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FROM THE EDITOR

B ack in my student teaching days 
(and I mean waaayyy back!) I was 
placed in a 4th grade classroom 

with a veteran teacher who had been 
in the classroom for over 25 years. She 
was an amazing lady who taught me a 
great deal about the art and science of 
teaching. The children loved her, her 
colleagues respected her, and she was 
always cool under pressure. Nothing 
ever seemed to ruffle her feathers—
except Jimmy. 

Jimmy was a skinny, messy-haired, 
wide-eyed kid who pretty much kept 
to himself and, much to the frustra-
tion of my mentor, perched in his chair 
like a little bird. He’d literally tuck his 
feet up under him on the chair and sit 
on his haunches. For the first half of 
the school year, this is about all Jimmy 
would do. He didn’t turn in any assign-
ments. The notes home requesting par-
ent signatures were never returned. He 
never participated in class activities 
and he never spoke up in class discus-
sions. He just perched. 

I didn’t recognize it at the time, 
but looking back now I know that 
Jimmy had “checked out.” There wasn’t 
anything going on in that classroom 
that even came close to piquing his 
interest—that is until our electricity 
and magnetism unit came around 
midyear.

As soon as the circuit boards, 
electro-magnet kits, magnets, and 
iron shavings came out, Jimmy was 
hooked. He threw himself into these 
experiments with wild abandon. I’d 
never seen him so excited and so fas-
cinated by a topic. He hopped down off 
his perch and for the first time those 
wide eyes focused intently on the task 
at hand. He was especially enthralled 
by the concept of magnetism and mag-
netized just about every metal object 

within his reach. Stuck to the legs of 
his desk were pairs of scissors, paper 
clips and thumb tacks. Even when the 
science unit was over, Jimmy was still 
experimenting at his desk. He’d man-
aged to pilfer a small stash of iron shav-
ings and continued to carry out his 
scientific investigations during read-
ing, math, language arts…well, you get 
the idea. 

In subsequent conversations with 
Jimmy, I came to realize that he was 
extremely bright and most likely gifted. 
Unfortunately, my mentor chose not 
to nominate him for the GT program 
because of his underachievement in 
other subjects. To this day, I wonder 
what ever happened to him. A pas-
sion for science was awakened in him 
that year. I’d like to believe that oth-
ers who crossed paths with him later 
recognized his intelligence, drive, and 
passion for science thus further awak-
ening and nurturing this potential gift 
within him.

In this issue, we cover a wide vari-
ety of topics. And, even though I didn’t 
plan it this way, the articles all speak to 
recognizing and nurturing gifted chil-
dren who may not always get noticed. 
In other words, the Jimmys in our 
lives. 

In his article, Talent Development 
is Not Enough, Dr. Mike Sayler explains 
how to raise happy, thriving, produc-
tive, gifted children. He believes that 
talent recognition and development 
combined with meaningful, personal 
relationships and spiritual develop-
ment, create the best foundation for 
raising personally flourishing adults.

Rachel Colvin and Dr. Susan 
Johnsen are back with a very timely 
review of underachievement in the 
gifted literature in their What the 
Research Says article. They begin by 

explaining the importance of the need 
for further research on identification, 
intervention, and prevention strategies 
for this ever present challenge.

Jennifer Gerlach tackles another 
tough issue in identifying and meeting 
the needs of the gifted in her article, 
Brilliant Chaos: Understanding Twice 
Exceptional Gifted Students. She 
explains how those both blessed and 
challenged by dual exceptionalities 
may initially appear as underachiev-
ers—being obviously bright but just 
not reaching their academic potential. 
She believes that identifying and meet-
ing the needs of these uniquely gifted 
children is of great benefit to our col-
lective future.

For this issue, I decided to throw 
in my two cents worth as well. My arti-
cle, Throwing My Ducks in a Bucket: 
Reflections on Growing up Creatively 
Gifted, chronicles the story of a cre-
atively gifted young man through in-
depth interviews with the young man 
himself and his family. He, much like 
Jimmy in my earlier story, tended to 

“check out” a lot during school, yet 
drew inspiration from teachers who 
nurtured his gifts and talents.

Finally, I am very excited to intro-
duce a new column on parenting 
by Dr. Kim Tyler of Texas Wesleyan 
University. Dr. Tyler has a wealth of 
knowledge regarding giftedness and 
shares her insights in a very informa-
tive and applicable way. 

I sincerely hope you enjoy this fall 
conference issue and reflect on the 
Jimmys in your life. Like this year’s 
conference theme, let’s make a point 
to awaken the gifts within our budding 
young scientists and other gifted kid-
dos. After all, who knows what a few 
pilfered iron shavings may eventually 
lead to.  
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FROM THE DIRECTOR

P rior to the summer Olympics 

starting, I did not think that 

I would be as interested this 

time as in past events. With so many 

sports tainted by the use of perfor-

mance enhancers, perhaps, I thought 

the Olympics would be an ongoing 

controversy from one competition to 

another. And then I saw the opening 

ceremonies, which were clearly over 

the top, but a phenomenal demonstra-

tion of human ingenuity incorporating 

advanced technology integrated with 

the complexity of multi-media and 

human synchronization. The open-

ing ceremony was a perfect demon-

stration of human creativity, genius, 

will, and discipline, all culminating in 

intense national pride on the part of 

the Chinese. 

Yet, the Olympics are not about the 

host country, although they benefit it 

significantly. The Olympics are about 

the athletes, their sacrifices, their dis-

cipline, and their hopes to excel and 

win. In their ranks are a 41-year-old-

mom swimmer, a 33-year-old Russian 

gymnast who changed her citizenship 

to save her son, and a Korean swim-

mer disqualified in the last Olympics 

for a false start, who won gold for his 

efforts this time. Their stories vary, 

but the goal is the same…a perfect 

performance for a medal.

I am struck by the commitment 

to training—the hours of practice, 

discipline, pain, injury—turning the 

human body into a mass of strength 

that responds to the commands of 

physical manipulation. And, we come 

together as a world audience in praise 

of these athletes and their journey as 

well as the pride they foster in their 

accomplishments for each nation. It 

is a time to celebrate but also a time 

to reflect on the phenomenal amount 

of resources and hours that have been 

invested for this event. 

With that same creativity, genius, 

discipline, will, and funding, could 

we not educate every child in the 

world, eliminate hunger, and find 

cures for dreaded diseases? I ask, not 

from altruism, but from a deep con-

cern about values and the connection 

of what we say we value to how we 

invest time, money, creativity, genius, 

and discipline to those values. The 

investment is both singular and col-

lective. As parents, educators, and 

grandparents, we stress how impor-

tant education is, but are we able 

to articulate meaningful education 

policy that truly makes a difference? 

We want good schools where chil-

dren eagerly have their curiosity and 

capacity met at every level of their 

ability, yet, there are obstacles that we 

cannot seem to claim the resources 

to overcome.

Many districts will start this 

school year projecting millions of 

dollars of debt due to compressed 

funding in a time of increased costs 

in operating essentials, while the state 

has billions in surplus revenues. If we 

value our children, our culture, and 

the continued competitiveness and 

productivity of our nation, then there 

must be commitment to our values 

about education through our actions. 

What is the price we are willing to 

pay for “a perfect performance” to 

win the gold? The Olympics demon-

strate that there is NO obstacle that 

our individual and collective creativ-

ity, genius, will, and discipline can-

not overcome if we commit to its 

solution.
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Unique learning for unique kids

For gifted kids, the four walls of a classroom can feel like the four sides of a box. At K12, we understand 
that academically gifted students don’t fit into a box—whether it’s a classroom or a one-size-fits-all 
education program. 

As the nation’s leading online curriculum provider for students in grades K-12, we know that teaching gifted 
kids is about challenging their young, talented minds. That it’s about allowing these students the freedom
that comes from flexible, individualized learning approaches, and the challenge that comes from an 
exceptional, engaging curriculum—both of which K12 provides.

Our patented, award-winning system for online schooling is based on decades of cognitive science research 
about how minds really work and how learning happens. It includes challenging lessons, built-in 
assessments, planning tools, and traditional materials like books, art supplies, and scientific equipment. 
You can even get support from a certified teacher. 

Here are just a few reasons why the K12 curriculum works so well for academically gifted students:

The curriculum for grades K-8 is mastery-based, so students work at their own pace.
Our high school courses include honors and AP® classes, along with exciting electives.
All K12 courses meet or exceed state standards and can include certified teacher support.
Full- and part-time programs are available.
Tuition-free options are available in many states!

Gifted kids think and learn out of the box with K12.

Visit K12.com/gt or call 866.968.7512 to learn more.

Not Your Traditional 

Classroom
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Change is an inevitable part of life, and 
although holding on to one’s basic 
values is critical, change requires 

us to let go of the comfortable and pre-
dictable outcomes that have brought us 
a sense of security. It becomes necessary 
for us to embrace a bit of reasonable risk-
taking. Whether change is taking place 
in our nation, in our towns and/or school 
districts, or on a more personal level, it 
does require at times a leap of faith. It 
means giving up those worn out tennis 
shoes that we have kept in the top of the 
closet way past their time and squeezing 
into new ones that at first do not bring us 
the sense of comfort and well-being that 
the old ones did. I remember my little 
brother running up and down the dirt 
alley as a child when he would get a new 
pair of tennis shoes just so he could try to 
make them feel and look like his old ones. 
He would become so frustrated because 
when the white color had disappeared, 
the feeling of security and comfort just 
did not come immediately! So it is with 
change at any level…the feeling of ease 
and comfort do not come immediately.

This week, I was going through a 
myriad of boxes after my recent move 
to a new home, wondering why on earth 
I still had some of the things I have saved 
and moved more than once. So I decided 
that I would re-read most of the written 
ones, place them in my heart and then let 
the written memories go to the “land of 
recycled materials.” Many of those notes, 
letters, pictures, stories, and worn-out 
treasures reminded me of how much my 
serendipitous journey through life has 
been impacted and redirected by those 
who lived their passions and passed 
them on to me. I have laughed and cried, 
relived the good and sad times in my 
life, and let go of the “security blankets” 
that represent the “way it was” in order 
to embrace a new beginning. Many of 
you know that I lost my husband last 
September to pancreatic cancer, and I 
have had to learn to face so much that 
I took for granted. Just as I have had to 

begin again, TAGT is at a crossroads of 
reviewing what has worked well for this 
organization in past years in order to 
look ahead to what “security blankets” 
we must neatly fold and tuck away, only 
to carefully and thoughtfully streamline 
board structure and current by-laws, 
policies, and procedures, in order to 
effectively face the future and continue 
to thrive as an established and respected 
organization.

The Restructure Task Force (chaired 
by Fara Green) is made up of many of 
our past presidents as well as others 
whose backgrounds will help us look at 
where we have been as an organization 
and where we need to adopt changes. 
Our past presidents bring to this group 
a wealth of wisdom, a wide range of 
expertise, and incredible perspective and 
passion that will help forge and promote 
any changes that the task force chooses 
to send to the TAGT Board of Directors. 
By working together, TAGT will be able 
to continue to make strong headway in 
“awakening the gifts” of children across 
this state.

Our organization faces the same 
kinds of challenges that educators and 
parents face across the United States. 
Challenges such as, and not limited 
to, funding for initial teacher training, 
accountability of districts to continue 
training for those teachers who directly 
interact with our identified AND our 
unidentified gifted students, and provid-
ing appropriate services, directly influ-
ence and impact TAGT. The inability of 
districts to allow teachers to travel to 
TAGT for training remains a constant. 
In this state and in many others, the 
voices of gifted education are placed on 
the back burner in light of the demands 
for NCLB, financial burdens placed upon 
districts, and the belief that these stu-
dents will succeed regardless of what the 
legislature does. Some of these students 
will “make it,” but many more will not 
have their gifts “awakened” without sup-
port at the local and/or state levels. We 

will need your support in the months 

and the legislative year ahead. I strongly 

encourage you to take time to visit the 

TAGT website frequently to stay abreast 

of what is going on legislatively and to 

become informed about how YOU can 

make a difference by contacting your leg-

islators. You may also want to visit the 

NAGC website to take a look at their 

“Advocacy and Legislation” site and to 

print out their advocacy toolkit.

In the current political climate of our 

nation, it is easy to see how the voices of 

many can become united for any worthy 

cause. I encourage you now to make plans 

to attend the TAGT Annual Conference 

in Dallas in November. This is a time to 

unite/reunite with others from across the 

state of Texas who face similar challenges 

in providing services for gifted students, 

forming and maintaining parent groups, 

advocating appropriately with legislators 

and local school district administrators 

and boards, and providing the types of 

training for teachers and administrators 

that encourage the use of strategies such 

as acceleration, curriculum compacting, 

independent studies, and technology, 

including distance learning and/or dual 

enrollment. 

A couple of years ago, Rick Peters 

in his role as President of TAGT, gave 

the board members a simple framed 

sentiment, “WHAT WE DO IN LIFE, 

ECHOES IN ETERNITY.” WE are all 

responsible for keeping gifted students 

excited, encouraged, enthusiastic, accel-

erated, motivated, compassionate, pas-

sionate, and empowered. TAGT will 

echo in eternity through the combined 

efforts that change will bring about in 

the months and years ahead. Thank you 

for making this organization and all it 

represents a priority in your life! With 

your support we can continue to affect 

change and to touch and awaken the 

lives of gifted children now and into the 

future. 
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< At 5, she was curious.

At 9, she was reflective. >

< At 13, she was ready.

