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DEVELOPMENT

by Linda Kreger
Silverman, Ph.D.

jrchrony means being “out-of-sync.” Gifted chil-
are more advanced mentally than others of
i chronological age, and most have disparities
'e.p@un their intellectual abilities (as indicated by
mental age) and their physical abilities (closely
aligned to chronological age). Asynchrony intensi-
fies as 1Q increases, as this indicates greater dis-
crepancy between the child’s mental and
chronological ages. To have the mental maturity of
a 14-year-old and the physical maturity of an 8-
year-old poses a set of emotional and social chal-
lenges analogous to those that face the child with a
14-year-old body and an 8-year-old mind. Hence,
asynchrony with chronological peers is an existen-
tial dilemma for gifted children, which often cre-
ates social and emotional stress (Silverman, 1993). 37
Asynchrony is also amplified by large discrepancies
between a child’s strengths and weaknesses. With
increased asynchrony come greater social and emo-
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tional adjustment problems. Thus, exceptionally gifted children (see
Gross, this volume) and twice-exceptional children are especially at
risk for social and emotional difficulties related to asynchronous
development (Moon, this volume; Olenchak & Reis, this volume).

Asynchronous Development:
A Phenomenological Definition of Giftedness

Asynchronous development is a phenomenological, rather than
a utilitarian, perspective; it focuses on the conscious experience of
the gifted, rather than on their usefulness to socicty. Roeper (1982)
characterized giftedness as “a greater awareness, a greater sensitivity,
and a greater ability to understand and to transform perceptions
into intellectual and emotional experiences” (p. 21). Similarly, the
Columbus Group (1991) defined giftedness as “asynchronous devel-
opment in which advanced cogpnitive abilities and heightened inten-
sity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that are
qualitatively different from the norm.”

The definition of giftedness as asynchronous development
highlights the complexity of the individuals thought process, the
intensity of sensation, emotion, and imagination, and the extraor-
dinary awareness that results from this fusion. Asynchrony also
involves uneven development and feeling out of step with societal
norms. All of these factors create social and emotional vulnerabili-
ties and require differentiated parenting, teaching, and counseling
to promote optimal development in gifted individuals (Columbus
Group, 1991).

Dyssynchrony

Uneven development of gifted children has been noted by
numerous clinicians and researchers (Altman, 1983; Delisle, 1990;
Gowan, 1974; Hollingworth, 1942; Kerr, 1991; Kline &
Meckstroth, 1985: Manaster & Powell, 1983; Munger, 1990;
Roedell, 1984; Schetky, 1981; Sebring, 1983; Terrassier, 1985;
Webb, Meckstroth, & Tolan, 1982). Terrassier coined the term dys-

synchrony to refer to the psychological and social ramifications of
uneven development in gifted children. Gifted children often suffer
from a lack of synchronicity in the rates of development of their
intellectual, affective, and motor progress, which has its effect in a
number of aspects of their lives, and its results, in turn produce fur-
ther psychological problems (Terrassier, p. 265).

According to Terrassier (1985), dyssynchrony has two aspects:
internal and social. Internal dyssynchrony refers to disparate rates of
intellectual, psychomotor, and affective development within the
individual. For example, children who can read before they can
write experience dyssynchrony between their receptive language
skills and expressive physical writing skills, which can create great
frustration. Social dyssynchrony occurs when children feel out of
step with their social context, as when gifted children are placed in
a school class by chronological, rather than mental, age and so are
cognitively out of sync with their classmates.

Hence, dyssynchrony is similar to asynchrony and can be used
to refer to similar phenomena. However, the disadvantage of the
term dyssynchrony is that its prefix dys means hard, bad, or difficult.
It has pathological overtones. The term asynchrony is less value-
laden and more useful for conveying the positive cognitive and
emotional potentials that exist when high intelligence combines
with great sensitivity. In addition, asynchrony incorporates
Dabrowski’s notion of the intensities (overexcitabilities) thar charac-
terize the gifted personality throughout the lifespan (Dabrowski &
Piechowski, 1977). There is considerable empirical research sub-
stantiating the presence of these intensities in gifted children and
adults (e.g., Ackerman, 1997; Gallagher, 1985; Schiever, 1985). For
these reasons, asynchrony is a better term to use when discussing the
phenomenological experience of giftedness.

Asynchronous Development
as a Conceptual Framework

Asynchrony has deep historical roots. Leta Stetter
Hollingworth, the foremother of our field, viewed giftedness as a set
of complex psychological issues arising out of the disparities
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between these children’s mental and chronological ages (Grant &
Piechowski, 1999).

To have the intelligence of an adult and the emotions of a child
combined in a childish body is to encounter certain difficulties. It fol-
lows that (after babyhood) the younger the child, the greater the dif-
ficulties, and the adjustment becomes easier with every additional
year of age. The years between 4 and 9 are probably the most likely to
be beset with the problems mentioned (Hollingworth, 1931, p. 13).

Terman (1931) recognized this issue, as well:

Precocity unavoidably complicates the problem of social
adjustment. The child of eight years with a mentality of
twelve or fourteen is faced with a situation almost incon-
ceivably difficult. In order to adjust normally such a child
has to have an exceptionally well-balanced personality and
to be well neigh a social genius. The higher the 1Q, the
more acute the problem. (p. 579)

These early observations about the social difficulties that asyn-
chrony creates for exceptionally gifted children have been substan-
tiated by more recent research (see Gross, this volume).

Asynchronous development provides a useful conceptual frame-
work to explain many of the existential dilemmas faced by the
gifted. It is intensely frustrating when one’s awareness outstrips one’s
emotional control (Hollingworth, 1931; Silverman, 1993, 1997).
The construct is particularly germane to those who have been
labeled “twice exceptional.” When giftedness is equated with high
achievement in school, gifted children with learning disabilities fail
to be recognized and included. However, through the lens of asyn-
chrony, it becomes apparent that twice-exceptional children are the
ones most in need of special provisions. Extreme asynchronous
development intensifies their social and emotional issues.

34 Research on Asynchronous Development

The vast majority of the literature on asynchrony relies on clin-
ical observations. This is fitting, as the concept was born from psy-
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chological observations of gifted individuals and intended to
describe their phenomenological experience. But, there is some
i empirical research on this concept. The first to study the emotional
®  and social adjustment of gifted children, Hollingworth (1930a)
i cstablished that, the farther removed the child is from the average in
' intelligence, the more pressing his or her adjustment problems
become. In Hollingworth’s most notable experimental study of
§ social adjustment which employed the Bernreuter Inventory of
. Personality, she found gifted adolescents to be much less neurotic,
B much more self-sufficient, and much less submissive than nongifted
-.adolescents (Hollingworth & Rust, 1937). However, as 1Q
b increased, so did difficulties with peer relations (Hollingworth,
* 1930a, 1930b, 1931). :

As noted above, the most asynchronous children are twice
b exceptional, as they have the largest disparities in their development.
b For example, many have extraordinary visual-spatial strengths, com-
£ bined with auditory-sequential weaknesses in reading, writing,
- spelling, and calculation, which prevent them from being seen as
: gifted within achievement-based school contexts (Silverman, 2000,
L 2001). Similarly, gifted children with AD/HD are asynchronous
with their chronological peers on two dimensions. Like other gifted
b children, they are more advanced than their chronological peers
b cognitively, but, unlike other gifted children, they are less advanced
§ than their age peers in social, emotional, and motivational develop-
¢ ment (Kaufmann & Castellanos, 2000). Dual asynchronous devel-
i opment in opposite directions creates numerous social and
b emotional difficulties for gifted children with AD/HD (Moon,
b Zentall, Grskovic, Hall, & Stormont-Spurgin, 2001).

