
V o l u m e  X X XV I I I ,  I s s u e  3 ,  2 01 7

Journal of the Texas Association for the Gifted & Talented • Member, National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC)
ISSN 2168-4731 (Print) • ISSN 2168-4774 (Online)

TE MPO

SPECIAL 
PRECONFERENCE 

ISSUE



Richard Cash, Ed.D.
President, nRich Consulting

Joyce Juntune, Ph.D.
Professor at Texas A&M

James Webb, Ph.D.
SENG Founder

Ian Byrd
Founder of Byrdseed.tv

Lisa Van Gemert
Education Maestro - Mensa

Online professional learning by over 25 

recognized experts in Gifted Education

HEROES INSPIRING HEROES

 

SUPER GIVEAWAY!
•

•

ONE FREE DISTRICT LICENSE FOR
THE REMAINDER OF THE 2017-2018
SCHOOL YEAR
6 CREDIT HOURS OF TRAINING 
PER TEACHER

ENTER TO WIN TAGTONDEMAND.COM/SUPERGIVEAWAY

SO MUCH MORE
THAN PD!

IT’S EVERYTHING
YOUR TEACHERS NEED

TO LEARN, GROW
AND THRIVE!
IT’S WHAT 

HEROES USE!

To be eligible, you must be a district level administrator of gifted services, and your district must not have previously 
purchased a TAGT On Demand license. 



V o l u m e  X X XV I I I ,  I s s u e  3 ,  2 01 7

 The Texas Association for the Gifted & Talented (TAGT) is a non-profit organization 
dedicated to connecting and empowering educators and parents to meet the unique social, 
emotional and intellectual needs of gifted and talented students.
  TEMPO is the official journal of TAGT and subscriptions are a member benefit. Material 
appearing in TEMPO may be reprinted unless otherwise noted. When copying an article, 
please cite TEMPO and TAGT as the source. We appreciate copies of publications containing 
TEMPO reprints.
  ADDRESS CORRECTION: Please notify TAGT if you are moving or if your mailing 
address has changed. TAGT publications are sent via third-class mail and are not forwarded 
by the post office. Be sure to renew your membership; you will not receive this publication 
after your membership expires.

TEMPO EDITOR 
Krystal Goree, Ph.D.

DESIGN EDITOR 
Marjorie Parker

COPY EDITOR 
Jennifer Robins, Ph.D.

TAGT EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
Sheri Hicks, CAE

TAGT PRESIDENT 
Priscilla R. Lurz, M.Ed.

TEMPO

Opinions expressed by individual authors do not necessarily 
represent official positions of TAGT.

FE AT U R E S

AN INTERVIEW WITH JOHN HUNTER
Krystal Goree, Ph.D.

THE UNDERACHIEVEMENT OF GIFTED 
AND HIGH-POTENTIAL STUDENTS

Sally M. Reis, Ph.D.

SHOULD ADULTS TELL STUDENTS 
WHAT THE WORD “GIFTED” MEANS?

Susan Winebrenner

PREVENTING AND OVERCOMING 
UNDERACHIEVEMENT IN GIFTED 
PRIMARY SCHOOL STUDENTS

Drs. Eleonoor van Gerven

WHAT IS SCHOOLWIDE 
ENRICHMENT ALL ABOUT?

Joseph S. Renzulli, Ed.D.,  
and Sally M. Reis, Ph.D.

6
13
19
28

38

CO LU M N S

24

36

STUDENT SPOTLIGHT: IGNITING 
STUDENTS’ PASSIONS THROUGH 
MENTORING EXPERIENCES

Lacy Compton

TIPS FOR TEACHERS: CURRICULUM 
FOR THE GIFTED AND TALENTED 
STUDENT: THEME, GENERALIZATION, 
TOPIC, AND PARADIGM

Joyce E. Kyle Miller, Ph.D.

4
5

I N  E V E RY  I S S U E

FROM THE EDITOR
Krystal Goree, Ph.D.

FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Sheri Hicks, CAE

Richard Cash, Ed.D.
President, nRich Consulting

Joyce Juntune, Ph.D.
Professor at Texas A&M

James Webb, Ph.D.
SENG Founder

Ian Byrd
Founder of Byrdseed.tv

Lisa Van Gemert
Education Maestro - Mensa

Online professional learning by over 25 

recognized experts in Gifted Education

HEROES INSPIRING HEROES

 

SUPER GIVEAWAY!
•

•

ONE FREE DISTRICT LICENSE FOR
THE REMAINDER OF THE 2017-2018
SCHOOL YEAR
6 CREDIT HOURS OF TRAINING 
PER TEACHER

ENTER TO WIN TAGTONDEMAND.COM/SUPERGIVEAWAY

SO MUCH MORE
THAN PD!

IT’S EVERYTHING
YOUR TEACHERS NEED

TO LEARN, GROW
AND THRIVE!
IT’S WHAT 

HEROES USE!

To be eligible, you must be a district level administrator of gifted services, and your district must not have previously 
purchased a TAGT On Demand license. 



4 Te m p o • Vo l. XXXVIII,  No. 3,  2017

by Krystal Goree, Ph.D.

from the editor

TAGT  has always known how to find the 
best—the very best—authors, researchers, 
and presenters to share their time, talent, 
and expertise with all of us at the annual 
conference, giftED, empowering us to be the 
best educators, parents, and advocates for 

gifted children that we can be. This year is no different! 
 Through every article contributed by presenters of key-
note and preconference sessions in this issue of TEMPO, 
readers will find that one bold question is addressed: How 
do educators and parents ensure that the standards (TEKS) 
are addressed and that, at the same time, gifted students 
are engaged in educational experiences that challenge 
them, empower them to make choices in their learning, 
and provide them the opportunity to further develop their 
gifts and talents? 
 This issue of TEMPO begins with an interview with John 
Hunter, one of the keynote presenters for the conference. 
A successful teacher of gifted children, John created the 
World Peace Game and has been featured on TED Talks and 
NBC’s Education Nation, and now travels the world to share 
his open space thinking strategies and ideas with teachers. 
Beginning with a 4' x 4' sheet of plywood in 1978 (that was 
later upgraded to Plexiglas), John Hunter has cotaught with 
children of all ages to address some of the most challenging 
world problems. He shares his philosophy of education and 
myriad strategies for engaging gifted children in open-ended 
learning and skill acquisition.
 Sally Reis, well-known for her many contributions as 
teacher, author, and researcher in the field of gifted educa-
tion, defines “The Underachievement of Gifted and High-
Potential Students” as she answers important questions 
focusing on when and why underachievement begins, how 
parents and educators can work together to reverse under-
achievement, and where researchers might most effectively 
spend their time and energy to better understand and 
reverse underachievement behaviors in gifted children.  
 Susan Winebrenner, whose work many educators of 

gifted students (including me) have counted on to help 
them address the academic, social, and emotional needs 
of gifted kids in the regular classroom, addresses the ques-
tion: “Should Adults Tell Students What the Word ‘Gifted’ 
Means?” Susan tackles a question with which many parents 
and teachers of gifted children struggle—providing ratio-
nale and strategies for guidance. 
 Eleonoor van Gerven, an educator and researcher 
whose home is The Netherlands, contributes an article 
entitled “Preventing and Overcoming Underachievement 
in Gifted Primary School Students.” She speaks to ways that 
executive functions and skills influence learning in young 
children and emphasizes the importance of keeping gifted 
children engaged and excited about learning from the very 
first day of their school experience. 
 The culminating article in this issue of TEMPO is a con-
tribution from two of the most well-known and respected 
experts in the field of gifted education—Joseph Renzulli 
and Sally Reis. The Three-Ring Conception of Giftedness, 
the Scales for Rating the Behavioral Characteristics of 
Superior Students (Renzulli Scales), and the Schoolwide 
Enrichment Model have helped to blaze trails in the field 
of gifted education. Joseph Renzulli and Sally Reis once 
again help guide educators and parents in meeting the 
educational needs of students with their article, “What Is 
Schoolwide Enrichment All About?”
 I look forward to seeing everyone in Houston at the 
giftED17 Conference! In addition to hearing from all of the 
wonderful contributors to this issue of TEMPO and many 
more experts in the field, participants will have the oppor-
tunity to welcome new TAGT Executive Director, Sheri 
Hicks. Sheri is an experienced, bright, and enthusiastic 
executive director. In addition, she is the parent of a gifted 
kid, an absolute delight, and eager to take TAGT to the 
next level! This is an exciting time for TAGT, and we can all 
look forward to an informative, timely, and engaging pro-
fessional development experience in Houston, November 
29–December 1!
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by Sheri Hicks, CAE

from the executive
director

Fall  has always been my favor-
ite time of year. Even though in 
nature, it is the season that pre-
pares the earth for a long winter 
sleep, to me, fall signifies new 
beginnings. Fall of 2017 is partic-

ularly filled with new beginnings and big chal-
lenges for TAGT and gifted students in Texas. 
For me, I am thrilled to be settling into my new 
role serving an organization whose mission is 
to promote gifted education and advocate for 
gifted students across the state. At TAGT, we 
are building upon the momentum the orga-
nization gained under the leadership of JJ 
Colburn and are always striving to find new and 
improved ways to serve our members. 
 Along with new leadership, TAGT recently 
unveiled a new name and brand for the annual 
conference, giftED. In the simplest sense, 
the name reflects what the conference is all 
about: gifted education. The logo emphasizes 
gifted in general but also highlights the letters 
“ED,” which stand for not only the education 
aspect of the conference, but the education 
that participants provide to students on a daily 
basis. Last, the new tagline “Connecting Minds. 
Empowering Futures.” reflects the mission and 
vision of TAGT.
 Sadly, 2017 also brings new beginnings for 
much of the Texas coast. Many communities 
have been left devastated by Hurricane Harvey 
and are working hard to rebuild and begin again. 
TAGT is proud to be a part of helping Houston 
rebuild by bringing giftED17 there in November. 
Now more than ever, Houston needs all of Texas 
to support and participate in conferences com-

ing to the city. Let’s do our part. We need all of 
you to participate in giftED17 to help Houston 
move forward and to support gifted education 
in Texas. 
 The aftermath of the hurricane has left many 
of the Texas coastal area schools and students 
with big challenges. Many schools are closed for 
repair or reconstruction, and others have taken 
entire school populations into their care on 
extraordinarily short notices. Displaced children 
are settling into new schools in new communities 
where their families are rebuilding their lives or 
just waiting to go home. Meanwhile, educators 
are working hard to identify displaced gifted stu-
dents to make sure they continue to receive ser-
vices and placement in the gifted and talented 
programs in their new schools. 
 This brings us back full circle. The gifted 
community is facing many challenges, but also 
infinite possibilities. Displaced students will be 
challenged with the disruption of their educa-
tion and the difficulties of relocation, but they 
will have the opportunity to experience new 
perspectives, educators, and communities. 
Coastal towns are challenged with rebuilding, 
but some will also benefit from the opportu-
nity to create schools with the latest technology 
and design best suited to serve their student 
populations. And last, but not least, although a 
leadership change is challenging for any organi-
zation, we are certain it also brings new oppor-
tunities for TAGT to expand its role in advocacy, 
education, and community while finding ways to 
bring new services to the parents and educa-
tors of Texas.
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An Interview With

John Hunter
UNLEASHING POTENTIAL 

THROUGH OPEN SPACE THINKING

KRYSTAL GOREE, PH.D.
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John Hunter is best known for his creation and implemen-
tation of the World Peace Game in the classroom—a creation so impressive that the 
highest ranking military personnel at the Pentagon have met with John and his students 
to understand the game and its approach to effectively addressing increasingly complex 
social and political conditions. However, this one impressive strategy only touches the 
surface of the amazing educational experiences John offers students to open their hearts 
and minds to learning. Humble, mild-mannered, and genuine, John Hunter describes in 
the following interview the learning environments that he and his students create together 
as a close community of collaborators, including the World Peace Game. To John, 
unleashing potential is all about relationships: about truly knowing individual students and 
tying learning to their interests; about sharing the classroom with kids in a way that clearly 
communicates that their thoughts, ideas, and feelings matter; about encouraging students 
to choose to hold themselves accountable; and about teachers knowing themselves so 
well that they are able to recognize and address their biases, strengths, and weaknesses 
in a way that allows them to open their minds, hearts, and classrooms to real learning—to 
open space thinking. At the heart of it all is a teacher who knows how to empower his 
students to unleash their full potential.