TH E PR O G R A M F O R T H E EX C E P T I O N A L LY GI F T E D
S T A U N T O N ,  V I R G I N I A

Are you ready?
For more than 20 years, the Program for the
Exceptionally Gifted (PEG) has been meeting the
needs of gifted young women. PEG students are
given the unique opportunity to skip up to four
years of high school offering them the chance to
dive right into the challenge that college offers
these talented women. For more information,
please write to peg@mbc.edu, call 540-887-7039,
or visit our website at www.mbc.edu/peg



pon hearing the term gifted 

children, most picture a group 

of highly intelligent and tal-

ented students who have made sig-

nificant achievements in the school 

environment. Words like “confident” 

and “well-adjusted” may follow these 

images, however, few would envision a 

gifted child struggling, and even fewer 

would imagine a gifted child with psy-

chological and/or learning disabilities. 

Nonetheless, such disabilities could 

affect as many as one in every six 

gifted children, according to a study 

performed by the Gifted Development 

Center, making efforts to meet the 

specific needs of “twice exceptional” 

students, as they are often referred 

to, an essential task not only for the 

productivity of the gifted, but also 

the future of our nation (Silverman, 

2007).

On the surface those blessed 

and challenged by twice exceptions 

may appear as underachievers, being 

obviously bright but just not reach-

ing their academic potential. Their 

abilities often vary remarkably, not 

just between class subjects, but also 

between individual tasks within sub-

jects. It is not uncommon for such 

students to have very little difficulty 

with one learning task while finding 

another within the same subject mat-

ter nearly impossible. For this reason, 

the levels of achievement among such 

children can appear very black and 

white as students enter a pattern of 

either providing an outstanding per-

formance or missing the target com-

pletely. Unfortunately, this may be 

interpreted as “laziness” or a lack of 

ability which often leads to lowered 

expectations (Levine, 2003). 

Clearly, these children have very 
distinctive learning styles that demand 
some individual adjustments beyond 
those offered in traditional gifted pro-
grams. This may include extra help 
within a separate program as well as 
acceleration in the regular classroom. 
Without intervention, years of diffi-
culty in school and misunderstanding 
by teachers can evolve into destruc-
tive thought patterns, taking a toll on 
a child’s self-confidence. This in turn 
may lead to an unwillingness to per-
severe through difficult learning tasks, 
causing the child to believe that the 
task will just be “one of those things” 
they can’t be successful at (Warshaw, 
2006). Catastrophically, this creates a 
squandering of colossal potential for 
both the individual and society.
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BRILLIANT CHAOS
Understanding 

Twice Exceptional 

Gifted Students
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As evidenced by two recent stud-

ies gifted students are often over-

represented within dropout samples 

(Renzulli, 2006; Park & Renzulli, 

2000). Unsurprisingly, boredom and 

academic failure are listed among the 

most common reasons behind stu-

dents’ decisions to leave school. These 

studies also found that many dropouts 

struggled with learning and other dis-

abilities. Undoubtedly, more needs 

to be done to reach out to our young 

ones lost in this brilliant chaos.

In addition, many twice excep-

tional students are overlooked for 

special programming because of 

their strengths and ability to com-

pensate for their difficulties (Karnes, 

Shaunessy, & Bisland, 2004). Further, 

the prevalent myth that gifted edu-

cation and special education are in 

opposition to one another tends to 

make accurate identification of twice 

exceptional students even more prob-

lematic. Once a child has entered a 

special education program or has 

been otherwise noticed as having 

serious difficulties in one or more 
subjects, adults may become focused 
on the child’s disabilities to the exclu-
sion of his or her extraordinary abili-
ties (Webb et al., 2004). 

With this in mind, it may be 
more helpful to focus on substantial 
strengths and weaknesses displayed 
in the classroom and within special 
interests, rather than rely too heavily 
on testing (Karnes, 2004). Always be 
on the lookout for a twice exception 
when a particularly capable student 
is maintaining average grades, yet 
shines especially bright every now and 
then, such as during class discussions. 
Even if the student doesn’t seem to be 
applying as much effort as he or she 
could be, this is often because of frus-
tration rather than laziness. Asking 
them to just “try harder” is rarely a 
reasonable solution (Levine, 2003). 
Also, take note if the student’s level of 
productivity seems to alter drastically 
from day to day as this can be a major 
clue to learning or other disabilities. 

Classroom

Nearly all gifted 
students have at 
least one topic that 
they are passionate 
about. Encouraging 
these interests can 
greatly enhance 
motivation and 
productivity. This 
is especially true for 
those with learning 
or other disabilities 
who often rely on 
these interests as 
a measure of self-
worth. Tapping 
into these passions 
can ignite a new 
found enthusiasm 
for the lesson at 
hand. According 
to a study done 
by the National 
Association of 

Gifted Children, 10 out of 10 previ-
ously underachieving gifted children 
interviewed, declared that maintain-
ing such interests helped them to get 
back on track academically (Emerick, 
1992).

Whenever a child’s learning 
strengths and weaknesses are in direct 
competition, it is best to focus on the 
gift and work from there. It can be 
tempting to spotlight a child’s dif-
ficulties and try to “fix” these first. 
However in doing this, opportuni-
ties for the student to shine are often 
lost. Focusing on the disability to the 
exclusion of the gift can also cause a 
lot of frustration and disappointment 
for the student. This is not to say that 
building upon a weakness is a futile 
battle or that remediation doesn’t 
have a place, but nurturing the child’s 
strengths should be the first course of 
action so that he or she can meet his 
or her full potential. 

Many gifted children with learn-
ing disabilities find it easy to under-
stand the overall concepts and 
abstract ideas of a lesson, but struggle 
to remember the lesson’s details. A 
youngster may, for example, be able 
to describe in vivid detail the many 
overall complexities associated with 
World War II but draw a complete 
blank when asked which countries 
composed the Allies and the Axis. 
This inability to recall specific facts 
may make it difficult for these chil-
dren to perform well on traditional 
tests that heavily rely on declarative 
memory and recitation of facts. This 
often leads to another round of repe-
tition, much to the frustration of both 
the student and the educator (PSEA 
Education Service Division, 2008). 

On the flip side, other populations 
of twice exceptional children may 
have just the opposite problem. Those 
diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome, 
a form of high-functioning autism, 
may have an affinity for the details 
but miss the overall point of a lesson. 
Thus, these children may turn in a 
stellar performance on assignments 
heavy on rote memorization but be at 
a complete loss when asked to write 
an essay that requires an understand-
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ing of the “big picture” (Attwood, 
2007). For this reason it is immensely 
important that instructors utilize a 
variety of questions and activities to 
make sure that students “see both the 
forest and the trees.” 

Another noteworthy difference 
found in numerous twice exceptional 
students is that of a predominantly 
spatial learning style (West, 1997). 

While many gifted students excel ver-
bally, those with learning disabilities 
often prefer images: literally think-
ing in pictures. This is especially true 
among those with language based dif-
ferences such as dyslexia (Davis, 1997) 
and autism (Grandin, 1996). A student 
with a visual/spatial learning style may 
be able to put together puzzles with 
ease and create amazingly accurate 
drawings, but find words challenging. 
These spatial talents can be a huge 
advantage for budding young artists, 
architects, and film makers if they are 
properly nurtured in the classroom. 

 For these children, success in class 
depends a great deal on the child’s 
ability to compensate for the usually 
linguistic material presented. They 
may turn in papers with grammatical 
and spelling errors or fragmented sen-
tences. They may also find themselves 
stumbling for the right words in class 
discussions and presentations.

Instructors can help bridge this 
gap by allowing twice exceptional stu-
dents to ‘speak in their native tongue’ 
by providing alternative means of 
communication such as giving the 
option of filming a short video, put-
ting together a project, cartooning, 
creating a PowerPoint presentation, 
taking photographs, or drawing pic-
tures rather than writing an essay. 
Allowing this type of assignment flex-
ibility can also serve to motivate twice 
exceptional students and raise their 
sense of self-worth by accenting their 
learning strengths. 

Sometimes it is necessary for a 
student to receive more formal spe-
cial education services such as those 
offered through an Individualized 
Education Plan (IEP) or 504 Plan. 
Such plans can be an excellent way 
to provide needed accommodations 
as well as provide an avenue of vital 

communication between all involved 
on the child’s behalf. To ensure that 
the most appropriate actions are taken 
during planning meetings it is impor-
tant to take into account all marked 
strengths and weaknesses within a 
child’s profile by gathering as much 
relevant information and inviting as 
many people advocating on the child’s 
behalf as possible. If those attending 
the meetings are new to issues sur-
rounding twice exceptional students 
it may also help to arm them with lit-
erature on the special challenges faced 
by these youngsters.

While it takes great perseverance 
and openness to create solutions, it is 
very possible to meet the educational 
needs of these children, and to do so 
is not only in the favor of the child, but 
in the very future of our society. 
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“Lauren, just throw your ducks in a 

bucket some time and rattle ‘em around.” 

—Lauren Godfrey on brother Jonathan’s 

response to “having her ducks in a row.”

Throughout his life, Vincent Van 

Gogh frequently corresponded 

with his brother Theo. Because 

his letters were carefully preserved, 

future generations can know about 

the personal hopes, dreams, and 

struggles of one of the most brilliant 

Post Impressionist painters who has 

ever lived. They are not the opinions 

of the art critic or fellow artist; they 

are the words of the artist himself. 

They are Van Gogh on Van Gogh.   

Now, because of modern tech-

nology, we are able to sit down and 

record the testimony of an individual 

rather than rely solely on written 

documents. The ability to obtain this 

type of first hand information can 

be invaluable in regards to learning 

more about creatively gifted individ-

uals. Whose to say that when some-

one sits down to interview a fledgling 

writer, musician or painter, that they 

aren’t in fact interviewing the next 

Emily Dickinson, Pablo Picasso, or 
Claude Debussy? Akin to rummaging 
through grandma’s trunk in the attic, 
he or she may be holding a priceless 
object and never know it until it is 
appraised later.  

Over the course of my studies on 
giftedness and creativity, I have been 
most drawn to qualitative studies that 
simply ask creatively gifted individu-
als about the why’s and how’s of what 
they do. It is with this premise in mind 
that I set out to explore the life and 
work of a creatively gifted young man 
through in-depth interviews with the 
young man himself and other mem-
bers of his family. 

Through casual conversation, 
Michael, the father of the family, men-
tioned in passing that his son Jonathan 
was very creative and had begun writ-
ing a fantasy novel in the 9th grade. 
Michael also mentioned that Jonathan 
played several instruments, created 
his own language complete with 
original characters and oral pronun-
ciations, created complex musical 
compositions, and wrote numerous 
song lyrics and poems. Desiring to 

learn more about Jonathan, I attended 

a musical program that he composed 

and presented. The composition and 

performance of this program was the 

final requirement of his Bachelor’s 

degree in Music Composition at a 

local university. It was based on the 

fantasy novel he is still working on and 

included songs composed and per-

formed in the language he created. 

Shortly after the program, I con-

tacted Jonathan and his family to see 

if they would be interested in granting 

me interviews. They said they were 

happy to comply. 

Over the past 20 years, various 

psychometric instruments have been 

designed to measure the creativity of 

products (Reis & Renzulli, 1991), to 

refine measures of idea generation 

and evaluation (Runco, 1991; Runco 

and Mraz, 1992), and to develop new 

measures of personality character-

istics associated with creative and 
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inventive behavior (Colangelo, et. 
al. 1992). Many of these instruments 
have been designed by studying highly 
creative individuals and determining 
their common personality character-
istics. These characteristics are then 
compared with those of other chil-
dren and adults under the assump-
tion that individuals who compare 
favorably are predisposed to creative 
accomplishment. 

In 1992, Davis analyzed the 
research findings where several psy-
chometric instruments intended to 
measure creativity were used, and 
concluded that personality charac-
teristics of creative people included 
originality, independence, risk taking 
behaviors, curiosity, and a sense of 
humor.   

Tolerance for ambiguity was also 
mentioned as a personality char-
acteristic of creative individuals. 
For example, when completing the 
Barron-Welsh Art Scale (1963) indi-
viduals reported their preferences for 
drawings that were either complex and 
asymmetrical or simple and symmet-
rical. These studies suggested that cre-
ative individuals generally preferred 
complex figures (Sternberg, 1999). 
Frois and Eysenck’s (1995) study using 
The Visual Aesthetic Sensitivity Test 
with Portuguese children and fine art 
students, also revealed that creative 
individuals had a high tolerance for 
ambiguity. 

The early studies of creativ-
ity conducted by Barron (1953) and 
MacKinnon (1962) also produced 
personal creativity profiles that have 
stood up well to further empirical 
testing. What these studies revealed 
was that creative individuals tended 
to reflect a high level of intelligence, 
freedom from petty restraints, cog-
nitive flexibility, independence, and a 
high level of task commitment.

Rogers (2002) has performed 
numerous meta-analysis on the char-
acteristics of creatively gifted indi-
viduals and found that they tend to 
be risk takers. They are willing to try 
new things regardless of the cognitive, 
emotional, or physical risks that might 
be incurred. Rogers, like some of the 

other researchers mentioned, also 
found that creatively gifted individu-
als have a high tolerance for ambiguity 
or “messy” complex situations.