Conclusion

In conclusion, while some empirical research exists on the social
¢ and emotional impact of the discrepancies in the cognitive profiles of
-'gi&ed learning-disabled children (Schiff, Kaufman, & Kaufman,
£ 1981) and discrepancies between the cognitive profiles of exception-
bally gifted children and their same age peers (Gross, this volume), the
I complete construct of asynchronous development has not yet been
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studied systematically. It may be some time before empirical research
catches up with the informed observations of psychologists devoted
to understanding the emotional lives of gifted children. In the mean-
time, asynchronous development offers a useful conceprual frame-
work for understanding many of the social and emotional issues
faced by these children because of their differences from the norm.
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351-358. gificd children experience high levels of inten-

sensitivity and may appear at odds with
ers. They may question their “normality”
it questioned by parents and teachers.
Piechowski (1997) has suggested that this line of
inquiry may extend into adulthood, as many gifted
adults feel the same pressure to be “normal” and
continue to question their potential, possibilities,
and personality ideal. Dabrowski’s (1964) Theory
of Positive Disintegration has been discussed as
one way of understanding the social and emotional
development of gifted children. Relatively litde
research has addressed the use of Dabrowski’s work
with gifted students; however, the studies that have
been completed indicate that this may be a prom-
ising direction for consideration of the unique
social and emotional characteristics that some
gifted children and adults may exhibit.
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Dabrowski’s Theory

Dabrowski’s theory is based on the belief that emotional devel-
opment is the most essential dimension of human life (Grant &
Piechowski, 1999). The theory defines five levels of personality
development, explains the process by which developmc?nF occurs
along these levels, and identifies individual characteristics that
equate to developmental potential. .

Dabrowski’s pentatonic levels represent the mapping of human
personality, or emotional development, along a continuum Frf)m
low (egocentric) to high (altruistic). The levels are in ascending
order, with the higher levels representing individuals whose person-
ality is defined by a hierarchy of altruistic values. Piechowski (1997)

characterized individuals at each of Dabrowski’s levels as follows:

Level I: Primary Integration. Egocentrism prevails. A person
at this level lacks the capacity for empathy and self-exami-
nation. When things go wrong, someone else is always to
blame; self-responsibility is not encountered here. <«

Level II: Unilevel Disintegration. Individuals are influenced
primarily by their social group and by mainstream vah:les i
They often exhibit ambivalent feelings and indecisive flip-flop
behavior because they have no clear-cut set of self-determined
internal values. Inner conflicts are horizontal, a contest
between equal, competing values. . . .

Level III: Spontaneous Multilevel Disintegration. The person
develops a hierarchical sense of values. Inner conflict is ver-
tical, a struggle to bring up one’s behavior to higher stan-
dards. There is a dissatisfaction with what one is, because of
a competing sense of what one could and ought to be (per-

sonality ideal). . ..

Level IV: Organized Moultilevel Disintegration. Individuals

44 are well on the road to self-actualization. They have found
a way to reach their own ideals, and they are effective lcgd—
ers in society. They show high levels of responsibility,
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authenticity, reflective judgment, empathy for others,
autonomy of thought and action, self-awareness. . . .

Level V: Secondary Integration. The struggle for self-mastery
has been won. Inner conflicts regarding the self have been
resolved through actualization of the personality ideal.
Disintegration has been transcended by the integration of
one’s values into one’s living and being. (p. 374).

Development along Dabrowski’s levels comes through a process
of lower level cognitive-emotional structures being dismantled and
replaced by higher level structures. Dabrowski referred to this
process as “positive disintegration” to emphasize the beneficial
aspects of breaking down inferior and reconstructing superior per-
sonality attributes. The hallmark of Dabrowski’s conception of
development is inner conflict achieved by a disconnection between
“what is” and “what ought to be” in one’s self (Dabrowski, in
Piechowski, 1975). Dabrowski (1972) believed that many individ-
uals who exhibit neurotic characteristics (i.e., intense inner conflict,
feelings of inferiority regarding one’s self, dissatisfaction with one’s
self, feelings of inadequacy, disquietude, anxiety) also possess the
greatest potential for development. He further viewed “positive mal-
adjustment” as a prerequisite to the development of authenticity
and emphasized its positive effects (Dabrowski; Dabrowski,
Kawczak, & Piechowski, 1970; Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977). In
his clinical work, Dabrowski observed that gifted and creative indi-
viduals are often in conflict with the demands and expectations of
their environment, which are commonly incompatible with their

higher value structure (Dabrowski; Dabrowski, Kawczak, &
Piechowski).

The Concept of Developmental Potential

Dabrowski’s levels do not represent stages of development;
movement to a higher level is not automatic, and most individuals
do not advance to the highest levels. In the concept of developmen-
tal potential, obtaining higher levels of development is contingent
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upon one’s original endowment of intelligence, special talents and
abilities, will to develop, and five forms of experiencing called
overexcitabilities. Many in the gifted community believe
Dabrowski’s overexcitabilities, as they contribute to developmental
potential, are a measure and indicator of giftedness.

Piechowski (1999) characterized overexcitabilities as enhanced
modes of being in the world. The word over used in connection with
excitability connotes responses to stimuli that are beyond normal
and often of a different quality. Dabrowski (1937, 1938) identified
“psychic overexcitability” in five forms: psychomotor, sensual, intel-
lectual, imaginational, and emotional. Piechowski and
Cunningham (1985) explained the expressions of each overex-

Imaginational overexcitability. Is recognized through rich
association of images and impressions, inventiveness, vivid
and often animated visualization, use of image and
metaphor in verbal expression. . . . Intense living in the
world of fantasy, predilection for fairy and magic tales,
poetic creations and dramatizing to escape boredom are
also observed. . . .

Emotional overexcitability. Is recognized in the way emotional
relationships are experienced, and in the great intensity of
feeling and awareness of its whole range. Characteristic
expressions are: inhibition (timidity and shyness) and excita-

citability as:
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Psychomotor overexcitability. Is an organic excess of energy
or heightened excitability of the neuromuscular system. It
may manifest itself as a love of movement for its own sake,
rapid speech, violent or impulsive activity, restlessness,
pressure for action, and drivenness. It may be viewed as a
capacity for being active and energetic. . . .

