Understanding the Needs of the Exceptionally Able Child 

Introduction

As a group, gifted children are the subject of many folk beliefs, and as often as not they attract unrealistic expectations. Whether it is in the classroom or at home, their abilities often generate a certain amount of jealousy. However one defines giftedness, people of unusual intelligence have been viewed with a mixture of awe and suspicion over the centuries. The early civilisations of Greece and Rome associated uncommon intelligence with divine power, but the Roman philosopher Seneca postulated, “there is no great genius without a touch of madness." Unfortunately, the notion that extreme intelligence is associated with unhappiness or social maladjustment is still widespread. Though it is difficult to quantify, it is generally reckoned that some 2% of a given population is academically very gifted.  The Education Act of 1998 recognised that exceptionally able children have special learning needs.  

Exceptionally able children are not seen as requiring praise and unconditional love as do others of their age cohort. Research has shown, for example, that far from being morally superior they are often the ones who get into trouble in school or resort to crime and depression if the education they receive is not appropriate. Any teacher who has experienced having an exceptionally able child in class will know the lengths to which they will go in order to gain acceptance among their peers.

The Irish Association for Gifted Children (IAGC), also known by its Irish language name An óige Thréitheach (AOT) defines gifted children as children who “do things a little earlier, a little faster, a little better and / or a little differently.” As they state on their very informative website - http://homepage.tinet.ie/~iagc/iagc.htm  “Some gifted children do things much earlier, much faster, much better and very differently.” Alternatively, there may be some gifted children who may not be performing anywhere near their true potential. It is estimated that there are about 20,000 gifted children in Ireland. 

AOT / IAGC has compiled a list of characteristics of the gifted child that is a useful yardstick for parents, teachers and guidance counsellors, in determining whether an individual should be considered as gifted. The characteristics vary, depending on the age of the child.


Characteristics of the Gifted Child

Very Young Child 
· Shows early independence 

· Is extremely curious
· Learns to read (sometimes well before school age)

School Child 
· Possesses superior powers of reasoning, abstraction, generalisation and comprehension.

· Has great intellectual curiosity and exceptional memory.

· Learns easily and rapidly with a broad attention span when interested. 

· Is superior in the quantity and quality of vocabulary compared with their peers.

· Has ability to do effective work independently.

· Exhibits keen powers of observation.

· Shows initiative and originality in intellectual work. 

· Has great interest in the nature of man and the universe (problems of origins and destiny, etc.)

· Possesses unusual imagination.

· Follows complex directions easily.

· Is a rapid reader, having reading interests which cover a wide range of subjects.

· Is superior in mathematics, particularly in the area of problem solving.

· Enjoys dealing with large numbers at an early age.

· Responds well to new approaches to school work. 

Multiple Intelligences

To understand the needs of a talented child it is useful to review our understanding of the term "multiple intelligences" and the classification of the eight distinct ways of knowing as postulated by Dr. Howard Gardner. To refresh your memory they are: 

· linguistic: the capacity to use words effectively;

· musical: the capacity to perceive, discriminate, transform and express musical forms;

· logical/mathematical: the capacity to use numbers effectively;

· spatial: the ability to perceive the visual-spatial world accurately;

· bodily/kinaesthetic: expertise in using one's whole body to express ideas and feelings;

· intrapersonal: self-knowledge and the ability to act adaptively on the basis of that knowledge;

· interpersonal: the ability to perceive and make distinctions in the moods, intentions, motivations and feelings of other people;

· Naturalist: the ability to recognise and classify the numerous species of one's environment. 

Gardner in his writings, and indeed on his visits to this country, has often accused traditional education of focusing exclusively on a narrow range of intelligences - teaching, measuring and rewarding only competence in linguistic and logical/mathematical reasoning while ignoring competencies in other intelligences.   If all children possess these intelligences, then it should follow that their educational experiences should provide opportunities for all of the eight to be developed. 