In two early studies the Goertzels 
(Goertzel & Goertzel, 1962; Goertzel, 
Goertzel & Goertzel, 1978) reviewed 
the family background and personal 
lives of some 700 adults who had 
achieved eminence through highly 
creative achievements. Some of the 
findings revealed that highly cre-
ative children who became eminent 
loved learning but disliked school and 
school teachers who tried to confine 
them to a curriculum not designed for 
individual needs or interests. These 
children also tended to be more self 
directed and less motivated in want-
ing to please than their peers or sib-
lings. They tended to treasure their 
uniqueness and found it hard to be 
conforming in dress and behavior.

Finally, an early study by Getzels 
and Jackson (1968) found that highly 
creative people were a distinct group 
from highly intellectual people above 
the IQ range of 120. According to 
gifted expert Joyce VanTassel-Baska 
(1998), most research supports the 
notion that not all gifted individuals 
are highly creative and not all creative 
individuals are highly gifted. However, 
it is widely recognized that a signifi-
cant overlap exists. VanTassel-Baska 
further notes that creatively gifted 
individuals commonly have a wide 
variety of interests, enjoy fantasiz-
ing and toying with ideas, and tend 
towards introversion. 

It is important to note that these 
and other creative characteristics do 
not develop in a vacuum. Howard 
Gardner (1999) states that people are 
creative when they can solve prob-
lems, create products, or raise issues 
in a domain that is initially novel, but 
is eventually accepted in one or more 
cultural settings. Gardner goes on to 
explain that creativity results from 
three separate elements: the indi-
vidual, with his or her talents, ambi-
tions, and environmental influences 
such as family and peer interactions; 
a domain of accomplishment, such 
as visual art or music that exists in a 

culture; and the field, which is a group 

of individuals that judge the quality of 

creative works.

Since early influences seem to play 

a key role in the development of cre-

ativity, I decided to interview not only 

Jonathan, but his parents and sister as 

well, to explore how early significant 

relationships and experiences shaped 

the personality of this creatively gifted 

young man. 

I collected approximately 9 ½ 

hours of tape recorded testimony 

from the Godfrey family who cur-

rently live in Central Texas and asked 

the parents, Michael and Susan, to 

reflect on raising two gifted children. 

This interview addressed the early 

years of their lives as a couple, the 

births of their children, the school 

years, discipline practices, the trials 

and triumphs of rearing two gifted 

children, and their relationships with 

their children who are now young 

adults in their 20s. My interview 

with Jonathan’s sister Lauren focused 

mainly on her perspective of growing 

up gifted, including her relationships 

with her parents and her creatively 

gifted brother. Finally, my interview 

with Jonathan himself focused on his 

perspective of growing up both cre-

ative and gifted and how significant 

relationships and experiences shaped 

who he is today.  The interviews were 

arranged chronologically beginning 

with the early years and continuing 

on to the present day. 

Reflections on the Early Years

Early family history appears to play 

an important role in the development 

of creativity. According to Gardner 

(1993), the parents of eminent creators 

of the past were attentive to the needs 

of the children and expected them 

to adhere to high moral values and a 

“Protestant work ethic.” When the cre-

ator’s interests and strengths emerged 

in the family context, they were sup-
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ported and encouraged. These families 
tended to be neither wealthy nor poor 
and at some point the creators rebelled 
against the strict upbringing of their 
parents. This description of the family 
tends to be very similar to the Godfrey 
family, with the exception of the rebel-
lion of the children. Both Lauren and 
Jonathan speak very highly of their 
parents and have a strong bond with 
them to this day. Michael has been in 
the professional ministry for most of 
his adult life and holds two doctoral 
degrees. Susan graduated from col-
lege and went on to become a public 
school teacher. These career choices 
have allowed the Godfreys to create a 
comfortable, middle class home. The 
following reflections seem to support 
Gardner’s findings as well.

Never to this day has a disrespectful 

word come out of that child’s (Jonathan’s) 

mouth. I mean not in any kind of way, 

shape, form or fashion. He does get frus-

trated with us sometimes, but we also 

try to teach our kids that your emotions 

belong to you. —Michael

Three D’s—disobedience, disrespect, 

dishonesty—those were the only ways (to 

get in trouble). We didn’t have a lot of 

rules. We tried to keep that really simple. 

We also wanted them to know the im-

portance of consequences for choices. 

—Michael

We never got spanked much—I 

just guess when we really needed it. My 

brother didn’t get spanked much either. 

It was very gentle. —Lauren

I’ve got the best parents in the whole 

world. I don’t agree with everything they 

say, but I respect what they say and re-

spect what they do, because they put a 

lot of time and effort into my raisin’, to 

use an East Texas-ism, and they were al-

ways very encouraging about whatever I 

wanted to do, within reason. —Jonathan

As far as my endeavors are con-

cerned, they’ve been real supportive. 

They’ve been real careful to let me be 

myself. Like my hair for example. I just 

know they hate my hair, but they don’t 

say anything about it. —Jonathan

Jonathan began to show signs of 
advanced development when he was a 
toddler as evidenced by the following 
reflections.

As a baby, he was very alert. He 

talked very early. I think he was making 

sentences by the time he was 18 months 

old. —Susan

We read a lot. We were reading to 

him and the interesting thing about it to 

us was that he memorized the books when 

he was two or younger. —Michael

Reflections on the elementary 
school years

As Jonathan started kindergar-
ten, certain characteristics of gifted-
ness and creativity began to appear 
in him, namely a rich fantasy life, 
a low tolerance for boredom and 
introversion. These characteristics 
are also supported in the literature 
through the findings of Goertzel and 
Goertzel (1962), Goertzel, Goertzel 
and Goertzel (1978), and VanTassel-
Baska (1998).

The second week of school I get a note 

from the kindergarten teacher. It says, 

“Jonathan does not stay on task, and he 

daydreams a lot.” And what was really 

funny was, that every year ‘til 3rd grade 

I got the same note the second week of 

class. —Susan 

Later, Jonathan offered insight 
into why he daydreamed in class and 
what exactly it was he was thinking 
about.

If I were to get in trouble, more of-

ten than not, I would get in trouble for 

not paying attention in class, and that’s 

because as a kid I was weaned on Star 

Wars. I know you used milk at your 

house, but I was weaned on Star Wars. 

I remember because Return of the Jedi 

had just come out, so the action figures 

were still on the shelves and boy howdy, 

that’s where I was during history and 

math. I was off with Luke Skywalker 

taking out Darth Vader and my pencil 

was my light saber, and I was fighting 

for the freedom of the galaxy within the 

confines of this desk. Either that, or I 

was just “off” somewhere. It was another 

time, another place. And then I would 

hear my name, “JONATHAN!” And here 

we are, back in here (the classroom) and 

we don’t know where everybody else has 

been. I’m not about to tell the teacher 

she should be grateful to me for saving 

the galaxy. —Jonathan

Jonathan’s rationale for always 
being “off” somewhere was that he 
loved ideas more than reality. The 
reality of most school work was bor-
ing to him, with the exceptions of 
music and art.  

“Reality was boring. Honestly. That 

was all the math and science. Kinda 

left brain sort of things. That was what 

they were to me. I was always thinking of 

ideas. Ideas that weren’t here and now, 

but then and there, and were “off” some-

place. It was just kinda big and theatrical 

and larger than life.” —Jonathan

Jonathan reflected further on the 
memorization of “meaningless” infor-
mation and the frustration of having 
to do group work in the classroom. 
He had a much easier time working 
alone because he knew what needed 
to be done and didn’t want to have to 
relay that to others in a group. When 
asked about influential teachers in 
elementary school, he said that they 
were, “all about the same.” However, 
he did like his art teacher because 
he was “a geek.” Susan and Michael 
also commented on the fact that 
they knew Jonathan was very bright 
early on as evidenced by the follow-
ing story of him taking the California 
Achievement Test in kindergarten.

The kindergarten story I remember 

about Jonathan was they were giving 

them the California Achievement Test, 

and after they’re done with it we get this 

report back from his teacher. You know 

the protocol for the test is you read it 

aloud one time, they mark it, you go to the 

next one. So she said, “I looked over there 

and Jonathan is sitting there bouncing his 

pencil on the side of the desk. He was flip-

pin’ it off the side of the desk. He wasn’t 

even marking it (the test).” So she went 

over there to him and said, “Jonathan, I 

can’t read these questions again. You’re 

going to have to mark them.” Well, he 

went back and marked them—got them 

all right. —Michael

A common characteristic found 
in many creatively gifted individuals is 
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that of introversion (VanTassel-Baska, 1998). This appears 
to be true in Jonathan’s case as well.

Oh, I’m terribly introverted. And, that’s kind of weird be-

cause I’m pretty outgoing. They (people) certainly take energy out 

of me. Oh gosh, I couldn’t do it all day. —Jonathan

He’s kinda been a one friend guy all his life. He doesn’t need 

to be in a group. He doesn’t necessarily even want to be in a 

group. He’s an introvert. People love him though. —Michael

If he has one friend, that’s all he needs. Anybody who will 

give him enough time to be who he is, loves him. I really think he’s 

struggled some during the last couple years with basic loneliness 

though. —Susan

In the second grade, Jonathan was identified as gifted. 
He was given the opportunity to attend a magnet school for 
average to above average children and he was also placed 
in a gifted pull-out program. Jonathan commented that he 
did enjoy the pull-out program. This is also reflected in the 
following comments from his parents.

He really loved his GT pull-out class. —Susan

This class was true enrichment; it was really up there. 

—Michael

Susan and Michael go on to comment that the reason 
why Jonathan loved this pull-out program so much is that it 
challenged him with an in-depth, complex, problem based 
curriculum. This love of complexity and ambiguity is evi-
denced in the literature as well (Sternberg 1999; Frois & 
Eysenck, 1995; Rogers, 2002).

Finally, during this time in his life, Jonathan became very 
interested in video games that involved fantasy characters. 
He commented that these games took him to the “then and 
there” and away from the “here and now.” He also began 
reading fantasy literature. The Hobbit in particular had a pro-
found impact on his later creative productions. Interestingly, 
his Lego Dragon Lands building set also had a tremendous 
impact on his later writings. These influences become more 
evident during his adolescent and teen years.

Reflections on the Adolescent and Teen Years

As Jonathan got older, his individuality and creativity 
really began to emerge. While there were a lot of benefits 
to this, there were problems as well. The most touched on 
subject throughout all of the interviews was his interactions 
and relationships with his peers. It was becoming obvi-
ous to those around him that he was different from most 
everyone else. The literature also supports the idea that 
creative individuals tend to be risk takers (Rogers, 2002; 
Davis, 1992), treasure their uniqueness, and find it hard to 
be conforming in dress and behavior (Goertzel & Goertzel, 
1962; Goertzel, Goertzel & Goertzel, 1978). 

I don’t remember when it happened specifically, but he 

kinda swore he wouldn’t be like anybody else. It was kind of a 

determination he had and a lot of what he does to not be like 
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everybody else I don’t understand. A lot of things he says. Back 

then I didn’t notice it as much, but it did bother me. Like, in 

middle school and high school people started telling me, “your 

brother is weird” and that’s kinda hard, because you want to 

think, “no he’s not!” But, to people who don’t understand him, 

he is. I think it’s kind of a subconscious thing he does. Like he 

doesn’t intentionally do it. —Lauren

Jonathan himself also spoke at length about how he 
dealt with the pain of being different than other kids his 
age and his eventual acceptance of his unconventionality 
and creativity as true freedom.

I was always the butt of the jokes. Some people just need 

somebody to pick on, and I was that person. The people who 

made fun of me in elementary school were the same people who 

made fun of me in middle school and high school. So, by the 

end of middle school I’m starting to think hmmm, it’s not really 

my problem is it? But, it hurt a lot for a long time. What’s not 

gonna hurt about that at any time? Let me skip ahead to high 

school. Your brain starts to work differently as you grow up 

and you just start to see things for what they really are. And 

what I saw instead of the cool kids not letting me be cool, was 

a bunch of people who were chained—chained to wearing the 

right clothes, to saying the right things, to being at the right 

spot, to doin’ whatever was hip to do. And they couldn’t do 

anything else because if they did, they would wind up just like 

me. A lot of these kids that I knew growing up who were the “in” 

crowd wore cowboy boots with their shorts—that should tell 

you something. It got to be just a joke among me and my crowd 

because we saw it for what it really was. We saw what a crock 

the whole thing was. In middle school I wore mismatched socks 

on purpose. I don’t know if I was trying to make a point or if I 

was just trying to say you guys aren’t half as cool as you think 

you are. In my journals from 6th and 7th grade there was a lot 

of anguish about not being “allowed in.” So, when I went out 

of my way just to be unconventional, I think it made a lot of 

people annoyed, honestly. I think it was just that pent up “stuff” 

that had been building since 5th grade that just kinda explodes 

in this burst of freedom. Just doin’ what I wanted to do, just not 

caring what other people thought. When I found out that I was 

a lot less insecure than they were, boy, all of a sudden the reins 

were in the other hand. —Jonathan

The previous quote also touches on three more themes 
found in the literature: independence, originality and 
freedom from petty restraints (Sternberg, 1999; Davis, 
1992).

It was during Jonathan’s late childhood and early ado-
lescent years that his creativity really started to come to 
fruition. He commented that music came easily to him and 
that his initial inspiration was his mother singing to him 
as a toddler. Music is an integral part of the Godfrey fam-
ily. Michael and Jonathan both have Bachelor’s degrees in 
music and Lauren is an accomplished flautist and piccolo 
player. These early family experiences along with positive 
experiences in elementary school music class and middle 
school and high school band, inspired Jonathan to learn 
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to play numerous instruments: piano, 

guitar, accordion, ukulele, mandolin, 

bass guitar, drums, organ, harmonica 

and lap dulcimer. He also started writ-

ing song lyrics in 9th grade.