KG: I enjoyed reading the information about you on your website and learning a little bit 
about your background. Your resume is so impressive, but even more so, I am impressed 
with the pictures on your website of you working with children. Did you start your career 
serving as a teacher in a gifted pull-out program? 

JH: Yes, I have pulled children out of their regular classrooms, and I have also pushed 
into classrooms with differentiated instruction. I have never been a regular teacher in 
the classroom with my own kids locked in with me forever. Gifted and talented has 
always been pretty much the primary thing I have taught.

KG: When you created the World Peace Game, how did you begin? Did you start with 
standards and integrate them into a simulation experience? 

JH: Well, here’s the thing—and this is kind of the secret of the game—we were at 
an experimental school when I started teaching. It was kind of like a charter school, 
I guess, before charter schools. This was 1977. So, the standards did not really apply 
to us. We were rewriting the standards, so I sort of got off the hook to be able to do 
it my way. Of course, I knew the standards, I had been trained in the standards, but 
we had freedom for the students to also create standards. I’ve got old mimeographed 
sheets of plans for the manual for what the first World Peace Game in 1977 started 
out from . . . they are simple—kind of naïve—but it’s the forerunner of what we have 
now. I had no idea it was going to go anywhere. I just did what teachers do.

Hear More at

Connecting Minds. Empowering Futures.
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KG: I have heard a lot about the World Peace Game, and I 
want to know more about it. But, what is the philosophy behind 
the way you teach, and how does that tie into the World Peace 
Game?  

JH: Well, to tie into your question about philosophy, the 
critical piece underlying this whole thing . . . is the fun-
damental idea of what we refer to as open space thinking. 
Essentially, it’s taking the teacher and moving him or her 
to the side. You empower children to be more in charge and 
more in control of their destiny and their own learning. The 
teacher still has a function . . . a very precise function, but 
it is more [about] inviting the students to be coteachers. So, 
when I start to plan curriculum every year, I say, “Boys and 
girls, the principal says we have to do this . . .” And, I list 
the requirements and then I ask, “So how are we going to do 
this?” We have a big hour or 2 discussion about, basically, 
how we are going to learn.
 Being invited to help decide how we are going to do 
that makes [the students] so excited, and they start to real-
ize that I am offering them power over their own destiny. 
And, who wouldn’t like to have control over their own 
destiny to some extent? And I have some input, too, but 
I get them involved; we come to a consensus about how 

we are going to best learn. They have all the tools I have 
because we are coteachers; they can pull from those tools 
and we design together all the curriculum [sic] for the year. 
They feel empowerment. I can have my input as a teacher 
and experienced person, but the 25 minds in my classroom 
contribute. Why should I think that the one brain of mine 
knows better than all 25 or 30 kids put together plus mine? 
So, I always invite them to be part of the process of plan-
ning and implementing . . . not just receivers of educational 
instruction. That’s the philosophy.

KG: How do you provide rationale to administrators that the 
children are addressing the standards when playing the World 
Peace Game?

JH: I am glad you asked that. Supportive administration is 
key. And, I want to say that the World Peace Game is not 
for every child; it’s not for every teacher; it is not a panacea; 
it won’t solve every problem; but, I will say (with emphasis) 
that the way it has become successful around the world 
has depended, primarily, on having caring, trusting, and 
visionary leadership. 
 Without good leadership that you know you can count 
on, leadership that you know has your back and you can 

My first job interview, I asked the supervisor, “What should I do?” 

She said, “What do you  want to do?”

As a teacher, to be given that kind of open space, that kind of mandate-less 

position to be in where you can create out of the emptiness, it allowed me to 

create that kind of template for my students, where I could ask them, “What 

would YOU like to do today? What is your passion? What drives you?”

If the students have the interest and you build towards that, 

then they can come with more passion for learning.

—John Hunter at NBC’s Education Nation, 2011
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trust them and you know that they 
trust you, and they trust you to be 
the teacher you are—not some made 
up ideal—then, you are free to be the 
best teacher you can be. That kind of 
administration is necessary to be able 
to do this kind of work—this open 
space thinking. 
 And then, of course, the World 
Peace Game has assessment pieces 
built in [to show that standards are 
being addressed]. The assessment 
pieces are not conventional. The stu-
dents help codesign the assessment 
tools with me. I get input from other 
colleagues teaching the children and 
they have to make sense academi-
cally, but the students have the power. 
And actually [the assessments they 
develop] are much more 
expansive than grades or 
numerical data. So, we 
take our bag of tools, our 
practice, to the student- 
led parent-teacher confer-
ences . . . and the parents 
are blown away because the students 
have stacks of information to share 
to substantiate their learning. During 
the conferences, the parents say, “I 
never knew that my child was learn-
ing so much. I knew the grades they 
were making—A, B, or C—but, that 
does not tell me like this assessment 
tool does.” So, we have applied this 
type of assessment to all the curric-
ula. We call it self-evident assessment.

KG: Assessment for nonconventional 
learning can be a challenge, but a good 
challenge. Aren’t student-led parent-
teacher conferences the best? Isn’t it 
amazing the way the parents participate 
and attend meetings when their children 
are leading the conferences?

JH: Yes, they are so much more 
involved! I said to the students early 
on, “How are we going to evaluate 
this? The principal wants to know 
what kind of grades I’m going to 

give you in the World Peace Game.” 
And they said, “Do we have to have 
grades?” I said, “We can go without 
having regular grades; the principal 
is going to want something, though.”  
And [the students] said, “Mr. Hunter, 
how about this? You know thermom-
eters? .  .  . Well, thermometers are 
made so that you can always see what 
the temperature is, right? How about 
if we use thermometers to measure 
what we are learning?” I said, “Okay, 
what do you mean?” So, they said, 
“We can get thermometers and put a 
whole bunch of numbers on them—
maybe 1 through 10—and, then, we 
can take a pencil and make a graphic 
like thermometers and we can shade 
them in. So, if [on a project] we did a 

7, we could shade [the thermometer] 
up to 7. Then, Mr. Hunter, you can 
do a separate one to show how you 
think we did. Then, we can put [the 
two assessments] together and we can 
compare.” They were saying that we 
could come to consensus.
 The first thermometer is to mea-
sure function—how well did your 
solution, your idea, your program, 
your plan work for this unit that we 
are doing? Shade in what you think, 
from 1 to 10. As the teacher, I am 
completing a parallel sheet and grad-
ing them also. Then, we get together 
at the end of all of this assessment. We 
have a meeting together, the student 
and I, and we . . . come to consensus. 
The students have input and control 
of their destiny and consensus with 
the teacher. [The students] are always 
empowered. They may say, “Oh, Mr. 
Hunter, I did a 9 on this project.” 
And, I may have to say, “Wait a min-
ute, what about this part, I think this 
should be about a 7. Maybe a 7 ½.”  
We may argue back and forth, and we 

finally come to consensus. So, they are 
happy, we are happy, we have come 
to what they really think, but teacher 
input is allowed. 
 Our second thermometer is aes-
thetics. We never evaluate for the 
beauty, elegance, or gracefulness of the 
work. And [aesthetics] is why so much 
in the world is successful. They had us 
speak at Google about the World Peace 
Game. They call it “design think-
ing.” They said, “You know the cell 
phone—why iPhones are so popular, 
John?” I said, “No, why?” They said, 
“It’s not because of the computer in it. 
The computer is nothing. Everybody 
has a computer. It is because of the 
form factor. It’s your little friend. It’s 
nice to hold. It’s beautiful like that. 

It’s aesthetics that 
sell the phone. That’s 
what makes it work.” 
So, we have a ther-
mometer for aesthet-
ics. How beautiful, 
elegant, and graceful 

is your project? Is it torn, is it dirty, 
is stuff hangin’ off of it? Does it have 
misspellings? Did it come in late? 

Our next thermometer is for 
effort. Now, the teacher does not fill in 
the sheet for effort, because he doesn’t 
know what the student did at home. 
The student fills out this one. Now, it 
may be a low score on it. You know a 
gifted kid may be able to do it just like 
that (snaps fingers). Or, they may have 
put 10 hours in and gotten nowhere, 
but at least they have a record of what 
they did—the sweat equity that they 
put into it. 
 The next thermometer is a big 
fat one. That one assesses resources. 
It is a big wide thermometer, and the 
students are to list and cite all the 
resources that they have used in this 
project. Now, these days, you get a lot 
of kids coming back saying, “Well, 
my resources on this project are the 
Internet.” I say, “Now, wait a minute 
[chuckle]! The Internet is not enough. 
Where on the Internet [are you talking 
about]?” You are teaching them the 

I had no idea it was going to go 
anywhere. I just did what teachers do.



10 Te m p o • Vo l. XXXVIII,  No. 3,  2017

honor idea, basically. You teach them 
to list the sites [they visited], so that 
they have a history of where they went 
for information. 
 The next set of thermometers is 
actually a set of the taxonomies. On 
this one, we use Gardner’s [taxonomy]. 
They check which of his multiple intel-
ligences they used in a particular proj-
ect. And they know the taxonomies—I 
have taught it to them. Most of the 
kids check kinesthetic. They will say, 
“I like to play basketball.” I say, “That’s 
nice, but as a teacher I encourage you 
to try some other modality. So, I want 
to see that, by the end of the year, you 
have done all of these modalities.” But, 
at least students have a record of what 
they are strength-wise—what they do 
most and what they do best, because it 
is important for them to have a record 
of that. 
 And the last part, which is the most 
wonderful part, is a big open space on 
the back of the paper. And, I say on the 
top in little writing, “Please list or draw 
all the mental steps you went through 
in arriving at your solution for this proj-
ect.” Now, they have to sequentially go 
back and introspectively go through 
each step they [went through to] get to 
the answer . . . they have got to mind 
map. So, at the end of this unit, this les-
son, they have a map of how their mind 
worked. We do this 10, 20, 30 times 
during the year and [students] have a 
mirror of how their mind works. They 
can look and see the pattern through all 
of these assessments of how they think, 
how [they] respond, how they learn, 
even. . . . And, you take a stack of these 
things into a student-led parent confer-
ence, and the student says, “Mom and 
Dad, this is what I did this year.” You 
don’t have a list of A, B, C, and D. You 
have an explanation of “This is how my 
mind worked with this activity. Here 
is the effort I put in. See the research I 
did? The aesthetics part was not as good 
because it was torn and kind of dirty, 
but I did better on the next one.” They 
can show their parents everything. The 
parents are thrilled to have this. A stack 

of single sheets of paper. That is all it 
takes. Teachers have their input, too. 
You have your own stack [of assess-
ments] as a teacher, so that you can 
show parents how you [and the student] 
came to consensus, how you differed, 
why you couldn’t agree. “Here is my 
stack and this is what I said [when we 
met].” That is how it works. Kids col-
laborate with me. 