A good example of where a whole range of intelligences is called upon in schools can be taken from the field of Religious Education. It is interesting for example, how deeply students can get involved in a class para-liturgy. When one analyses this in terms of multiple intelligences, one can see why - all their senses and all their intelligences are at work. There is usually music and sometimes dance, or at least prayerful body positions (Kinaesthetic). Both written and spoken language is central (linguistic), and there is also silence and often meditation (intrapersonal). It is very much a group activity (interpersonal) and the whole space used is carefully prepared with flowers/posters (visual/spatial). 

Vulnerabilities of the Exceptionally Able 

Gifted children have special needs that other children do not have. It is often said that "the cream rises to the top" but as AOT points out, it is not true that gifted children will succeed on their own without help. As far as the role of the guidance counsellor is concerned, it is generally accepted that high achievers need great emotional strength as they are confronted with special problems which have a great deal to do with their 'exceptional' status. 

Most of the emotional problems faced by the exceptionally able are similar to those of other children (Varrna 1993). However, special vulnerabilities occur because of the fact that they learn faster and grasp concepts in greater depth than most children in their age group

Psychological problems in an exceptionally high ability child can often be traced to early childhood. All long-term studies on the development of exceptional talent have shown the cumulative effects of family attitudes. (Bloom: 1985, Feldman: 1986, Freeman: l991/1993 and Helier: 1991.)

Parents

It is understandable that a parent may become confused when a child is obviously more advanced than his/her age group. A gifted child at an early age almost becomes an "oddity" as he/she is asked by a proud Mum to demonstrate knowledge of dinosaurs, musical expertise or computer competence. In cases where a child begins to show that he/she is more intelligent than his/her parents there is a danger that the parents may offer too much 'reverence' to their 'genius. 

There is also the danger that parents may believe that their child is gifted in one particular area only. Parents should be advised that no child can perform at a high level all of the time. Anticipation on the part of the child that this is expected may give rise to a fear of failure in the child, or a fear of disappointing the parents who have built up an aura of brilliance around the child. Children of exceptionally high ability find situations such as this very difficult to cope with. It is also interesting that such children over-react to situations with which other children have no problem coping. 

Parents too can encounter problems. On one hand, they may feel inadequate; on the other, they may push their child too hard in order in an attempt to gain full advantage of their ability. Secondly, it can be difficult for them to accept that their child is significantly different from other children. What most parents wish for their children is that they will be happy and will ‘fit in'. Accepting their child's 'differences' can be difficult, although many are relieved to find that there is an explanation for their child's unusual behaviour.  Thirdly, it can be very hard for some parents to bring their child's giftedness to the attention of a school. They fear that others will think that they are boasting about the child or that they will be thought to be 'pushy parents'.

Problems at Post-Primary Level

There is a distinct difference between the problems facing a gifted child during the primary school years and those facing an adolescent in post-primary school. During the primary school years a gifted child can cope with nicknames such as “little professor', ‘Einstein’, or even 'swot'. Other children may look up to him/her while teachers find him/her a blessing for organising the library or creating a database on the computer. S/he may not have many friends, but this can be glibly attributed to the fact that with his/her superior skills s/he is difficult to converse with. 

The story can change dramatically when the same child arrives in first year at post-primary school. Teachers may be unable to cope with the constant questions or the encyclopaedic knowledge of just about everything. As the hormones begin to bubble and the lack of social skills become more apparent, a very lonely and confused child can emerge. In their attempt to make friends, they can resort to not giving answers in class, being disruptive, 'taking on the teacher', just to curry favour with classmates. When one thinks about it, it is virtually impossible to behave in a gifted or highly creative way without distinguishing oneself from classmates.

Children who are intellectually advanced for their age may find themselves out of step with their contemporaries. Some find themselves socially isolated, rejected by their peers and unable to communicate because of their unusual interests and adult language level.