Eventually, these talents led him to 

record his own music CD’s. He wrote 

all of the lyrics and music for each of 

the albums he recorded, played the 

majority of the instruments, and sang 

all of the songs himself. There is the 

reoccurring theme of gypsies through-

out his writings and lyrics. When asked 

about this, he commented that gypsies 

symbolize freedom to him. Also, aside 

from early family and school experi-

ences, the Beatles Anthology had a 

huge influence on his song writing. He 

also reflected on his creativity before 

formal “music school” in the following 

quotation.

So I’ve got this song called Rotating 

Eggplant. Golly, it was like a page long—

there were a lot of lyrics. (The lyrics) were 

like, “the world it’s spinning, it’s spinning, 

spinning, spinning, like a shining crystal 

wire round a spinning metal reel, and 

you know I gotta tell ya just how good it 

makes me feel”—just dumb stuff—“it’s 

like ah, giant red balloon above a powder 

puff parade, it’s like a troupe of purple 

penguins on an arctic escapade”—you 

know just dumb stuff—but it was fun. It 

was really creative because I didn’t know 

much about what you could and could 

not do in music— which you learned at 

big expensive music school. —Jonathan

It was also during Jonathan’s ado-

lescent years that he began formu-

lating ideas for the book and short 

stories he would later write. He spoke 

about being an avid video game player 

in middle school and how one game 

in particular, The Secret of Mana,

inspired him to “finish the story” that 

was started in the video game.  This led 

him to write five short story sequels to 

this game. He also loved reading sci-

ence fiction and fantasy literature, The 

Lord of the Rings trilogy in particular, 

and enjoyed Japanese Anime. These 

too, had an influence on his writing. 

However, what seemed to have the 

greatest impact on his stories were as 

unconventional as Jonathan himself, 
and those were his Legos. 

I started going crazy into Legos, I 

want to say in about 6th grade, because 

Lego started releasing some pretty imagi-

native stuff. I had a wizard with a beard—

this was unheard of—a Lego beard. So I 

got real creative. I remember the date 

I started writing (his current book). It 

begins in the story that took years and 

it expands and keeps going and going. I 

remember when I started putting down 

ideas. We were on vacation and I had 

my Legos with me and I actually started 

taking down notes about how this story 

was going. I was like, “ok this can happen 

here, and then it would happen.” It was 

a lot like a storyboard maybe. I never 

thought about it like that, but I guess it 

was. —Jonathan

Reflections on the later teen 
years to the current day

These early writings eventually 
gave birth to an entire fantasy world 
complete with poetry, music, and its 
own language. Anthigelt, the book he 
began working on in high school and 
is still currently working on, is where 
he begins to incorporate the elfin lan-
guage he created. 

The way that the elfin language came 

about was at my first year at Baylor when 

I was taking Japanese and that’s what the 

grammar is based off of. The verb always 

comes at the end regardless of what you’re 

talking about. So, basically I’ve shifted 

some of the particles around, made my 

own particles. And, just the sentence 

structure is loosely based on Japanese 

and the vocabulary is my own. Now, the 

characters, those are original—as far as 

talking about letters. I’ve been sort of toy-

ing around with them since my freshman 

year of high school. The pronunciation 

is very much like Japanese, which I like 

because there are no surprises in the 

pronunciation of Japanese. Everything 

is pronounced exactly how it sounds. I 

made a conscious effort to make it pretty 

when spoken. —Jonathan

Jonathan goes on to explain how 
he is continuing to “patchwork” his 
story together piece-by-piece like a 

quilt. He has already written the epi-
logue and a few other later chapters. 
He knows how he wants the story to 
end. However, he is still figuring out 
how to get there. 

As an extension to this book, 
Jonathan composed a musical cel-
ebration as a final college gradua-
tion requirement for his Bachelor of 
Music Degree in Composition. This 
program is based on his book. He 
composed all of the music, wrote all 
of the lyrics, and coached the vocal 
performers in how to sing in the 
language he created. In the follow-
ing portion of my interview with 
Jonathan, he reflects on one of the 
songs, Hainite (Noctourne). Below is 
the song in its original Elfin and the 
English translation:

Hainite (Noctourne)

Shi thaloso niteni golies arama,
uni hai shari thalo rumema.
Anethni mina tiraso lanma, 
valni nindar shinma.
Niteni sharihan oleannani hai 
olso olethema.  Halinithge haiet 
thanima.
Vidani thaloni halinivide lana-
thani marlni shiniet minaso 
lanma.
Tirani eruma, Marlni carum, 
Tirafasteni haliniviso thanima.
Hainite.

The night spreads its wings over 
the treetops, blowing its gentle 
breath through the trees.
The stars shine their light upon 
the earth, whispering dreams are 
calling.
The nightingale sings its sweet 
song on the night breezes.  All is 
at peace.
The shining moon gives its silver 
glow to all who dwell here below 
in the forests of Vida.
 Mother earth, Father moon, 
watch over us who dwell here 
below.
Good night.
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All of the songs in the elfin song cycle 

deal very much with the natural world 

because that’s where they live. That’s 

what they’re bound to, and it’s only natu-

ral that you have to watch that die. And 

that’s where they are when these things are 

being written and being sung. The elves 

don’t die, but they have to watch their 

world die, which is worse. The noctourne 

is actually a lullaby. Hainite means good 

night. It’s very much a night song. It’s got 

these kind of dreamy surreal lyrics. The 

elfish conveys that. —Jonathan

Jonathan finishes by talking about 

the final composition in the musical 

celebration called Flames of Rana-

Dun. This was an arrangement for a 

string quartet.

That musically started out as a very 

different idea. I knew that I wanted a rift 

driven string quartet—something that 

wasn’t your general Bach-ish, Beethoven-

ish…I wanted something that was a little 

more complicated harmonically, not 

quite as predictable and definitely more 

driving for sure. I would have put a drum 

set with it if I could have, but that would 

have just overpowered everything and 

made a mess. It’s just a rockin’ tune. It’s 

just a good tune to close the show with. 

It also has the fiery aspects that are its 

namesake which is written about in the 

program—Rana-Dun being a volcano. So 

of course, it’s gonna be pretty volatile; it’s 

gonna be just a little bit treacherous even 

when it’s safe. You just never know what’s 

gonna happen. It’s pretty extreme and the 

meter’s kinda crazy. —Jonathan

Jonathan’s originality and high 

level of task commitment was also 

recognized by his college music pro-

fessor in the following quotation: 

“Jonathan’s musical standards were 

always very high. I’ve had other stu-

dents write their own lyrics, but I’ve 

never seen anything like this before. 

Jonathan’s dedication to the fantasy 

world he created and its incorporation 

into his final recital is truly unique.”

Since Jonathan has graduated col-

lege, he is waiting to see what comes 

next in life. Currently, he lives in 

Nashville, Tennessee where he con-

tinues to write his stories and record 

his music. 

In comparing Jonathan’s life to 

the literature on creativity and gift-

edness, many similarities were found. 

However, what can never be gained 

or fully understood from reading 

the results of various studies is how 

these characteristics manifest them-

selves in a living, breathing human 

being. Sitting down and listening to 

Jonathan and the rest of the Godfrey 

family share their experiences brought 

a richness and complexity to the con-

cepts of creativity and giftedness like 

no other information could. 

Finally, I want to extend my 

appreciation to the Godfrey family for 

opening their homes and their lives to 

me. They were all wonderful narrators 

who taught me a great deal. Thanks.
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TALENT DEVELOPMENT
IS NOT ENOUGH

A s good parents and teachers of 

the gifted, we will ask ourselves 

important questions as we guide 

and teach the children and youth in 

our care. Typically, these questions 

are about learning, the best school 

or program for the child, the most 

effective lesson or the best home rou-

tine, how involved to be in sports or 

after-school activities, or the current 

behaviors of the child. The focus on 

the needs of the day, why we ask all 

of these questions, and how we make 

all of these daily decisions, is essential 

to the happiness of our children and 

students. 

An important consideration we 

may miss in the busyness of our daily 

lives is understanding that our task 

in not just dealing with today’s issues 

of raising or teaching children. Our 

task is also the raising or educating of 

adults. We want our gifted children to 

thrive today and then to become flour-

ishing talented adults who are happy 

and successful. Without a clear vision 

for what we would hope they become 

at age 25 or 30, our daily decisions 

may solve the day’s issue, but actually 

move the child away from the long-

term goal of thriving. Luckily, most 

gifted children grow up to be thriving, 

productive, and happy adults. Those 

gifted who are thriving as adults are 

living lives marked by talent, friend-

ships, personal integrity, and the 

respect of others. They have grown 

into young men or women of whom 

we are very proud. 

Not every gifted child, adolescent, 

or adult is thriving, productive, or 

happy. Many parents and teachers see 

and hear gifted children or students 

who are dissatisfied and unhappy 

about unchallenging classes, getting 

good grades but not learning much 

new, or about not being able to find 

or make good friends. Picking up the 

newspaper or watching the evening 

news on any day will uncover at least 

one story about a talented person, 

often a talented adult, but sometimes 

a talented adolescent or child, who in 

spite of their having developed strong 

talents, has caused problems for 

themselves, for others, and for their 

school, community, or work. 

So, how do we help our chil-

dren thrive today and set off on a 

path towards greater flourishing as 

adults? Talent development is part of 

the answer as we make our homes and 

classrooms places where the gifted can 

develop their talents to a deep degree. 

There are several meanings of talent 

development. To some, talent means 

artistic performance at a very high 

level. To others, it means advanced 

academic or career success. Perhaps 

the most useful definition is that pro-

posed by Gagne (1985, 2005) in which 

he defines gifts as high levels of natu-

ral ability, and defines talent as high 

levels of developed performance. 
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The development of talents from 

underlying gifts is possible in many 

areas. Some common kinds of highly 

developed performances seen in 

school-aged students include: aca-

demic excellence in mathematics, 

language, writing, science, or the 

humanities; artistic excellence in the 

visual, dramatic, and music domains; 

excellence in various leisure activi-

ties such as chess or various kinds of 

puzzles; entrepreneurial endeavors, 

electronics, or computers; and excel-

lence in athletics of various sorts.

Talent development in this con-

ception is the systematic maturing 

and application of the unearned nat-

ural gifts of a person. These natural 

abilities are transformed to talented 

levels of performance through the 

process of normal developmental 

growth and through the training and 

education received at home, in school, 

and in other places. The better the 

training, the more likely talents will 

emerge. There are also catalysts that 

speed up or slow down this transfor-

mation of high abilities into talented 

performances. 

A catalyst is something that 

speeds up or slows down a reaction. 

One common catalyst in the physi-

cal world is heat. If you start a glow 

stick it begins a chemical reaction that 

gives off light. If you put that glow 

stick into a freezer, the reaction slows 

or even stops. When you take it out 

and it warms up, the glow stick starts 

glowing again. 

Catalysts that are external to 

the child (environmental catalysts) 

include the child’s family, his or her 

schools, the special programs entered, 

the people, the awards and recognition 

received, and the events of the world, 

country, or times in which the gifted 

live. Additionally, there are intraper-

sonal catalysts for the development of 

talent. These are internal to the per-

son and include such things as their 

motivation, persistence, attitudes, and 

self-management. Both the environ-

mental and intrapersonal catalysts can 

speed up or slow down the develop-

ment of talent. For example, getting 

into a good gifted program, winning 

talent competitions, or having strong 

self-management skills, speeds up the 

conversion of gifts to talents. Boring, 

unchallenging daily classroom experi-

ences, getting good grades with little 

or no effort, being personally disor-

ganized, or displaying bad attitudes 

towards learning, school, or people 

slow talent development.

The development of talent is 

essential for thriving. Thriving is a 

continuum of happiness, well-being, 

and quality of life for the gifted person 

(Sayler, 2008). The thriving continuum 

has as its ends two extremes—per-

sonal flourishing at the positive end 

and personal wasting at the negative. 

A person’s place on the continuum 

is not fixed, but movable; although 

there is consistency within a person 

at a given time. Personal flourish-

ing should occur during childhood, 

adolescence, and across the entire 

life-span. Talent development is not 

enough though to ensure these desir-

able outcomes. Those individuals who 

have developed talents in school or 

life, but are unhappy, or who cause 

problems for themselves and others, 

are missing something. 

In addition to the development 

of talent, the gifted individual must 

develop good friendships in order 

to flourish. Can friendships really be 

that important? In research on happy 

people, various things are correlated 

with happiness (Peterson, 2006). 

Some things have small correlations 

(are mildly related) with being happy. 

These things include level of educa-

tion, income, and intelligence. Other 

things such as the number of friends, 

being married, having an internal 

locus of control (I am in charge of 

my life and my decisions), and being 

conscientious, are moderately cor-

related with happiness. A few things 

are highly correlated with sustained 

happiness: showing gratitude, being 

hopeful, and being employed. 

The only factor assessed in 

research on happiness that distin-

guishes the very happy from the 

happy was having close relationships 

with others (Diener & Seligman, 

2002). When asked about bad times 

in their lives, most people mention 

relationships and their conflicts or 

losses in this area. The data on the 

importance of having close relation-

ships is highly correlated across dif-

ferent ages of individuals and across 

cultures (Peterson, 2006). The capac-

ity to love and to be loved is seen by 

contemporary psychological theorists 

as an inherently human tendency with 

powerful positive effects on physical, 

mental, and emotional well-being 

from infancy through old age (Reis & 

Gable, 2003).

