievement

Resolution of conflict with parents
generated the most written narrative

Two extreme underachievers
had graduated from college

Resolution of 4 developmental tasks correlated with 
increased motivation to achieve



Teacher & Counselor                        
Self-Reflection, Self-Assessment
Check biases about gifted kids.
Check attitudes about gifted kids.
Can we be comfortable with them?
Can we be fully present, without feeling intimidated or 

insecure or less able—or judgmental?
What are our feelings about underachievers?
What are our feelings about high achievers?
What are our feelings about their parents?
Can we avoid thinking in stereotypes?
Can we consider needs, rather than what is “deserved”?



Biases and Attitudes Interfering
~ Needing to be “one up”
~ Competing with them
~ Envying them
~ Feeling inferior intellectually
~ “Putting them in their place”
~ Missing their complexity
~ Not recognizing their vulnerability
~ Not seeing them holistically
~ Not seeing them developmentally                   
~ Being in awe of them



Needs . . . 
More-and-faster curriculum is not necessarily 

what all highly able students need, and school 
counselors might explore other possibilities with 
classroom teachers for                                  

gifted underachievers                                       
gifted potential dropouts                                       
gifted students with attendance problems
gifted students with behavior problems
gifted students with depression, turmoil at home     

in addition to students who need academic 
challenge. 



High Grades
Students with high grades may (or may not) have the kinds 

of thinking and learning styles,                                                 
level of conscientiousness, and                                     
good personal fit with teaching styles                                      
that contribute to comfort and success in school.

Some high achievers may need highly differentiated 
curriculum less than do gifted low-achievers.  The 
achievers may not be tempted to take the Advanced 
Placement courses that often (unfortunately) comprise 
entire high-school programs for gifted students.  



Differentiation
Other kinds of differentiation might be more appropriate 

for some than accelerated curriculum:
> more open-endedness in writing assignments; 
> more acknowledgement of and receptivity to 

divergent thinking;                                         
> career exploration through field trips and career-

shadowing of engineering and other poorly 
understood fields;                            

> brief community mentorships;                                 
> access to resources outside of the classroom 

and school for in-depth, hands-on experience



Acceleration?
Acceleration and differentiation, and lack of these,                  
have implications for social and emotional well being. 
Social and emotional development should be kept in mind 
when considering any form of acceleration, although the 
social/emotional may, for good reasons, be seen as less 
important than  intellectual stimulation and fit. 
Lack of challenge can be painful for a gifted student, 
certainly for highly gifted students.  
A differentiated curriculum is likely to be crucial to their 
comfort in school.  Acceleration might be an option. 



Acceleration?
Though some highly gifted children may not be able to 
relate comfortably with non-gifted age peers, they may 
prefer to stay with their age group, regardless of 
recommendations for acceleration.  

For students who do choose acceleration, social 
concerns may not the most salient aspect of decision-
making.  However, their school life may nevertheless 
improve socially, since they will more likely be among 
intellectual peers.  It is not unusual for gifted children to 
have older friends.  



Implementing an Affective Curriculum: 
More than just “More and Faster”
“What do you DO in those discussion groups?”
“OTHER KIDS should get to do groups, too.” (Yes!)

“What’s HE doing in the gifted program?” (when 
group membership became available to teachers)

“I’ve been thinking about gifted kids in a 
different way now . . . ” (after 2 years of programming)

“I’ve got this kid in drafting . . . ” (Nonverbal IQ: 144)

“I think she NEEDS the program . . . ”
(Teacher) “It’s true.  We’re hung up on performance.”



Tips for Counselors
Remember that gifted kids are “developing” and are certainly more than 

performers or non-performers.
Remember that gifted kids can experience difficult life events—like anyone. 
Remember that giftedness can feel burdensome.
Be someone who meets them where they ARE, in the present, not 

preoccupied with how they can be BETTER or what they will DO in the 
future, or how they need to meet EXPECTATIONS.

Remember that gifted kids can handle abstractions, think complexly, and be 
self-reflective. Counsel accordingly.

Assume that other significant adults may not pay attention to gifted 
students’ social and emotional concerns.

Enter their inner world with respect and nonjudgment.
Remember that gifted kids may believe that counselors cannot 

understand them (since too many peers and teachers may not).
Academic achievement may not be the most salient aspect of life for some 

kids—at some times.
Keep learning (from the kids themselves).  Have them teach you.



In Summary
Most gifted kids “turn out OK,” even though the road may 

have had bumps that no one else noticed.
Intelligence may be a burden, in some ways, but it is also 

a factor of resilience.
Parents and educators often don’t see past performance or 

non-performance—missing the challenges of universal 
developmental tasks.

Gifted kids want to be known as more than performers and 
appreciate concern about their soc/emot development.

Counselors and educators may be able to prevent 
disasters by noting risk factors related to giftedness.



When We Change the View . . .
We can meet them where they ARE.
We can focus on NEEDS.
We can have a softer edge re: “gifted.”
We can help them grow up.
We might help them stay married later.
We might help them stay employed.
We might help them be better parents.
They might feel happy.



Advanced Placement 
classes,         
competitive extra-
curricular activities,   
and packed daily 
schedules
are not necessarily 
conducive to assisting 
gifted kids with  
physical, social,         
and emotional 
developmental 
challenges.



More and faster—
not what every gifted kid 
needs now. . . 

Some need to be affirmed for their abilities 
because they aren’t getting that elsewhere. 
Some need to know they’re not “defective” just 
because they can’t perform now.



Even in the best of 
circumstances, some 
may not be 
encouraged to           
“just play,”
thereby          
potentially missing out 
on an important 
developmental 
component of 
childhood.



When we embrace them where they are, 
not simply as performers or non-

performers,
but as complex kids,                        

facing universal developmental tasks 
(perhaps with a qualitatively different 

experience of development)                  
and when we speak of this when 

advocating, TOO,
we communicate critical needs

and the need for differentiated services.
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