Sensual overexcitability. s expressed in the heightened expe-
rience of sensual pleasure, the seeking of sensual outlets for
inner tension. Beyond desires for comfort, luxury, stereo-
typed or refined beauty, the pleasure in being admired and
being in the limelight, sensual overexcitability may be
expressed in the simple pleasure derived from touching
things . . . or the pleasure of taste and smell. . . . In shorrt,
it is a capacity for sensual enjoyment. . . .

Intellectual overexcitability. 1s to be distinguished from
intelligence. It manifests itself as persistence in asking prob-
ing questions, avidity for knowledge and analysis, preoccu-
pation with theoretical problems. Other expressions are: a
sharp sense of observation, independence of thought (often
expressed in criticism), symbolic thinking, development of
new concepts, striving for synthesis of knowledge, and
searching for truth. . . .

tion (enthusiasm), strong affective recall of past experiences
or concern with death, fears, anxieties, or depressions. There
may be intense loneliness, an intense desire to offer love, a
concern for others. There is a high degree of differentiation
of interpersonal feeling. (pp. 154-156)

Advanced development, characteristic of a deeper sensitivity
and intensity of emotional experiencing, requires a profound
knowledge of self and a more meaningful contact with the environ-
ment (Dabrowski, 1972). Overexcitabilities assist in meeting these
essentials:

One could say that one who manifests a given form of
overexcitability, and especially one who manifests several
forms of overexcitability, sees reality in a different, stronger,
and more multisided manner. Reality for such an individ-
ual ceases to be indifferent bur affects him deeply and leaves
longlasting impressions. Enhanced excitability is thus a
means for more frequent interactions and a wider range of

experiencing. (Dabrowski, p. 7)

While the concept of developmental potential emphasizes the
positive aspects of experiencing life with greater intensity and sensi-
tivity, these same characteristics may also be experienced in negative
ways. Individuals with elevated overexcitabilities are more suscepti-
ble to being misunderstood and alienated by those who don't share
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or understand their unique personality traits (Lewis, Kitano, &
Lynch, 1992; Lovecky, 1992; Piechowski, 1997; Silverman, 1993).
Many individuals with elevated overexcitabilities attempt to hide or
learn to control their intensities and sensitivities in order to conform
to the expectations of others (Lewis, Kitano, & Lynch). Silverman
acknowledges the position of such individuals, explaining that
“Feeling everything more deeply than others do is both painful and
frightening” (p. 17).

Research on the Theory

Researchers in the gifted education community have been inter-
ested in research and reflection about Dabrowski’s theory for its
appeal as a means of broadening the conception of giftedness by tak-
ing into account the personality attributes related to high ability
(Piechowski, 1986). While adult biographical and case study analyses
have provided evidence in support of Dabrowski’s levels (Brennan,
1987; Brennan & Piechowski, 1991; Grant, 1990; Piechowski, 1975,
1978, 1990), studies with gifted students have focused strictly on the
concept of developmental potential. This reflects what Piechowski
(1986) described as a research direction aimed at measuring the pres-
ence and strength of the overexcitabilities as they contribute to the
definition and identification of the gifted.

Measuring overexcitability is made possible through the use of
the Overexcitability Questionnaire—Two (Falk, Lind, Miller,
Piechowski, & Silverman, 1999), a 50-item, Likert-type scale
instrument that is designed to measure the presence and degree of
the five overexcitabilities. The studies discussed in this review used
an earlier version of the questionnaire with 21-item free responses
(Lysy & Piechowski, 1983). Piechowski and Colangelo (1984) com-
pared gifted students with gifted adults and nongifted adults. Their
results showed that elevated emotional, intellectual, and imagina-
tional overexcitability scores clearly distinguished the gifted partici-
pants, both students and adults, from the nongifted. Gallagher

56 (1986) found this overexcitability pattern could distinguish a group
of gifted sixth-grade students from their nonidentified peers, and
Schiever (1985) used the same profile to differentiate between high-
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creative and low-creative seventh- and eighth-grade students. Breard
(1994) found thar gifted upper elementary students obtained higher
overexcitability scores than nongifted students across all five forms
of overexcitability. Ackerman (1997) found similar results with a
comparison of gifted and nongifted high school students with psy-
chomotor, intellectual, and emotional overexcitabilities acting as the
major discriminates between the groups. In a study that compared
the overexcitability profiles of intellectually gifted and creatively
gifted middle school students, no significant differences were found
(Ely, 1995).

Research using adult gifted and nongifted samples illustrates
how the distinguishing characteristic of overexcitability may exist
throughout the life span (Falk, Manzanero, & Miller, 1997; Miller,
Silverman, & Falk, 1994; Piechowski & Cunningham, 1985;
Piechowski, Silverman, & Falk, 1985; Silverman & Ellsworth,
1981). Overexcitabilities have also been exhibited in young (pre-
school) gifted children (Howard, 1994; Kitano, 1990; Silverman,
1983; Tucker & Hafenstein, 1997).

Discussion

The ideas that neurotic symptoms may be a sign of emotional
development, that individuals can be “positively maladjusted,” and
that “overexcitability” can be considered a positive attribute make
Dabrowski’s theory more controversial in mainstream psychological
theory and practice. However, parents of gifted children and gifted
individuals themselves may find that Dabrowski’s ideas provide a
useful “framework for understanding and explaining the develop-
mental patterns and challenges that occur for those of high ability”
(Nelson, 1989, p. 11).

Those providing counseling services to the gifted should con-
sider adding Dabrowski’s concepts to their knowledge of develop-
mental and psychological theory. As maladjustment and inner
conflict may be necessary for some to gain a deeper and more emo-
tional development, counselors and therapists can provide an
empathic environment. This sentiment is echoed by Silverman
(1993), who wrote, “One of the greatest gifts a counselor can give
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gifted young people is an appreciation of their sensitivities, intensi-
ties, and passions" (p. 17).

For educarors interested in alternate means of identifying stu-
dents for gifted programs, Dabrowski’s concepr of developmental
potential through enhanced overexcitabilities may provide a viable
option. By moving beyond 1Q measures and defining giftedness in
terms of an elevated overexcitability profile, a wider range of stu-
dents may be identified for gifted programs (Ackerman, 1997;
Breard, 1994; Nelson 1989; Piechowski, 1979, 1986). Currently,
overexcitability instruments are not conducive for schoolwide iden-
tification procedures; the Overexcitability Questionnaire—Two is
designed solely for research with group data and not intended to
provide individual diagnostic information (Falk, Lind, Miller,
Piechowski, & Silverman, 1999), and the original Overexcitability
Questionnaire is limited by its length of administration time,
required level of writing skills and expressive language, and cost of
scoring or training raters (Ackerman, 1997). Furture research can
help to develop an overexcitability instrument that can be used as
part of an identification procedure in schools.