Philosophers understood and 

wrote about the importance of friend-

ship. They argued the same thing as 

modern positive psychologists claim— 

that friendship is the key to real happi-

ness. Socrates would ask his students 

how many friends they had and when 

they answered they were not sure, he 

would chide them, “You know how 

many oxen, horses, or goats you have, 

but not how many friends?” Aristotle 

devoted a third of his Nicomachean 
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Ethics, a guide to living a good life 

written for his young son, to the 

topic of friendship. Cicero penned his 

famous work On Friendship where he 

makes the case that good friendships 

are the essential learning ground for 

good habits or virtues, and that inap-

propriate friendships and loyalties 

can lead to problems for the person 

and their supposed friends. Plutarch 

explained in his treatise, How to Tell 

a Friend from a Flatterer, that what a 

good friend wants is your good, but a 

flatterer will tell what makes you feel

good. Bad friends are even worse. 

They are not really friends at all, but 

only exploit the person, draining them 

of anything they can take.

Friendships should begin at home 

with the first friends the gifted child 

has being his or her mother and father, 

siblings, and extended family. Later, 

young gifted children hope to find 

friends who share their interests and 

are excited as they are about learn-

ing (Gross, 2002). This desire for hav-

ing good friends extends across their 

entire life. The profoundly gifted in 

Terman’s longitudinal study began in 

the 1920s report in their old age that 

what made them happy was not their 

many talent accomplishments which 

were notable, but their relationships 

(Sears, 1977). Not all gifted find, and 

make, true friends. Consequently, 

when they see no obvious alternatives, 

they seek the weak friendships of flat-

terers or the bad friendships of indi-

viduals who will use them, but who do 

not have their good at heart. 

Modern psychology describes the 

need for relationships and the stages 

that individuals go through in seek-

ing these friendships (Bigelow, 1977). 

The earliest friendships for young 

children mean doing things together. 

They want to be with other children, 

but the specific person is less impor-

tant. They are friends with whomever 

they are playing. Gifted children move 

more quickly than age peers to deeper 

stages of friendships based more on 

liking the specific people involved, 

and on sharing their interests and 

passions. The gifted often find friends 

among children much younger than 

them, and among older children and 

adults. 

If found and developed, these 

early friendships mature into deep, 

life-long friendships, and often to 

love. Love is a special friendship 

characterized by reciprocated exclu-

siveness, absorption, predispositions 

to help one another, and interdepen-

dence across long-term relationships. 

Experiences of love should also begin 

with parents and family members of 

the gifted child. This familial founda-

tion is the basis for the gifted having 

loving relationships with others later 

in their lives.

A way to understand the separate, 

but necessary parts of personal thriv-

ing for the gifted, is to realize that tal-

ent development by itself is inherently 

self-centered. It is about developing 

my gifts into my talents. The devel-

opment of talents is necessary, but it 

is not sufficient for personal thriving 

today or in the future.

Good friendships are inherently 

about others. Relationships are only 

possible with other people. Good 

friends allow the gifted person to be 

themselves and not feel compelled to 

hide their abilities and ideas. These 

friendships are also the mechanism 

for understanding and developing 

good habits or personal virtues, and 

for avoiding or reducing bad habits 

or vices. True friendships lead to 

character development and a life of 

integration. Why? Because friends are 

not flatterers or users, but want what 

is best for us and will tell us when we 

are on-track or off-base. 

Seeking friendships by itself is not 

enough for personal thriving either. A 

misguided gifted person can reduce 

their efforts at talent development in 

order to fit in, to be like everyone else, 

or to be popular. Exclusive emphasis 

on either talent development or rela-

tionship development limits the level 

of personal flourishing obtained by 

a gifted child, adolescent, or adult. 

Simultaneous talent and relationship 

development is needed for gifted 

individuals at any age to thrive. 

Development in these two domains 

is essential, but still not sufficient for 

living at the highest levels of personal 

thriving. There is at least one more 

kind of development needed to bring 

the gifted a unity of life, a wholeness, 

and completeness that the develop-

ment of talent and relationships do 

not completely satisfy. This dimension 

is spiritual development. 

The gifted, even from a young 

age, ask challenging philosophical and 

spiritual questions (Wong, 2007). Why 

are we different from other students? 

What is the purpose of school? What 

will make me happy? What is my pur-

pose in life? Why am I here? Where 

do we come from? Development in 

the spiritual domain answers these 

deep questions and leads to personal 

holiness, a constancy or unity of life, 

and wisdom in one or more areas.

A visual analogy may help to 

understand the interrelationship 

between talent, relationship, and 

spiritual development. Think of tal-

ent development as being develop-

ment along the x axis of a coordinate 

graph. The greater the talent develop-

ment, the further to the right a per-

son moves on this axis. The gifted can 

often be talented in multiple domains; 

the progress of development in them 

all, although complex, is simply rep-

resented in the single vector below. 

Development along this dimension is 

the primary task, first of families, then 

of schooling, training, mentoring, and 
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coaching. Success can be measured in 

the depth of the talents expressed.

Development along the y axis rep-

resents even stronger relationships. 

The stronger and more positive the 

relationships a gifted person devel-

ops, the further up the y-axis the 

person moves. The development of 

relationships begins in the family, is 

strengthened or weakened in school 

and other settings, and is the center of 

the social-affective growth and happi-

ness of the gifted person across their 

life span. 

When both talent and relation-

ships are cultivated, the life of the 

gifted individual has dimension. It is 

fuller, more dimensional; it has length 

and breadth. Development of either 

talent or relationships to the exclu-

sion of the other, leaves the person 

uni-dimensional in development, and 

this ultimately leads towards unhap-

piness and dissatisfaction. 

Spiritual development is the z axis 

in this analogy. The greater the spiri-

tual development, the further along 

this axis the person moves. Spiritual 

development also begins with fam-

ily, but is not usually part of public 

education. Growth in this dimension 

continues across the life span and 

brings a fullness and completeness 

to the already profound thriving pos-

sible by development of talents and 

relationships. With this third dimen-

sion comes depth, volume, and per-

spective; a fullness and unity of life. 

Development in all three dimensions 

is necessary for the development of 

the deepened flourishing.

The development of the gifted 

individual’s natural abilities, friend-

ships, and spiritual maturity are aided 

or slowed down by intrapersonal 

and environmental catalysts just as 

(it) happens in talent development. 

Positive intrapersonal catalysts here 

include the personal dispositions 

developed by the person, their self-

management skills, personality, good 

habits or virtues, desires and drives, 

humility, kindness, spirituality, reli-

gious habits, and charity. Positive envi-

ronmental catalysts include the social, 

familial, and school settings, parents, 

teachers, friends, formal religion, 

spiritual guidance and reading, and 

even chance events and encounters. A 

third kind of catalytic help is available 

to facilitate and speed up flourishing; 

these are spiritual catalysts. Spiritual 

catalysts or graces are external both to 

the person and their physical environ-

ment, and strongly enhance and guide 

individual flourishing. 

Spiritual development is primar-

ily the responsibility of the family. 

This responsibility shifts to the gifted 

person themselves as they mature. 

Parents and teachers must have great 

respect for the freedom of their gifted 

children to question and explore their 

spirituality. At the same time, parents 

and religious educators are also under 

an obligation to explain clearly, and 

live faithfully, their family’s spiritual 

and religious beliefs and values. 

When a gifted individual devel-

ops his or her talent, relationships, 

and spirituality, and this development 

is accentuated with the good flavors 

of other dimensions of development 

such as learning to be physically 

active, they find greater happiness, 

better health, and deeper satisfaction 

with life (Keys and Haidt, 2003). These 

multiple aspects of development keep 

the gifted child, adolescent, or adult 

moving along a continuum of per-

sonal thriving (Sayler, 2008). 

Desirable movement along the 

thriving continuum towards flour-

ishing happens when the individual 

develops their gifts into talents; 

makes and maintains close, long-last-

ing, and mutually beneficial personal 

relationships; lives a life of integrity 

built on strong character and virtues; 

and pursues an active spirituality 

and faith life. Gifted individuals can 

flourish and become wise when they 

study and work hard, with order, and 

with cheerfulness; when they are self-

reflective, self-controlled, concerned 

with others, honest with themselves 

about themselves, prudent in seek-

ing guidance, and strong in making 

required changes or adjustments to 

how they act or think (Sayler, 2005).

Without the personal integrity 

fostered by good friendships and a 

strong spirituality, talent development 

tends toward self-centeredness. Self-

centered talent development limits 

the level of thriving attainable by the 

individual. A lack of personal integ-

rity eventually leads the gifted and tal-

ented individual to cause problems for 

themselves and those around them. 

Flourishing is desirable and attain-

able from early childhood to the end 

of a gifted person’s life. Personal flour-

ishing is robust enough that it can 

exist and grow for an individual even 

under less than ideal conditions. Even 

individuals who have faced disasters, 

suffering, illness, or oppression may 

retain their character, wisdom, and 

happiness; they can flourish in at least 

some aspects of their lives in the most 

difficult of situations. Two examples 

are the self dignity of some prisoners 
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in Nazi concentration camps (Frankl, 

1963) and the resilience of students 

after the terrorist attack on September 

11 (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & 

Larkin, 2003).

Wasting is the opposite of flour-

ishing on the thriving continuum. 

It is marked by increasing states of 

sadness, passivity, depression, social 

estrangement, living a double life, 

and eventually failure, morbidity, and 

mortality. Wasting can happen even if 

the gifted individual has well trained 

and systematically developed skills 

in their talent domains. They may 

indeed achieve success in school or 

life, academic honors or world fame, 

entry into special programs for the 

gifted, wealth, or power. Their wasting 

in spite of their talent development 

is due to a lack of personal integrity, 

poorly developed character, weak or 

non-existent personal relationships, 

and little spiritual development. 

Alternatively, they may spend all their 

time and energy seeking relation-

ships and popularity while ignoring 

or downplaying their talent devel-

opment. Consequently, they move 

towards wasting despite their talent 

successes in fitting in with age peers 

or others.

Wasting does not happen all at 

once, nor is it necessarily permanent 

or fatal; although it may become so. 

Change from a state of wasting is 

possible and a movement towards 

flourishing is experienced. The gifted 

individual’s intellectual strength of 

reasoning is an asset in this change if 

they are honest in their self-reflection, 

seek guidance from wise friends, and 

are not blinded by own apparent suc-

cess to an extent that they do not see 

the limitations of their lives as cur-

rently lived (Sayler, 2005).

The interaction of these three 

dimensions, talent, relationships, and 

spirituality, lead to personal thriving 

in the gifted individual of any age. To 

flourish the gifted must develop their 

natural abilities into talents through 

physical and intellectual growth and 

development. They must develop 

positive dispositions and human vir-

tues leading to character and integrity 

through good friendships. They must 

develop supernatural virtues and unity 

of life through seeking, and then cor-

responding to what is holy. 

As parents and teachers of the 

gifted we need to have a clear, long-

range vision for these children and 

youth in order to correctly assess 

and address the very real and impor-

tant issues of each day. Wanting and 

achieving the development of the tal-

ents of these children and students 

is an essential, but insufficient goal. 

The development of personal flour-

ishing along the thriving continuum 

is the more comprehensive target. In 

seeking greater personal flourishing 

and avoiding personal wasting, the 

gifted find a path to life-long hap-

piness, talent success, and the good 

life. From early childhood on, the 

gifted need guidance and the vision 

of far-seeing adults so that they 

successfully develop in their talent 

areas, their relationships, and their 

spirituality. As they mature, they take 

increasingly personal responsibility 

for maintaining their trek along these 

paths. Talent, friendships, and spiri-

tuality come together to make a life 

well lived.
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BEING A CATALYST FOR
YOUR GIFTED LEARNER

Navigating through the educa-

tional system is not always an 

easy process for parents, but it 

can be especially difficult when you 

are the parent of a gifted child. With 

such unique social and emotional 

needs, gifted students and their par-

ents are often left feeling neglected as 

well as frustrated and disappointed 

with the educational options offered 

to their children (Silverman, 2000; 

Webb, Meckstroth, & Tolan, 1994)). 

As a result, it is important that par-

ents have a true understanding of not 

only what it means to be gifted and 

talented, but also what they can do to 

help make their children’s educational 

experiences as smooth and powerful 

as possible.

While there are many theories 

and definitions of what it means to be 

gifted and talented, Françoys Gagne 

(2004) has created a graphic illustra-

tion that shows the connection while 

recognizing that there is a difference 

between these two terms that are 

so often used synonymously. In his 

Differentiated Model for Giftedness 

and Talent, Gagne identifies four 

domains of giftedness present in 

approximately 10% of the population: 

intellectual, creative, socioaffective, 

and sensorimotor. These areas of 

natural, above-average ability are a 

person’s potential, and with the right 

personal and environmental influ-

ences will develop into what Gagne 

terms “Systematically Developed 

Skills” (2004). He identifies these 

skills or talents as: academics, arts, 

business, leisure, social action, and 

technology. The goal is for all natu-

rally gifted individuals to develop 

their gifts into talents. However, it is 

estimated that only about 10% of that 

10% are successful in doing so. 