 Sometimes the principal does 
want numerical data, so we use the 
thermometers, put scores under each 
one, and add them up so that we can 
give the principal what they want. We 
figure it out so that a score [on the 
thermometer] is equal to a letter grade. 
And, the kids all agree, so that when 
we hand their grades to the principals, 
the principals get what they want. 

KG: What led you to implement the 
World Peace Game as a means by 
which you offer such a rich learning 
experiences to kids?

JH: It actually did start out with one 
big piece of plywood . . . with every-
thing all on that one board, but I just 
kept pushing that envelope thinking 
we have just got to give these kids a 
chance to see and understand more 
. . . in a more realistic, more practi-

cal, more useful way. So, I came up 
with this multilevel approach—there 
is an undersea level, a ground level, 
an aircraft level, and an outer space 
level; so, there are four levels that basi-
cally emulate the Earth. It is made 
of Plexiglas so that the kids can see 
through the levels and view more of 
everything at once. And, frankly, I 
thought this is really more like what 

the Pentagon would use when they 
do work. Well, [I took a group of stu-
dents] to the Pentagon and they told 
us, “No we do not have anything like 
this. We have a flat panel with LED 
lights on it. You have a much bigger 
and better board than we do!” They 
told us that! The kids were in awe! It 
was a mind-blowing experience! [In 
our classroom] the kids stand around 
this big structure and, to them, it just 
looks like a toy store on steroids, so 
they are excited. 
 In 1978 [when I started teach-
ing], we only had board games . .  . 
there was nothing else much going 
on—no social media, no computers. 
My mentor, Ethel Banks at Virginia 
Commonwealth University (VCU) 
was an elderly woman. She had arthri-
tis so bad she could hardly walk. She 
wore high heels and pearls and a dressy 
outfit every day to school. This is old 
school—this was the way you dressed 
to teach. She was a master teacher and 
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she told me, “Hunter, don’t worry 
about curriculum. You are going to get 
plenty of curriculum. What you need 
to think about is who these children 
are—find out who they are exactly—
find out who they really are and what 
they love and care about; show that 
you are interested in that; make a 
relationship. Then, once they find out 
that you love what they love, they’re 
yours. And, then, you build curricu-
lum around what they love.” And that 
is exactly what I did. 

KG: So, it is a focus on student interest 
that draws them into the World Peace 
Game?

JH: More inquiry-based, prob-
lem-based learning. If it’s child-interest 
based, that’s got to be the lead-in for 
me. Because, I mean, they are part-
ners with me. It’s not like a top-down, 
“I have the knowledge, I am going to 
give it to you. You cannot use this 
skill until I give it to you.” It’s more 
of, “Let’s do this together, and maybe 
I will learn something too!” They get 
excited about that.

KG: In the game, I understand that 
everyone plays different roles and that 
you plant saboteurs in the game. Having 
worked with many gifted kids, I have not 
been able to let go of this question: How 
do you decide who will serve in the role 
of saboteur? And, how does the child 
chosen to be the saboteur deal with the 
role socially and emotionally? 

JH: You play a role as the facilitator 
and teacher. The first thing you do as a 
teacher is to give up power. You cannot 
and do not help [the children] try to 
fix anything. This is totally contrary 
to everything I was taught in teacher 
training. [The students] have to do it 
themselves. My ideas, my suggestions, 
are limited to my perspectives only. 
My idea may not be the best idea. It 

may not be the right idea. So, I have 
got to completely remove myself from 
suggesting anything. They are on their 
own. I have put together the proce-
dure, the flow of the game, the proto-
col, those kinds of things to help them 
sort out their questions, then I have to 
make sure I ask probing questions. I’ve 
got to ask the right questions, but I 
cannot interfere or influence how they 
think and how they want to make it 
go, so the saboteur is just recognizing 
human nature—recognizing a part of 
life. This is a part of nature itself—we 
have our dark side. We have a side that 
says, “No you can’t, no you aren’t.” We 
all [experience] times when we ask 
ourselves if we are good enough. Even 
the best of us face moments like that 
sometimes. We can’t try to hide it or 
boast over it. We have to learn to deal 
with it, so we put that in the game. 
[The saboteur is] usually the highest 
functioning student I can find because 
that student has to be able to play a 
dual role. They have to be able to try, 
on one hand, to win the game—sin-
cerely, publicly, realistically—and on 
the other hand, secretly try to tear 
down the entire game. Of course, 
some students love that. 

 Sometimes, I go to the office, 
and I ask the principal, “Who is in 
the most trouble today? That’s the one 
I want to talk to.” They do have to be 
high-functioning though; they have 

to be able to do both of those things 
at the same time, and that’s not some-
thing that everybody can do. So, then 
they are my partner, my collaborator, 
and my coteacher. The troubles that 
they create are actually pushing the 
critical thinking deeper and deeper all 
the time. The game is my big critical 
thinking push, but the saboteur makes 
that live, real-time critical thinking 
push that I couldn’t do. Now, at the 
end of the game, the children are usu-
ally shocked to find out who it is. They 
applaud, they celebrate, they cheer, 
they go up and hug this child because 
this child made the game better; he or 
she made it more fun, more exciting. 
The children say, “We loved the way 
you made it more exciting and harder.” 
So, the saboteur is a celebrated figure 
at the end of the game.

KG: So, how does that child find out that 
he or she is going to be the saboteur?

Oh, I talk to them privately [usu-
ally via e-mail]. And, of course, they 
can turn me down. Anybody that is 

asked to do a leadership role in the 
game can turn me down. When the 
leaders I choose, prime ministers 
and so forth, choose their team, the 
same applies. If they choose some-

What you need to think about is who these 

children are—find out who they are exactly—find 

out who they really are and what they love and 

care about; show that you are interested in that; 

make a relationship. Then, once they find out that 

you love what they love, they’re yours.
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body for a role, that person can turn 
them down. Now, here is the reverse 
psychology: As the children choose, 
there is always somebody left at the 
end and, usually, [that person] feels 
bad about being the last one picked. 
So, I turn this around by saying, “You 
know, as people get chosen, there are 
less and less people left; the pool gets 
smaller. And, you are going to need 
every bit of talent in this room you 
can get. So, actually, the people who 
are left at the end are the most valu-
able people in the room. Everybody 
wants them, but they, too, can turn 
down those who are choosing the 
teams.” So sometimes I see [children 
who are left at the end] say, “I may 
not let you choose me. You want to 
choose me? I’ll have to think about 
it.” It’s a psychological thing. Nobody 
feels bad in that respect.

KG: How long does a World Peace 
Game last?

JH: It depends on the school’s mas-
ter schedule. We would have to go 
by that. I would usually start in 
October and we would run through 
to Thanksgiving. I would have each 
group of children once a week for 
maybe an hour or an hour and a 
half. The first 6 hours—we designed 
this because we have such confidence 
and faith in the children’s abilities—
are pure boring ! Mind-numbing, 
analytical, direct instruction—the 
worst way to teach. I do it deliber-
ately because I want to wear out 
their analytical minds because, you 
know, I’ve got bright kids who think 
they can do anything. So, I basically 
want to unseat that convention that 
they know what they are doing. I 
want them to think that they have 
no clue—to really challenge them. 
During the first 2 days, I begin by 
explaining to them what the game is; I 
explain everything on the board—all 
the levels and pieces. Then, I explain 

how to play the game—another cou-
ple of hours. Then, we talk about the 
dossier, which is about 40 pages, and 
we go line by line. We go quickly, very 
fast. They have to read fast and keep 
up. I say, “I expect you to read and 
keep up. If you have questions, stop 
and raise your hand, of course, but if 
you don’t stop me, I am going. Let’s 
go!” So, we just read through every-
thing so fast, and they are exhausted. 
They are lost. They have no idea what 
is going on. Then, we go through the 
crisis document, which is 13 pages of 
interlocking crises, and they have got 
to fill in every blank for every coun-
try. And, I mess up some of them 

on purpose so that they cannot run 
ahead and fill in all the blanks. If they 
do, they will be wrong. And, I tell 
them that. I say, “If you go ahead of 
me, you will be wrong. You are going 
to mess up and you are going to be 
even more lost.” In the end, they have 
spent 9–10 hours to fix every problem 
in the world. And, they do every time. 
They are almost going to lose some-
times. I mean, there is almost no way 
they can do it. And, they realistically, 
practically, pull a solution out that 
adults just could never bring them-
selves to deal with or even think of. 

KG: So, when you bring a group of 
children into the classroom, you work 
with the World Peace Game usually 
from October through Thanksgiving, 
but that cannot be the only learning 
experience you offer them. What are 
some examples of others?

JH: Okay, buckle your seatbelt! I’ll give 
you one example. You know, the idea, 
of course, is that the students are going 
to be codesigning and coteaching with 
me in everything. That is the first thing. 
So, I have a set of 25 problems that 
cannot be solved. They are real-world 
engineering kinds of problems. . . . there 
is no solution for them. I give them to 

the children one by one. They have 
about a month to work on each one. 
And, when I first give [the problems] to 
them, they are just stumped—stumped. 
There is no strategy to solve the problem. 
It just doesn’t work, but we have had 
the university nearby call us every year 
when we do these. They want to send 
their architectural and engineering 
students over to see what our children 
have done with these mystery intuition 
technology (MIT) projects, because 
they are so unusual—it is the thinking 
process that we like.

Continued on page 44

Every piece of curriculum that I do in my 

class has a mark of a student on it and a mark 

of a student’s passion on it. Something that a 

student loves is in that curriculum somewhere. 

It has to be. Otherwise . . . it is extraneous to 

them and some external thing that may not be 

relevant to their lives at all.
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When students of seemingly exceptionally high ability perform at levels that are 

well below their potential, their teachers and parents are faced with bewildering 

and frustrating challenges. Why do so many academically able and talented students 

fail to realize their potential? For years, the underachievement of gifted and tal-

ented students has troubled educators as too many students with great academic 

potential fail to perform at a level that is commensurate with their abilities. Some 

underachieving students lack self-regulation skills; others may suffer from either 

obvious or hidden disabilities. Still others may underachieve in response to inappro-

priate educational environments that reflect little challenge or stimulation. I have 

studied and conducted research on this topic for almost three decades and am still 

amazed at the complexities of the syndrome and the wasted talent that ensues 

when it is not reversed in children and adults.

