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UNDERSTANDING GIFTEDNESS 
Part I 



SIGNS OF GIFTED DEVELOPMENT IN YOUNG CHILDREN 
one 

The gifts of nature are infinite in their variety, and mind differs from mind almost as much as body from body. (Quintilian, in Laycock 1979: 59) 

Introduction 

Let’s say that you are a preschool teacher with a four-year-old student who has been attending your centre for two months. Even after this length of time, she still seems unable to separate comfortably from her mother, even with your patient guidance. She becomes distressed and clingy and, long after her mother leaves, remains unsettled and forlorn. When she does play, you observe the child hanging back during activities, either not becoming engaged or flitting from one activity to another without becoming engrossed in any. She does not make friends with any of the other children. She avoids drawing and painting activities and does not appear to enjoy sand play or many other activities. If permitted, she will accompany the adults at preschool, talking with them incessantly. Their suggestions to play with the other children go unheeded, and sometimes they almost have to be rude to get her to leave them to their other duties. In your conversations with her mother, she reports that her daughter used to dress herself independently at the age of two, but that it is a running battle most mornings to get her to cooperate with dressing now.

You could be forgiven for thinking that a child such as this has delayed development. That is certainly a possibility. But it is also possible that the child is gifted. This chapter will describe how this pattern of behaviour can emerge with gifted children.

Definition of giftedness and talent 

In the past, there was a hierarchical view of giftedness and talent which upheld that giftedness referred to academic skills while talent referred to nonacademic abilities—for example, in the fine arts. But this hierarchy cannot stand up to scrutiny: our abilities define who we are as people, so artistic expression is as central to the artist’s personhood as academic achievement is to the intellectual. It is hoped that both will be a means for self-fulfilment, so one talent simply cannot be of less value than the other.

Another way of seeing giftedness has been as a general or pervasive trait, whereas talent is in a specific field. This too seems inadequate. So instead—and at the risk of over-simplification—I adopt Gagne’s (1995, 2003) distinction between giftedness as exceptional innate ability (the potential to excel) and talent as the expression of that potential (that is, exceptional performances in any field or fields). The advantage of this distinction is that it allows us to include within the gifted population those whose circumstances disadvantage them educationally, and so who do not display exceptional skills in everyday settings. This can include gifted learners who also have a disability; those living in poverty; children for whom English is a second language; and boys or girls who, for reasons of their gender, are held back from achieving.

Difficulty of identifying giftedness in young children 

Many parents and professionals are unwilling to label children—and young children in particular—as gifted. Even when they are willing to identify giftedness in very young children, accurate assessment remains a difficult task. Some young children are not identified as being gifted for the following reasons.

• Children can be gifted in a range of domains, and our ability to identify giftedness is likely to be better in some areas than in others (Robinson 1987). For instance, a verbally talented child can be more obvious than a child with advanced mathematical or creative abilities.

• The detailed knowledge of child development which is the hallmark of early childhood care and education can unwittingly set a ceiling on our expectations of children, with the result that we do not offer sufficient challenge either to keep gifted children stimulated or to allow them to demonstrate their advanced skills (Shaklee 1992).

• Some have not yet had experiences in the domain in which they might later develop special talents (Fatouros 1986).

• Some young children’s advanced skills are hidden by their as yet immature social or emotional behaviours (Kitano 1990a) or their inability to direct their own learning: they might not concentrate for long enough to display their talents, for example (White 1985).

• The behaviour of young children often changes markedly in various environments, giving observers in different settings an inconsistent view of their skills (Fatouros 1986).

• Although it is crucial that teachers and caregivers be aware that talent can occur in any domain, there is a risk of overdifferentiation—that is, adults may not expect children who are talented in one domain (such as verbal skills) to be talented in another domain (e.g. the arts) as well, and so might fail to identify a child’s multiple talents (Guskin et al. 1988).

The variation in the outward behaviours of young gifted children makes it difficult to discriminate giftedness from other conditions. However, guided by the maxim gleaned from the child protection literature—that ‘I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t believed it’—once aware of the characteristics associated with advanced development, parents and educators will be more able to recognise gifted learners.

Common signs of advanced development in young children 

In this section, I describe a range of characteristics that children with advanced development might display during their early childhood years. Such lists are a mixed blessing, however. They can sensitise adults to the possibility of advanced development; but, at the same time, they can give a false impression that all gifted children are the same. This is as patently untrue for gifted children as it is for any group of children, as the ‘gifted’ label spans a broad range of ability from mild to exceptional giftedness, and because advancement can occur in any domain of human endeavour. Even two intellectually gifted children with similar IQs (for want of a better measure) will differ in their stronger and weaker skill domains, in how evenly their talents are spread across domains and in the extent to which their environment adequately meets their needs, with resulting implications for their emotional and social behaviours.

Also, what we know about the characteristics of gifted children could be inaccurate, because research into gifted children is plagued by a problem of the selection of subjects. This comes about because, in order to study gifted students, researchers have to be able to locate them. The most sound way to do so would be to test huge numbers of students on a group IQ measure and then include in a study those who achieved at high levels on the test. However, only 3–5 per cent of the student population will achieve at significantly higher levels; so 95–97 per cent of students have been tested unnecessarily—at some disruption to their own lives, and at great cost to the investigators.

Therefore, the more common methods for locating gifted subjects are to involve students who have already been identified as gifted, or simply to go  to gifted programs, where these students are in attendance. The first method could taint your subject group in that children are often identified as gifted only in response to parental or teacher concerns about their performance at school, or some emotional or social difficulties that they are experiencing. This group might not be typical of all gifted children: others may be equally gifted but are overlooked because they do not present with problems. The upshot is that the researchers arrive at a group of subjects who are not typical of the entire gifted population.