Since Dabrowski’s (1964) first discussion of his theory, some
research has been sporadically conducted in support of the theory’s
relevance to and implications for the gifted and ralented. While
this contemplation and discussion of the viability of Dabrowski’s
work continues, supporters of the theory should consider enhanc-
ing their argument by providing further empirical data that
strengthen the link between the theory and the life experiences of
gifted individuals.
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NDIVIDUAL
DIFFERENCES IN
GIFTED STUDENTS’
ATTRIBUTIONS
FOR ACADEMIC
PERFORMANCES

by Nancy M. Robinson, Ph.D.

n and its origins constitute an area in which
is especially complex and contradictory,
ly with regard to gifted children (Dai,
Wloomi8« Feldhusen, 1998). The translation of high
intellectual ability to high achievement requires sus-
tained investment in thinking and learning, as well
as the production of actual contributions of worth.
The foundation for high achievement lies in areas
such as academic self-concept, self-confidence,
achievement orientation, appropriate goal setting,
and the healthy ability to weather setbacks.

Most (but not all) research comparing high-abil-
ity students to others has found gifted students to
have more positive self-concepts, particularly with
regard to academic abilities (Chamrad, Robinson,
Treder, & Janos, 1995; Hoge & Renzulli, 1993;
Kelly & Colangelo, 1984; but not Csikszentmihalyi,
Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993); to be more accurate in
predicting their performance (Pajares, 1996); to be
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SOCIAL AND
EMOTIONAL ISSUES
FACING GIFTED
AND TALENTED
STUDENTS:

What Have We Learned and
What Should We Do Now?

by Nancy M. Robinson, Ph.D.,
Sally M. Reis, Ph.D.,
Maureen Neihart, Psy.D.,
and Sidney M. Moon, Ph.D.

%?%u:i: previous chapters yield a picture of the social
»; and emotional lives of gifted children and yourth
?,% that is like a cup both half full and half empty.
© Although these young people encounter a number
of challenges—most, but not all, of them because
they live in environments that serve them
poorly—the research summarized in this volume
points to clear steps to improve matters.
Consequently, we conclude with a set of recom-
mendations, the minimum we must do and the

best we can do to promote the healthy develop-
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ment of children and youth with high potential, and offer recom-
mendations for research and advocacy.

Central Conclusions

Admittedly working from a limited research base, the authors of
the previous chapters have reached consistent conclusions. These are
the major themes derived from the overall thrust of the reviews:

»  There is good news. There is no evidence that gifted children or
youth—as a group—are inherently any more vulnerable or
flawed in adjustment than any other group. We failed to dis-
cover evidence of social or emotional vulnerabilities or flaws
unique to intellectually gifted learners or those with high cre-
ative potential. With the exception of mood disorders in cre-
ative writers and artists, indices of serious maladjustment, such
as suicide, delinquency, and severe behavior disorders, appear
no more (or less) frequently in this group than the general pop-
ulation. Indeed, many gifted young people possess assets thar,
when supported, may enhance their resilience to highly nega-
tive life events and enable them to utilize their talents to achieve
productive and satisfying lives.

*  When social and emotional problems related to an individual’s
giftedness do occur in this population, they most frequently
reflect the interaction of an ill-fitting environment with an indi-
vidual’s personal characteristics. Gifted students by definition
are those whose intellectual advancement is such that they
require special educational experiences that are seldom forth-
coming in regular classrooms (U.S. Department of Education,
1993). Most of their school days are spent relearning material
they have already mastered or could master in a fraction of the
time that it takes their chronological peers. Therefore, many
never learn strategies to cope with the challenges related to

268 effort and perseverance that other children encounter through-
out their childhood and later lives. In addition, the maturity of
their personal outlook, which is, in many ways, similar to that
of older students, may result in a mismatch, not only with the
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curriculum, but usually also with their classmates. They may
encounter a variety of intellectual and social issues in addition
to the developmental tasks usually encountered by persons of
their age. They may have difficulty finding friends who share
their understandings, and far too often they endure not only
the burden of loneliness, but also enormous peer pressure to “be
like everyone else.”

From this perspective, the news is also good, as much can be
accomplished by modifying the contexts in which gifted and
talented children grow up. With greater understanding, teach-
ers, parents, counselors, and peers can make many of the
changes that will offer the challenges, flexibility, and acceptance
that gifted students need to flourish. It is up to caring adults to
redesign life experiences so that these young people do not have
to resolve challenging issues on their own.

Far from finding that “gifted children are all alike,” the review-
ers found marked differences among this highly diverse group.
Because no single panacea exists, researchers, educators, par-
ents, and other citizens must join together to implement a
range of strategies matched to the needs of individual gifted
and talented children and youth, Among the dimensions to
consider are:

«  Degree of advancement. In 1Q terms alone, wide differ-
ences exist, even between moderately gifted students
and the most gifted, and special programs must take
these individual differences into account.

e Gender. Reviewers have found somewhat different
issues confronting gifted girls (whose needs have
received attention in recent years) and gifted boys (who
are seldom studied.)

*  Age. Very young gifted children may thrive within their
families, but may lose their enthusiasm for learning
and even become underachievers when they enter
school. Peer pressures and stresses mount for gifted
adolescents.

o Ethnicity, language, and income. Gifted students who

come from families that differ because of race, ethnicity,
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language, socioeconomic status, or a combination of
these factors face their own special challenges. Not only
may their talents escape recognition, but family and
peers may actively discourage or passively fail to support
their optimal talent development. Furthermore, they
may retreat from some opportunities because they find
too few of their own group present.

*  Sexual orientation. Gays, lesbians, and bisexual gifted
persons may face additional burdens of difference that
can cause additional pressures and anxiety.

*  Internal discrepancies in ability levels. It is the rule, rather
than the exception, to find gifted students with uneven
abilities—higher in verbal than math, or higher in
visual-spatial than verbal reasoning, for example, or vice
versa. Such discrepancies present their own challenges.

Disabilities. Gifted children are not immune to disabil-
ities in reading, writing, and mathematics; to sensory
or motor impairment; to attention deficit disorder; or
to serious psychiatric disorders. In this day of increas-
ing specialization, it is often difficult to locate profes-
sionals in the field who can address both concerns.

*  Contradictions abound about this area. There are, contrary to

our major findings, respected authorities in this field who
maintain that gifted children are emotionally different from
others. Roeper (1996), for example, has asserted that “the self of
the gifted child is structured differently” (p. 18). She contended
that gifted individuals have a more complex view of the world,
that their depth of awareness is different, and that gifted chil-
dren have an emotional need to develop themselves and to mas-
ter the world. Dabrowski also maintained that people with the
highest potential follow a developmental path thar is uniquely
different. He believed that they are characterized by an overex-
citability and intensity of character and a dissatisfaction with
what is (see O’Connor, this volume).