 The literature describing the prob-
lem of academic underachievement 
among high-ability students dates 
back decades. As early as 1955, John 
Gowan described the gifted under-
achiever as one of the greatest social 
wastes of our culture. After more than 
five subsequent decades, underachieve-
ment among high-ability students is 
still considered a major problem. 
Academically talented and smart 
students underachieve in school for 
diverse reasons: boredom with work 
that’s too easy, excessive absences from 
school, poor performance, disruptive 
behavior, low self-esteem, family 
problems, and low self-regulation. In 
addition to the risk factors that predict 
the reasons why most students fail, a 
long-standing problem that causes 
underachievement in gifted or high- 
potential students is the “too easy” 
curriculum and content they encoun-
ter on a daily basis. The hundreds of 
hours students spend in classrooms in 

which they rarely encounter new or 
challenging curriculum, the boredom 
of being assigned routine tasks mas-
tered long ago, the low levels of discus-
sion, and the mismatch of content to 
students’ ability lead to frustration on 
the parts of many of our brightest stu-
dents. And, of course, some culturally 
diverse students underachieve because 
they fail to be identified as gifted due 
to unfair, outdated, or rigid identifica-
tion regulations and systems.

BACKGROUND AND 
DEFINITIONS OF 

UNDERACHIEVEMENT
 The problem of academic under-
achievement among gifted and 
high-ability youth is widespread. More 
than three decades ago, the National 
Commission on Excellence in 
Education (1983) reported in A Nation 
at Risk: The Imperative for Educational 
Reform that “over half the population 

of gifted students do not match their 
tested ability with comparable achieve-
ment in school” (p. 8).
 Many conceptual and operational 
definitions of underachievement have 
been offered in the professional lit-
erature. The most general definition 
of school underachievement is that it 
occurs when a young person performs 
more poorly in school than one would 
expect on the basis of his or her poten-
tial. Even more difficult than assessing 
a learner’s potential is the task of eval-
uating the level of academic perfor-
mance at which we should identify a 
student as underachieving. Generally, 
simply performing below average for 
one’s current grade level is the most 
commonly applied standard to label 
a smart student as underachieving, 
but there is a difference between epi-
sodic and chronic patterns of academic 
underachievement.
 Most researchers define high-
ability underachievers as learners who 
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display a discrepancy between poten-
tial and actual classroom performance. 
Their research usually involves learners 
whose scores are high on some stan-
dard measure of ability, but whose 
academic performance is not cor-
respondingly high. Defining gifted 
underachievement should be a fairly 
straightforward task. Unfortunately, 
just as there is no universally agreed-
upon definition of gifted and talented 
learners, no universal definition of 
gifted underachievement currently 
exists, but a thorough review of issues 
surrounding the definition and 
identification of underachievement 
in gifted students is provided in 
Reis and McCoach (2000).
 A temporary or situational 
underachiever is one whose aca-
demic performance temporarily 
declines below what is expected, 
often in response to personal 
or situational stress, such as a 
divorce, a particular teacher, or a 
family move. In contrast, a chronic 
underachiever displays the under-
achievement pattern consistently 
over a long period of time. In more 
recent years, personal issues have also 
been identified as contributing to 
underachievement. Personal character-
istics, personal problems, or personal 
issues relating to school performance 
can contribute to underachievement 
(Reis & McCoach, 2000).

WHEN AND WHY  
DOES UNDERACHIEVEMENT 

BEGIN?
 Summaries of research that I have 
reviewed over the decades generally 
suggest that underachievement for 
many talented students begins during 
the late elementary grades—certainly 
by junior high school—and that it 
usually begins earlier for males than 
for females. Underachievement may 
actually begin even earlier, but the 
problem becomes more noticeable 
as students advance in grade level. 
For example, the amount of assigned 

homework usually increases in upper 
elementary and junior high school, 
and students who refuse to complete 
homework or do it with little care 
or effort are easily identified. Some 
gifted students may achieve easily 
and without effort through the early 
years in school, but falter when they 
meet the challenge of strenuous effort 
or increased homework, and are then 
labeled underachievers. The identifi-
cation of smart students who under-
achieve raises an important question 
regarding the stability of under-

achievement and the resulting prob-
lem in defining underachievement.
 Determining why some high-
ability students demonstrate low lev-
els of achievement is difficult because 
underachievement occurs for many 
different reasons. However, practi-
tioners must explore the causes of 
students’ underachievement if they 
plan to help these children. Reviews 
of research indicate that, in the vast 
majority of cases, underachievement 
of academically talented students 
occurs for one of a few basic reasons: 
serious physical, cognitive, or emo-
tional issues; a mismatch between the 
student and his or her school envi-
ronment; lack of academic support or 
encouragement from the family; or, 
the absence of some personal charac-
teristic such as low self-motivation, 
low self-regulation, or low self-efficacy 
(Reis & McCoach, 2000).
 Too many capable learners engage 

in behaviors that mask their abilities, 
but the reasons are varied. Research 
concerning underachievement among 
gifted students has examined many 
possible causes, including school and 
home environment, pressure to excel, 
boredom with school, and inappropri-
ate teaching methods.
 Many researchers point to the 
school environment as the place where 
bright students lose their interest and 
drive. Some teachers may be too eas-
ily satisfied with minimal work and 
give high grades for minimal effort. 

Other teachers may feel threatened 
by high-ability students and may 
not know how to provide them with 
creative and engaging activities. Too 
few schools actively encourage cre-
ative productivity (Renzulli & Reis, 
2014), and may actually discourage 
imagination or creativity. In an edu-
cational setting where conformity is 
valued, didactic learning is the norm 
and critical thinking and problem 
solving are not the focus, leaving 
smart students without challenge.
 An inappropriate curriculum 
was found to contribute to under-

achievement in the high-ability high 
school students in our long-term 
study conducted at the National 
Research Center on the Gifted and 
Talented (Reis, Hébert, Diaz, Ratley, 
& Maxfield, 1995). In this study, 
high-ability students who were identi-
fied as high achievers were compared 
with students of similar ability who 
underachieved in school. Thirty-five 
students participated in this 3-year 
study in a large urban high school, 
and findings demonstrated that 
talented high school students who 
underachieved in school believed 
that their problems began because of 
particularly easy elementary school 
experiences. These students never 
learned to work, primarily because 
their elementary and middle school 
experiences negatively affected 
their high school experiences. Their 
daily elementary curricular experi-
ences were inappropriate for them, 

In an educational setting

where conformity is valued, 

didactic learning is the norm 

and critical thinking and 

problem solving are not the 

focus, leaving smart students

without challenge.
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as their classes and academic tasks 
were “too easy.” Participants in our 
study recalled “breezing” through 
elementary school, and indicated 
that schoolwork required no major 
effort. Schoolwork was so simple that 
students did not acquire appropriate 
opportunities to develop important 
academic skills, sophisticated study 
skills, or effort. In other words, the 
young people in this study simply 

never learned how to work hard at 
learning, or became so accustomed 
to learning without effort because the 
work was so easy that when they had 
to exert effort, they thought they were 
no longer smart.

REVERSING 
UNDERACHIEVEMENT: 

INTERVENTIONS
 Research on effective intervention 
models for this population remains 
scarce. Although case studies of under-
achieving gifted students are popular, 
very few researchers have attempted 
to utilize quasi-experimental designs 
to study the efficacy of various 
interventions. Most of the interven-
tions reported in the literature were 
designed to implement immediate 
results with a group of acutely under-
achieving gifted students. Ethically, it 
is difficult to have a comparison group 
in such studies because the researcher 
must withhold treatment that could 

be valuable for underachieving gifted 
students.
 Counseling interventions concen-
trate on changing the personal and/
or family dynamics that contribute to 
a student’s underachievement. These 
interventions may include individual, 
group, and/or family counseling. In 
most counseling situations, the goal 
is not to force the underachiever to 
become a more successful student, 
but rather to help the student decide 
whether success is a desirable goal, and 
if so, to help reverse counterproductive 
habits and cognitions.
 The most well-known educational 
interventions for gifted students are 
either part-time or full-time special 
classrooms for gifted underachievers. 
In these classrooms, educators strive 
to create a favorable environment for 
student achievement by altering the 
traditional classroom organization, 
but few students have been offered 
such an environment and have been 
studied, so we have no idea if these 
special classrooms work to alleviate 
underachievement over time.
 One of the most effective inter-
ventions to reverse underachieve-
ment is to use students’ strengths 
and interests, such as in our own 
work on the Schoolwide Enrichment 
Model (SEM). For example, self- 
selected Renzulli Type III indepen-
dent projects have been used as a 
systematic intervention for under-
achieving gifted students. This 
approach (Renzulli, 1977) specifically 
targets student strengths and inter-
ests in order to help reverse academic 
underachievement (Baum, Renzulli, 
& Hébert, 1995). The use of the Type 
III enrichment process highlighted 
the students’ relationship with a 
teacher, the use of self-regulation 
strategies, the opportunity to inves-
tigate topics related to their under-
achievement, the opportunity to work 
on an area of interest in a preferred 
learning style, and the time to inter-
act with an appropriate peer group. 
Almost all of the students who com-

pleted Type III investigations showed 
some positive gains in either behavior 
or achievement during the course of 
the school year. This research suggests 
that flexible student-centered enrich-
ment approaches may help reverse 
underachievement in gifted students.

AREAS FOR 
FUTURE RESEARCH

 Researchers do not know how 
many talented students underachieve, 
but we know that this issue is fore-
most in the minds of teachers. Future 
research must attempt to unravel the 
complex causes of academic under-
achievement and provide interventions 
that help reverse underachievement 
behavior. Several lines of research have 
been inadequately explored. Future 
research needs to move beyond cor-
relational studies of common charac-
teristics of underachieving students 
and begin to explore linkages and flow 
of causality among different character-
istics and student achievement.
 Finally, researchers and practi-
tioners must translate knowledge and 
insights about causes and correlates of 
underachievement into models and 
strategies that educators can use to 
develop more effective prevention and 
intervention programs. For example, 
if unchallenging scholastic environ-
ments produce underachieving gifted 
students, then providing intellectual 
challenge and stimulation at all grade 
levels should decrease underachieve-
ment. Do teachers who differentiate 
instruction for high-ability students 
have fewer incidences of under-
achievement? Does providing part- 
or full-time gifted programming 
reduce the occurrence of academic 
underachievement among the gifted? 
Is providing intellectual challenge 
especially critical during a particular 
age range? Bright, underachieving 
students do benefit from curriculum 
differentiation techniques, such as 
curriculum compacting and replace-
ment Type III enrichment opportu-

. . . the young people in this 
study simply never learned 

how to work hard at learning, 
or became so accustomed 
to learning without effort 

because the work was so easy 
that when they had to exert 
effort, they thought they 

were no longer smart.
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nities. These classroom strategies can 
provide attractive and interesting 
curricular replacement options and 
enrichment to advanced students. 
However, because causes and cor-
relates of underachievement differ, no 
one intervention will reverse under-
achievement patterns in the full spec-
trum of gifted underachievers.