The alternative method—researching those who attend gifted programs—could result in a group that has more than the usual problems (which, as with the group above, caused the children to be identified as gifted in the first place); or fewer than the usual problems, because the gifted program is meeting their academic, emotional and social needs. Furthermore, attendance at such programs tends to rely on teacher nominations of gifted children, leading to a disproportionately strong representation of middle-class children and to the inclusion of only those children who are academically well adjusted while under-representing children who are experiencing school-based difficulties (Gross 2004; Hastorf 1997; Roedell et al. 1980).

This fundamental difficulty of sampling is compounded when the children about whom we read are those who have consulted psychologists, as all of these will have problems at the time. So statements from clinical psychologists about the needs of their clients are not about the needs of gifted children in general: we have no way of knowing how many gifted children never need to see psychologists.

Therefore, we must be cautious about descriptions of gifted children. It is also important to reiterate that children who are gifted can be so in one developmental domain, or across many. Few will be gifted at everything. Each section in this chapter, then, will describe the characteristics of children who are advanced in that particular domain; self-evidently, those who are gifted in more than one area will display traits from each.

Intellectual giftedness 

When children are intellectually gifted, their advanced cognitive skills can be evident even from birth, when many are already keen observers of their environment. Even as babies, they play an active role in eliciting stimulation from their physical and social environments (Damiani 1997; Morelock &Morrison 1996).

The defining characteristic of giftedness is that the children acquire developmental skills at least one-third earlier than their age mates. However, some will acquire their first milestones at the same age as average learners, but thereafter will progress more quickly than usual and achieve each subsequent milestone sooner.

Early intellectual skills are facilitated by increased input from the  environment and also provoke more input. When the children are mobile early, acquire reading early or can converse readily, they can access knowledge which is not typically available to children of their age.

They can benefit from environmental stimulation partly because of an efficient memory. It appears that gifted learners store more information in their memory; organise it well, ensuring that they ‘park’ a memory near other related information, which makes it easier to retrieve later; and can access a wide range of relevant information efficiently (Borkowski & Peck 1986; Haensly & Reynolds 1989; Perleth et al. 1993; Rabinowitz & Glaser 1985). Having accessed many related facts, they can hold these in the forefront of their mind—that is, manipulate many facts within their working memory. They can also scan their memory efficiently to search for relevant information and possible solutions (Borkowski & Peck 1986; Carr et al. 1996; Risemberg & Zimmerman 1992). This function is called metamemory and may be a better predictor of achievement than IQ (Carr & Borkowski 1987). As a result of their proficiency with metacognitive skills, gifted learners characteristically have quick and accurate recall, allowing them to show competence in a skill they were taught some time ago.

Nevertheless, while a good memory is necessary for advanced development, on its own it is not sufficient to produce giftedness. That level of performance also requires superior metacognitive skills, which are the strategies we use to monitor our own thinking, rather like the conductor regulating the performance of the orchestra. These metacognitive skills comprise three aspects: awareness of our thinking processes; knowledge about our abilities, how to use learning strategies, and when and why to use them; and control over the planning, monitoring and evaluation processes used to regulate our thinking (Schraw & Graham 1997).

Gifted learners have superior metacognitive knowledge and tend to employ metacognitive strategies earlier than average learners (Hannah &Shore 1995; Schwanenflugel et al. 1997). These skills are listed in Box 1.1. Their superior metacognitive skills are displayed mainly when the children are interested in a task, however (Kanevsky 1992). Fatigue can also influence their use of metacognitive skills and can set in more noticeably in young, high-ability children, owing to the fact that they have invested so much energy in the task.

Intellectually gifted children’s facility with memory and metacognitive control permit quick learning, complex problem solving and the abilities to monitor the effects of their actions and adjust their actions as necessary (Rabinowitz & Glaser 1985; Shore & Dover 1987). This is especially crucial when tasks are new and challenging (Carr et al. 1996): it leaves processing capacity available for carrying out higher-order tasks, such as comprehending the meaning of a passage in a book rather than simply deciphering the words (Jackson & Butterfield 1986).

The outcome is that gifted learners develop wider and deeper knowledge than average learners (Kitano 1985) and can often apply this information to  abstract or complex concepts—such as death or time—much earlier than their age mates. However, they cannot necessarily cope emotionally with the degree of information which they crave intellectually.



Box 1.1 Summary of common indicators of advanced development in young children 

Cognitive (thinking) skills 

Children who are intellectually gifted display many of the following features:

• early achievement of developmental milestones (at least one-third sooner); 

• quick learning; 

• keen observation of the environment; 

• active in eliciting stimulation from the environment; 

• quick and accurate recall; 

• recall of skills and information introduced some time ago; 

• deeper knowledge than other children; 

• understanding of abstract concepts (e.g. death or time).

Academic giftedness 

Children who are intellectually and academically gifted might:

• read, write or use numbers in advanced ways; 

• write words other than their own name prior to school entry; 

• show advanced preferences for books and films (unless too sensitive to older themes).

Learning style 

Many gifted children not only achieve more than average, they also approach tasks with a sophisticated style. However, their application to tasks is responsive to fatigue, discouragement (immediate or long term) and the degree of challenge. Nevertheless, when highly achieving, they display:

• alertness; 

• responsivity to novel stimuli; 

• speed and efficiency of information processing; 

• willingness to reflect when necessary in order to maintain accuracy; 

• preference for challenge and complexity; 

• openness to new ideas and experiences; 

• motivation and curiosity in a search for understanding; 

• wide-ranging interests; 

• an intense focus on, or the ability to immerse themselves in, an area of interest in order to achieve a depth of understanding; 

• longer than usual concentration span on challenging topics of interest (but may ‘flit’ from one activity to another if activities are not challenging enough); 

• early use of metacognitive skills to manage their own thinking processes; 

• internal locus of control; 

• independence at challenging, non-routine tasks; 

• willingness to take risks; 

• perseverance in the face of obstacles; 

• tolerance of ambiguity.

