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FIRST, WE WISH TO THANK the students, parents, and educators affiliated with the Davidson Institute for Talent Development for sharing their stories with us. They told us this book needed to be written, and their generous contribution of anecdotes, research, and time made this book possible. To protect their privacy, we have changed many of the children’s names, but not the details of their lives. These families and educators inspire us in our mission to develop the talent of America’s brightest students.
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AT THE Davidson Institute for Talent Development, a non-profit organization we founded in 1999 to help our nation’s brightest children get the education they need, we’re always amazed by the stories families share with us. We receive an e-mail from a mother who describes how her son, at age two, learned all the state capitals as an afternoon diversion and later solved three-digit arithmetic problems when he was bored in his stroller. We smile at the story of another toddler who tried to weasel out of trouble for throwing a toy back at his sibling by claiming he was just following “Newton’s Third Law.” A ten-year-old composes a set of complex piano pieces. A teenager pursues a patent on an antibody he developed to slow the growth of tumors.

Sadly, not all the stories we hear make us smile. Most tell how schools and communities neglect these highly intelligent children. They are kept with children their own age, rarely given work that challenges them, and told they will just have to learn to work at the same pace as everyone else. We hear of children who read and comprehend their math books in the first two weeks of school and spend the rest of the year gazing out the window. Teenagers who read Dostoyevsky for pleasure suffer the tedium of classes that devote weeks to books written for young adult audiences.

This book is about their stories. We have changed these children’s names, but not the details of the difficulties they have encountered trying to eke out an appropriate education. This book is about whether schools and communities choose to squelch or nurture the flame of intelligence in their young people, and what happens when they choose to deny or embrace this national resource. Learning becomes a joy when children have what we call “aha!” moments. An equation works, a story makes sense, and a little connection forges in a child’s brain. The harder a child has to work to make that connection, the brighter the lightbulb burns.

People always ask us why, when we sold Davidson & Associates, our educational software company, and entered the world of philanthropy, we chose to work with gifted children. Our reply is that we have always wanted to help children become successful learners. Even before founding Davidson & Associates, Jan taught English at the college level and tutored children of all ages. Bob’s ideas for our math and reading software helped thousands of students discover that learning can be as much fun as playing video games. We want all children to have these “aha!” moments. So we searched for the population that traditional schools serve least, the population that is least likely to learn and achieve to its potential. We believe that highly gifted students are that population.

Over the years, we have discovered that when it comes to leaving no child behind, highly gifted students are the most likely to fall through the cracks in American classrooms. They are the most likely to underachieve, to suffer the greatest gap between their potential and what is asked of them. This is what we mean by “genius denied.”

“Genius” means extraordinary intellectual ability, and people use the word in two different but related ways. In one sense, genius means high intellectual potential; in the other sense, genius means “creative ability of exceptionally high order as demonstrated by total achievement.” This book uses both meanings. Works of eminence require years of preparation and require minds working to the best of their abilities. If we fail to recognize and nurture extraordinary intellectual ability in our children, we will deny them the opportunity to develop their talents to their full extent and deny them, and the nation, the satisfaction and benefits of what these children may someday do.

At the Davidson Institute we try to help highly gifted young people find ways to keep learning to the extent of their abilities. Our Davidson Young Scholars program provides guidance, resources, and educational advocacy assistance to hundreds of families of talented young people ages four to eighteen. Our Davidson Fellows award program provides scholarships to students who already have completed works of great importance. Our Educators Guild provides teachers with resources and training to identify and nurture gifted students in their classrooms. And we grant awards to schools with an exemplary record for nurturing intellectual talent.

We are writing this book to share the stories of the children, families, and teachers we have met through these programs, and to help readers understand how schools deny these “aha!” moments to bright students by failing to challenge them. We do not believe that most educators or schools or communities are hostile to the needs of gifted learners. Rather, most people are simply indifferent. With all the other educational crises plaguing American schools these days, why, people ask, should we focus on children who seem better able than other students to fend for themselves? People believe these children have it easy. They ace tests without trying. They race through their homework.

We first answer these questions by saying that schools should not discriminate against gifted kids. All kids—low-achievers, high-achievers, and those in the middle—deserve to have their educational needs met. But we also have another reason for wanting schools and society to nurture gifted children. Through our work we have met young people who have composed symphonies, written novels, made advancements in the treatment of cancer, and found new ways of compressing data for faster and cheaper storage and retrieval, all before they were old enough to vote. These young people benefited from parents, teachers, mentors, and communities that supported and encouraged them. Unlike so many of their talented peers, their genius was nurtured, not denied. We want to live in a world where such talent is harnessed and put to use. We can’t expect to benefit from gifted children’s creativity later if we let schools dull their minds into indifference now.