How and if an individual develops 

his/her gift into a talent depends on 

the “catalysts” experienced during the 

developmental process. According 

to Gagne, catalysts for the develop-

ment of a specific talent can have both 

positive and negative influences, and 

come from intrapersonal character-

istics as well as environmental influ-

ences and experiences. Intrapersonal 

catalysts include characteristics such 

as self-motivation, self-management 

skills, and personality traits specific 

to the field in which the child dem-

onstrates talent. These intrapersonal 

characteristics can be developed and 

encouraged, but it is the individual 

him/herself that determines success 

in such matters. Being born with cer-

tain characteristics, such as height, 

weight, or high intelligence, are also 

considered “Intrapersonal Catalysts,” 

however, this is more the result of 

chance than personal perseverance. 

Environmental catalysts, on the other 

hand, include specific people and 

events that play a role in the talent 

development process of an individual. 

It is in this category that both teachers 

and parents fall, along with siblings, 

mentors, and peers. Also in this cate-

gory are major events that will or have 

occurred in the individual’s life, such 

as being taken to a museum or con-

cert that exposes an area of interest 

and/or potential in a specific field or 

even the death of an important person 

in that child’s life (Gagne, 2004). 

As parents of gifted children, it is 

important that the job of catalyst is 

understood and that the influence of 

factors in both home and school envi-

ronments are closely examined and 

monitored. Many parents, however, 

are not always certain what they can 

do to support the talent development 

process. The following is a list of pos-

sible suggestions for parents so they 

can encourage a successful develop-

mental process: 

Volunteer in the School. One 

of the best ways to learn what is 

going on in your child’s educa-

tion is to spend time in his/her 

classroom. Ask the teacher what 

he/she might need in terms of 

parent volunteers. Most teach-

ers appreciate parents who are 

willing to meet with individuals 

or small groups of students who 

might need additional help and/

or additional challenge. Do not 

hesitate to work with students 

other than your own. Your goal 

is to see first-hand in a non-

threatening way what educational 

strategies are being implemented 

throughout the day. You might 
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be pleasantly surprised what you 
see! In addition, think about offer-
ing your services to be a mentor 
for another student in the school 
district. When you make yourself 
available to the school district, 
you will develop a relationship 
with teachers, administrators, and 
most importantly, another gifted 
child who could really benefit from 
what you have to offer (Center for 
Gifted Education, 2004).
Join Professional Organizations.
There are wonderful organizations 
you can join to learn valuable 
information such as the common 
characteristics and needs of gifted 
individuals; what programs and 
opportunities currently exist for 
gifted children; what parents can 
do to be a driving force in gifted 
education; and conferences you 
can attend to learn more about 
the world of gifted. The National 
Association for Gifted Children 
(www.nagc.org) and the Texas 
Association for Gifted Children 
(www.txgifted.org) are two thriv-
ing organizations where you can 
gain valuable information that 
both you and your child will bene-
fit from greatly (Center for Gifted 
Education, 2004). 
Join/Start a Local Parent Group. 
Find out if your district has a par-
ent group already in place that you 
can join. If not, ask other parents 
of gifted students if they would be 
interested in meeting throughout 
the year to study areas of interest 
pertaining to gifted education. 
You can invite guest speakers, 
have a book study, and learn valu-
able information that will benefit 
the families as well as the district 
itself. Be sure to invite teach-
ers and administrators to attend 
meetings you feel would be perti-
nent to them (Webb, Meckstroth, 
& Tolan, 1994).
Educate Yourself. Learn what 
educational options your school 
district offers to gifted students. 
Explore each one and deter-
mine what options might be best 
for your own child. In addition, 

learn as much as you can about 
the unique social and emotional 
needs common to many gifted 
individuals. By recognizing that 
characteristics such as perfec-
tionism, moral sensitivity, and a 
concern for justice are common 
among these individuals, you 
will be better prepared to handle 
issues that might arise based on 
these characteristics. Reading 
books and journals, talking to 
teachers and counselors, and 
meeting with other parents will 
help you to gain knowledge neces-
sary to address your child’s needs 
(Center for Gifted Education, 
2004; Silverman, 2000). 
Talk to Your Child. It is important 
that you open up the lines of com-
munication with your child, and 
keep them open by asking ques-
tions about his/her emotions and 
educational expectations. If get-
ting your child to open up verbally 
is a problem, offer them opportu-
nities to journal and/or use artistic 
means as a way of sharing his/her 
feelings (Cross, 2005).
Get Professional Help. Do not be 
afraid to get professional counsel-
ing for your child if and when you 
feel your child needs it. Gifted chil-
dren can really benefit from talk-
ing to counselors who understand 
their unique needs. Ask the school 
counselor, your child’s pediatri-
cian, or call a local university with 
a program in gifted education for 
help in identifying counselors in 
your area who specialize in work-
ing with gifted individuals (Cross, 
2005; Silverman, 2000). 
Explore Opportunities Outside 
of School. There are many edu-
cational opportunities for gifted 
children to participate in that 
are not related to local school 
districts. Many colleges and 
universities in Texas and across 
the country offer special classes 
designed for the learning needs 
of gifted students. Also check 
into local museums, as there are 
often enrichment opportunities 
for students in their areas of inter-

est (Center for Gifted Education, 

2004; Silverman, 2000).

Be Patient! It is important to 

remember that while school dis-

tricts want the best for their stu-

dents, they are often under tight 

budgetary restrictions. It may be 

that they do not have the funds to 

send your elementary-aged child 

to the middle school for higher-

level math. It is important that par-

ents and school personnel come 

together to create situations that 

are effective and within the budget. 

In addition, many regular class-

room teachers have little, if any, 

training specifically in the field of 

gifted education. As a result, they 

may not be sure what to do with 

students who exhibit certain above-

average strengths. Therefore, be 

prepared to do “homework” so 

that you are prepared to discuss 

options the teacher may not even 

know about—in a relaxed and 

unthreatening way. 
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WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS
ABOUT UNDERACHIEVEMENT
IN GIFTED STUDENTS

nderachievement is often used 

in literature to describe the per-

formance of various gifted pop-

ulations. In spite of its frequent use, 

however, no universal definition of the 

term exists (Reis & McCoach, 2000). 

Most researchers tend to describe a 

gifted, underachieving individual as 

one who does not achieve up to his 

or her potential level as defined by 

aptitude assessments. Examples of 

underachievers include the twice-

exceptional student who compensates 

for a disability, the perfectionist who 

may not take risks, and the ethnically 

diverse student who is not selected 

for the gifted program (Grantham & 

Ford, 1998; Hébert, 1998b; Hettinger & 

Knapp, 2001; Olenchak, 1999). Because 

underachievement is a challenge for 

gifted educators, identification, inter-

vention, and prevention strategies 

must be researched, developed, and 

implemented.

This review on underachievement 

in gifted students included articles 

published in Gifted Child Quarterly,

Journal for the Education of the Gifted,

Journal of Secondary Gifted Education,

and Roeper Review during the past ten 

years. We included empirical studies 

that focused on underachievement. 

International samples were excluded. 

These selection criteria identified 

29 articles. Of these, 26 (90%) were 

empirical or data-based, and 3 (10%) 

were literature reviews. The majority 

of the data-based articles were quali-

tative with the remainder using ques-

tionnaires, surveys, or assessments to 

report descriptive results and/or com-

parisons. No experimental or quasi-

experimental studies were reported in 

this time period (e.g., those that used 

control groups or comparison groups 

to identify effective interventions). 

More than one-third of the studies 

included research methods designed 

to identify important factors that com-

pared achievers with underachievers. 

Frequently cited factors that signifi-

cantly affected achievement were fam-

ily, academic self-perception, specific 

learning styles, concealment of ability, 

and motivation. 

The family encompasses many 

factors that place students at risk for 

underachievement. Abelman (2007) 

reported that mediation strategies 

and childrearing behaviors were sig-

nificantly different for achieving and 

underachieving children with parents 

of underachieving gifted students 

being more restrictive and providing 

higher mediation of electronic media. 

Some parents also did not have the 

information or skills necessary to sup-

port and advocate for their gifted chil-

dren (Baker, Bridger, & Evans, 1998; 

Diaz, 1998; Hébert, 1998a; Hébert, 

1998b). Parents may not realize that 

their level of education significantly 

influences the dropout behavior in 

their gifted students (Renzulli & Park, 

2000). Conflict at home and/or incon-

sistency in the home also increases the 

risk of underachieving behaviors in the 

classroom (Diaz, 1998; Hébert, 2001; 

Kao & Hébert, 2006; Neihart, 2006; 

Peterson, 2001). 

Academic self-perception in the 

literature offered inconsistent find-

ings. In some studies, achievers and 

underachievers differed in their aca-

demic self-perception (Matthews & 

McBee, 2007; Reis, Colbert, & Hébert, 

2005); however, in other studies, 

both underachievers and achievers 

had similar high academic self-per-

ceptions (McCoach & Siegle, 2003; 

Speirs Neumeister & Hébert, 2003). 

The definition of underachievement 

or the instrumentation used in these 

studies may have contributed to the 

inconsistencies. 

Learning styles and classroom 

preferences were also studied in an 

attempt to understand the nature of 

underachievement. While neither 

achievers nor underachievers learned 

in their preferred setting, achiev-

ers were better able to overcome the 

incompatibilities and perform well 

while underachievers were not as 

adaptable (Rayneri & Gerber, 2004). 

Thompson and McDonald (2007) also 

tested student learning preferences 

through comparison of teacher-con-

structed versus student-constructed 

assignments. They reported that 

underachieving students welcomed 
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the freedom of student-structured 

activities while achievers requested 

structure. Students’ learning goals and 

performance goals were also examined 

to predict underachievement (Ablard, 

2002). The author determined that 

extreme learning or performance goals 

could indicate future underachieve-

ment since intense learning goals could 

lead students to ignore assignments 

in favor of independent study, while 

intense performance goals could lead 

students to avert challenging tasks.

Student concealment of ability was 

another factor mentioned as placing a 

gifted student at risk for underachieve-

ment (Grantham & Ford, 1998). In 

one case, a minority student struggled 

to accept Caucasian students’ social 

norms, but still felt isolated in her 

gifted and talented classes. Gifted stu-

dents may also conceal their ability in 

an effort to maintain peer acceptance 

(Schultz, 2002b).

Motivation was often considered a 

significant, if not the most significant, 

factor in underachievement (Matthews 

& McBee, 2007; McCoach & Siegle, 

2003; Reis, Colbert, & Hébert, 2005; 

Renzulli & Park, 2000; Schultz, 2002b). 

Matthews (2006) determined that 

most gifted students’ reasons for drop-

ping out of high school were related 

to attendance problems. If attendance 

problems persist, high school under-

achievement may affect success in col-

lege as well (Peterson, 2000). 

Most of the researchers recom-

mended interventions within the home 

and the classroom for altering under-

achievement patterns. In addressing 

family risk factors, researchers suggest 

that teachers and counselors work with 

families to advocate for their gifted 

children (Baker, Bridger, & Evans, 

1998; Hébert, 1998a; Hébert, 1998b; 

Neihart, 2006). If role models and 

mentors do not live within the fam-

ily, teachers may need to find indi-

viduals in the community to fill those 

roles for gifted children (Hébert & 

Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 1999; Reis 

& McCoach, 2000). School counselors 

may also need to work with families in 

solving problems since gifted students’ 

autonomy and task accomplishment 

increased when home conflicts were 
resolved (Peterson, 2002). 

Researchers also recommended 
that teachers and counselors adjust 
curriculum and the classroom envi-
ronment to fit the needs of under-
achieving students better (Ablard, 
2002; Han & Marvin, 2000; Hébert, 
1998a; Hébert, 1998b; Kanevsky 
& Keighley, 2003; Neihart, 2006; 
Olenchak, 1999; Rayneri & Gerber, 
2004; Reis & McCoach, 2000; Schultz, 
2002a; Thompson & McDonald, 
2007). Some of these modifications 
include adjusting extreme learning 
or performance goals; differentiating 
instruction; increasing opportuni-
ties with guidance from counselors; 
providing enrichment activities out-
side the school day; offering control, 
choice, challenge, and complexity in 
learning tasks; highlighting strengths 
instead of weaknesses; identifying 
role models; matching the environ-
ment to learning preferences; and 
providing task structure according 
to student needs. Specific interven-
tion strategies for students who con-
ceal their abilities for peer acceptance 
included counseling, teacher training 
for identifying gifted students who 
underachieve, and including more 
diverse gifted students in classrooms 
(Grantham & Ford, 1998). Neihart 
(2006) also offered specific inter-
vention strategies for those students 
struggling with affiliation/achieve-
ment conflicts. These included open 
discourse, a larger view of the psy-
chosocial world of achievement, and 
reading about characters in literature 
experiencing similar situations. 

Researchers recommended teacher 
and counselor training, school out-
reach, enrichment opportunities, and 
parent involvement. Early academic 
experiences are vital for preventing 
underachievement in gifted popula-
tions (Diaz, 1998). Many of the students 
in these studies became underachiev-
ers due to teachers’, counselors’, and 
parents’ lack of information and edu-
cation about the needs and rights of 

gifted students. 

Abelman, R. (2007). Fighting the war on 

indecency: Mediating TV, Internet, 

and videogame usage between 

achieving and underachieving gifted 

children. Roeper Review, 29, 100-

112.