Creative thinking style 

Children who are intellectually and creatively gifted might display the following learning styles, applying these across domains or in a single domain in which they excel:

• imagination; 

• creative problem solving; 

• use of intuition (that is, allowing some of their thinking to occur at a preconscious level); 

• fluency, which reflects an ability to employ a range or quantity of ideas; • flexibility, which refers both to the quality of ideas brought to bear on the problem and to skill at adapting their learning style to the task demands and goals; 

• being nonconforming and rejecting limits.

Auditory-sequential style 

Children who learn by listening and ordering ideas often:

• learn sequentially, one idea at a time; 

• are analytical—that is, able to break problems down into their parts; 

• attend well to details; 

• learn well from verbal instructions; 

• are able to carry out instructions to do several things in succession; 

• think logically; 

• have good planning skills; 

• are organised; 

• are less impulsive than age mates; 

• have a clear understanding of cause and effect; 

• use rehearsal to remember; 

• once in school, achieve reasonably consistent grades across all subject areas.

Visual-spatial (or holistic) style 

Children who learn by forming visual images of concepts may be later than others to excel, but nevertheless:

• learn concepts all at once; 

• synthesise ideas—that is, put them together; 

• see the big picture and, correspondingly, may miss details; 

• learn intuitively; 

• have what can only be termed ‘quirky’ organisational systems; 

• learn instantly and so do not benefit from rehearsal or repetition; 

• once in school, obtain uneven grades across subject areas.

Speech and language skills 

Intellectually gifted children with advanced verbal skills often show:

• early comprehension; 

• advanced speech in terms of vocabulary, grammar and clear articulation; 

• use of metaphors and analogies; 

• ability to make up songs or stories spontaneously; 

• ability to modify language for less mature children; 

• use of language for a real exchange of ideas and information at an early age; 

• a sophisticated sense of humour.

Motor abilities 

Many intellectually gifted children have fine motor skills that lag behind their intellectual level. On the other hand, those who are gifted in the motor domain can show a range of the following characteristics:

• early motor development, particularly in skills that are under cognitive control such as balance; 

• ability to locate themselves within the environment; 

• early awareness of left and right; 

• facility at putting together new or difficult puzzles; 

• ability to take apart and reassemble objects with unusual skill; 

• ability to make interesting shapes or patterns with objects; 

• advanced drawing or handwriting; 

• high levels of physical energy.

Artistic expression 

Although most young children may not yet have been exposed to the arts in any formal way and so may not be showing artistic talent, some display early signs of instinctive art skill, such as:

• superior visual memory; 

• engaging with an imaginary playmate in elaborate conversations and games; 

• assigning elaborate characters to dolls or teddies; 

• creating and performing in plays; 

• enjoyment of drama, role playing; 

• advanced skill at drawing, painting or other artistic modalities.

Musical skills 

Musical giftedness may be among the earliest to emerge—by the age of one year—although very young children’s motor ability can block their musical performance. Musically gifted children:

• are enthralled by musical sounds; 

• have a deep appreciation and understanding of music (with or without musical performance); 

• are sensitive to musical structure—tonality, key, harmony and rhythm; 

• appreciate the expressive properties of music—timbre, loudness, articulation and phrasing; 

• have a strong musical memory that permits them to recall music and play it back later either by singing or through an instrument.

Social skills 

Intellectually and verbally advanced young children typically are also advanced in their social skills, showing some of the following characteristics: 

• highly developed empathy for others; 

• less egocentricity: they can deduce the cause of others’ emotions; 

• advanced play interests; 

• early ability to play games with rules; 

• early ability to form close friendships; 

• seeking out older children or adults for companionship; 

• withdrawing to solitary play if intellectual peers are not available; 

• often being sought out by other children for their play ideas and sense of fairness; 

• leadership skills; 

• early development of moral reasoning and judgment; 

• early interest in social issues involving injustices.

Emotional and behavioural characteristics 

Some intellectually gifted children are emotionally gifted as well. These children might display:

• emotional sensitivity, intensity and responsiveness; 

• for some, early existential awareness; 

• early development of fears; 

• early development of self-concept and awareness of being different; 

• self-confidence in their strong domains; 

• perfectionism, in the sense of having high standards; 

• over-sensitivity to criticism; 

• frustration, which can lead to emotional or behavioural outbursts; 

• acceptance of responsibility usually given only to older children; 

• nonconformity.

Sources: Amabile 1990; Anderson 1992; Baska 1989; Borkowski & Peck 1986; Chamrad & Robinson 1986; Chan 1996; Cheng 1993; Clark 2002; Damiani 1997; Davis & Rimm 2004; Delisle 1992; Ebert 1994; Gallagher & Gallagher 1994; Gross 2004; Haensly & Reynolds 1989; Haensly et al. 1986; Hodge 2004; Jackson 1992; Jackson & Butterfield 1986; Kanevsky 1992; Kitano 1985, 1990a; Klein 1992; Knight 1995; Lewis & Louis 1991; Lovecky 1994a, 1994b; McClelland et al. 1991; Mares 1991; Maxwell 1998; Meador 1996; Mendaglio 1994; Miller et al. 1994; Moltzen 2004a; Morelock 1996; Morelock & Morrison 1996; Moss 1990, 1992; Parker & Adkins 1995; Parker & Mills 1996; Perleth et al. 1993; Piirto 1999; Rabinowitz & Glaser 1985; Renzulli 1986; Roedell et al. 1980; Runco 1993; Shore & Dover 1987; Silverman 1993b, 2002; Smutny et al. 1989; Sternberg 1988; Sternberg & Lubart 1991, 1992; Tannenbaum 1983, 1992, 2003; Tardif &Sternberg 1988; Whitmore 1980; Winner 1996; Winner & Martino 2000, 2003.