The simple solution, it seems to us, is to make sure that gifted children, like all other children, are given material that is challenging enough to allow them to learn. We also know that children learn best when surrounded by their intellectual peers. Yet in a country with one hundred types of toothpaste on supermarket shelves, schools still follow a one-size-fits-all educational model. Children march in lockstep through grades with their age peers, regardless of their capabilities. Changing schools so they focus on whether a child reaches her potential—instead of focusing on whether she passes the standardized test and spends 180 days in a seat—will require a major shift in thinking for parents, teachers, administrators, and policy makers.

It won’t be easy, but it is a cause worth fighting for. Such individualized education will make school more humane for all students and, particularly in the case of gifted students, will reap rewards for society for years to come.

The first three chapters of Genius Denied discuss the problem—how schools shortchange their brightest students, even in gifted programs, and how America’s lowest-common-denominator culture has created this educational neglect. The next four chapters show how parents, teachers, mentors, patrons, schools, and society can help gifted students achieve their potential. A What You Can Do section at the back of the book provides practical suggestions for nurturing your own gifted child or other gifted children in your community.

In five years at the Davidson Institute we have met hundreds of highly gifted students through our programs. We know these students can do anything if given the chance. In America today, however, too few schools take that chance. They prefer instead to live with the consequences of genius denied.
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Genius Denied

WHEN RACHEL was four years old, she told her mother she wanted to write a story. The little girl couldn’t physically write the words yet, so she asked her mother to write them down for her. Her mother agreed to do so and then marveled as Rachel dictated an elaborate ten-page tale called “The Time of Great Recise” about a recently orphaned heroine struggling with her grief. Rachel knew no word that meant “strife,” but also the process of overcoming it, so she coined “recise” to mean just that. She was too young and her ideas too big to be limited by the English language.

For Rachel, growing up in a small town in Pennsylvania, writing proved to be her own means of “great recise.” She was always different. When she played with other children her age, she wanted to talk about her Chronicles of Narnia books and the science fiction fantasy worlds she dreamed up, while they wanted to talk about toys. Troubled by this, she looked forward to school. She imagined there would be other children like her there—children who vacuumed up information, children who had hundreds of questions, children who loved to solve fascinating problems. So she watched the school bus from the window and looked forward to all she would learn.

But school, too, lagged behind her mind. Rachel knew how to read already and read voraciously. By second grade the rest of her class was reading two-paragraph selections from a reader while she raced through the comprehension questions to devour a few more pages in her Madeleine L’Engle books. She used words her classmates didn’t understand, so she was the quirky child. In elementary school that was mostly okay. She came to class dressed as Jo March to tell the other eight-year-olds the plot of Little Women, and she soaked up their rapt attention. She produced a science fiction trilogy of short stories that earned her a place in her school’s gifted program, although all that meant was a few extra hours a week of word puzzles and the like. She read books on everything from politics to physics and formed opinions on world affairs that seemed strange coming from a curly-haired child. And some force kept compelling her to write. She would skip anything else to make the words that jumbled in her head appear on the page.

Rachel’s parents knew she was a high-maintenance child—energetic, emotional, and very, very bright. Then they had her tested and discovered that her IQ (intelligence quotient) was so high, a score like hers occurred less than once in a thousand people. A small town like hers might encounter such a child in its elementary school every few years at most. Rachel’s frenetic mind was years older than her body.

While it was a comfort to have their suspicions confirmed, Rachel’s parents worried about the rest of her schooling. Would officials, administrators, and teachers work with them to meet her needs? They soon learned how difficult and hostile school can be for a child who is different.

The trouble began when Rachel started middle school. Every night she scribbled and typed a bit more for a novel, an arching saga that swelled to four hundred pages. Meanwhile, at school, her English teacher insisted that the class circle nouns in sentences, and then she sent everyone home with more worksheets of the same. The pointlessness of it stunned Rachel. She had to take time from writing about other galaxies to underscore verbs. She began to dread the wasted hours.

Then there was the matter of social hierarchy, which grew more important with every passing year. Rachel talked too much in class. She wanted to argue points with the teachers and other children. She couldn’t cope with lunchroom conversations about clothes and boys and the tedious matter of who sat next to whom. She was always on the outside. Middle school dances and parties—she’d rather be writing. When sentences stirred in her brain, her thoughts dashed inward, away from everything else.