SUMMARY
 In summary, more thought and 
action is needed in defining and iden-
tifying gifted or high-ability students 
who experience underachievement. 
The earlier underachievers are iden-
tified, the better opportunities will 
be that concerned adults can help to 
try to reverse the patterns of under-
achievement. Betsy McCoach and I 
identified various combinations of fac-
tors that contribute to underachieve-
ment (Reis & McCoach, 2000). In our 
research (Reis et al., 1995), many sim-
ilarities were found between high-abil-
ity students who achieved as compared 
with students of similar ability who 
underachieved in school. In this study, 
achievement and underachievement 
were not disparate concepts. In many 
cases, students who underachieved 
were high achieving in the previous 
year or semester in school. Some 
high-achieving students experienced 
periods of underachievement in school 
and were supported in their achieve-
ment by a network of high-achieving 
peers who refused to let their friends 
falter in school.
 What, then, emerges as findings in 
this brief summary on underachieve-
ment? First, it appears that the begin-
nings of underachievement in many 

young people occur in elementary 
school, often due to a nonchallenging 
curriculum, and that is something that 
educators can fix. We do know that a 
relationship exists between inappro-
priate or too easy content in elemen-
tary school and underachievement in 
middle or high school. Second, some 
underachievement is periodic and 
episodic, occurring in some years and 
not others and in some classes, but not 
others. However, eventually increasing 
episodes of underachievement can and 
does result in a more chronic pattern 
for many students.
 Third, enrichment opportunities, 
such as Type III enrichment based on 
interests leading to relationships with 
teachers, make a difference in revers-
ing underachievement in most stu-
dents. Fourth, peers can play a major 
role in keeping underachievement 
from occurring in their closest friends, 
making peer groups an important part 
of preventing and reversing under-
achievement. Last, too few inter-
ventions have been tried to reverse 
underachievement, and some of these 
interventions are provided without 
an attempt to match the interven-
tion with reasons that gifted students 
underachieve. All educators should 
consider implementing interventions 
for high-potential and talented stu-
dents who are underachieving, as they 
are too precious a resource to waste in 
a world that needs their talents.
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For many years, teachers and parents have asked me, “Should we 

let this student know he or she has been identified as gifted? 

And exactly what should we say when we do this?”

 The answer to the first question is overwhelmingly yes. 

First, because smart kids already know they are different from 

their age peers, and the more information they have about that, 

the less they have to guess if that means there is something 

wrong with them! All kids struggle at times with situations 

in which they feel they are not totally accepted just as they 

are. For gifted kids, that struggle can easily lead them to hide 

their advanced learning capacities in order to fit in with the 

kids with whom they interact daily. The long-term price they 

pay for this is that they may never become comfortable in 

choosing to learn challenging content.

 The answer to the second ques-
tion is a little more complicated. If 
an explanation for this label is not 
offered, kids have to figure it out for 
themselves. Some carefully observe 
other kids in their classes to determine 
what the difference is between those 
who have been labeled “smart” and 
those who have not. Many conclude 
that kids who are called gifted just get 
the correct answer. Other kids, how-
ever, often have to work hard to find 
the expected response. So, they reason, 
if you have to work hard, you must not 
be gifted.

FACING THE CHALLENGES 
OF BEING GIFTED 

 This is the first clue as to why so 
many students who have been happily 
gifted throughout their elementary 
school experience come to a screeching 
halt when they enter middle school. 
We well know that as children enter 
adolescence, they worry much less 
about what their parents and teach-
ers think of them and much, much 

more about what the other kids will 
think. They pull back from the lime-
light and even tell their parents they 
really don’t want to be in any gifted 
program from this point on. Middle 
school teachers are often wary about 
treating any students differently from 
the ways in which other students are 
treated, so when these students seem 
to have a goal of not appearing differ-
ent, many teachers decide to be OK 
with that choice. The issue of grades 
also becomes weighty. Some of their 
age peers hover in the background, 
seemingly waiting for gifted kids to 
make a mistake or receive a grade 
lower than an A. A sixth-grade student 
I knew was frequently taunted in this 
situation by kids who crowed, “Look, 
the ‘Brain’ didn’t get an A!”
 We want to help gifted students 
perceive that their feelings of being dif-
ferent are not something negative, and 
that they are not flawed in some way. 
It can come as a great relief to them 
to understand and accept the reasons 
why they are not like their age peers 

and move on, being able to appreciate 
themselves just the way they are.
 From experiences such as these, 
gifted kids often wonder if the world 
expects them to be gifted in all of 
their endeavors—a totally unrealis-
tic expectation for any human. And, 
because of their long history of receiv-
ing high praise with tasks that were not 
rigorous for them, they have become 
accustomed to applying unreasonably 
high expectations to themselves. I once 
had a conference with a very intelligent 
eighth grader, Tomas, who had missed 
more than 30 days of school in the first 
semester. I invited him and his parents 
to come to school to talk with me about 
this. As his mom and dad recounted 
his excruciating history with migraine 
headaches, he interrupted the conver-
sation to say to me,

Honestly, Mrs. Winebrenner, it’s 
not their fault! The fault is all mine 
. . . I do this to myself. Every wor-
risome thought I have starts with 
the words, “what if?” I think the 
question really is, “What if I fail to 
be easily perfect in some situation? 
Will I be rejected as not so smart 
at that time? And then what will 
happen to me?”

The basic issue parents and teach-
ers must address is helping all kids 
understand and accept that the world 
would be a boring place if we were 
all the same. All of the people they 
and their friends admire in sports or 
entertainment are very proud of their 
differences, which have brought them 
fame and fortune. One very helpful 
intervention is to suggest that kids 
who are struggling with this issue 
read biographies about people they 
admire, written for young adults. One 
goal should be to pay close attention 
to how that successful person handled 
teasing/bullying from other kids, so 
that gifted kids might borrow some 
of that person’s strategies for their own 
use. And, adults need to support all 
kids by helping them to appreciate 
individual differences. 
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DEALING WITH 
DIFFERENCES

 But, of course, gifted kids are dif-
ferent. So am I. So are many of you. 
And we all had to make our decisions, 
conscious or not, about whether we 
would allow our advanced abilities to 
show or hide them by pretending we 
were not as capable as we really were. 
Boys have a slight advantage in this 
area because, if they are also excellent 
in sports, their age peers seem to accept 
them as friends regardless of their other 
“gifts.” Most girls are not seen this way. 
One of my daughters was like that. She 
got all the way through high school 
with the coveted A’s while never bring-
ing any homework home from school. 
The hidden danger in this situation 
was that her experience was telling her 
that she was supposed to be able to 
get high grades with little or no effort. 
Her first year at college was very pain-
ful, as it became obvious that she had 
never learned how to learn new content, 
and she was helpless as that awareness 
emerged. 
 Some students who have been 
accustomed to receiving straight A’s 
throughout their time in school may 
even become seriously depressed as they 
ponder what the reactions of folks at 
home will be when they find out that 
their grades for their first semester in 
college are less than perfect. I have 
concluded that the students who are 
potentially going to experience seri-
ous worries of failure in postsecond-
ary experiences are those who have 
had nothing but the highest grades 
or assessments since school began. 
They often receive full scholarships 
to continue their studies, and end up 
on campuses where all students are 
advanced. There they experience what 
I call “the intellectual quarterback syn-
drome”—facing painful competition 
with many other students who are as, 
or even more, academically advanced 
than they. Where do you want the 
youngsters you love to be the first time 
they experience this situation? At home, 

or lonely and confused in some college 
dorm? Of course, you want them where 
you can tell them, “Thank goodness, 
you received your first ‘B’ while you 
are here so we can help you see that 
the world will not end because this 
happened and that we will continue to 
love and support you, regardless of any 
struggles you are having!”
 One of the things I have realized 
while studying mindsets is that the 
language adults use as we talk to our 
children and students about their suc-
cesses and setbacks is crucial in help-
ing determine their reactions to those 
events. In today’s world of education, 
grades may not be as important as they 
have been historically. With so many 
homeschooled students applying for 
college, many institutions of higher 
education have dramatically modern-
ized their application process, putting 
less emphasis on grades and more effort 
into truly understanding the applicant’s 
potential. Investigate this with the col-
leges your child is considering—you 
may be in for a pleasant surprise.

 Sometimes, parents and teachers 
exert subtle and not so subtle influ-
ences on gifted students regarding the 
importance of being “popular,” which 
has historically been highly valued by 
many people. However, when parents 
hint that popularity is highly import-
ant, their children often accept that 
value. Sadly, one of the traits that is 
highly valued in the world of popular-
ity is conformity. The mind of a gifted 
learner is always trying to think “out-
side the box.” We may not be able to 
have it both ways: being popular and 
simultaneously being a capable, cre-
ative thinker. 
 Consciously or not, some gifted 

kids develop a strategy through which 
they determine never to let other peo-
ple see them struggling or even work-
ing hard in learning situations. The 
longer these students practice this 
strategy, the less likely they are to wel-
come true challenge when it appears. 
They may reason that “because smart 
kids seem to ‘just get it,’ there is dan-
ger in letting anyone see me working 
hard, otherwise they may conclude 
that I am not so smart after all.”

DWECK’S GROWTH 
MINDSET 

 The great news is that we now 
have the exciting and highly wel-
come research by Dr. Carol Dweck of 
Stanford University. You can person-
ally experience her wisdom by watch-
ing any of the videos described at the 
end of this article. These videos open 
wide the doors to meaningful discus-
sions about the value of embracing 
hard work throughout one’s lifetime. 
The magic of this content is that it is 

helpful for all students, parents, and 
teachers, because it guides us in how 
to discard the thoughts (self-talk) that 
make us feel our learning capacity is 
limited, and instead become aware 
of the truth that we all have endless 
capacity to use our brain to its fullest 
potential.

For my entire career, I have known 
that some gifted kids often significantly 
cut back on their effort once they reach 
a certain age. This realization came to 
me when a highly gifted student, on 
whom I had bestowed an A+ for his 
essay, told his mom that he had now 
discovered that I was “12-minute A” 
because it had taken him only 12 min-

the language adults use as we talk to our children and 

students about their successes and setbacks is crucial in 

helping determine their reactions to those events.
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utes to wow me. He was ready to settle 
for only that much work on any future 
essays and would likely become dissat-
isfied if that pattern did not continue. 
Such attitudes create lazy behaviors in 
students, and we need to monitor our 
language and teaching practices so we 
do not appear to communicate that it 
is acceptable for students to “settle” 
for less rigorous outcomes than their 
potential would otherwise allow. 

I believe that as teachers and par-
ents we need to better monitor our lan-
guage toward the students in our lives, 

and concentrate only on the language 
that is most likely to lead students to 
developing what Dweck (2016) called 
growth mindsets. In doing this, we can 
much more effectively communicate 
that regardless of the level of one’s 
inborn learning capacity, we can all 
learn how to set goals that are highly 
likely to allow all learners to contin-
ually move forward in their intellec-
tual growth, not only as students, but 
throughout their lives.

SUGGESTIONS 
FOR TALKING TO 
YOUNG PEOPLE

 The following suggestions may 
be helpful in your plan to tell your 
youngsters that their school has des-
ignated them as a gifted or advanced 
learner.