Academic giftedness 

Intellectually gifted children are not necessarily academically gifted. Few are early readers (Perleth et al. 1993; Robinson 1993): if young children are reading prior to school age without structured teaching, this usually means that they are exceptionally gifted (Gross 1999, 2004). Similarly, although some will relate to numbers in an advanced way, many do not. And their drawing and handwriting skills can be average.

This lack of advancement in academic domains is understandable when we recognise that there are many ways to be intellectually bright other than in reading, writing and maths skills: while some intellectually gifted children  will be both intellectually and academically gifted, others will perform at average levels academically. This accounts for some instances of disagreement between parents and teachers about whether a child is or is not gifted, as discussed in Chapter 8.

If reading early, young gifted children can have advanced preferences for books and films, although their emotional sensitivity causes many to avoid the themes in books or videos intended for older children. At the same time, some children who are reading early disguise this at school. Some might think that they are reading wrongly and so copy the halting style of their classmates; some do not want to draw attention to themselves by reading in their normal fluent style; and some do not want to embarrass their classmates. So the teacher does not hear their advanced skills and is unaware that, at home, their reading is sophisticated. Audiotaping their reading at home and bringing the tape to the teacher is one way to overcome this misperception.

Learning style 

Not only are intellectually gifted children able to learn more, but how they learn is typically more sophisticated than for average learners (Sternberg &Grigorenko 1993). They have a tendency to be more reflective, less impulsive in their thinking and more methodical in their approach to tasks. On the other hand, they can respond quickly when warranted.

Motivation 

When presented with a challenging and exciting environment, young gifted children are intensely curious: they seek to know and understand from an early age. Gifted individuals appear to have a strong, intrinsic drive to apply their skills meaningfully and to use their resources well (Gruber 1986; Sternberg & Lubart 1991). They seek to master new skills, which may be due to their neurological need for heightened stimulation (Morelock &Morrison 1996). Given sufficient challenge, they are willing to invest energy in and give attention to tasks in order to develop competence (Baska 1989; Csikszentmihályi 1991; Renzulli 1986; Runco 1993; Sternberg & Lubart 1991; Vallerand et al. 1994).

Attention skills 

The picture of gifted children’s attention skills is mixed, partly because of a multitude of types of attention. These forms have been described by Zentall (1989). The first type of attention is maintaining a level of arousal or alertness in order to attend. On this dimension, gifted children are often described as being more alert than less advanced children (Morelock & Morrison 1996; Tannenbaum 1992), which is sometimes said to be associated with a poor  sleeping pattern, although there is little evidence of this (Freeman 1983, 1991; Moltzen 1996a; Perleth et al. 1993).

The second type of attention is coming to attention to focus on an activity. From a few months of age, gifted children show a preference for novel stimuli and a tendency to habituate (that is, lose attention) to stimuli which are repeated (Lewis & Louis 1991; Perleth et al. 1993; Slater 1995; Tannen-baum 1992). In short, gifted children’s focus on an activity will depend on how intellectually stimulating it is.

The third type of attention is maintaining attention over time—that is, concentration span. Young gifted children may show intense absorption (a long concentration span) when engaged in a topic of interest; however, when an activity is not challenging, they might ‘flit’ from one activity to another without really becoming absorbed in any. They can be particularly impatient and inattentive with repetition of activities that they already understand (Clark 2002; Kitano 1990a). Meanwhile, those who are intrinsically motivated— which is a positive thing—will not be convinced to apply themselves to tedious tasks even by the promise of external rewards (Kolb & Jussim 1994). Their apparently brief concentration span can sometimes raise queries about Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), but this condition does not mean an inability to sustain attention but rather an inability to give a task the attention it requires; if bright children are not concentrating, it can be that the task is so easy that there is no need for them to apply themselves to it (Kaufmann & Castellanos 2000).

The fourth type of attention is selective attention. This involves scanning a range of stimuli to see which aspects of each are the most important and which can be ignored.

Finally, there is alternating or divided attention. This is a crucial skill for beginning school, as children need to be able to listen to the next directive while completing an earlier task, which involves dividing their attention between what they are doing and the next instruction. Given their advanced metacognitive control, gifted learners are likely to be adept at these last two forms of attention control.

Locus of control 

An important belief that children learn through experience is whether they themselves can control outcomes (which is termed having an internal locus of control), or whether luck, fate or other people control what happens to them (which is called having an external locus of control). There is some evidence that highly-achieving gifted children develop an internal locus of control earlier than less advanced children (Brody & Benbow 1986; Clark 2002; Kammer 1986; McClelland et al. 1991). It is thought that their strong belief in personal control underpins their enhanced self-management and motivates them to use their problem-solving strategies effectively (Chan 1996).

Independence 

Gifted children’s drive for independence can be paradoxical in early childhood. Many prefer to work independently, perhaps because of the discrepancies between their skill levels and those of their age mates. Others seek a lot of stimulation and, as infants, might have learned to rely on adults to supply this; they continue to do so even after they are capable of generating input themselves. Still others might fiercely insist on doing things (e.g. getting dressed) for themselves but, once they have mastered the task intellectually and it holds no further interest for them, will then refuse to do it at all.