The pressure in post-primary school from classmates can often result in a gifted child functioning at an unnaturally low level, which can, in turn, produce its own measure of stress and anxiety.  Some gifted children deliberately hide their talents in order to appear normal or even slow. For this reason, gifted children are sometimes found in remedial classes.

One of the problems faced at post - primary level is that the gifted child may be gaining much needed fulfilment outside of the classroom, (for example, as a musician). This contrasts unfavourably with the school experience. In their exceptional ability and their sensitivity, the gifted sometimes construct complex inhibiting psychological defences against expected hurt (Freud, 1937). This approach gives rise to the concept of the 'egg-head', as a gifted student hides behind academic, intellectual walls of their own making, implying that they are really too clever to have normal relationships. 

Another problem is that they often find the daily routine of school not stimulating enough, so they begin to see the classroom as a waste of time. One long-term effect of this is that they never form good work/study habits, which can make life difficult for them when/if they start third-level education. 

Boredom is a common problem faced by the gifted child. This is not to be confused with apathy. It stems from the sheer frustration experienced in the classroom, which can be so demoralising. Like other children, gifted children need stimulation and if they do not experience it they can turn their creativity to less acceptable modes of behaviour. When the pace at school is too slow the child gets bored and may drop out or disrupt the class. Repetition in anathema to gifted children. Research has shown that where bright children need 6-8 repetitions before mastery, gifted children only require 1-2 repetitions (Szabos:1989).

Guidance counsellors are keenly aware of some of the difficulties involved for the student who achieves the perfect "99" across all or most of the Differential Aptitude Tests. Pressure may ensue from family and peers to follow a third-level course that has CAO points in the high 500s. If such a student decides to take an Arts degree eyebrows are often raised. 

Research on Problems at School

Research conducted by Professor Joan Freeman of the European Council on High Ability (ECHA) in 1991 produced some interesting findings among a sample of 210 children aged 5-14. It does not do justice to this unique research simply to highlight the sample at school, but many of the findings will be of interest to Guidance Counsellors. 

· Teacher/pupil relationships in adolescence were beset with problems of discipline - how much? - how little'? 

· In late teens, these gifted young people saw strict classroom discipline as actually detracting from learning.

· Older pupils wanted to be in genuine communication with their teachers so that they could sometimes learn together with them. 

· They felt that teachers need not be a total source of knowledge - they should be able to listen as well as talk.

· The quality most appreciated in teachers was an inspiring enthusiasm for their subject.

· Schools did little to prepare these students for third-level life. The transition from the structured and disciplined approach of second level to the relative freedom of third level brought its own emotional problems. 

· Many 'gifted' students who rejoiced in the label at school were shocked to find others just as gifted at third level, ensuring that they had to apply themselves. 

Needs of the Exceptionally Able

· The real differences between the gifted and other children lie in their abilities and NOT in their emotional stability. So, their greatest needs are just the same as for other children.

· Security (i.e. a stable home background). Appropriate education.

· Career opportunities in line with their potential.

· Encouragement to have friends and other interests. 

Gifted young people respond well to teachers who will work with them, rather than for them. For an emotionally balanced life, the gifted child needs some exposure to the stimulation of like minds, honest communication, the opportunity to follow their interests to the extent they want to, and an acceptance that they are all-round people. There is no doubt that the gifted who grow up in homes in which there is emotional peace and security will be able, as any others, to adapt to society and take advantage of whatever provision for learning is available. 

Support Services in Ireland

There are two organisations in Ireland that offer advice and support when dealing with gifted children or teenagers, namely An óige Thréitheach, as referred to earlier and The Irish Centre for Talented Youth, based in      Dublin City University (DCU). 

An óige Thréitheach is concerned that all children whose natural ability gives enable them to learn quickly should receive an education according to their ability, aptitude and needs. The Association believes that gifted and able children should not be segregated from other children, but should spend the greater part of their education in the normal State or fee-paying school. 