1. Show students a simple bell curve, 
and label the space in the middle 
as “The Twos,” as it describes those 
students at a particular grade who 
are truly ready to learn the desig-
nated upcoming grade-level stan-
dards. Those whose readiness level 
may be found anywhere to the left 
of the middle of the bell curve 

are those students who are not 
yet ready for grade-level material, 
and who will require much sup-
port, or scaffolding, to help them 
successfully learn the designated 
material. On your own bell curve, 
please label these students “The 
Ones.” Likewise, those students 
whose learning capacity may be 
found in the space to the right 
of the bell curve’s middle have 
already mastered some of the des-
ignated grade-level standards. On 
your own bell curve, please label 

these students as “The Threes.” 
Just as we provide the scaffolding 
needed by “The Ones,” we must 
also provide consistent compact-
ing and differentiation for “The 
Threes.” These students need to 
spend much more of their school 
time working on more complex 
standards, which is called differ-
entiation. Importantly, the key to 
them maintaining their motiva-
tion to work on those advanced 
tasks is to be certain they are 
experiencing consistent compact-
ing, which means they are actually 
excused from doing the work that 
represents the content they have 
already mastered (Winebrenner & 
Brulles, 2012).

2. Be careful you are not giving them 
the idea that the most important 
goal in school is getting very high 
grades. The focus of attention in 
school and in test results should be 
much less about grades and much 
more about documenting that all 
students are recognized for their for-
ward academic progress from year 
to year. Posting children’s report 
cards or Best Student awards says 
nothing about the way the family or 

school values that students are will-
ing to welcome challenging work. If 
high school students are playing the 
GPA game, you might limit their 
AP classes to no more than two, so 
they might still have some discre-
tionary time to investigate topics 
in which they are enthusiastically 
interested.

3. Explore the work of Kazimierz 
Dabrowski (1972), which has 
helped us understand that most, 
if not all, gifted students experi-
ence heightened sensitivities that 
profoundly affect their emotional 
and intellectual capacities. Their 
penchant to wonder if there is 
something wrong with them 
because they are emotional and 
sensitive about so many things is 
not unexpected. Dr. Marianne 
Kuzujanakis (2016) explained this 
phenomenon of overexcitabilities 
(OEs) in an article in Huffington 
Post. She noted that these OEs 
may be described as those feelings 
that are typically  “experienced by 
gifted individuals in their inter-
actions with their external envi-
ronments” (para. 3). One could 
assume then, that the intensities 
exhibited by gifted persons of all 
ages are actually an integral part 
of their advanced learning abili-
ties. That could be very comfort-
ing to gifted youngsters because it 
is a quality they share with each 
other. They are not “weird”—just 
much more sensitive to experienc-
ing many types of life experiences.  
Therefore, advice they receive 
from well-meaning adults to just 
“lighten up” is not very helpful. Be 
aware of how these “super senses” 
help explain many of their differ-
ences from their age peers. Our 
children are perfectly fine the way 
they are, and we can all rest easier 
as we help them understand how 
these qualities they possess can 
bring them great joy, love, creativ-
ity, and connection to others. By 
doing this, we can raise confident, 

The focus of attention in school and in test results 

should be much less about grades and much more about 

documenting that all students are recognized for their 

forward academic progress from year to year. 
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self-assured children who will become self-loving and accept-
ing adults.

4. Unleash the power of biography. When gifted students 
read biographies of people they greatly admire, written for 
children and adolescents, they should be asked to pay close 
attention to how that person handled teasing or bullying 
from other kids and other challenges in their lives. Very few 
famous people became overnight sensations. When gifted 
students truly understand the struggles their idols have 
experienced, it is much easier for them to accept the truth 
that there are almost no life experiences in which talented 
people “just get it.” For all the people we admire, there are 
tales of extreme struggle that give courage to those young 
people who are just starting out.

CONCLUSION
 I once had a graduate student who was bemoaning the 
fact that his 4-year-old son was quite smart. This dad found 
the situation very stressful. When I asked why, he said, “I just 
want my son to be normal.” Gifted kids are normal for their 
advanced learning capacities. What they will never be is “aver-
age.” I, for one, will always celebrate that reality.

VIDEOS FEATURING DR. CAROL DWECK
Teaching a Growth Mindset—https://youtu.be/kXhbtCcmsyQ     

Perfectionism—https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XgUF5WalyDk

Developing a Growth Mindset—https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hiiEeMN7vbQ

The Power of Yet—https://youtu.be/ZyAde4nIIm8
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Think about your gifted students—chances 
are, many of them have something they are 
intensely passionate about. Whether it’s 
writing poetry, building robots, or saving 
the environment, gifted students’ passions 
often start early and stick around. As Laila 
Sanguras explains in her book, Grit in the 
Classroom, “Not only must early elemen-
tary classes be places of passion building, 
but we can’t lose focus when students 
move on to middle and high school” (p. 103).

An initiative at E. A. Young Academy in 
North Richland Hills aptly recognizes the 
beauty of passion—at all ages. The school’s 
IGNITE! Summer Intensives couples 
younger students exploring areas of inter-
est with older students serving as Teaching 
Fellows. According to E. A. Young’s Gifted 
Community Engagement Coordinator 
Mattie Oveross, the Teaching Fellows are 
unique “student teachers” who “have the 
experience of teaching in areas they are 
passionate about while [working] with men-
tors that could help them further develop 
skills such as lesson planning and classroom 
management.” 

Teaching Fellows volunteered for the pro-
gram, selecting from predetermined course 
content that fit their interests, then worked 
with adult instructors to “develop at least 
one lesson in which they planned activities, 
bought and acquired resources and sup-
plies, and then implemented their plan,” 
Oveross explains, adding that “Most of the 
teaching fellows also assisted their instruc-
tors in developing other lesson plans and 
throughout the week and all the teaching 
fellows served as ‘assistants’ to help direct, 
manage, and implement content.”

Many of the teaching fellows aim to one 
day be teachers, making these experiences 
invaluable to their future careers, but more 
importantly, they all love the course con-
tent enough to serve as enthused mentors 
for their younger charges. For example, one 
Teaching Fellow, Lindsey, jumped at the 
chance to help instruct a course on geol-
ogy. She noted that being able to take part 
in a course that “was perfect for me” not 
only increased her own knowledge on the 
topic, but allowed her to see the benefits 
of sharing one’s passions: “Being excited 
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about what you teach can mean you’re willing to 
put in the extra time to make something great. Not 
to mention, the more involved and passionate you 
are, the more your students are.”

Carol Raymond, E. A. Young’s Director of 
Assessment and Special Programs, suggests 
that Lindsey’s experience is common among the 
students who take part in the Teaching Fellow’s 
program. She adds that the fellows have a unique 
opportunity to not only work with gifted children, 
but also with gifted adults—ones who genuinely 
enjoy the course content. “Working side by side 
with gifted adults and collaborating with them 
becomes a social-emotional mentorship relation-
ship and a partnership that they will have with that 
adult for years to come,” Raymond notes.  

The benefits of a program like the Teaching 
Fellows don’t stop there. Raymond also stresses 
the importance of her Fellows learning intellectual 
humility: “no matter how much you prepare, when 
you are teaching gifted kids who are attending a 
class that is in their area of interest, they are likely 
to know more than you!” Katarina, a Teaching 
Fellow who instructed her class on the creation 
of Rube Goldberg machines, echoes this idea, 
remarking that she “learned from them as much 
as they learned from me.” 

Katarina also discovered more about what it 
means to be gifted from her experience: “Gifted 
scholars are excited and fun to teach. They do 
not only quickly grasp new concepts, but want to 
learn. They love challenges. Also, they help other 
students, eager to share their knowledge. They 
come into the class curious and are sad to leave 
because they want to learn even more.” 
 
Combining these curious learners with their pas-
sionate student instructors suggests the Teaching 
Fellows program, which continues to grow each 
year, might just be the spark these learners need 
to cultivate perseverance and true tenacity to 
achieve their learning goals.

REFERENCE
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Underachievement  
is an important topic when it comes to 
the education of gifted students. The 
lack of high-level performances is seen 
as a missed opportunity in personal 
development and a missed result of edu-
cation. This article defines and discusses 
the definition of underachievement, 
explains the concept of learning, and 
addresses ways that executive functions 
and skills influence the learning process. 

EXAMINING POTENTIAL 
AND PERFORMANCE

Performance in school alone is 
not reliable when it comes to recog-
nizing gifted potential. Not every 
gifted student performs at a high level 
or demonstrates the characteristics of 
a high achiever. The same is true for 

high-achieving students because not 
every high achiever is a gifted student. 
Therefore, high academic achievement 
should be seen as only one of many indi-
cators that a student might be gifted. 
If a student is achieving at a low level 
and, at the same time, other indicators 
of giftedness are being observed (e.g., an 
IQ > 130), the low achievement should 
not be the only consideration when deci-
sions are made regarding whether or not 
the student would benefit from gifted 
services. 

However, this article is not intended 
to discuss how gifted potential should 
be recognized. It is intended to argue 
that even without a formal label of being 
gifted, education should be challenging 
for all students, including bright stu-
dents who are not identified as gifted. 
Giftedness refers to a student’s develop-
mental potential (Gagné, 2010; Heller, 
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2010; Sternberg, 2002; Subotnik, 
Olszewski-Kubilius, & Worrell, 
2011). This potential can be expressed 
in different domains, mentally or 
physically. In this article I focus on 
students who have the potential of 
intellectual giftedness. Students who 
have the potential to be intellectually 
gifted will, under the right circum-
stances, develop this potential in a 
way that enables them to excel in one 
or more academic domains, learn at a 
rapid pace, and be able to demonstrate 
their potential through achievement in 
school (Subotnik et al., 2011). There is 
reciprocity between the developmental 
process, the student’s ecological sys-
tem, and the student’s personality. The 
interaction between these different 
factors influences the developmental 
process and the propensity of the stu-
dent to excel (Freeman, 2010, 2013; 
Gagné, 2010; Reis & McCoach, 2000; 
Subotnik et al., 2011; van Gerven, 
2013a; Van Meersbergen & De Vries, 
2013). According to Gagné (2010), a 
talented student demonstrates the abil-
ity to master systematically developed 
competencies in at least one field of 
human activity to a degree that places 
the individual among the top 10% of 
“learning peers.” The word achievement 
relates directly to the evidence of mas-
tery of these systematically developed 
competencies (Sternberg & Zhang, 
1995). But is it correct to state that 
if a gifted student does not demon-
strate his potential by performing at 
high levels in school then the student 
is an underachiever? That question is 
a challenge on its own merits when it 
comes to education and the role of the 
teacher, but I will address that later in 
this article. 
 Underachievement often is seen 
as the discrepancy between a student’s 
achievement and a student’s potential. 
Mooij, Hoogeveen, Driessen, van Hell, 
and Verhoeven (2007) suggested that 
this discrepancy should be considered 
as an indicator of underachievement 
when the student’s achievement is at 
least one standard deviation below his 

score on an intelligence test. According 
to this definition, twice-exceptional 
students should be considered under-
achievers because their achievements 
in the domain(s) of their disability 
are often one or more standard devi-
ations below what might be expected 
based on their intelligence (American 
Psychiatric Association, 2014; Brody 
& Mills, 1997; Kroesbergen, 2017; van 
Gerven, 2017; Weterings, 2017).
 Considering the fact that gifted 

students who have been identified with 
a learning disability or a behavioral 
disorder are often still able to perform 
at an above-average level, one can sur-
mise that, within the domain of the 
disability and the domains affected 
by the disability, they are often able 
to compensate by performing at such 
a high level that the difficulties they 
experience due to the (learning) dis-
ability are almost invisible. In addi-
tion, we know that twice-exceptional 
learners are often willing to put forth 
huge efforts to achieve at this rela-
tively high level (Weterings, 2017). 
So, underachievement is about more 
than just the discrepancy between 
intellectual potential and achieve-
ments (Webb et al., 2005). Therefore, 
twice-exceptional students should not 
be considered underachievers in the 
domains that are affected by their dis-
ability (Reis & McCoach, 2000). 

