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Perfectionism:  What’s a Parent (or Teacher) to Do? 

Parents and teachers of bright children are often concerned about perfectionism. It 

certainly can lead to physical and emotional health-related difficulties, but according 

to researchers, problems may not be the only outcome.  “Positive striving” is a term 

that is becoming the norm to describe the kind of perfectionism that I want a brain 

surgeon to have when he opens and closes my skull—no instruments left in my head 

and no brain parts damaged beyond repair!  

Silverman (2009) describes three basic orientations of perfectionists: 

• Self-oriented perfectionists impose exceptionally high internalized standards 

upon themselves. Their models can come from family, friends, media, religious 

groups, etc. Interestingly, research shows that their perfectionism may have 

positive or negative outcomes. 

• Socially prescribed perfectionists focus on the expectations of others. They 

often see themselves as lacking when compared to others. Frequently, their 

thinking about themselves is “All or None.” A phrase that haunts them is 

“What will people think if I…” This type of perfectionism is frequently 

associated with negative outcomes and never feeling “good enough” to be 

accepted by others. 

• Other oriented perfectionists are usually perfectionists themselves who set up 

unrealistic standards for others and focus on their flaws. They frequently 

blame, mistrust or feel hostile towards others who don’t perform or produce 

perfectly. Silverman points out that parents who are other-oriented are likely 

to cause debilitating perfectionism in gifted children (e.g., expecting all A’s). It 

can also cause serious problems when working in groups, including in the adult 

workplace. (An online search for this term will yield valuable information.) 

Much of the research on perfectionism has been conducted on college and university-

age students, and there are some recent studies on children in upper elementary, 

middle and high school students. But the roots of perfectionism may start even in 

young children. Ruth Strang (1951), an early pioneer in the study of gifted, stated,  

Because of a gifted child’s high verbal and conceptual abilities, it is not 
uncommon for a gifted child to be evaluating herself via self-talk by age two or 
three and putting these thoughts clearly into words. Thoughts that a two year 
old innocently expresses to herself will be kept to herself as she grows older. 
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Various factors are measured by research tools that examine perfectionism. They 

include: 

• Organization and orderliness 
• Dependability 
• Social ease 
• Goal achievement orientation 
• Concern over mistakes 
• Perception of parental expectations and criticism  

 
(Please notice that the last bullet is the perception of parental expectations and 

criticisms by the child [including an adult child].  A parent’s intention may be far from 

a child’s perception, but this is something that we should consider when perfectionism 

is a problem.  Sometimes the root of the problem is a lack of clarity in communication. 

If I tell my child that I expect him to “do well in school,” and if he has already started 

strictly evaluating himself in the way that Strang has observed, he may interpret my 

statement as “Mom means I need to be perfect.” This kind of thinking can pave the 

way for feelings of worthlessness. This is a serious issue and one that should not be 

taken lightly—communication of expectations must be clear and reasonable.) 

Researchers on perfectionism tend to agree that parenting styles can make a 

difference and that not all perfectionists are gifted. Research tends to disagree as to 

whether or not there is a higher rate of perfectionism in gifted than in the general 

population and also whether or not there is a higher rate in females than in males. 

Some researchers question whether the self-orientation and other orientation are 

valid. And still others disagree as to whether perfectionism is a single dimension trait 

or multidimensional.   

Something that everyone does seem to agree with is that perfectionism can yield 

problems. Some researchers believe that perfectionism can never be a good thing. 

Greenspon (2012) calls the term “healthy perfectionism” an oxymoron. He believes 

perfectionism is grounded in relationships with significant others. He states that 

perfectionists fear that if they do not act in a certain way, they are unacceptable to 

their parents. Related to shame, they fear that they will be judged and found lacking, 

and are, therefore, unlovable.  

Merriam-Webster's Medical Dictionary (2002) defined perfectionism similarly:  

… a disposition to regard anything short of perfection as unacceptable; especially the 
setting of unrealistically demanding goals accompanied by a disposition to regard 
failure to achieve them as unacceptable and a sign of personal worthlessness. (italics 
added)  
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Indeed, parameters that children place on themselves can be very harsh—I have 

worked with children who believed not only that they had to “get it right in every 

case,” but they had to “get it right the first time.” Clearly, this kind of thinking can be 

deleterious. 

Such perfectionism is described in the literature as “negative,” “unhealthy,” “neurotic” 

and “maladaptive.”  Associated medical and emotional outcomes include: 

• Gut problems due to anxiety 
• Nervous tics 
• Sleep problems 
• Procrastination 
• Inability to start or end a project 
• Feelings of “never good enough” 
• Low self-esteem 
• Eating & body dysmorphic disorders 
• Depression 
• Underachievement 
• Substance abuse 
• Obsessive-compulsive personality disorders 
• Psychosomatic disorders 
• Suicide 

 
In such cases, it may be necessary to seek professional counseling if interventions at 
home and/or school don’t work.  
 