She mourned having no one to share her love of words with, but so it went. While her teacher assigned a list of spelling words for students to study, she wrote her own stories under the desk. She read everything she could on science and threw herself into a distance-learning writing course from Johns Hopkins University. And every year she looked forward to a month-long summer canoeing trip as part of a wilderness program in Canada. There, in groups of eight girls, she eased the pressure on her mind by pushing her body to its limits. The outdoors didn’t stifle her like a classroom. She slowly grew in confidence with the help of fellow wayfarers who accepted her as she was.

That was four weeks a year, however. The rest of the time grew worse and worse. By tenth grade the meaningless work assigned simply to keep everyone busy made her despair. It became a routine, like an assembly line: Read the stilted prose of a biology book and answer the end-of-chapter questions. Spend weeks wading through what happens in an assigned novel instead of discussing what it means. Memorize the names of medieval kings. Cough them up on a quiz and forget them. Rachel could see no end to it. Her parents asked for special courses or distance-learning opportunities, but the school refused. It had never been done before, administrators said. The school wouldn’t count her Johns Hopkins writing courses toward her diploma, so she kept taking English classes that dwelt on sentence structure as she wrote long stories every ten days at home. She raced through school books, then read The Brothers Karamazov and Anna Karenina under her desk.

The school did promise that she could take college courses in her junior year, but not a moment sooner and only if she took certain prerequisites. Simply testing out of these prerequisites would not be allowed. So she waded through “technical education” and took so many classes that one term she didn’t have a lunch break. She packaged lunches in bits that she could eat in the halls. Students weren’t allowed to eat in the halls, and she often got in trouble for that.

Being exiled from the cafeteria only increased her social isolation. She couldn’t fit into her small-town high school’s world of homecoming queens, high school fashions, and locker gossip. To fill lonely hours on nights and weekends, she worked more than she needed to. A teacher assigned a ten-page story in English, and she wrote a twenty-eight-page novella called I-Ana on string theory and canoeing. She hoped the college classes to come would tap that jumble of ideas inside her head, a jumble that had nowhere to go and was slowly driving her crazy.

But then she saw the list of college courses offered. All introductory classes. Sciences that were offered at the high school were not allowed. No physics, no psychology. Mostly things she knew. She asked for an exception to choose from the course catalogue. The school refused to grant it. It had never been done before, they said. The local college refused to help without her high school’s permission. Those were the rules, they said, and there was nothing anyone could do.

After that, Rachel started falling apart. She was tired of jumping through hoops. She felt herself shrinking, she said, as the world of her high school pressed in on her. What did classes matter when she knew everything taught in them? Not learning made her miserable. She decided that she was the crazy one, that she was too different. It was better to stop trying. She started getting C’s on her report cards. She became even more withdrawn, writing about her demons and the futility of life. Her listlessness terrified her parents. They took her to a psychologist. Severe depression was the diagnosis—the depression of an ambitious child who flies straight into a brick wall.

Children with learning disabilities are by law given “individual education plans” to address their specific learning needs; some districts do the same for gifted children. Acknowledging Rachel’s exceptional intelligence, the school drew up an individual education plan for her. As part of it, some teachers created a behavioral checklist for her in tenth grade. It was a prescription for how to fit in: Don’t talk so much in class; keep it to a sound bite. Don’t be so aggressive. Don’t answer all the questions. Don’t discuss things so much. Tone it down. Don’t challenge the classroom status quo.

There it was, written down for her to follow: how to take that precocious mind and learn to be like everyone else.

 

*   *   *

Joshua played the piano with a brilliance that defied his tiny body. At age two he saw his uncle perform and told his mother he wanted to try. Even as a toddler he never banged his hands against the keyboard. He played notes on their own, concentrating on the sounds. Though normally an active little boy, he could sit patiently on the piano bench for half an hour or more, mesmerized by the shiny black and white keys. He played and played, and he got better, jumping from “Mary Had a Little Lamb” to Mozart like leaping from puddle to puddle. His feet couldn’t reach the pedals. Yet when Joshua was five, his teacher convinced his parents, Margaret and Vladislav, that their son might qualify for admission to the Juilliard School’s pre-college program. They brought him to the grand building behind the Lincoln Center in New York City and let him play for the judges. Joshua and his teacher had to choose music that wouldn’t suffer because his fingers couldn’t yet reach an octave, but he passed the audition anyway. He became the youngest child ever admitted. He and his mother began making the pilgrimage to Manhattan every Saturday, following the other little prodigies into Juilliard’s halls.