While such differences may indeed exist, we caution readers to
evaluate carefully whether most or all such characteristics are inher-

ently or qualitatively different, or whether they reflect primarily the
maturity of viewpoint that is a part of intellectual and emotional gift-
edness (Feldhusen, 1989; Jackson & Butterfield, 1986). What appears
qualitatively different may be common to other young people of
chronological ages equivalent to the mental ages of the individuals
being described. We should not expect gifted and talented children to
see the world in the same way as do other children of their age.
Furthermore, some characteristics (e.g., perfectionism and entelechy)
may take on their own flavor because students become accustomed to
high levels of achievement, and still other characteristics (e.g., uneven
abilities) from the fact that their highest abilities are “so high.” Some
(e.g., sensitivities and excitabilities), however, may indeed be qualita-
tively special traits of gifted students. We need considerable research,
first to determine whether in fact these characteristics are more com-
mon to gifted than nongifted youngsters, and second, to explore to
what extent qualitative differences exist and whether or not the dys-
synchrony of an “older” mind in a younger body exists.

Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to examine some common char-
acteristics of gifted individuals that may pose challenges to their
social and emotional balance and adjustment (see Table 1). Note that
many of these characteristics can be assets when the environments in
which they live are accepting and appropriately supportive.

Although possible negative consequences resulting from these
traits are cited in some research discussed in this book, many of
them can also have a positive impact on the individual’s social and
emotional well-being. For example, Schuler (this volume) found
many examples of gifted students who display healthy perfection-
ism, defined as doing their personal best and consistently wanting
to do well. Reis, Neu, and McGuire (1995) found that, although
half their sample of high-ability college students with learning dis-
abilities had sought counseling to address social and emotional dif-
ficulties, the majority evolved into strong, competent young adults
with high levels of resilience and academic success. The same inves-
tigators cautioned, however, that their sample includes only those
who had survived the secondary school system and who had had
very supportive parents.

Few will disagree that having gifts and talents causes some

gifted children and youth to struggle with their identity and with
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Table 1

Social and Emotional Characteristics
of Gifted Children That May Pose Challenges

*  perceptiveness (O’Connor, Neihart & Olenchak)

* high involvement and preoccupation; need to understand
(Gross)

* heightened sensitivity (O’Connor, Héberrt)

* perfectionism and need for precision (Schuler, Reis, Greene)

* uneven intellectual abilities, even above-average abilities experi-
enced as deficits (Silverman)

¢ asynchronous development of physical, intellectual, social,
emotional aspects (Silverman)

* emotional intensity (O’Connor, Keiley, Hébert)

* feelings and early awareness of being different (Rimm, Reis, Ford)

* anxiety caused by advanced knowledge (Reis & McCoach)

* need for mental stimulation (O’Connor, Neihart & Olenchak,
Reis & McCoach, Rogers)

* entelechy—a desire to become all one is capable of becoming
(Gross)

* nonconformity and questioning of authority (Neihart &
Olenchak)

* excitability and overexcitability (O’Connor)

* tendency toward introversion and internalized locus of control
(Silverman, Keiley, Gross)

* multipotentiality—the ability to succeed in any of several
domains, requiring difficult choices (Greene, Reis & McCoach)

* tendency toward self-doubt (females) (Reis, Reis & McCoach)

Note. Citations are to relevant chapters in this volume,

balancing their own abilities and needs with their academic life,
their family life, and their career choices (Moon & Hall, 1998;
Olenchak, 1999; Reis, 1998). Social and emotional stress can result
when gifted and talented students are teased by peers and subjected

to pressure to conform to peer norms. Many talented students learn
carly on to stop raising their hands in class and to underplay their
abilities to avoid labels such as “nerd,” “dweeb,” or “dork.” Consider
the experience of an exceptional student who pleaded with her
school board to save the program in which she had opportunities to
take academically challenging classes with other talented students in
both middle and high school:

In my 12 years in school, I have been placed in many “aver-
age” classes—especially up until the junior high school
level—in which I have been spit on, ostracized, and ver-
bally abused for doing my homework on a regular basis, for
raising my hand in class, and particularly for receiving out-
standing grades. (Peters, 1990, p. 10)

The research cited in this book clearly indicates that some stu-
dents survive these experiences by developing resilience; others
begin a spiral of underachievement from which they do not recover;
and still others experience continuing negative social and emotional
pressures despite academic successes that may or may not last. These
outcomes, as we have pointed out, are not the result of inherent vul-
nerabilities, but often result from a lack of fit with a frequently non-
challenging environment.

What We Can Learn
From Talented Adolescents Who Succeed

Some high-potential teenagers manage to maintain their positive
trajectories in developing their talents, and some do not. What can we
learn from those who do? In a landmark longitudinal study of 200 tal-
ented teenagers, Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, and Whalen (1993)
found a strong core of personal attributes that distinguished those who
did and those who did not maintain their talents from their freshman
to their senior year in high school. Among these attributes were intel-
lectual curiosity, active secking of information, strong desire to achieve,
perseverance in attaining goals, preference for leading and controlling,
desire to display accomplishments and gain others’ attention, and lit-
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tle questioning of their own worth. The productive male teens valued
stability and predictability more than did the other group, preferred to
avoid physical risks, enjoyed arguments, and had an unusual need for
social recognition. The productive female teens were less inclined to
identify with “feminine” values (orderliness, neatness, and predictabil-
ity) than those who abandoned their talents. The successful teens in
this study “entered adolescence with personality attributes well suited
to the difficult struggle of establishing their mastery over a domain, a
desire to achieve, persistence, and a curiosity and openness to experi-
ence” (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, p. 82).

Another important finding of this study was the influential role
played by families. The successful teenagers were more likely to
come from families termed “complex” by the authors. These fami-
lies were warmly engaged with one another and, at the same time,
maintained high expectations for their children. The literature on
achievement motivation (McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, & Lowell,
1953; Parsons, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982) has long recognized the
importance of supportive families that reward responsibility and
expect children to do their best from an early age.

The concepts underlying resilience theory (see Neiharr, this vol-
ume) provides a way to understand why some gifted and talented
students who encounter difficult situations manage to remain
achievers, while others do not. Studies of risk and resilience point
to the powerful effects of certain personal characteristics—above-
average intelligence being one of the most powerful—and the avail-
ability of social supports (caregivers, mentors, teachers, peers) in
mitigating the negative effects of adversity. Preliminary findings
from a handful of studies that have specifically examined resilience
in gifted youth are consistent with eatlier studies of mixed groups,
and they demonstrate the advantages of using this research-based
framework to address the social and emotional needs of gifted chil-
dren. Operating within this framework, practitioners and
researchers alike might ask about the children with whom they
work, “What are the risks (stressors) and the protective mecha-
nisms (social supports, developmental assets, and personal quali-
ties) that contribute to positive and negative outcomes?” All of the
means that have been suggested in this volume to support gifted
children’s positive adjustment can be viewed as either diminishing

risk factors (e.g., reducing understimulating environments, dis-
abling perfectionism, social isolation) or promoting protective fac-
tors (e.g., enhancing supportive relationships with caring adulss,
talent development, and problem-solving skills, and personal char-
acteristics known to be associated with psychosocial strength and
achievement, such as a positive explanatory style, self-efficacy, and

androgyny).