This study explored the rela-
tionships between household media-
tion of television, Internet, and video 
game usage and achievement. The 
researcher collected survey data from 
720 households, compromised of aver-
age achieving, high achieving gifted, 
and underachieving gifted students, 
ranging from second to eighth grade. 
The survey examined parental media-
tion, child rearing practices, parental 
perceptions of effects, and children’s 
electronic media consumption. The 
results indicated that gifted under-
achievers are the highest consumers 
of electronic media, followed by the 
academically average students. Parents 
of underachieving gifted students were 
higher mediators of electronic media 
and were more restrictive in their 
mediation than parents of the other 
groups. In terms of childrearing prac-
tices, parents of gifted underachievers 
were high induction/high sensitiza-
tion while parents of gifted achievers 
were high induction/low sensitization. 
Parents should strive to consistently 
offer more evaluative mediation strate-
gies and high induction/low sensitiza-
tion childrearing practices. 

Ablard, K. E. (2002). Achievement goals 

and implicit theories of intelligence 

among academically talented 

students. Journal for the Education 

of the Gifted, 25, 215-232.

This longitudinal study explored 
the relationship between reasons for 
academic achievement and under-
achievement through questionnaires 
in grade 6 (N = 868) and a follow-up 
questionnaire in the grade 8 (N = 425). 
Students also completed the Adjective 
Check List and the Task-Orientation 
and Ability-Orientation scales of the 
Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey 
to assess achievement. Students’ learn-
ing goals and performance goals scores 
ranged from the lowest to highest 
scores possible on the instrument. It 
was determined that extreme learning 
or performance goals could indicate 
future underachievement since intense 
learning goals could lead students to 
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ignore assignments in favor of inde-
pendent study while intense perfor-
mance goals could lead students to 
avert challenging tasks. It was noted 
that even among gifted students, the 
reasoning behind achievement var-
ied greatly. Teachers should become 
familiar with intense goal patterns 
in an effort to reduce the risk of 
underachievement.

Baker, J. A., Bridger, R., & Evans, K. (1998). 

Models of underachievement among 

gifted preadolescents: The role of 

personal, family, and school factors. 

Gifted Child Quarterly, 42, 5-15.

This study explored individual, 
family, and school-related factors con-
tributing to underachievement among 
26 gifted underachievers in grades 
4-8. These students were compared 
to a group of 30 gifted students at the 
same grade levels who were achieving 
well. Students and one of each stu-
dent’s parents completed a battery of 
psychological and educational tests. 
Results indicated that along with indi-
vidual deficits in behavioral control 
and in organizational skills, parents 
of underachieving students may not 
have the skills to support their chil-
dren, and teachers may be less tolerant 
of the children’s challenging behavior. 
Relationships with teachers are impor-
tant in influencing a student’s satisfac-
tion with school and achievement.

Diaz, E. I. (1998). Perceived factors influ-

encing the academic underachieve-

ment of talented students of Puerto 

Rican descent. Gifted Child Quar-

terly, 42, 105-122.

This qualitative investigation 
explored the self and environmental 
perceptions of six talented students of 
Puerto Rican descent who were under-
achieving in an urban high school in 
the northeastern section of the United 
States. Four factors were identified as 
influencing underachievement: family 
(strained relationships, unhappy home, 
inappropriate parental expectations, 
minimal academic guidance, incon-
sistency), school (inappropriate early 
curricula experiences, non-inspiring 
teachers, unrewarding curriculum, 
questionable counseling), community 
(hostile environment, gangs, preju-

dice, few constructive entertainment 
options), and personal (insufficient 
perseverance, low self efficacy, inappro-
priate coping strategies). The absence 
of early appropriate academic experi-
ences appeared to be a major factor in 
the students’ future success.

Grantham, T., & Ford, D. (1998). A case 

study of the social needs of Danisha: 

An underachieving gifted African-

American female. Roeper Review, 21,

96-101.

This case study of a 15-year-
old, underachieving, gifted African 
American female, was conducted to 
identify social and emotional needs of 
gifted students. Data were collected 
through interviews, field observa-
tions, and school data. The authors 
found that Danisha struggled to accept 
Caucasian students’ social norms and 
felt isolated in her gifted and talented 
classes. She wanted to integrate into 
the gifted classes, yet she did not 
want to forfeit her relations with her 
African-American friends. It was 
suggested that counseling focus on 
issues related to racial identity, teach-
ers needed multicultural training, and 
coordinators identify more minority 
students in gifted classes.

Han, K-S., & Marvin, C. (2000). A five-

year follow-up study of the Nebraska 

Project: Still a long way to go. Roeper 

Review, 23, 25-33.

This descriptive research study 
was designed to gather information on 
students who previously participated 
in the Nebraska Project. Surveys were 
sent to 32 teachers currently instruct-
ing previous Nebraska Project stu-
dents, and 18 surveys were returned. 
The surveys inquired about the cur-
rent status of students in gifted pro-
grams, current school performances, 
current behavioral attributes, and 
stability of those attributes over five 
years. Seven of the 18 students were 
enrolled in gifted programs, 10 were 
no longer considered gifted by teach-
ers, and the last student was identified 
as needing special services for a behav-
ior disorder. Nine of the students were 
reported as performing in the top 10% 
of their class while a majority of the 
11 unserved students were reported 

as achieving at or below the average 
level; however, 8 of the 11 unserved 
had behavioral characteristics repre-
sentative of gifted underachievers. The 
attributes used to identify the students 
as gifted five years prior to the study 
were determined to be stable over 
time, with only two attributes chang-
ing significantly in frequency: humor 
and sensitivity. It was recommended 
that teachers needed training in gifted 
education, that they may differenti-
ate instruction, and become aware of 
gifted attributes. 

Hébert, T. P. (1998a). DeShea’s dream 

deferred: A case study of a talented 

urban artist. Journal for the Education 

of the Gifted, 22, 56-79. 

This study explored, through case 
study design, the failure of educational 
settings to provide for the diverse needs 
of gifted underachieving students. Data 
were collected through the following 
methods: classroom observations; 
individual semi structured interviews 
with DeShea; individual interviews 
with art teachers, current high school 
teachers, and his guidance counselor; 
and a document review of DeShea’s 
school records. DeShea participated in 
a magnet school art program through-
out middle school and was eventually 
transferred back to his local school. 
His guidance counselor was unaware 
of DeShea’s gifts and did not register 
him for art classes until his junior year 
of high school. DeShea was placed in 
a beginning class with a teacher who 
did not differentiate instruction. It was 
recommended that guidance depart-
ments be strengthened, parents be 
educated on advocating for their gifted 
children, and students be given artistic 
outlets in the school setting. 

Hébert, T. P. (1998b). Gifted Black males 

in an urban high school: Factors 

that influence achievement and 

underachievement. Journal for the 

Education of the Gifted, 21, 385-

414.

The case studies reported in this 
article describe the experiences of two 
gifted African American males in an 
urban high school. Factors that influ-
enced achievement were belief in self, 
family support, multicultural apprecia-
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tion, sensitivity, and high aspirations. 
Factors that influenced underachieve-
ment appeared to be an inappropriate 
match with the curricular activities and 
learning style, inappropriate counseling 
and class placement, inconsistent fam-
ily role models. The authors suggested 
the importance of training counselors 
for diversity, working closely with fam-
ilies, and providing enrichment activi-
ties outside the school days.

Hébert, T. P. (2001). “If I had a new 

notebook, I know things would 

change:” Bright underachieving 

young men in urban classrooms. 

Gifted Child Quarterly, 45, 174-

194.

This study examines the lives of 
gifted males and how their urban life 
experiences influence their under-
achievement. Six boys in grades 10-12 
were included in this sample. Two were 
African American, one was Hispanic, 
and three were White. School admin-
istrators recommended these students 
based on achievement test results at 
or above the 85th percentile but with 
a GPA of 2.0 or lower. A qualitative 
research design was used with a case 
study approach. Data were collected 
using participant observation, eth-
nographic interviews, and document 
reviews. Factors contributing to aca-
demic underachievement include inap-
propriate curriculum and counseling 
experiences, family problems, negative 
peer and environmental influences, 
and discipline problems.

Hébert, T. P., & Olenchak, F. R. (2000). 

Mentors for gifted underachieving 

males: Developing potential and 

realizing promise. Gifted Child 

Quarterly, 44, 196-207.

The qualitative study examined the 
significance of mentorships in revers-
ing the underachievement of gifted 
males. Three gifted males were selected 
across developmental levels: early ele-
mentary, early middle, and early col-
legiate. Using a comparative case study 
design, the authors gathered data using 
semi structured interviews and docu-
ments. The authors found that these 
characteristics appeared to sustain an 
on-going relationship: open-minded 
and nonjudgmental, consistent and 

personalized social/emotional support 
and advocacy beyond that, associated 
with simple instructor-student rela-
tionships, and a plan of strength and 
interest-based strategies (p. 205). 

Hettinger, H. R., & Knapp, N. F. (2001). 

Potential, performance, and paradox: 

A case study of J. P., a verbally gifted 

struggling reader. Journal for the 

Education of the Gifted, 24, 248-

289.

In this case study, an 8-year-old, 
verbally gifted, struggling reader’s dif-
ficult experiences at home and school 
are discussed, as well as the responses 
to the paradox of his being highly ver-
bal yet failing at reading. Individual, 
home school, and societal factors con-
tributed to his limited success. The 
authors suggested that his parents 
and teachers needed to work together. 
Teachers needed to provide specific 
instruction in ways to use his verbal 
abilities to compensate for his current 
reading problems; provide enrich-
ment situations that use his strengths; 
engage him in activities that emphasize 
active investigation, invention or cre-
ation; make reading more enjoyable; 
set learning goals; and scaffold learn-
ing with a an adult reading partner.

Kanevsky, L., & Keighley, T. (2003). 

To produce or not to produce? 

Understanding boredom and the 

honor in underachievement. Roeper 

Review, 26, 20-28.

This study examined under-
achievement in gifted adolescents. The 
sample consisted of ten 15 to 18-year-
old students who had been identified 
as gifted in elementary school, who 
were currently academically under-
achieving and had dropped out of or 
been suspended from school on at 
least one occasion. The case studies, 
which included 7 girls and 3 boys, 
showed that students need respon-
sibility for their own learning. The 
researchers find that learning is the 
opposite of and a cure for boredom. 
Control, choice, challenge, complexity, 
and caring teachers were independent 
factors that determined engagement 
and academic productivity.

Kao, C., & Hébert, T. P. (2006). Gifted 

Asian American adolescent males: 

Portraits of cultural dilemmas. 

Journal for the Education of the 

Gifted, 30, 88-117.

The authors pointed out that 
integrating the dominant Caucasian 
American culture with the Asian 
culture is a major challenge of Asian 
American students. In this article, 
they examined the cultural dilemmas 
faced by two gifted Asian American 
boys. One was in seventh grade and 
the other was a senior in high school. 
Both were of Taiwanese origin. Data 
were collected through daily observa-
tions, student interviews, and inter-
views with the students’ mothers. 
The authors found that the cultural 
dilemma involved two concerns: (a) 
parental expectations for academic 
performance and (b) differing views 
regarding acculturation. One of the 
students noted that his immigrant 
parents, who were educated in a tra-
ditional Chinese system of memoriza-
tion, didn’t understand the emphasis 
on book discussions, creating a “gap” 
of understanding. The other student 
struggled with being rewarded for 
expressing his opinion at school but 
for showing obedience at home. His 
mother would say, “Remember, you 
are Chinese. Don’t learn American 
bad habits” (p. 106). One father was 
more acculturated than the mother 
and the mixed messages may have 
contributed to the student’s under-
achievement. The authors advocated 
more education and guidance for both 
gifted Asian American young men and 
their parents about how the American 
educational system works and ways of 
addressing emotional needs. 

Matthews, M, S. (2006). Gifted students 

dropping out: Recent findings from 

a southeastern state. Roeper Review, 

28, 216-223.

This study used longitudinal data 
from North Carolina to explore high 
school dropout rates among gifted 
students (N=7,916). Thirty-seven 
cases of gifted students dropping out 
were reported. Dropout characteris-
tics were provided using these catego-
ries: sex and ethnicity, grade level and 
socioeconomic status, and SAT per-
formance. Reasons for dropping out 
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were grouped as follows: attendance 
problems (N=17), academic problems 
(N=4), discipline problems (N=5), 
work by choice (N=2), and non-drop-
outs (N=9). A limitation of the study 
was that it excluded students who may 
have dropped out prior to the ninth 
grade. 

Matthews, M. S., & McBee, M. T. 

(2007). School factors and the 

underachievement of gifted students 

in a talent search summer program. 

Gifted Child Quarterly, 51, 167-

181.

This article explored, through 
quantitative methods, predictors of 
underachievement behaviors in gifted 
students attending a three-week resi-
dential summer program. The sample 
included 440 eighth through tenth 
grade students. Data were collected 
on attitudes toward school, summer 
program behaviors, and summer pro-
gram academic performance. Attitudes 
toward school were determined 
through administration of the School 
Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised. 
Summer program staff indicated 
summer program behaviors through 
coding student behavior into four 
categories (major or minor in sever-
ity and academic or nonacademic in 
type), and end of course evaluations 
were used to determine academic per-
formance. Results indicated that GPA 
had little to no predictive power in the 
analyses conducted, only motivation/
self-regulation were significant predic-
tors of learning behaviors in the sum-
mer program. The two groups differed 
significantly in motivation, goal valu-
ation, and academic self-perception. 
Limitations to the study were that 
students were not representative of 
the entire gifted population with fam-
ily incomes higher than the general 
population. 

McCoach, B. D., & Siegle, D. (2003). Fac-

tors that differentiate underachieving 

gifted students from high-achieving 

gifted students. Gifted Child Quar-

terly, 47, 144-154.