Meanwhile, during the week Joshua attended a normal public elementary school in suburban New York. His precocity extended beyond the piano. He learned to read before starting school. His immigrant parents assumed school would be like playing the piano—you moved ahead as quickly as you learned. It wasn’t. When Joshua finished assignments long before the rest of the class, his first grade teacher told him to keep quiet at his desk. The little boy had a hard time sitting still without a piano in front of him. He talked to the other children and tried to make them laugh, and he wound up in the principal’s office at least once a week for causing trouble. Margaret met with Joshua’s teacher and asked her to give him more work—something to read, something to do. The teacher instead turned these meetings into a litany of Joshua’s behavioral faults. He had to learn to behave and cope with boredom. Nobody got anything special. Everyone had to do the same thing. So Joshua kept going to the principal’s office, learning early on that being different made him bad.

Joshua’s family lived in a good school district. People bought houses there because the schools promised to expose children to a wide variety of opportunities. One of those opportunities was music class, which was required every year. It wasn’t quite Juilliard. Margaret later learned that the elementary school music teacher once ran to another teacher in tears after class because, as she said, “I don’t know what to do. Joshua can teach me.” At this time Joshua was making his concerto debut, playing Haydn’s D-Major Piano Concerto with the New York String Society. But this didn’t matter. Joshua couldn’t go to another room to play the piano during music class or even sit in the corner and read. He had to spend hours clapping the rhythm for quarter notes and other things he had learned long ago.

Joshua’s school, like Rachel’s, had a gifted program, of sorts. It was open to any reasonably bright child who showed an interest, and it consisted of little more than puzzles and extra work in addition to the worksheets and end-of-chapter comprehension questions. Joshua barely had time for that because of his hours of daily piano practice and his weekends filled with lessons. He loved piano; his face would light up as he talked of his favorite piece, a concerto by Shostakovich. It had a simple structure, he said, a little of everything, and it was a bit out there, though not so out there as something by John Cage, though of course Beethoven was considered out there for his time. Perhaps classical in the sense of Rachmaninoff, whose showiness hid a classical construction. Composers’ names and styles flowed off the boy’s tongue.

The children at Juilliard he saw once a week shared this fascination, but not the children at his middle school. There, people didn’t understand his lack of interest in sports and his frustration with the school’s militant devotion to grade-level and only grade-level work. Over the years his friends dwindled in number as they had less and less to talk about. He went through the same awkwardness as other thirteen-year-olds, made worse by the precocity that already made him different. The three to four hours of daily practice wore him down, too. With long, boring school days already filled with mindless distractions, he had little time for anything else. He grew tired of being different, tired of not fitting in. And, increasingly, he began to suffer from stage fright. In the past, Joshua had played at benefit concerts in full halls. He even played the role of a young Beethoven in an A&E Biography series, performing music by Mozart and Haydn. Now he became petrified of failing before thousands of people. He had seldom been truly challenged, and so he had never failed at anything. The possibility made his knees go weak.

He considered quitting the piano. His mother said he could if he wanted to. She just wanted him to feel normal, she said. Joshua didn’t like being so different, either. So one of the world’s most promising young musicians considered leaving his first love.
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Rachel and Joshua are real children. In small-town Pennsylvania and suburban New York they discovered that for gifted students like themselves, school can be an act of mental cruelty—or at best a waste of time. They are just two of thousands of such precocious, frustrated children nationwide who have watched the educational establishment shrug at their special gifts. They have seen their zeal for discovery buried in inertia. They wonder why school has to be so boring and why learning can’t be more of a joy.

Every day we hear tales of their troubles. One teenage girl tells of being mocked as a “rocket scientist” by a teacher trying to gain rapport with a class. A mother is told to put her child on Ritalin to drug the boredom away. An eager, extroverted six-year old girl has to be dragged to school because she dreads the dull hours so much. A seventh grade boy learns algebra over the summer, but has to repeat the class in eighth grade because his school can’t be bothered with accommodating his new knowledge. Schools label some gifted children as dull troublemakers because they refuse to do meaningless work. Others simply endure social isolation for speaking differently and caring about things different from other children their age.

While many gifted children eventually triumph in their quest to learn, few have an easy time of it. Indeed, we know that most highly gifted children are chronic underachievers—doing enough to get straight A’s, but hardly enough to stretch and grow their minds. Gifted education pioneer Leta Hollingworth once wrote that “in the ordinary elementary school situation, children of 140 IQ waste half their time. Those of 170 IQ waste practically all their time.” Except for a few bright spots, the situation has only worsened since Hollingworth conducted her research in the 1920s and 1930s. In America today the educational system—which is focused on the lowest common denominator—is more likely to crush a bright child’s spirit than nurture her intellect.