What We Should Do to Address
Social and Emotional Issues
Faced by Talented Children and Youth

It is time that educators, researchers, and parents put to rest
some of the widespread, false myths about high potential youth
(e.g., “They are too smart for their own good,” “They don’t get
along with other children”) and reach some consensus about those
things that can be done to alleviate the situation. Many current
explicit and implicit school policies interfere with the full actualiza-
tion of high ability. Moreover, “Risk is pervasive. If a student is at
risk in one area, that student is very likely to be at risk in many other
areas” (Frymier et al., 1992, p. 5). Research has clearly delineated
the multiple sources of the challenges faced by gifted students, but
is yet to develop effective long-range interventions.

Keeping in mind the resilience model described above, it is clear
that we can bring about major improvement in the outcomes of the
interactions between gifted students and their environment. There
are a number of strategies that may work—and others to be devel-
oped—that can minimize risks and maximize assets as gifted stu-
dents interact with all their environments: family, school, peers, and
the larger communiry.

Preventive Efforts

As we all know, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of
cure.” We already have available a variety of optimizing strategies
that can improve the fit of the environment with the student,
enhance the knowledge and skills of the adults with whom students

275

What We Have Learned and What We Must Do



276

Robinson, Reis, Neihart, & Moon

interact, and encourage the proximal (peer) and distal (community)
environments to be more accepting of the gifted students within
their midst.

It is important to note that practically none of the section that
follows is based on “hard” research data, with the major exception
of findings about the effects of various forms of educational adapta-
tions for gifted students. The recommendations for teacher and par-
ent training; for anticipatory and responsive group counseling for
students, parents, or both; and for interventions for underachieve-
ment and other forms of maladjustment are based on the sparsest of
research data. Nevertheless, as we move from our extensive review of
the findings about the social and emotional lives of gifted children
to making recommendations for action, we feel compelled to offer
the following as an agenda of worthy possibilities.

Educational modifications, including teacher training, are
probably the single most effective way to prevent social and emo-
tional difficulties in gifted students. They need appropriate levels of
academic challenge and time every day to learn with others of sim-
ilar abilities, interests, and drive. There are no substitutes for this
remedy. Although counseling, extracurricular enrichment, mentor-
ships, and so forth are helpful, they should never be considered an
adequate alternative to a responsive and flexible educational envi-
ronment matched to the level and pace of the student’s learning,
recognition for excellence of work habits and persistence of effort,
and some choice of topic in accord with individual interests. These
are the rights of every student. Some appropriate opportunities can
be provided by well-trained teachers in the regular classroom, and
some can be achieved by placing students for all or part of the day
in regular classes above their ordinary grade level. Often, special
programs, ranging from full-time to part-time, as well as after-
school classes, best address these basic needs of gifted students.

Distinctions must be made between efforts that bring about
fundamental changes in students’ everyday school experience (e.g.,
compacting and differentiated instructional methods, cluster group-
ing, self-contained classes, above-grade classes) and those that are
add-ons or complementary (e.g., pull-out programs, contests, after-
school clubs). While the latter are often of significant value, gifted
students need a challenging school day every day. Much of the dis-

tress experienced by gifted students who are in ill-fitting school
environments could be a thing of the past if we made substantive
changes in the schools.

These changes will not occur until we train teachers— both
those who do and those who do not specialize in working with
gifted children—to recognize and respond to advanced abilities.
Furthermore, many students not identified as gifted have advanced
abilities in specific domains. Techniques for differentiating teaching
and expectations for student performance will empower teachers to
forsake a “one-size-fits-all” approach, to the benefit of all students.
There is no denying, however, that such approaches require more
planning time and energy, as well as imagination, tolerance for a bit
of disorder, and a desire to change.

School administrators must lead this effort. They need to value
flexibility, cooperation among teachers, and accelerative methods,
since these require administrative changes. Unless there is account-
ability for the continued progress of our most able students and
recognition of advanced levels of performance, many teachers will
continue to pursue the status quo, and gifted students will be essen-
tially left out of current school reform efforts. At a state level, serv-
ices are enhanced when a mandate, a legal requirement, exists to
meet the needs of identified gifted children and when special certi-
fication of teachers of the gifted is required for those who are spe-
cial teachers or teaching consultants. Even with a mandate, however,
economically poor states are likely to eliminate programs for high-
ability students (Purcell, 1994).

Enhancement of parents’ understanding and responsiveness to their
students’ needs. Parents of gifted children often feel at a loss to know
how to best support their development. They want help in under-
standing the children’s needs; in treading the fine line between
appropriate expectations and “pushing”; in learning skills of negoti-
ating with teachers and other school personnel; and in widening
and deepening their children’s learning through family acrivities,
outside tutors, or coaches. The needs are particularly acute for fam-
ilies who do not come from a background of education, for those
whose own experiences in school were unfulfilling, and for those
who are otherwise at a disadvantage for knowing how to help their
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children to be successful in school. In addition to how-to books,
parent groups can reach out to these families to offer empowering
opportunities. Special efforts are often needed to make such parents
feel comfortable even admitting that their child’s abilities are
advanced and then coming together for discussion. We as profes-
sionals have done relatively little in this area, although some par-
ents—typically well-educated and financially comfortable
parents—have reached out to each other.

To the extent that young people recognize their actual and
potential assets, they can meet the world with optimism and
insightfulness, recognize that mismatches are not their fault, and
accept their differences from others, rather than try to eradicate
them. It is primarily with acceptance, respect, and feedback from
caring adults (parents, teachers, counselors) and peers that gifted
children will develop this equanimity and the ultimate resilience
that accompanies it.

Changes in the peer culture. A number of authors in this volume
have alluded to the negative effects of anti-intellectualism in the
peer group, the deriding of gifted classmates as “nerds,” or worse.
Teasing of bright students is a form of misbehavior as offensive as
hurling epithets at a student of color, a student with a disability, or
a member of any other marginalized group (and doubly so when the
bright classmate is also such a student).

Bringing about changes in the peer culture is never easy, and it
will not occur at all unless respected adults—especially parents and
teachers—respond positively to gifted children. Students who do
their outstanding academic and artistic work deserve the same kinds
of admiration that athletes receive. Prizes for academic accomplish-
ment are but a small part of this effort and may indeed backfire
unless the milieu is positive. In those schools that have adopted an
integrated curricular preventive approach to social and emotional
issues led by teachers or counselors, surely these issues should be a
topic of discussion. The best we can expect is probably incremental
change, not a revolution, but adults need to remain alert to mani-
festations of an anti-intellectual peer culture, to deal with the situa-
tion as directly as possible, and to support the gifted child who is
the target. '

In addition, gifted students need to be made explicitly aware
that all of us belong simultaneously to several subcultures, which
may be defined by school class, neighborhood, ethnicity, language,
or religion. Finding acceptance among intellectual peers at school
does not imply that one has rejected one’s other subcultures, even
when those subcultures fail to appreciate high academic motivation
and attainment.