 Sousa (2003) explained that 
underachievement is circumstantial, 
meaning that a student can perform 
below his potential at school, but 
might excel outside of school or at 
school in another context with a dif-
ferent teacher, in another subject, or 
even with different peers. The con-
cept of the influence of the student’s 
ecological system (van Gerven, 2015; 
Van Meersbergen & Jeninga, 2012) on 
his performance and well-being puts 
this in an even broader perspective. It 
implies that the fluidity of the profiles 
of Betts and Neihart (1988, 2010) is 
even more influential when they are 
interpreted in the context of day-to-
day practice at schools. 
 In Figure 1, the influence of the 
student’s ecological system on his 
performance and well-being is visu-
ally represented. As in many con-
ceptual representations of Response 
to Intervention (RtI), the student is 
placed in the center of action (Pameijer 
& Van Beukering, 2007; Robertson 
& Pfeiffer, 2016; Van Meersbergen 
& De Vries, 2013). Cognitive style, 
academic achievement, interper-
sonal relationships, and intrapersonal 
understanding influence the student’s 
self-actualization. These five factors 
interact with each other. Each factor 
is influenced by five external factors: 
the teacher, the parents/caregivers, 
the curriculum, the physical learning 
environment, and peers. At the same 
time, all of these factors are influenc-
ing each other as well. This model not 
only shows the complexity of a (gifted) 
student’s personal development, it also 
shows the complexity of educating the 
student, and, in turn, the complexity 
of the concept of underachievement.
 Bearing all of this in mind, the 
following definition of underachieve-
ment takes shape: 

Underachievement means for a 
longer period of time perform-
ing and achieving at a significant 
lower level than what might be 
expected based on the student’s 

A student who is 
learning will

make mistakes, 
ask questions, and

experience 
uncertainty.
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intellectual potential under opti-
mal educational circumstances, 
and without being hindered by 
a specific learning disability or 
behavioral disorder. (van Gerven, 
2013a, p. 16) 

At this point I’ll go back to where it all 
starts, the core business of education: 
learning.

WHEN TEACHING 
RESULTS IN LEARNING
Learning isn’t just something that 

mysteriously happens for students. A 
good education is characterized by 
the teacher intervening purposefully 
in a way that makes it possible for a 
student to develop his potential by 
working hard and exerting effort in 
a well-prepared educational environ-
ment (Claxton & Meadows, 2009; 
Hattie, 2013; Marzano, 2007). In this 
context, the student goes through four 
stages of development (Maslow, 1954):

 • Unconscious incompetence: One 
is unaware that there are compe-
tences to develop.

 • Conscious incompetence: One is 

aware that there are competences 
to develop and feels the need to 
develop the competencies.

 • Conscious competence: One has 
mastered new knowledge and/or 
skills and is aware of the newly 
mastered competences.

 • Unconscious competence: One 
has internalized the acquired 
knowledge and skills and is able 
to put them to use at an automa-
tized level.

Learning takes place in the period of 
transition between conscious incom-
petence and conscious competence 
(Maslow, 1954; see Figure 2). The 
application of newly acquired knowl-
edge and skills in the following stage 
(between conscious competence and 
unconscious competence) is to be seen 
as practicing in the Zone of Proximal 
Development (Vygotsky, 1978). In 
both stages, the teacher willfully 
intervenes in a way that changes the 
student’s knowledge, skills, and behav-
iors. A student who is learning will 
make mistakes, ask questions, and 
experience uncertainty. The teacher 

accepts that, when the student starts 
working on the assignment, he is not 
yet competent. In order to help the 
student in this process of mastery and 
becoming competent, the teacher 
instructs the student, supports him, 
and offers him the following on a daily 
basis: Vitamin T for Trying, Vitamin 
F for coping with Failure, Vitamin 
D for coping with Disappointment, 
Vitamin P for Perseverance, and 
Vitamin C for Celebrating successes. 
(van Gerven, 2013b) 

Without realization or intention 
on the part of the teacher, gifted 
students often are offered classroom 
assignments that match the ability of 
most students in the classroom, but 
that are below the personal learning 
potential of bright students. In their 
experience, school may have become 
the place where they are asked to 
complete assignments that involve 
new content but, they are still able to 
easily master the new knowledge and 
skills (moving from unconsciously 
competent to consciously competent; 
see Figure 3) while most students 
in a classroom have a true learning 
experience as they complete their 
assignments (moving from conscious 
incompetent and to conscious com-
petent). Having explained this and 
taking in consideration that learning 
is education’s core business, I propose 
that we, as educators, should not be 
focused on the idea that some gifted 
students are underachievers, but 
instead on the idea that most gifted 
students are underlearners. 
 It is important to realize that the 
student’s experiences in this learning 
process are shared with every child in 
the educational environment (Claxton 
& Meadows, 2009). Teachers typically 
build their expectations on a student’s 
prior achievements and performances 
in the classroom. As a result, the teacher 
may expect a gifted student to complete 
a new assignment with 100% mastery 
and without any help. The same applies 
for parents and—just as important—
for peers. Everyone expects that the 

Figure 1. The student’s ecological system. From van Gerven (2015).
From Knapzak Praktijkgidsen: De cirkel van zorg voor intern begeleiders by E. van Gerven, 2015, Nieuwolda, The 
Netherlands: leuker.nu. Reprinted with permission of the author.
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gifted student will excel time after 
time. Educators need to keep in mind 
that if a student is able to complete an 
assignment demonstrating 100% mas-
tery without putting forth any effort, 
the student is most likely not being 
challenged at a level commensurate 
with his personal learning potential. 
In fact, when a student is truly learn-
ing, it is not likely that he will be able 
to demonstrate 100% mastery without 
any instruction or support. The great-
est risk in this situation is not that the 
student may develop a so-called fixed 
mindset; instead, the real risk may be 
that when the student faces challenges, 
the environment stops supporting him 
as soon as his performance results are 
not in line with expectations of those 
teaching him. When the gifted student 
is truly learning and trying to move 
from conscious incompetence toward 
conscious competence, the teacher may 
tend to withdraw support and offer 
the student a less challenging activity 
so that he won’t make mistakes and is 
able to complete his assignments inde-
pendently. If this happens several times 
consecutively, the student is not encour-
aged to stay with an activity and truly 
learn; instead, the activity is replaced 
with a learning experience on a lower 
level. In this situation, the educational 
environment unconsciously supports 
behavior that leads to underlearning. 

EXECUTIVE SKILLS
 While learning, students develop 
their executive functions (Cooper-
Kahn & Foster, 2014). Gifted students 
are no exception. Executive functions 
are cognitive processes that are required 
to control one’s behavior in order to be 
able to finish a task adequately within 
the time that has been given and in a 
way that the required standard is met 
(Cooper-Kahn & Foster, 2014; Dawson 
& Guare, 2009; Kroesbergen, Verkaik, 
& van Gerven, 2017). Executive func-
tions can be described at two levels: a 
cognitive level and a behavioral level. 
The cognitive level refers to the pro-

cesses that control thinking as well as 
behavior. There are three important 
executive functions: inhibition, shift-
ing, and updating (Cooper-Kahn & 
Foster, 2014; Dawson & Guare, 2009; 
Kroesbergen et al. 2017). Inhibition 
is the ability to suppress dominant 
reactions and, therefore, sustain atten-
tion, remain quiet when sensible, and 
the like. Shifting refers to the ability 
to switch attention from one thing to 
another and to switch between required 
behaviors. Updating is the ability to 
store new knowledge and skills and 
connect new information to earlier 
acquired information. The combination 
of shifting and updating results in the 
ability to be flexible. Executive func-

tions are mental processes, but what 
goes on in your head can be made visi-
ble in your actions. The behavioral levels 
of executive functions are the executive 
skills. Based on the triad of inhibition, 
shifting, and updating, these skills can 
be divided in three groups. The individ-
ual skills belong together as horse and 
carriage and they continually influence 
each other.

 • Inhibition
o Response inhibition
o Emotional control
o Sustained attention

 • Shifting
o Flexibility
o Task initiation

 • Updating

Unconscious 
Incompetence

Conscious 
Incompetence

Conscious 
Competence

Unconscious 
Competence

Figure 2. Where learning takes place. Four stages of development (based on Maslow, 1954). From Van Gerven (2013).
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From Knapzak Praktijkgidsen: Begaafde onderpresteerders by E. van Gerven, 2013a, Nieuwolda, The Netherlands: 
Leuker.nu. Reprinted with permission of the author.
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Leuker.nu. Reprinted with permission of the author.
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o Metacognition
o Working memory

Based on the above mentioned skills, 
Dawson and Guare (2009) distin-
guished a fourth relevant group of 
skills that can be seen separately:

 • Planning
o Planning and prioritization
o Organization
o Time management
o Goal-directed persistence

 
The way these executive skills develop 
depends partially on predisposition 
and partially on the educational con-
text in which the student learns. It’s a 
bit of a chicken and egg situation. One 
needs executive functions in order to 
be able to learn, but one has to be 
placed in a situation where learning is 
required in order to transform these 
functions into skills. 
 According to Gathercole and 
Alloway (2013), executive functions 
are a reliable predictor for school suc-
cess. This is quite logical considering 
that the way we teach often calls for 
more of a student’s executive skills 

than of his intelligence. Research 
from Kornmann, Zettler, Kammerer, 
Gerjets, and Trautwein (2015) showed 
that students with good executive 
skills are more likely to be recognized 
as being gifted than students with-
out those skills, even if they are not 
gifted but have an IQ just above aver-
age and their school performances/
successes are based on their well- 
developed executive skills. Despite 
their high IQs, gifted students with 

effective executive functions who are 
not being challenged to use them in 
an educational context are less likely 
to be recognized as gifted (Kornmann 
et al., 2015; Kroesbergen et al., 2017). 
 So, learning in itself is a state of 
mind that is needed during childhood 
to provide a person with the oppor-
tunity to develop the skills needed to 
become a successful, intelligent adult 
(Dweck, 2006). The call for executive 
skills becomes more intense under the 
following circumstances:

 • The less familiar the task, the 
more you’ll experience the task 
as difficult. The more difficult a 
task, the bigger the call to apply 
executive skills.