Two realities drive these children’s torments. First, America prides itself on being an egalitarian nation. The highly gifted seem privileged and thus undeserving of help. In tight times, funding for gifted education becomes a luxury. Massachusetts, for example, recently slashed an already meager gifted education budget from roughly $400,000 a year to zero. California’s then-Governor Gray Davis vetoed a 2002 bill that would have helped gifted students attend college early, because the state is required to provide a free education for all children through age eighteen: He claimed it was too expensive. The 2002 federal education budget allotted only $11 million for gifted programs, and this was mostly for research projects, not classroom instruction. President Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 increased educational spending—but almost entirely for those on the lower end of the achievement ladder. Overall, researcher Joyce Van Tassel-Baska estimates, America spends 143 times more on special education than gifted education.

Money alone won’t make children learn, although it helps. But even well-funded schools suffer from the second problem: America has also become an anti-intellectual nation. When Harvard University lowers its standards to recruit students who can win football games or capture championships in women’s squash, it’s no surprise that the rest of the country is prepared to compromise on academic achievement. If you walk into any American high school, the trophies you see displayed in the hall case are unlikely to be those of the student who won the state math contest. USA Today’s annual All-USA Academic lists showcase students with significant community service achievements more than those whose contributions have advanced human knowledge.

Evidence of this neglect rolls in. American businesses lament the shortage of highly skilled workers, and universities import many scientists and engineers from abroad. The number of American students scoring above 1000 on the SAT declined so much over the past few decades that the test had to be adjusted to “recenter”—and thus raise—the scores. Observers note that standard textbooks have declined as much as two grade levels in complexity since early in the twentieth century. Princeton University recently instituted basic writing classes to assist some of the highest-achieving kids in America who show up at college unable to write essays.

Quite simply, schools do not challenge their most intelligent students. And not only do they not challenge their gifted students, they push them back toward the middle, lauding doctrines of “socialization” and radical egalitarianism, which deny that some children learn faster than others. As we hear again and again from gifted kids who are forced to stare at the clock as they wait for their classmates to catch up, schools teach bright students that curiosity only makes you miserable. The Higher Education Research Institute’s 2001 survey of college freshmen found that an all-time high of 41 percent reported being frequently bored in high school. And HERI’s 2002 survey found that while nearly 46 percent received A averages, fewer students than ever did even an hour’s worth of homework each night.
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Even some advocates for highly intelligent students have let problems of defining “giftedness” stand in the way of meeting these children’s needs.

Most gifted programs in America concern themselves less with matching an appropriate curriculum to the child than with identifying a few students, either by IQ or achievement test scores or teacher recommendations, and giving them a few hours a week of enrichment activities. Because these programs need a cutoff point, schools or districts create one. Many use IQ scores, since IQ tests do offer a good, albeit not perfect, view of a person’s capacity to learn and his or her problem-solving ability. But because a child with an IQ of 121 is not appreciably brighter than one with an IQ of 119, critics of gifted education can easily point out the absurdity. And advocates have accepted these limited programs in order to ease the highly gifted student’s boredom for a few hours, rather than demand that education be reformed to challenge all students, particularly the brightest, to the extent of their abilities.

Few schools understand differences in precocity among gifted children. As many as one in six American students between the ages of four and eighteen—some 10 million young people—receive this label for scoring one standard deviation or more above the norm on intelligence tests. These tests, such as the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, assign scores based on how thousands of people answer various questions. The average IQ score is 100 with a standard deviation of 15 points. Sixty percent of the population falls within one standard deviation either way (85-115); 95 percent fall within the 70-130 range. A score of seventy indicates borderline retardation. The qualification for school gifted programs ranges from 115 to 130, depending on the state. A score of 145 occurs in the population roughly once in one thousand, while a score of 160 occurs in the population once in ten thousand.

While children with IQs of 120 or 160 may both be called “gifted,” they learn at different rates and think at very different levels. This wide range of intellectual abilities includes students who may be satisfied with moderate academic advancement, such as taking algebra in eighth grade, and more intellectually advanced students who may be ready for calculus in elementary school. It covers students who read just a bit above grade level and twelve-year-olds who devour Tolstoy by flashlight under the covers at night. Yet educational policies tend to view the gifted as a homogeneous group and assume that any gifted program put in place will satisfy all these children’s needs.