Efforts to make the broader society accepting of giftedness, especially
in those students from nonmainstream families. We are living in a soci-
ety that is intensely ambivalent toward its intellectual leaders.
Support for research—especially medical research—is generous, and
recipients of the Nobel Prize are honored. But, true fortunes and
daily headlines are made by athletes and entertainers who may never
have even attended college. Rock stars earn far more than leading
orchestra conductors. Yet, many beginning teachers are paid so
poorly that they cannot afford to house, feed, or educate their fam-
ilies. It will take patience, creativity, and perseverance to reverse this
situation. In the meantime, we can show by our own example and
advocacy that anti-intellectualism is unacceptable, that it is, in fact,
a form of bigotry as pernicious as any other.

At the same time, we can actively welcome talented students to
that part of the society that values intellect and creativity, learning
and the arts. The adult world enriched by public lectures, book
clubs, concerts, drama, painting, sculpture, and dance needs to
reach out not only to students with specific talents, but to talented
students who may find the kind of acceptance at these events that
may be lacking in their home schools.

Supportive Efforts: Minimizing Stress
When It Occurs

Despite preventive efforts, stresses occur in the lives of gifted
young people, just as they do in everyone’s lives. Supportive services
can minimize the effects of such stressors and, indeed, sometimes
turn them into assets.

What We Have Learned and What We MustiDo.
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Models for Counseling and Meeting
the Affective Needs of Gifted and Talented Students

Both strategies and preliminary models have been suggested
for addressing the emotional needs of students with gifts and ral-
ents, although few have been used comprehensively by school per-
sonnel or even by private counselors who practice with this
population. (Reis, this volume). All involve some type of combina-
tion of individual and group counseling in home, school, and, if
necessary, with professionals working in the health care field.
Many excellent suggestions have been made in strategies and mod-
els of positive adjustment, counseling, and social and emotional
support; however, few are comprehensively implemented, and little
empirical evidence exists indicating that any of these strategies
actually makes a difference in the lives of gifted and talented chil-
dren and youth.

Transitions and shifts in comparison groups. As discussed by Moon
(this volume), many gifted students experience stress when they
enter a special class for gifted students, enroll in a more advanced
class, enter a summer program, or skip a grade. The transitional shift
from being top of one’s class to simply one of the group—or even
one who might be struggling to keep up—can be difficult. Even very
bright stucents often fail to understand thar their comparison group
has changed. Some students do not, however, survive the transition
and opt out of the very situation that would provide both the aca-
demic challenge and the peer group they desire. Anticipatory coun-
seling can ease these types of marters considerably.

Group counseling. Similarly, group counseling can be helpful in
dealing with many ordinary stressors, such as planning the trajec-
tory of secondary school, choices among colleges, and career
choices. Some choices made during secondary school (e.g., whether
to take calculus) have long-range ramifications for careers. Stress-
management and time-management skills (when schoolwork has
been undemanding), inevitable peer issues, and special issues for
specific groups (e.g., girls and boys, members of underserved
minorities) are all topics that can be handled well in groups.

Family guidance groups. As mentioned in the previous section,
appropriate readings and parent and family support groups that deal
with the same topics as those for their children can reduce parental
isolation ‘and increase competence at handling potentially stressful
situations. These discussion groups may be especially helpful to eco-
nomically disadvantaged families who have less experience than oth-
ers with such matters.

Interventions When Things Have Gone Wrong

Underachievement. It is beyond the scope of this volume to dis-
cuss the array of specific interventions for the ills that may befall
gifted and talented youth. We will use one area, underachievement,
to comment on what should be minimally acceptable standards of
support. Student performance that falls noticeably short of poten-
tial, especially for young people with high ability, is bewildering and
perhaps the most frustrating of all challenges faced by teachers, stu-
dents, and parents. Despite six decades of research on this topic, the
problem of underachievement is still identified as the number one
concern among educators of high-ability students (Renzulli, Reid,
& Gubbins, 1991).

The causes of underachievement are diverse and emanate from
dysfunctional family relationships, motivational difficulties, poor
social skills, peer rejection, learning and attentional disabilities that
go too long unrecognized, and so on. For most students of high
potential, significantly adding to the situation, if not the primary
cause, are the daily encounters with material and skills long since
mastered, slow pace of progress, low levels of discourse, and content
that fails to match interests.

A few strategies have been shown by research to mitigate under-
achievement. These include curriculum compacting to eliminate
reteaching what a student already knows (Reis, Burns, & Renzulli,
1992), self-selected independent or small-group studies (Baum,
Renzulli, & Hébert, 1995), and the shift to more challenging and
engaging learning environments that provide opportunities for
accelerated progress. Because of the diverse sources of under-
achievement, approaches will need to be individualized and multi-
faceted (Siegle & McCoach, this volume). For many students,
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counseling should be provided to handle family and personal issues
and to enable students to strengthen those personal traits that can
serve as assets.

Counseling and family therapy. We have mentioned counseling
strategies as both preventive and stress-reducing, but the more tra-
ditional role of counselors and therapists in treating emotional and
behavioral problems when they occur should also be mentioned.
Unfortunately, as Moon (this volume) has mentioned, few coun-
selors have been trained to understand the special issues con-
fronting gifted students, and, as a result, they often fail to
distinguish between healthy and unhealthy differences.
Furthermore, they are all too often ready to blame giftedness as the
source of the difficulty because they have, like others, been exposed
to the myths regarding the supposedly high rates of serious pathol-
ogy in this group.

What Must We Do?

Because there are social and emotional factors associated with
high performance, we must address the needs of the whole child. At
the very least, three things ought to be done, and three things might
characterize our very best efforts:

The Minimum We Must Do

* Provide appropriate educational choices. No single strategy or
setting will fit the needs of every gifted child, but the ordinary
classroom, maintaining the usual status quo, will fit the needs of
none.

*  Provide training for teachers, parents, counselors, and others in
identifying high ability and understanding its concomirants.
Enable them to see that many problems, when they occur,
result from the mismatch of the student with an unsuitable
environment.,

* Recognize the great diversity among those labeled “gifted and
talented” and respond to the individual student, not the stereo-
type. It is particularly important to recognize individual differ-

ences among traditionally underserved populations and to
develop sensitivity to the kinds of support they can use. |

The Best We Can Do

* Focus on helping gifted individuals develop resilience. Help
them to evaluate their assets and the risk factors with which
they deal so they can maximize the former—including devel-
oping their own strengths and seeking mentors and advocates
when they are lacking—and develop strategies to deal con-
structively with the latter.

*  Develop a continuum of services, including educational, coun-
seling, family, and community programs, from early childhood
through college, to enable approaches that meet the needs of
specific individuals.

* Continue to advocate for changes in the culture, promoting
acceptance and respect for gifted students and the willingness to
make the relatively small investments they need for what is
potentially an enormous payoff.