It is important for us as parents and teachers to evaluate our own behaviors to 
determine whether they might be contributing to or exacerbating perfectionism in 
children. As a mother, I did not realize that I was modeling such behaviors until one 
day when I was encouraging my 12-year-old son who was hesitant to try to do 
something new, he said with all sincerity, “But Mom, you do everything perfectly!” I 
was shocked! (I have, since, apologized many times to my children for this modeling 
this burden and I’m happy to say that they have graciously forgiven me!) You might 
want to take stock of your own behaviors with the questions at the end of this article. 
 
The research of Carol Dweck (2006) is also helpful in pointing the way toward “positive  
striving.” Dweck has determined that individuals approach tasks with one of two 
mindsets: a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. The fixed mindset is one in which the 
individual believes that she has a specific “amount” of intelligence and, when asked to 
do something that she does not know, she will simply fall short and not be able to 
learn it, ostensibly because it would be too hard. At the opposite end of the mindset 
spectrum is the growth mindset in which an individual believes that if she works hard 
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enough, she will be able to master the content or skill, thus, learning more and more 
throughout her lifetime.  
 
Because many gifted children and adolescents are not challenged in school, it is easy 
to acquire a fixed mindset early on, setting the child up for feelings of failure when she 
is not able to learn something because she feels that she doesn’t have enough 
intelligence to do so. This is typically called “hitting the wall” and may occur in high 
school, college or graduate school when others seem to know or easily learn what she 
believes she is not smart enough to learn. Thus, having appropriately challenging 
learning activities are critical for children  to engage in effortful, respectful learning 
tasks, starting early in their academic careers. (Advocacy may be the critical factor as 
to whether or not this happens.) 
 
Dweck recommends that instead of telling children that they are “smart,” we should 

encourage effort, perseverance and a willingness to try different approaches to 

learning that they find difficult. The earlier this starts, the better it is for the child.  The 

goal should be mastery rather than looking good to others. Adult modeling of the 

learning process is also important; admitting our mistakes and verbalizing what we 

have learned from them can also be valuable to children. (Most adults find that it is 

not too difficult to make mistakes, regardless of what children think!) 

This kind of modeling can lead to what has historically been called “healthy” or 

“adaptive” perfectionism, now commonly referred to as “positive striving.” Although 

an individual who demonstrates positive striving will persistently strive for excellence 

in performance, he does not punish himself when it is not perfect. Other 

characteristics of those demonstrating positive striving include the following: 

• Usually not depressed 
• Usually satisfied with their performance and themselves 
• Usually have positive affect (energy, enthusiasm, activity) 
• Demonstrate high self-esteem and self-efficacy 
• Seemingly immune to long-term detrimental effects of perceived failures to 

meet their standards 
 

Similarly, those who strive in positive ways tend to exhibit superior functioning 

(including psychological adjustment), they perceive less parental criticism from 

parents, they are less concerned with meeting the expectations of significant others, 

and they are generally more satisfied with life.  

When we consider perfectionism and ask, “What’s a parent/teacher to do?” we do 

have some recommendations from the research for building a strong foundation for 

self-efficacy: 1) provide unconditional love to children; 2) model and support effort 
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and persistence with challenging learning tasks early on; 3) encourage children to 

understand that no human is perfect and, even though we work hard at being the best 

we can, we should also forgive ourselves (and each other) when mistakes are made; 

and 4) communicate our experiences and feelings (the good, the bad and the ugly!) to 

help children and adolescents know that the significant adults in their lives understand 

and support them. By doing these things, we help children to build an attitude of 

positive striving, a disposition that sets them on a path to productivity and mental 

health. 

 

Questions to Ask Yourself 

Do I…. 

• acknowledge the fact that I am human and can not be perfect? 
• examine whether I am perfectionistic and if so, to what degree?  

– ask myself how is it affecting me?  
– consider how is it affecting my children? 
– assess how it is affecting family relationships? 

• model/disclose imperfection and discuss what I have learned from mistakes I 
make? 

• examine how I react to inability to meet unrealistically high expectations--do I 
consider myself to be worthless? 

• examine my successes and celebrate them with my family? 
• model hard work on realistic expectations? 
• examine whether I set rigid high standards of personal performance and 

expect my child to do the same? 
• encourage my child to take appropriate learning risks without concern about 

punishment or feelings of guilt? 
• talk to my child about personal expectations and how I deal with them? 
• talk to my child with clarity about expectations I have of him/her and why? 
• listen to how my child responds? 
• negotiate expectations with my child to promote well-roundedness, 

communication skills, & emotional comfort 
• help my child celebrate success, especially when it is the result of hard work? 
• when mistakes happen, without judgment ask what the child learned and how 

she will approach the issue in the future? 
• discuss the relationship between hard work and success? 
• find ways for my child to have to work hard in order to learn something new? 
• encourage my child to work hard in order to be successful at learning and 

performance? 
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Dr. Sue Schaar is a recovering perfectionist who has worked with gifted children in educational and 

therapeutic settings for 40+ years. She is currently an Associate Lecturer for the University of Wiscat 

Whitewater. She can be reached at sueschaar@gmail.com. 

 

This article first appeared in the March, 2015 edition of the Wisconsin Association for Talented 
and Gifted Newsletter and may be found at http://www.watg.org/gifted-in-the-
classroom/perfectionism-whats-a-parent-or-teacher-to-do 
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