It won’t. Few schools, even well-funded suburban ones, offer highly gifted children an appropriate education, even within their gifted programs. In Joshua’s and Rachel’s schools the gifted programs offered puzzles or games or just additional, inappropriate work. Honors classes meant moving ahead a bit, but not enough to challenge children capable of thinking years beyond their age. Even moderately gifted children are shortchanged by schools that care only about the percentages of students who pass the state’s assessment tests.

We recognize the special needs of all these students. However, as we see daily, the brighter the child, the more likely he or she will suffer in a school that teaches to the middle. The problem becomes most acute in what we call “highly gifted” students, which in educational parlance means IQs of at least 145 or roughly three standard deviations above the norm. These are the students who score above average for high school seniors when they take the SAT through talent searches as middle schoolers. They score at the 99th percentile on grade-level standardized tests whether they’ve paid attention in class or not. They learn to read early and can comprehend chapter books intended for older children within a few months of learning their letters. Most are fascinated by numbers and will flip ahead in their math books or borrow an older sibling’s textbooks to figure out what wonderful things they can do to solve these problems.

The U.S. Department of Education defines giftedness by saying: “Children and youth with outstanding talent perform or show the potential for performing at remarkably high levels of accomplishment when compared with others of their age, experience, and environment.”

Highly gifted students show potential for performing at remarkably high levels compared with other good students of the same age, experience, and environment. In good schools mildly gifted students tend to do well and work a bit for their grades. But even in good schools, most highly gifted children do not receive work challenging enough to stretch their minds. Failing to meet these students needs because of the hazards of defining giftedness is like failing to feed the hungry because people quibble over how many calories the body requires.

Students with the most potential are at the greatest risk of underachievement in an educational system that still believes in grouping children by age, not ability. During our years of working with highly intelligent students, we have seen that they need constant mental stimulation due to the rapid rate at which they learn. They need to explore a subject in depth in order to understand the “why” and the “how” as well as the “what.” They learn little or nothing from regurgitating information on worksheets or providing answers to end-of-chapter questions, even if they copy the questions themselves, as many teachers stalling for time insist they do. When kept with children their own age and told to wait for everyone else to catch up, the brightest students strain at their constraints the way most adults would if told they had to return to the sixth grade. To keep from going crazy, highly gifted students learn to stunt their own growth in order not to appear different. They miss out on those “aha!” moments of discovery that make learning such a joy. They fail to develop the discipline and confidence that comes from being challenged to the extent of their abilities.

But these missed opportunities aren’t just a tragedy for gifted kids and their families. Stunting the growth of gifted children means quietly limiting the ability of society to make the great leaps in art and science that will benefit us all. “What is honored in a country will be cultivated there,” Plato wrote, and the societies we remember in history tend to be the ones that nurtured genius from their ranks. Plato’s own classical Athens, Renaissance Florence, and Elizabethan England sparkle in history because works by such masters as Euripedes, Aristotle, Michelangelo, da Vinci, Shakespeare, Marlowe, and others have influenced and lasted far beyond their creators’ lives. These societies nurtured genius through master teachers, patrons, and artistic freedom. In return, these creative masters assured their societies’ contributions to the pursuit of truth.

Conditions were not perfect. Reactionaries shuddered at new ideas; officials forced Socrates to drink hemlock after convicting him of corrupting youth. Shortsighted leaders ignored minorities and the underclass and dismissed women’s talents and minds. These societies focused almost all their resources on educating a few well-to-do men. America, on the other hand, is committed to educating everyone. In this our schools have been somewhat successful. Most Americans can read, write, and perform enough arithmetic functions to hold a wide variety of jobs and participate in society.

But commitment to that goal doesn’t mean basic education is a ceiling. It is a floor from which children should leap as high as they can. Shakespeare didn’t spend his youth writing five-paragraph essays, and it would have been ridiculous to expect him to do so.

We can combine the best of our system with the intellectual cultures of these societies that nurtured genius. America has the potential to stand out from history even more than Athens, Florence, and Elizabethan England because we don’t acknowledge the talents of only a narrow segment of society—white and male. We have an even bigger pool of talent, and our capabilities are greater because of that.

It is the gifted children of today who will make the future scientific and medical contributions that will someday improve lives. It is these children who will write novels and compose symphonies that will someday move souls. As Dr. Julian Stanley, founder of the Center for Talented Youth at Johns Hopkins, says, “If we want these young people to be prepared when society needs them, we need to be there for them when they need us.” If we can nurture the talent of the brilliant children we’ve met in all walks of life—such as a little girl on a North Dakota air force base, a boy in an isolated Alaska town, and immigrant children newly arrived in this country—we are better off than if we trust that a few good prep schools in New England will do the job with the children of America’s wealthiest citizens.