Creative thinking style 

Gifted children’s problem-finding and problem-solving skills are often creative, allowing them to see an issue from a range of perspectives, sometimes yielding original insights (Shore & Kanevsky 1993). Their divergent or flexible thinking is enabled by their proficiency at metacognitive control (Carr & Borkowski 1987) and possession of a large body of information and ideas to manipulate.

Auditory-sequential learning style 

The majority of individuals—according to Silverman (2002), perhaps as many as two-thirds—learn most efficiently by listening. Because with language one word is delivered before another, these people also tend to be competent at sequencing ideas. Their characteristic learning style (as listed in Box 1.1) is compatible with most teaching methods in schools, so these gifted children often cope well with school and are academically gifted.

Visual spatial (or holistic) learning style 

Meanwhile, the remaining one-third of learners use images to learn. They gravitate towards activities involving the building, creating or manipulation of objects, including art, building, cooking, design, drawing, inventing, and the assembly and disassembly of objects (Lubinski 2003).

These children see a whole pattern all at once, so have no need to break it down into its component parts in order to understand it. This means that they often find sequential tasks frustrating, as these require a one-step-at-a-time approach, whereas they prefer to do things as a whole. Their learning style is often at odds with the more usual auditory teaching style in schools and their nonconformity can be misinterpreted as a learning difficulty rather than a strength. It can show itself as:

• an apparent difficulty with following more than one instruction in a sequence; 

• irritation at having to show workings with such things as arithmetic equations; 

• the ability to read words as a whole, rather than phonetically—and teaching reading phonetically only confuses them; 

• having difficulty with tasks that, to auditory-sequential learners, seem easy (as they contain few steps) while being very able at tasks that, to others, seem difficult because they demand abstract reasoning. As a result, visual-spatial learners can fail or appear not to be applying themselves to routine tasks—which, in turn, can mean that they are not given the challenge of more stimulating tasks (at which they are likely to be very successful); 

• being more than usually intolerant of rehearsal and repetition as, once you have seen a complete picture, rehearsal does not improve that image (whereas rehearsal does improve the recall of auditory-sequential learners); 

• being inflexible when adults’ instructions differ from the plan they imagine in their head, such that they will negotiate with adults rather than conform to their instructions; and/or 

• tuning out auditory information (appearing to daydream or withdrawing physically from auditory stimulation), especially when exposed to visual stimulation, such as when they are watching TV and are unable to hear their parents.

Speech and language skills 

Many intellectually gifted children speak much earlier than is typical, resulting in a wider and more complex vocabulary and sentence structure from an early age (Lewis & Louis 1991; Moltzen 2004a; Perleth et al. 1993). Even more important than speech is the children’s precocious comprehension of language, which from an early age is a robust indicator of intellectual ability (Freeman 1993; Guilford et al. 1981; Moltzen 2004a; Perleth et al. 1993; Robinson 1993; Smutny et al. 1989).

Gifted children’s advanced facility with language has three effects: first, it allows them to express their needs from an earlier age. Their logical thinking can lead to constant questions to which they demand detailed, in-depth answers. Their resulting constant talk can lead either to indulgence or to being ignored (Bromfield 1994). Meanwhile, their advanced language—being such an obvious sign of intellectual giftedness—can deceive adults into expecting too much of them in other spheres.

Second, their facility with language allows them to understand information supplied by adults. Verbally gifted young children can comprehend adult conversations earlier than usual, with a resulting increase in the amount of information that is available to them, but also an early interest in ‘adult business’. Their advanced conversation can make them interesting companions but there is an associated risk that parents will confide too much in them, resulting in their children becoming worried about adult issues.

Third, their language skills permit the use of self-talk (metacognitive skills) to govern their own learning and behaviour. These three aspects of language further infants’ development at the time, and represent an advantage that lasts (Freeman 2000).

In addition to their wide vocabulary, advanced verbal reasoning skills, accurate grammar and early comprehension, some specific signs of young gifted children’s advanced language skills are listed in Box 1.1. Perhaps an unexpected manifestation of their advanced cognitive and language abilities is gifted children’s early appreciation of humour. This comes about because their cognitive and language skills allow them to know what is typical and so they appreciate the humour in exceptions or incongruities.


When watching a cricket match on TV, a five-year-old enjoyed the duck that walked across the screen when a batsman was dismissed without scoring—that is, was ‘out for a duck’. A few weeks later, at the beginning of a match, a utility van with the sponsor’s advertisement scrolled across the bottom of the screen and she announced with amusement: ‘He’s out for a truck!’



Motor abilities 

As with all other areas of development, children with advanced learning capabilities often acquire motor skills early—particularly skills that rely on cognitive control such as balance, in contrast with those that rely only on strength or endurance (Robinson 1993; Roedell et al. 1980). This can show up extremely early, such as when newborns develop head control and integrate the innate reflexes early, permitting (for example) asymmetrical hand use at a younger than usual age. Later, they learn new physical movements with ease and can locate themselves in the environment. Their superior coordination, environmental perception and advanced planning skills contribute to a lowered rate of childhood accidents. These skills can also lead to early awareness of left and right.

Nevertheless, intellectually gifted children’s fine motor skills (hand–eye coordination) might not proceed earlier than the norm (Tannenbaum 1983), and their slower development of these skills can stand in the way of their other accomplishments.

In contrast, children who are gifted in their fine motor skills can be competent at putting together new or difficult puzzles, taking apart and reassembling objects with unusual skill, or making interesting shapes or patterns with objects.

Artistic skills 

Children who are gifted in drawing typically become proficient at the artistic style that is dominant in their culture; in the West, this leads to representational drawings at a young age, with detail and perspective (Winner &Martino 2003). Gifted child artists draw complex images, as if trying to understand how objects are structured. By the middle primary school years, they might repeat drawings of particular objects or might repeatedly draw the same story or theme, with each picture a rendition of an ‘episode’ in the story (Winner & Martino 2003). It is common for the aesthetic qualities of their artwork to diminish during the school years: those who were mimics only will not progress beyond this level, whereas those destined to develop artistic creativity will acquire their own style from adolescence onwards.