This study explored, through 
quantitative methods, the extent to 
which gifted achievers and gifted 
underachievers differ. The sample con-

sisted of 178 gifted students in grades 9 
through 12. The students were admin-
istered the School Attitude Assessment 
Survey-R, which measures these fac-
tors: academic self-perceptions, atti-
tudes toward school, attitudes toward 
teachers and classes, motivation and 
self-regulation, and goal valuation. 
Results indicated that significant dif-
ferences in attitude existed between 
the two groups on every factor except 
academic self-perceptions. The great-
est mean difference between the two 
groups was the motivation/self-regu-
lation factor. A limitation of this study 
was that it focused heavily on per-
sonal characteristics associated with 
underachievement. 

Neihart, M. (2006). Achievement/affili-

ation conflicts in gifted adolescents. 

Roeper Review, 28, 196-202. 

This article reviewed literature 
concerning the conflicts between 
affiliation and academic achievement 
of gifted individuals. Neihart explored 
the following issues: gifted women, 
gifted minority students, and effective 
interventions. She discovered several 
studies that connected affiliation/
achievement conflicts to academic 
withdrawal. Solutions to affiliation/
achievement conflicts were presented 
including the following: open dis-
course, a “meta” view of psychosocial 
world of achievement, assistance in 
negotiating multiple cultures simul-
taneously, welcoming learning envi-
ronments, reading about characters in 
literature who experience similar situ-
ations, and healthy family dynamics. 

Olenchak, F. R. (1999). Affective develop-

ment of gifted students with nontra-

ditional talents. Roeper Review, 21,

293-297.

This study explored underachieve-
ment in nontraditional gifted students 
through qualitative, microethno-
graphic research of two case studies, 
Rachel and Tim. Data were gathered 
through observations, interviews, 
and analyses of documents over one 
academic year. Rachel, a sixth grade 
student, transitioned from elementary 
school to a consolidated middle school. 
Feeling lost and alone with a need to 
help her peers, she was further isolated 

by students and teachers who did not 

understand her. With the assistance of 

a math teacher and counseling, Rachel 

refocused her energy and compassion 

toward a community service club. 

Tim, a twice-exceptional third grade 

student, was complacent in his reme-

diation activities. With the help of his 

school psychologist, his program was 

altered so that he was able to incorpo-

rate his passion for art and model mak-

ing, which served his strengths rather 

than highlighting his weaknesses. In 

both cases, the students found support 

from an adult role model and were in 

schools that focused on nontraditional 

gifts and affective needs, which pro-

vided opportunities for students to 

explore and develop unique talents. 

Peterson, J. S. (2000). A follow-up study 

of one group of achievers and under-

achievers four years after high school 

graduation. Roeper Review, 22, 217-

224.

This study explored, through both 

quantitative and qualitative meth-

ods, how gifted achievers and gifted 

underachievers performed in college. 

Of the 153 gifted students contacted 

four years after high school gradu-

ation, 97 completed questionnaires 

that addressed college attendance, 

academic performance, involvement 

in campus activities, type of institution 

attended, number of declared majors, 

career direction, and satisfaction with 

life developments since high school. 

The author reported that a smaller per-

centage of high school underachievers 

completed four years (52%) than did 

achievers (83%). Achievers also had 

more years of college four years after 

high school. Some underachievers, 

however, did become academic achiev-

ers in college (26%) and performed at 

a higher level than they did in high 

school (41%). Underachievers who 

had experienced late achievement in 

high school also had better academic 

achievement in college. The author 

concluded that curriculum geared to 

affective concerns can help high-ability 

students anticipate social adjustment 

and developmental challenges in col-

lege (p. 223).
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Peterson, J. S. (2001). Gifted and at 

risk: Four longitudinal case studies 

of post-high school development. 

Roeper Review, 24, 31-39.

This study explored the experi-

ences of four gifted at-risk students 

after high school. These four students 

were of high ability and attended a 

Midwestern high school. All subjects 

were White, middle class, and scored 

at or above the 98th percentile on 

a nationally standardized ability or 

achievement assessment. The sample 

included two boys and two girls who 

participated in affectively-oriented 

discussion groups that were part of 

the gifted education curriculum. The 

facilitator of the groups suggested 

that the students in the sample may be 

at-risk due to factors such as under-

achievement, depression, and family 

conflict or distress. For the first two 

years out of high school, participants 

completed researcher-developed ques-

tionnaires every six months. During 

the third and fourth years, participants 

were contacted annually. The students 

also took the three assessments asso-

ciated with the Circumplex Model of 

Marital and Family Systems. All four 

students reported a low satisfaction 

with their family. This theme contin-

ued for three of the participants and 

contributed to an intense struggle to 

explore individual identity. The author 

noted that resolution of conflict with 

parents seemed to be associated with 

developmental task-accomplishment 

and improvement in emotional health 

and academic motivation.

Peterson, J. S. (2002). A longitudinal study 

of post-high-school development in 

gifted individuals at risk for poor 

educational outcomes. Journal of 

Secondary Gifted Education, 14,

6-18.

Using a questionnaire, this four-

year longitudinal study examined the 

development of 14 gifted students 

who were at risk due to academic 

underachievement, depression, or 

family situation/conflict with parents. 

Developmental factors included gain-

ing autonomy, becoming differenti-

ated, establishing career direction, 

and developing a mature relationship. 

Assessments included the FACES III: 
Family Adaptability and Cohesion 
Evaluation Scales, the Family 
Satisfaction Scale, the Stress Scale for 
Couples, and a nonstandardized self-
assessment questionnaire. The major-
ity of the 14 participants struggled 
during the years following high school. 
Resolving conflict with parents gener-
ated most of their elaborated responses 
on the survey. Eight of twelve of the 
participants were still enrolled in col-
lege at the conclusion of the study; 
however, by the end of the study, most 
had resolved conflict, felt autonomous, 
and reported good emotional health. 

Rayneri, L. J., & Gerber, B. L. (2004). 

Development of a student perception 

inventory. Roeper Review, 26, 90-95.

This study explored the rela-
tionship between students’ learning 
style preferences and achievement in 
an effort to improve learning envi-
ronments. Both the Learning Style 
Inventory and Student Perception 
Inventory were administered to 80 
gifted sixth, seventh, and eighth grad-
ers. The Student Perception Inventory 
was used to compare student percep-
tion of the learning environment to the 
students’ learning preferences. It was 
determined that underachieving gifted 
students had stronger preferences for 
dimmer lighting and tactile learning 
activities. Furthermore, both achiev-
ing and underachieving students did 
not have school learning environments 
that were completely compatible with 
their preferences; however, the achiev-
ers were able to overcome incompat-
ibilities, persist, and perform to their 
potential while the underachievers 
seemed unable to do so. 

Reis, S. M., & McCoach, B. D. (2000). The 

underachievement of gifted students: 

What do we know and where do we 

go? Gifted Child Quarterly, 44, 152-

170.

This article reviewed the exist-
ing literature on underachievement 
in an attempt to define achievement, 
identify underachieving individu-
als, and explain the reasons behind 
underachieving behaviors. There is 
no universally accepted definition of 
achievement, limiting research and 

generalizability. Other aspects of 
research that created limitations for 
understanding underachievement 
were errors of measurement, hetero-
geneity of the criterion, limited scope 
in the predictors, and impact of var-
ied experiences on the individual. 
The utility of defining underachieve-
ment was explored as well as previous 
and future methods for identifying 
underachievement, characterizing 
gifted underachievers, determining 
the aspects and importance of family 
dynamics, the influence of peers, risks 
of culturally diverse and special pop-
ulations of gifted, and interventions. 
Recommendations for future research 
were also offered. 

Reis, S. M., Colbert, R. D., & Hébert, T. 

P. (2005). Understanding resilience 

in diverse, talented students in an 

urban high school. Roeper Review, 

27, 110-120. 

This three-year longitudinal study 
explored, through comparative case 
study and ethnographic methods, the 
lives of 35 economically disadvantaged, 
ethnically diverse, and academically 
gifted students who either achieved 
(N=18) or underachieved (N=17) in 
their school setting. Data were collected 
through observations, interviews (stu-
dents, teachers, administrators, school 
counselors, coaches, parents, siblings, 
and community members), and school 
documents. It was determined that 
achievers and underachievers dif-
fered on issues including motivation 
to achieve and belief in self, protective 
factors contributing to the develop-
ment of resilience, risk factors experi-
enced, and other factors that may have 
affected the development of resilience. 
Recommendations for the application 
of resilience research to underachiev-
ing gifted students and proactive coun-
seling services were made. 

Renzulli, J. S., & Park, S. (2000). Gifted 

dropouts: The who and why. Gifted 

Child Quarterly, 44, 261-271. 

This article described two quan-
titative studies that explored factors 
related to dropout behavior in gifted 
students. Participants and data were 
collected from the National Education 
Longitudinal Study of 1988. Students 
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and parents (N = 1,285) were asked 

to complete questionnaires. Those 

who dropped out of school were 

given a dropout questionnaire. Three 

hundred and thirty-four of the 1,285 

students who dropped out were iden-

tified as gifted. The second study was 

a descriptive data analysis regarding 

the following: percentages of gifted 

dropouts by SES, percentages of gifted 

dropouts by race, percentages of gifted 

dropouts by fathers’ highest levels of 

education, and percentages of gifted 

dropouts by mothers’ highest levels 

of education. Results indicated that 

five variables significantly predicting 

dropout behavior in gifted students 

are students’ educational aspirations, 

pregnancy or child-rearing practices, 

gender, father’s highest level of edu-

cation, and mother’s highest level of 

education. Recommendations for 

future research and interventions were 

offered. 

Schultz, R. A. (2002a). Understanding 

giftedness and underachievement: At 

the edge of possibility. Gifted Child 

Quarterly, 46, 193. 

This article reviewed the exist-

ing literature on underachievement 

through examination of historical 

styles of research. From the 1930s 

with the advent of behavior psychol-

ogy to the present, Schultz described 

the milestones and limitations of 

underachievement research in gifted 

education through Terman’s study, 

Sputnik, and Vietnam. Philosophies 

behind research approaches were dis-

cussed and included the following: 

process-product research, classroom 

ecology research, teacher thinking 

research, teacher research, socioc-

ritical research, and interrelational 

research. Schultz recommends utili-

zation of research approaches incor-

porating the lived experiences of each 

participant in the education process. 

These research approaches include 

phenomenology, historical inquiry, 

ethnographic narrative, deliberative 

hermeneutic inquiry, critical inquiry, 

aesthetic inquiry, and interactional 

inquiry. Recommendations were made 

that future research shift focus from 

“working on students” to “working 

with students” through alternative 

research philosophies and qualitative 

methods (p. 204). 

Schultz, R. A. (2002b). Illuminating reali-

ties: A phenomenological view from 

two underachieving gifted learners. 

Roeper Review, 24, 203-212. 

This study used a phenomeno-

logical approach to gain insight about 

underachievement among gifted stu-

dents. The participants in the case study 

were two students in grade 10, one boy 

and one girl. Data sources included 

classroom observations, interviews, 

and archival documents. Kate had an 

extensive network of friends at school 

that contributed to her self-esteem 

and was more interested in staying in 

a comfort zone and fitting in with her 

peers rather than excelling academi-

cally. Shawn “prided himself on having 

the correct answers” and would not be 

likely to participate in a situation where 

he felt he was not in control, such as a 

class discussion or an oral quiz. The fear 

of failure and high expectations for his 

performance sometimes caused anxi-

ety. Shawn did feel under-challenged 

in his classes and thought that it was 

acceptable to slack off if he could main-

tain good grades. Another interest-

ing insight from this student was that 

Shawn knew how to work the system: 

sit all day in school, not learn anything, 

but still get good grades.

Speirs Neumeister, K. I., & Hébert, T. 

P. (2003). Underachievement ver-

sus selective achievement: Delving 

deeper and discovering the differ-

ence. Journal for the Education of 

the Gifted, 26, 221-238. 

This study examined, through a 

qualitative research design, the differ-

ences between underachievement and 

selective achievement in a gifted uni-

versity student. Findings indicated that, 

while the participant demonstrated 

behaviors typically associated with 

underachievement, his healthy self-

concept, self-regulation, and strong 

metacognitive abilities suggested a dif-

ferent image. Characteristics of non-

producers are discussed, and suggested 

methods were offered for creating dia-

logue with a student to diagnose the 

reasons underlying the underachieve-

ment or selective achievement.

Thompson, D. D., & McDonald, D. M. 

(2007). Examining the influence of 

teacher-constructed and student-

constructed assignments on the 

achievement patterns of gifted and 

advanced sixth-grade students. 

Journal for the Education of the 

Gifted, 31, 198-226. 

This case study examined the rela-

tionship of teacher-constructed and 

student-constructed assignments on 

student achievement in a sixth-grade 

classroom. With respect to the teacher-

constructed assignment, four themes 

emerged from student perceptions: 

flexibility, ease of task, substance, and 

comfort. After the student-structured 

assignment, the students fell into two 

categories: those needing structure and 

those needing freedom of choice. The 

gifted achievers and underachievers 

made thoughtful assignment choices, 

resulting in deeper connections with 

the content; however, the underachiev-

ers consistently sought easier tasks. 

While underachievers appreciated the 

freedom of student-structured activi-

ties, the achievers asked for struc-

ture. Limitations to this study include 

small population size, homogeneity 

of participants, and content-specific 

results.
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