Priorities for Research on the Social
and Emotional Needs of High Potential

Throughout this volume, reviewers have decried the lack of sys-
tematic research in this field. Designated research funds have been
few and far between, and what funding exists (i.e., federal funds
under the Jacob Javits Act) has been largely devoted to a single
theme, that of developing services for underserved minorities. As a
consequence, most studies have enrolled small samples thac are easy
to identify, and most of our knowledge comes from studies of gifted
students who have done well enough to be selected for special pro-
grams (and, to an unknown degree, who come from families asture
enough to make application for such programs). Research of many
kinds is sorely needed. As this report shows, sufficient knowledge is
currently available to guide the next generation of research efforts.

Investigators in the “giftedness community” are too often iso-
lated from mainstream research in developmental psychology and
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education, with the result that they are too often seen as parochial
and that they fail to profit from the insights developing in those
fields. It is important that we not maintain this isolation, but
increase the cross-fertilization. of interdisciplinary work.

Investigators interested in gifted students should join forces
with the currently developing field of “positive psychology”
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Sheldon & King, 2001) two
maximize understanding and encourage the enhancement of human
assets, such as those that gifted children possess, to promote the pro-
gression of intelligence into wisdom, energy into commitment, and
promise into fulfillment.

Any research undertaken should carefully describe the groups of
children who are participants. It is not only impossible, but inaccu-
rate to describe gifted children as though they were all the same. As
mentioned previously, dimensions of difference include domains
and levels of ability, gender, age, ethnicity, and family background;
internal discrepancies in development; motivation; and a wide vari-
ety of other personal characteristics. Priority should be given to
understanding the ways in which demographic and personal vari-
ables interact with children’s abilities and environments to deter-
mine the patterns of their lives.

Many more studies should include a minimum of three groups:
a target gifted group, a comparison group of average ability matched
to them by chronological age, and an older comparison group of
average ability matched by mental age. The addition of a fourth
group of gifted students matched with the last group on chronolog-
ical age would also help to tease out the generalizability of the char-
acteristics being studied. This “MA-CA” research design is familiar
to investigators of persons with mental retardation and would help
us to distinguish between possible qualitative characteristics and
those that are maturity-based.

At the same time, because it has been noted that some personal
characteristics (e.g., introversion, perfectionism, and intensities)
and some adjustment difficulties (e.g., attention-deficit disorder,
cating disorders, and depression) are, or may be, more frequent
among gifted students, carefully controlled studies that compare
well-described groups of gifted children with other children are
needed.

Prospective longitudinal studies are needed to identify the
antecedents and predictors of positive and negative developmental
outcomes for subgroups of gifted children who are growing up
under different conditions. Of primary importance are studies com-
paring the effectiveness of various styles of parenting and various
educational programs in promoting the artainment and mental
health of gifted participants.

Studies are needed to compare the effectiveness of a variety of
supports and interventions for gifted children and their families.
Which educational and other strategies promote positive outcomes
most effectively? Which new approaches hold promise? More
research is needed into the specific kinds of supports that can be of
help to specific groups of gifted students who are experiencing dif-
ficulties. By evaluating the effectiveness of a variety of approaches to
address concerns in well-defined groups of children, the success and
efficiency of such efforts should be greatly enhanced.

As noted, most of the existing research has been conducted with
academically or intellectually gifted youth who are participating in
special programs. We know much less about other types of gifted-
ness in children—for example, those who are artistically or cre-
atively gifted.

We also know little about academically gifted children whose
needs are not met in the schools, for example, those for whom there
are no existing programs, those who are overlooked for reasons of
ethnicity or insufficient mastery of English, those with uneven pat-
terns of abilities, and those whose academic achievement fails to
reflect their advanced development. Research is needed to discover
reliable ways to identify gifted children who are not effectively
served at present.

High priority should also be given to efforts to understand the
subtle dynamics of underachievement and loss of potential.

Recent knowledge abourt the history and nature of mood disor-
ders and suicide among highly creative adults suggests that we
should be looking more closely at teenagers who are talented in the
visual arts and writing in order to institute preventive efforts to sup-
port young people at risk for such condirions.

Detailed examination is needed of the specific kinds of learning
disabilities shown by gifted students in comparison with other
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learning-disabled students. Intervention efforts will be greatly
enhanced by such focused understandings.

Finally, an effective research agenda needs appropriate levels of
funding. Good research is almost always expensive. As we have noted,
most existing research about social and emotional issues facing high-
potential individuals has been carried out with small groups in the
absence of carefully selected comparison groups, and it often lacks
methodological precision simply because of cost. At present, research
funds specifically available for investigations with this population are
extraordinarily limited. The incentives and possibilities for carrying
out carefully designed, coherent, and ultimately useful research are
often fiscal. With funding, this area could be transformed.

A Final Word

The notion that some people can be “too smart for their own
good” permeates contemporary society and creates a social climate in
which intellecrual and creative efforts by children and adults are
undervalued. One consequence of anti-intellectualism has been a
damaging tendency on the part of gifted children to deny their talents
and ro try desperately to become “just like everyone else.” In a society
in which all citizens should be respected and welcomed for who they
are and what they can contribute to others, respect for individuality
and appropriate resources must be provided to gifted and talented
youth, as well as others. Positive changes will ensue if we create an
open climate for the development and support of gifts and ralents:

*  Understanding will be enhanced that giftedness does not
inherently bring with it increased social and emotional vul-
nerability. Problems do not occur simply because a child
demonstrates gifts and talents, and they must be under-
stood in a broader context.

*  Narional efforts to increase the availability of a variety of
appropriate instructional and out-of-school provisions
must be a high priority since research indicates that many
of the emotional or social difficulties gifted students expe-
rience disappear when their educational climates are

adapted to their level and pace of learning. Among such
educational provisions should be opportunities for aca-
demic acceleration and enrichment, together with oppor-
tunities for gifted children to find companions of similar
maturity, interests, and commitments to develop their gifts
and talents. Too many schools across the country actively
discourage, or even prohibit, capable students from moving
through the curriculum at a pace commensurate with their
abilities. Sadly, too, many schools maintain practices that
prevent gifted students from working with others of similar
ability for all but a couple of hours a week.

*  Wider acceptance of the value of high attainment will cre-
ate an atmosphere that rewards students’ best efforts and
their courage in the face of life’s challenges. These two com-
ponents are essential to the fulfillment of promise.

*  Opportunities should be provided for adults—particularly
parents, teachers, counselors, and potential mentors—to
enhance their skills at recognizing talent and responding
effectively to the social and emotional needs of gifted and
talented students in a wide variety of ways. This will lead to
the creation of an informed cohort of adults who can sup-
port and counsel gifted students as needed and can nip in
the bud many potential problems before they fester.

Our society needs to recognize with empathy creative persons
who may experience pain and even serious mental health disorders.
Continuing support and intervention should be provided to such
young people and adults to enable them to weather the difficule
times while maintaining their creative trajectories.
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