But instead we squander our own deep vein of talent by failing to nurture talented students such as Joshua and Rachel. Because of our culture’s obsession with all children doing the same thing at the same time, Joshua’s all-American school required the youngest child ever admitted to Juilliard to clap out quarter notes in music class. Rachel’s school preferred finding fault with her behavior to thinking that maybe circling nouns didn’t capture a budding novelist’s imagination.

That leveling impulse also led educators years ago to make public schools imitate factories where everyone comes out the same. Even in the information age, old habits die hard. In many districts, school means sticking a child on the assembly line at age five and shuffling him through 180-day years of hourly bells, lockers, and repetition until he emerges at age eighteen “educated.” By design and often by ideology, such schools are unable to nurture children who cannot think inside the box.

Some people find this a fair deal. Education is “the great equalizer,” Horace Mann said, and many people believe that social justice means keeping all children of the same age together, teaching them the same things, concentrating all special attention and extra resources on those who need help to catch up, and trusting that gifted children will fend for themselves.

We disagree. True social justice means providing an education that challenges all students to the extent of their abilities—gifted children included. Blessed with brilliant minds and enormous skill, these highly intelligent students may not seem to warrant much help, but they have special needs, too. They deserve far more attention than America’s education system currently offers them. The nation’s future depends on their energies and talents, and wasting their childhoods because of inertia, ignorance, or ideology is as shortsighted as writing off children because of religion or race.

 

*   *   *

We want to call attention to the quiet crisis that comes from dulling the minds of children such as Rachel and Joshua. Through the children we meet, we learn daily how schools shortchange America’s brightest youth and how much these children can do when given the chance. Imagine a seven-year-old boy who redesigns the carbon dioxide recovery system of the Apollo spacecraft. Imagine a ten-year-old girl who writes science fiction novels. Imagine a teenager whose mathematical modeling of gasoline sprays and direct-injection technology influences the automobile industry. Then imagine these children stuck in classrooms where they’re forced to color worksheets to pass the hours and told to stop complaining if they’re bored.

It doesn’t have to be this way. We think of the story of a young woman we know named Brennan who grew up on a hog farm in Delhi, Iowa. Slopping pigs and chasing after piglets, she learned early how to work hard with her brothers and parents to keep the farm running. Brennan always asked questions. She loved learning about the world by playing in a cabin she and her brothers built in the woods, acting out adventure stories, and pretending she was an explorer.

Then she started elementary school, and soon realized how different she was. First, as a biracial child, hers was the only dark face in an all-white class. Then she discovered that the other children didn’t learn to read so fast and didn’t find their curiosity pricked the way she did by everything she read. Brennan’s parents had her tested. Her scores showed she had mastered material several grade levels above her age. The school wasn’t sure what to do. All the lower elementary school children worked from reading kits coded by different colors for different levels. So Brennan received a reading kit that was a different color from all the other children and was told to work through it by herself. For two years she did this, teaching herself what she could. No one checked up on her. After two years the school tested her again. She didn’t do as well as she thought she would, but that result made her happy. Now she was no longer different, she thought. Now she no longer had to be the strange child working alone.

Then when she was eight, her parents divorced. Her mom found a job in a truck-parts factory, so Brennan and two of her brothers moved with her. They struggled financially on her mother’s wages. When her mother quit her job to return to school, the family went on welfare. Brennan’s mother would rise at 6 A.M. on Sundays to redeem her food stamps at the local supermarket—so no one she knew would see her. The family lived in a housing complex where drunks regularly caused commotions, children were often neglected, and a neighbor was arrested for molesting his daughter.

Brennan’s father didn’t fare much better. He worked a third shift at a plastics factory. His house had little heat. When Brennan spent the night, she had to sleep under piles of blankets to stay warm.

Brennan soon learned that everyone in the small town where she lived knew the low-rent district she lived in and knew how her family got by. When her mom sent her to buy small necessities with food stamps, her best friend refused to go anywhere near her.

Poverty didn’t stunt Brennan’s intellect, though. As it is for many gifted children, seventh grade was the turning point. She played clarinet in the school band and, with little practice, won first chair. She earned straight A’s with little effort. But Brennan grew frustrated with the lack of challenge. Although she loved hands-on work, she endured science classes without labs. Her literature classes spent weeks reading books aloud, every student reading a paragraph by turn. She could finish and comprehend these books in a night. Even though she excelled in athletics, generally a ticket to popularity, she felt perpetually on the outside, not sure whether her outsider status was the result of her skin color, poverty, intelligence, or all three. “I had one seventh grade teacher who told me that I was going to be a real success, but no one else had too much faith in me,” Brennan says.