Useful Contacts and Support

The Irish Centre for Talented Youth (CYTI) (sic) was established in 1992 and works in close co-operation with the internationally renowned Centre for Talented Youth at the John Hopkins University, Baltimore, Maryland, USA. 

The main aim of the Centre is to identify young students with exceptional academic ability and then to provide services for them, their parents and teachers. The ICTY runs courses each summer designed to provide a greater intellectual challenge to these students than regular classes in school. Students aged 8-12 years and 12-16 years have the opportunity on these courses to study over 20 subjects ranging from Archaeology, Biotechnology, Electronics, Astronomy, and Global Economics, to World Geopolitics, Chaos Theory, Philosophy, and Creative Writing. These classes correspond to approximately first year university level for the older (12-16) group and are all designed to allow the students to work at the pace and depth most appropriate to their ability. It is interesting to note that more than 7,000 students have participated in this programme to date.

The Centre also provides Saturday classes and correspondence courses for children. It carries out research in this area and provides one-day in-service training courses for teachers in schools in understanding and providing for the special needs of these children.
Irish Centre for Talented Youth, (CYTI)
Mr. Colm O'Reilly  
Dublin City University

Dublin 9

Telephone: 
353-1-7005634. 

Fax:

353-1-7005693

E-mail:        
ctyi@dcu.ie

Website:      
http://www.dcu.ie/ctyi 
An óige Threitheach (The Association for Gifted Children), organises coffee evenings for parents and guardians. These are usually held on the first Tuesday of each month during the school terms. These are an opportunity for parents to talk and share experiences with other parents and professional members. AOT also arranges regular workshops and seminars on a variety of relevant subjects, of interest to parents and teachers.  The Association also runs biennial conferences with international and national speakers discussing a wide variety of issues. Newsletters are also published.

Membership of the association is €30 per year.

Support materials available from An óige Thréitheach include:

· “Understanding Gifted Children” A Guidebook for Parents and Teachers. (€5)

· Information Pack (€7) 

· This pack includes “Understanding Gifted Children” and various information sheets relating to such topics as activities, schooling, parenting and others.

· Newsletter Back Issues (€2)

An óige Thréitheach 

(Irish Association for Gifted Children)
Carmicheal House
4 North Brunswick St. Dublin 7
Telephone: 
(01) 873 5702 / 872 5570

Fax:

(01) 873 5737 

Website: 

http://homepage.tinet.ie/~iagc/iagc.htm
Email: iagc@eircom.net
NCGE wishes to acknowledge the assistance given by An óige Thréitheach and the Irish Centre for Talented Youth in preparing this supplement.
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Useful Internet Addresses

http://homepage.tinet.ie/~iagc/iagc.htm 

- AN óIGE THREITHEACH
http://www.dcu.ie/ctyi/index.htm 


- IRISH CENTRE FOR TALENTED YOUTH
http://www.mensa.org.uk  



- MENSA UK 

http://www.mensa.org 



- MENSA INTERNATIONAL 

http://www.au.mensa.org 



- MENSA AUSTRALIA

http://www.canada.mensa.org 


- MENSA CANADA

http://www.nagcbritain.org.uk/ 


- NATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR GIFTED  







  CHILDREN (UK) 
http://www.us.mensa.org/Content/AML/NavigationMenu/Programs/GiftedChildren/Gifted_Children.htm






- MENSA FOUNDATION FOR GIFTED 







  CHILDREN (USA)
http://www.nagc.org 




 - NATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR GIFTED   







   CHILDREN (USA) 
http://www.nfgcc.org 



- NATIONAL FOUNDATION FOR GIFTED 







  AND CREATIVE CHILDREN (USA)
http://www.gifted.org 



- THE GIFTED CHILD SOCIETY (USA)
http://www.gifted.uconn.edu 


- NATIONAL CENTRE FOR GIFTED 
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 (USA)
http://www.gifted-children.com 
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