Musical skills 

As with children who are gifted in other domains, the musically gifted learn quickly and display a ‘rage to master’ and intuitive understanding of their skill domain (Winner & Martino 2000). They show deep appreciation and understanding of music from a very young age—perhaps as young as one or two years (Winner & Martino 2000). As infants, musically gifted children have a deep interest in environmental sounds and music. They are sensitive to the structure of music and have excellent musical memories; they are therefore able to play music back vocally or with an instrument, displaying great accuracy, matching of pitch and precise timing. They are also sensitive to the emotional or expressive qualities of music, which is the basis of musicality (in contrast to mere reproduction).

As a result, musical giftedness first emerges in performance rather than composition, which might not appear until late childhood (Winner &Martino 2000). Whereas many young children generate their own songs during their preschool years, by school age they are often concerned with correctly reproducing known songs; the reverse is the case for musically gifted children who improvise and transpose tunes into different keys (Winner & Martino 2000).

Social skills 

Gifted children can display a range of social aptitudes from early childhood onwards.

Empathy 

Many gifted children are less egocentric than their age peers (Shore &Kanevsky 1993). Egocentricity does not refer to selfishness, but to the ability to notice others’ emotions and deduce their cause, using awareness that  others’ feelings might be different from one’s own. Thus children with elements of emotional giftedness are more sensitive to the needs or feelings of other people than their age mates may be.


A child was told that her friend, Sophie could not come to her upcoming third birthday party because Sophie’s grandmother had died suddenly, requiring Sophie to travel interstate for the funeral. Much later in the day, the almost-three-year-old was eating a sandwich with quiet tears rolling down her face. Her mother asked her what was the matter, thinking that she was disappointed that her friend could not come to her party. The reply was: ‘I’m sad for Sophie. She didn’t get to say good-bye to her Nanna before she died.’ The child then burst into piteous and prolonged crying.



Play 

Young gifted children often learn to play games with rules earlier than other children and incorporate academic and literacy activities spontaneously into their play (Kitano 1985). They have advanced play interests and behaviours (Robinson 1993), and so may attempt to structure the play of a group of age mates in too complex a way (Webb 1993). When the less able children lose interest and wander off, gifted children sometimes interpret this apparent lack of interest as a rejection of them, rather than attributing it to the fact that the other children cannot yet play at more sophisticated levels.

Friendships 

Because of their ability to empathise with others and the scarcity of intellectual peers, young gifted children will often form strong attachments to one or two friends (Baska 1989). Whereas young children usually regard as friends the children with whom they play the most, gifted children tend to be able to develop true reciprocal friendships far earlier.

This pattern is apparent, however, only when gifted children can find true (intellectual) peers. To do this, many seek out older children and adults for companionship, or seek to be alone (Clark 2002; Davis & Rimm 2004; Lewis & Louis 1991). In order to meet their need for company, many have an imaginary playmate, although this is common also with highly imaginative children (who may not be gifted).

Educators cannot expect gifted children to display appropriate peer skills when they lack peers. This highlights that social skills rely on the social context, as shown by the fact that gifted children’s social difficulties usually diminish when they find intellectual peers (Morelock & Morrison 1996).

Leadership 

Young gifted children often show early leadership abilities, such as being willing to accept responsibility, use of clear communication, adaptability, flexibility, preference for directing rather than following activities, ability to synthesise group members’ ideas to formulate a plan, and self-confidence around others (Moltzen 2004a). They are often looked to by other children for their ideas and decisions. Their verbal and reasoning skills allow them to handle conflict non-aggressively by suggesting a number of solutions to social dilemmas (Morelock & Morrison 1996). They have the verbal abilities to influence other children’s behaviour, although they might also use their skills manipulatively.

Moral judgment 

Being less egocentric and more empathic than is usual at their age, gifted children typically have an advanced sense of justice (Baska 1989; Clark 2002; Davis & Rimm 2004; LeVine & Tucker 1986). This is expressed in their ability to make complex moral judgments earlier than their age mates (Gross 2004), although they are not necessarily any more capable of enacting moral decisions in real life (Freeman 1993; Moltzen 1996a; Robinson 1993).

This advanced value system can present some problems for gifted children. First, it can intensify their feelings of being different (Gross 2004). When other children do something which is developmentally normal but which they know to be ‘wrong’, gifted children can be offended and confused.

Second, their moral values can drive their personal interests, leading at times to a disdain for popular activities (e.g. sport) which have no ‘meaning’.

Third, boys’ altruism and compassion may be in conflict with the stereotypes of boys as ‘tough guys’ and so can lead to peer rejection or can cause them to behave in ways that contradict their values, just so that they can fit in (Lovecky 1994b).

Fourth, gifted children’s interest in social issues—especially those involving a violation of justice—sometimes exceeds their emotional maturity and ability to cope, and can clash with their need to focus on their own growth (Baska 1989).

Finally, their sense of morality and intolerance of hypocrisy can mean that they are reluctant to tell those ‘white’ (social) lies that often oil the wheels of social interactions: their brutal honesty sometimes disturbs other people (Gross 2004).