She tried to challenge herself as best she could. Seeking a new sport, she went out for the football team, which scandalized some school traditionalists. She battled for admission to a University of Iowa summer program for gifted students. Around the time she won her school’s one slot, someone wrote a note about her, using the “n-word” and saying she did not know her place. She discovered that she no longer knew whom she could sit with at lunch. People whispered about her in the halls, and she realized that she was too different for some people to tolerate.

Fortunately, she moved again the next year when her mom found a job in Des Moines. Des Moines had a gifted program that actually provided students with fully challenging classes from middle school on, at a place called the Central Academy at Central Campus. Central “celebrated learning,” Brennan says. Her test scores gained her admission to the half-day program, and for five years she went to Central and her regular school every day. She reveled in Advanced Placement chemistry, biology, and physics classes, and worked through the advanced math and humanities courses, earning so many credits that she became an AP Scholar with Distinction. Still she struggled with feeling different as she boarded the bus at lunchtime. At her first middle school, she dealt with an urban culture of drugs and teen pregnancy that was new to her. Then at her high school the discipline improved, but she discovered that the racial issue never went away. There, some black students accused her of “acting white” for going to a supposedly elitist school.

But Brennan wanted to go to college, a good college somewhere far from Iowa, so she stayed with it. She discovered she had a knack for science. When a teacher at Central announced a research internship at Iowa State University, Brennan seized the opportunity. She applied and was accepted. The summer before her senior year she spent two weeks with a professor on an island in the middle of the Mississippi studying the effect of temperature on sex determination in turtles. They tagged eggs, watched the females, and collected data, bringing Brennan partly back to life on the farm. The fun and challenge whetted her appetite for more.

Back at the university, the internship required an independent research project. Brennan decided to document the evolutionary history of the hognose snake by studying scale samples. She threw herself into learning the lab techniques to do so.

In the course of her research she found a sample that could not be explained with the others. She tried different hypotheses. Once the internship ended, she continued her research. She hunted down environmental reasons for the different DNA. She pored over books on taxonomy and mitochondrial DNA sequencing. She studied the snake’s habitat to determine whether ice-age barriers had separated family lines of the snake. By January she had worked out her theory: It turned out that she had discovered a new subspecies. Her research results won her widespread attention and helped her gain admission to Columbia University in New York City, a universe away from the isolated hog farm in Delhi and her small-town educational frustrations.

Brennan was smart enough to accomplish anything, but she needed people to recognize that potential, and a school system and community that was wise enough to value bright young people and challenge them to use their gifts. All highly gifted young people need this support.

Brennan was lucky. Without her mother’s new job, she might have stayed in a school district that couldn’t or wouldn’t help her. In some ways Joshua and Rachel were lucky, too. Rachel had teachers who gave her books from the school storeroom and winked as she devised guerrilla assignments, such as translating sonnets, in place of homework that didn’t interest her. Rachel’s parents cared enough to seek opportunities even if her school wouldn’t, and they were vigilant enough to make sure she got help when school started to drive her mad. They also recognized the true nature of the problem. With their encouragement, Rachel submitted her I-Ana manuscript to the American Psychological Association’s Pinnacle program and landed a mentorship with novelists Jonathan and Faye Keller-man. She applied for and won a full scholarship to Simon’s Rock College of Bard in tenth grade and so escaped the confines of her high school two years early. Simon’s Rock helped disperse her depression like clouds.

As for Joshua, he lives in suburban New York, and his musical gifts can be nurtured at Juilliard even if only for one day a week. He can play a concerto with the Metropolitan Youth Orchestra before a rapt audience, and he can go to Juilliard master classes, practice a few minutes beforehand, and then sit down and play Chopin’s Revolutionary Etude so perfectly that it leaves even him shaking and smiling. These things make the long weeks more tolerable and remind him that his gift is worth more than the trials of being different.

But imagine if Joshua had lived elsewhere. Imagine if Rachel had spent two more years in a school that was slowly killing her. Imagine if Brennan had stayed at a school where students called her racial epithets for daring to be smart.

This is how the nation denies genius. There are thousands of bright children who don’t have access to the resources that these three children did and whose talents are being squandered in mind-numbing classrooms. Nurturing the nation’s brightest minds shouldn’t depend on luck. And it doesn’t have to if we make a conscious decision to treat exceptional children as the exceptions they are. We need to realize that all children—even the brightest—have a right to an education appropriate to their abilities.
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