Emotional characteristics 

Children can be gifted in the intellectual domain alone, or gifted both intellectually and in the social-emotional sphere. It is probably the latter group to  whom Silverman and others refer when they describe many gifted children as being more emotionally sensitive, intense and responsive than average learners (Miller et al. 1994; Morelock 1996; Piechowski 2003; Silverman 1993b). In my clinical practice I too find many intellectually gifted children who, in contrast to the myth about the poorly adapted bright child, are indeed more emotionally aware, intuitive, insightful, perceptive and caring. This is often reflected in others’ descriptions of these children: grandmothers often comment that a newborn has ‘been here before’; others speak of the child as having been born wise; the Irish call this being fey; some say the child is ‘an old soul’. All this sounds fanciful but, language aside, such comments are referring to children’s emotional awareness, to the fact that they are tuned into themselves and others and that, without explanation, they can understand others’ emotions and use their own feelings to guide insightful decisions.

Emotional intelligence entails both emotional self-awareness, whereby individuals observe, recognise and understand their own emotions and their source; and self-regulation, whereby they can manage their emotional responses, with the result that emotional perception facilitates thinking, and reasoning takes emotions into account (Maree & Ebersöhn 2002; Mayer et al. 2001; Pfeiffer 2001). In this way, emotions and thinking processes are integrated, resulting in better adjustment to life’s demands, heightened awareness of one’s own and others’ feelings, and improved ability to manage relationships. 

At the same time, the ability to be emotionally tuned in to oneself and others can come at some cost to its owner. For example, the deeper and broader knowledge base of gifted learners can propel them into examining abstract issues before they have the emotional maturity to cope (Roeper 1977). These emotional traits can produce the appearance of social or emotional immaturity, as the children become intensely upset about issues that can seem trivial to others. Meanwhile, as already mentioned, sensitive boys can be rejected by their peers for not being ‘macho’ enough (Lovecky 1994b). So emotional giftedness can be both a blessing and a challenge.

Early development of fears 

One result of the combination of advanced cognitive and social awareness with heightened sensitivity is that gifted children sometimes develop fears earlier than other children (Derevensky & Coleman 1989; LeVine & Tucker 1986; Robinson 1993), when they might be too young emotionally to cope with their precocious imagination (Chamrad & Robinson 1986). Another consequence of cognitive and social advances is that gifted children lose their innocence and their belief in magical thinking earlier (Roeper 1977).

Self-esteem 

Gifted children’s self-concept develops early (Delisle 1992), which in turn hastens their recognition that they are different from other children (Clark 2002; Harrison 2003). Although this awareness can lead them to assume that there is something ‘wrong’ with them, on the whole most gifted children are confident of their skills, particularly in their gifted domain.

Perfectionism 

Despite a paucity of evidence, gifted children are often described as setting high standards for their own performance and as demanding far more of themselves than do their parents or teachers. This trait is commonly called perfectionism. It is not unique to gifted learners, of course, nor necessarily detrimental personally (as will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4). However, when punishing standards are applied to other children, this can result in their rejection by others and thus in social isolation.

Existential awareness 

Sometimes called ‘spiritual intelligence’, existential awareness refers to children’s investigation of intellectual questions such as the meaning of life and the emotional search for personal signficance or value, for interconnections or a communication between themselves and others (Zohar & Marshall 2000). Such existential issues occupy many gifted children at an earlier age and with more intensity than is typical of their peers (Lovecky 1998; Sisk 2002). From their earliest years, many perceive the big picture or context in their world and begin a life-long quest for balance in life itself and a richly meaningful path in life.

Sensitivity 

Having high standards for themselves and being perceptive to others can make gifted children overly sensitive, especially to criticism (Mendaglio 1994, 1995b). It is possible that, while they are more perceptive to other people’s signals, their limited life experience causes them to misinterpret these messages (Freeman 1983; Mendaglio 1994).

Frustration 

While extremely gifted preschoolers tend to be precocious across all developmental domains, those with mildly advanced intellectual development achieve only slightly better than average in gross and fine motor skills (Tannenbaum 1992). The result is dissonant development between the various developmental domains, which can lead to frustration. The children might be able to conceptualise what they want to do, but cannot achieve it because of their age-appropriate manual dexterity (Chamrad & Robinson 1986; Freeman 1983; Kitano 1986; Roedell et al. 1980; Webb 1993; Whitmore 1980).

Maturity 

On the one hand, gifted children often accept responsibilities that are usually given only to older children; on the other, they can have emotional or behavioural outbursts that seem very immature (Robinson 1993).

Behavioral nonconformity 

Because of their independence, gifted children tend to resist attempts by adults to control their behaviour (Delisle 1992; Kitano 1990a) (an issue I discuss again in Chapter 6). Although their intellectual risk taking is often reflected in advanced learning, it can result in breaking ‘rules’ in unusual and unanticipated ways, and so can appear to be ‘mischief-making’ (Mares 1991). Whilst not necessarily conforming to expectations themselves, young gifted children often want others to obey the rules (Kitano 1985).

Exceptionally gifted children 

Just as degrees of hearing impairment have significant implications for whether children will learn aurally or by signing, so too degrees of giftedness have significant implications for children’s learning needs. When describing the characteristics and needs of gifted children, we need to be aware of the level of giftedness to which we are referring, as information about mildly or moderately gifted children might not be relevant to those who are exceptionally gifted, while descriptions of the exceptionally gifted can inflate our concept of giftedness and cause us to overlook it in its milder forms.

Although IQ scores are not a perfect measure of intellectual giftedness, and although individuals can be gifted in domains other than the intellectual, levels of giftedness are often denoted by their IQ scores. For reasons discussed in Chapter 2, I adopt a conservative definition of giftedness that encompasses only the top 3–5 per cent of the population, yielding the categories of intellectual giftedness outlined in Table 1.1. The prevalence figures in this table are uncertain, however: for unknown reasons, there are more people in the exceptionally gifted range than would be expected (Gross 2004). But even if we double the figures given in the table, children with exceptional and profound levels of giftedness are extremely rare. This makes them difficult to recognise, as most teachers will go through their whole careers without ever meeting one.

Exceptionally gifted children are generally extremely advanced across most developmental domains, extremely early (Gross 1999, 2004; Lovecky 1994a). As with other gifted children, they might acquire talking, walking and reading skills early but, compounding this, then advance so quickly that some developmental stages are virtually imperceptible. They might go from walking with assistance to walking alone in one month instead of the usual 3.5 months, and will link words into phrases within a few months of their first word (Gross 1999, 2004; Gross & Start 1990). Their numeracy skills are typically advanced, while their spelling can appear to be careless but in fact errors are due to their use of a sophisticated vocabulary (Gross 2004). Early reading reliably differentiates between mild and high degrees of giftedness, with many exceptionally gifted children learning to read prior to entering school despite little instruction and continuing to regard reading as their favourite form of recreation throughout childhood (Gross 1993a, 1999, 2004; Gross & Start 1990).

Table 1.1 Levels of giftedness 
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Socially, with the exception of a lack of interest in competitive sport, their hobbies, interests and friendship choices typically resemble those of children four or five years older (Gross 2004). The wider discrepancy between their skill levels and those of age mates means that their social isolation is more pronounced than for children with lesser degrees of giftedness (Gross 1993a, 2004; Gross & Start 1990).

In terms of their learning style, the exceptionally gifted have been described as possessing a strong—even stubborn—goal orientation, being intensely driven to utilise their skills, with a ‘rage’ or vital urge to master (Gross 2004; Maxwell 1998).

Exceptionally gifted children also often make the simple complex, seeing intricacies and exceptions in things others take for granted (Lovecky 1994a). Lovecky reports that this characteristic can be coupled with the need for extreme precision in order for the world to make sense, and so can result in extensive arguments or debates with others.

A reverse characteristic is that exceptionally gifted children make the complex simple (Lovecky 1994a) because they master concepts as a whole and are proficient at both verbal-sequential and visual-spatial skills. This makes it difficult for these children to explain a concept’s components parts, which is why many exceptionally gifted children have trouble with peer  tutoring. The same phenomenon is found with reading: once the children no longer need to sound out words, it is frustrating and difficult for them to be required to do so (Gross 2004).

In order to fit in socially, these children may spontaneously stop reading when they begin school, having observed that other school entrants cannot read (Gross 2004). They might also modify their complex vocabulary when away from home. Thus many exceptionally gifted learners are not detected by their teachers, although their classmates often notice their exceptional skills (Gross 1999, 2004; Gross & Start 1990). And, because of unfamiliarity with giftedness—particularly in its extreme form—teachers might not know to offer very advanced learning experiences. This makes it crucial for parents to document their children’s skills and for assessment to include IQ tests, as teacher nomination is likely to overlook the children’s extraordinary skills, particularly if they hang back in activities or are nonconformists (Gross 1999, 2004; Hodge 2004).

Prodigies 

Child prodigies demonstrate adult-level performances in demanding fields at an extremely early age (Feldman 1993). Their skills are usually in specific domains such as chess and music, probably because these do not require much prior learning (Montgomery 1996). Not only do prodigies learn skills earlier (i.e. more quickly), but they achieve a higher level of competence than others, even those with the best training and most extensive practice. In contrast with savants, whose general abilities are usually below average, prodigies are usually very able intellectually, although not exceptionally so; like exceptionally gifted children, prodigies have a fierce determination to develop their talents (Feldman 1993).

Prodigies appear not to be a product of genetics (as their parents and siblings are seldom prodigies), but neither are they a product of their environment, as these very young children have not been alive long enough to benefit from even the most enriched environment (Tannenbaum 1992). On the other hand, they do require environmental exposure in their area of special ability: in order to play the violin like a virtuoso, they obviously need to have been introduced to the instrument (Tannenbaum 1992).

There appears to be higher than usual hostility to the special needs of prodigies within the education system, resulting in many parents choosing home schooling (Feldman 1993). At the same time, there is a fascination with prodigies which, in my view, unintentionally ill-serves other gifted children. The frequent mention of prodigies in the media and literature (vastly out of proportion to the prevalence of prodigious children) can create an inflated view of giftedness, and so blind educators to the more common forms that giftedness can take.

Conclusion 

Remember the scenario presented at the beginning of this chapter? The description of gifted children’s skills outlined here allows us to understand how a child who relies on her parent to translate the world to her and to translate her to the world can then have difficulty separating from that parent. This chapter has also explained that gifted children—particularly at young ages—have few intellectual peers and so rely even more heavily on adults for company when older children are not available to them. This means that they have a depth of attachment to a few key individuals, but not necessarily a breadth. They have age peers but no age mate who is interested in the same ideas and activities as themselves, and so they naturally gravitate towards adults. Moreover, when the intellectual curriculum does not meet their needs, they are not induced to separate from the parent on whom they rely so keenly.

Next, to the child’s dressing skills. She was interested in dressing herself when she was aged two and it was an intellectual challenge, but now that it is mundane and offers no new challenge, she is not interested in doing it. She can—but no longer finds it fascinating.

Finally, the characteristics listed in this chapter explain the child’s lack of engagement and apparent brief concentration span. She has already achieved—perhaps a year ago—the tasks on offer at preschool and so has little interest in engaging with them now. When she does engage, she achieves the tasks the first time so has no need to repeat or practise them. So her attention span—while appearing delayed—is actually the result of an unchallenging program.

So while the child’s behavioural pattern signals atypical development, it is up to educators and parents collaboratively to piece these observations together with assessment of the child’s developmental skills across settings in order to determine the direction of that atypicality. The signs of giftedness described here can at least alert us to the possibility of advanced development.
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