 • The complexity of the mental 
procedures that are required for a 
task increases with the number of 
steps that are required for the task 
and the lack of familiarity with 
the individual steps included in 
the task. Increasing complexity 
means increasing the use of exec-
utive skills.

 • Learning becomes more difficult 
if the gap between old and new 

competencies increases. The big-
ger the gap, the more executive 
skills are required.

 • If a task requires the combination 
of several mental procedures (i.e., 
in enriching tasks) the complexity 
of the task raises to a superlative 
level. The more steps you have 
to take, the more combinations 
you have to make, and the less 
familiar you are with them, the 
more you need to effectuate your 

executive skills. Therefore, higher 
order thinking skills, as described 
by Marzano and Kendall (2007), 
call for more executive skills than 
tasks at the levels of recognizing, 
recalling, and executing.

Based on research, we might assume 
that gifted students have good exec-
utive functions as long as they are 
not hindered by a specific learning or 
behavioral disability (Kroesbergen et 
al., 2017). If a gifted student is educa-
tionally challenged, the student will 
be able to put these well-developed 
executive functions to use and trans-
form them to well-used executive 
skills. But in day-to-day practice we 
might observe that not every gifted 
child has well-developed executive 
skills. That raises the question about 
the origin of the problem. If there is 
no neurobiological explanation for 
the less developed skills, the answer 
should be sought in the student’s edu-
cational context. The development of 
executive functions on the cognitive 
level as well on the behavioral level is 
being hindered under the following 
circumstances:

 • From an early age, the gifted stu-
dent is placed in an educational 
context wherein he was mostly 
familiar with the mental proce-
dures that are required.

 • The gap between formerly devel-
oped competencies and the 
opportunity to acquire new com-
petencies is too small to create 
true learning experiences.

 • Only lower order thinking skills 
have been taught and no com-
plex mental procedures have been 
required. 

 • The student is allowed to with-
draw from learning experiences 
because he doesn’t consider them 
to be “fun” experiences.

As a result of these circumstances, 
good functions won’t transfer to good 
skills. This is where the domino effect 
comes in: Without mastered skills, 

By creating a learning environment in which an 
optimal balance exists among the offered educational 

level, the student’s capacities, the necessary 
scaffolding, and the student’s achievements, 

the chances for success are optimized (Galbraith 
et al., 2002; Hattie, 2013; Sternberg, 2009).
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achievement stays behind; without 
achievement, no enrichment activities 
are offered; without enrichment activ-
ities, the chance that a gifted student 
might develop effective executive skills 
decreases rapidly.
 This domino effect describes an 
educational situation in which under-
learning and underperforming is 
(unconsciously) encouraged. It is likely 
that underachievers and underlearners 
have not developed the necessary exec-
utive skills. At this new challenging 
level, the student is confronted with 
an assignment that makes him con-
sciously incompetent. This student 
has not experienced this before and is 
now forced to take on the challenge by 
himself (“You are such a good student, 
you can do this on your own.” or “I’m 
sorry, I have to invest my time in the 
students who need more help.”). Under 
these circumstances, it is only normal 
that the student experiences a fright-
ening situation. It is not likely that he 
takes on the challenge with which he 
is confronted. The emotions he has to 
deal with are those of being afraid of 
the unknown and the fear of failing 
(Whitley, 2001). The behavioral model 
of Marzano and Kendall (2007; can be 
viewed as p. 16 of http://www.aabri.
com/manuscripts/172608.pdf) depicts 
how this process works.
 Once a task is offered, the self-sys-
tem is activated (Marzano & Kendall, 
2007). The self-system can be seen as 
the part of one mind where real deci-
sion making takes place. Based on 
schemata in this system the student 
will determine whether or not he is 
motivated for a task (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1999). Basically, this is where Deci and 
Ryan’s (2000) triad of relationship, 
competence, and autonomy comes in. 
Questions in a student’s mind that are 
steering the decision-making process 
can be:  Do I relate positively to the 
learning objectives of this task? Am I 
competent enough to take this task on? 
and Am I in a position that offers just 
enough autonomy to make my own 
choices during the learning process?  

In their article “Executieve functies en 
begaafdheid,” Kroesbergen, Verkaik, 
and van Gerven (2017) explained how 
the process described in Marzano and 
Kendall’s (2007) behavioral model will 
take place in day-to-day practice. The 
following is based on this article. In 
the exploration of the task at a meta-
cognitive level, the student estimates 
his chances for success. According to 
Marzano and Kendall (2007), he does 

this by checking at a cognitive level to 
determine if knowledge and skills are 
developed enough to have a chance to 
be successful. If he concludes that it is 
not likely that he will be able to end the 
task as successfully as everyone expects 
him to, motivation to become engaged 
in the task will drop significantly. This 
influences the executive function of 
task initiation because as a result of 
the lack of motivation, he drags his 
feet and does not initiate working on 
the assignment. Once started, he is not 
able to sustain his attention as fear of 
failure distracts him (De Bruin-de 
Boer & van Gerven, 2009). It might 
even be that basic skills for the task are 
not yet acquired, and he has to shift 
his attention to seemingly unrelated, 
simple activities to acquire those skills 
(Marzano & Kendall, 2007). By doing 
so, the gifted student might endan-
ger his social status of being the one 
who is always successful (Weterings, 
2017). At this point, other students 
might see him as the one who boasts of 
knowledge but isn’t able to do simple 

things. The concern that this might 
happen adds to the level of anxiety 
that has already been raised by being 
confronted with the feeling of being 
conscious incompetent (van Gerven, 
2013a). If one takes into account that 
with group or cooperative learning 
assignments a gifted student hardly 
needs to plan and prioritize, it may be 
that time management skills are not 
developed effectively (Kroesbergen et 

al., 2017). And if the tasks are really 
easy, the student has no need to orga-
nize his behavior to structure a task, so 
another executive skill won’t develop. 
Under the circumstances as described, 
the self-system has decided not to 
become engaged. 
 Being put into an educationally 
challenging situation can be a very 
frightening experience. After all, the 
student is not yet competent and 
therefore he is out of his comfort zone. 
Feelings of insecurity are natural in 
a moment like that (Vygotsky, 1978). 
Coping with these feelings of insecu-
rity takes practice in order to develop 
a good coping strategy (van Gerven, 
2013a, 2013b). This practice can only 
be offered if challenge is provided 
from the very first day at school. In 
that case the student might attempt 
to engage in the learning experience 
because that is the expectation and 
every other child is doing the same; 
however, if a student does not expe-
rience a true educational challenge 
during the first 1, 2, 3, 4, or even 5 

Educators need to keep in mind that if a student is able 
to complete an assignment demonstrating 100% mastery 

without putting forth any effort, the student is most 
likely not being challenged at a level commensurate 

with his personal learning potential. In fact, when a 
student is truly learning, it is not likely that he will 

be able to demonstrate 100% mastery without any 
instruction or support.
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years of his education, the chances of 
developing coping strategies to deal 
with feelings of anxiety and insecurity 
while being incompetent might be lost 
(van Gerven, 2013a, 2013b). The stu-
dent might head for the closest men-
tal “emergency exit” and refrain from 
becoming involved in a task instead of 
attempting to engage in the assigned 
task. His escape may be to state that 
the assignments are boring or even 
that he is not bright enough for such 
a complex task, therefore deciding 
that the challenge is not worth tak-
ing on (Dweck, 2006). The student 
may be excused from this assignment, 
another challenge may be offered, and 
the entire process starts all over again.

If the above-mentioned scenario 
is repeated time and again, under-
learning cannot be reversed or over-
come simply by presenting the student 
with some enrichment tasks or par-
ticipation in an enrichment project. 
A completely different attitude for 
all involved in the student’s learning 
environment is required (De Bruin-de 
Boer & van Gerven, 2009; Galbraith, 
Delisle, & Delisle, 2002).

A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE 
ON UNDERACHIEVEMENT

 A superior level of mastery requires 
intense practice; after all, practice 
makes perfect. Failure and practice 
go hand in hand. When a gifted stu-
dent embarks on the acquisition of 
new content and/or skills, one cannot 
expect that a superior level of mastery 
will emerge on the spot (Matthews & 
Folsom, 2009). A gifted student who 
is still practicing to master a new com-
petence and putting in effort to do so 
cannot be considered an underachiever 
if he is experiences failure during this 
process. One must consider that fail-
ing makes visible only what still has 
to be learned (Dweck, 2006). The 
assumption that a gifted student can 
be recognized by his constant high 
achievements does not acknowledge 
the natural characteristics of the learn-

ing process. Venderickx (2017) com-
pared this process with the scouting 
and training of young athletes. When 
a young athlete is scouted, an inten-
sive training program starts. Scout, 
trainer, and athlete accept that the 
innate gift still has to be developed. 
No one expects the young athlete to be 
as good as an Olympic medal winner 
who has had years and years of prac-
tice. All involved realize that climbing 
to the top in any field is a struggle that 
can only be overcome by putting forth 
a joint effort. So why expect anything 
else from the student with the innate 
ability for academic success?
 The starting point should be 
within the educational context where 
the student is placed and offered learn-
ing opportunities to perform, learn, 
and achieve at a maximum level. If the 
student’s achievement does not match 
the teacher’s expectations because she 
has another perspective on the stu-
dent’s abilities, it says more about the 
educational context and the teach-
er’s personal mental framework than 
about the student (Van der Wolf & 
Van Beukering, 2012). It says some-
thing about the balance between the 
results of the student’s effort and the 
degree to which the educational con-
text has offered the necessary scaffolds 
for learning. The term underachieve-
ment therefore says more about the 
construction of the educational and 
developmental process than about 
the student’s ability or achievements. 
Turning this process implies that all 
partners in the student’s environmen-
tal system have to play a different role. 
The interaction between the factors in 
the environmental system should be 
forced into a new order (van Gerven, 
2013a, 2013b).
 If a student’s behavior does not 
reflect his intelligence and learning 
potential, the student is sending out an 
SOS. Underachieving and underlearn-
ing are ways of behavior. Behavior is 
just the message. Behavior can change, 
but in order to accomplish change, an 
effort of all parties involved is neces-

sary. The teacher wants the student to 
“do better.” Telling someone “to do 
better” does not lead to “improved 
achievement” if the educational envi-
ronment doesn’t encourage the person 
to “feel better.” The same applies to 
the behavior of an underachieving or 
underlearning gifted student. If the 
teacher wants the student to change 
and begin to achieve, changing her 
own behavior is imperative. In order 
to make sure that the student can 
meet her expectations, the teacher has 
to adjust her pedagogical-didactical 
approach. By creating a learning envi-
ronment in which an optimal balance 
exists among the offered educational 
level, the student’s capacities, the nec-
essary scaffolding, and the student’s 
achievements, the chances for success 
are optimized (Galbraith et al., 2002; 
Hattie, 2013; Sternberg, 2009).
 In day-to-day practice, there is a 
difference between what is maximally 
desirable and maximally workable. 
Often there is more desired than is 
workable. If this is the case, then the 
teacher should adjust her expecta-
tions. Under less optimal conditions 
it is unrealistic to expect that a stu-
dent will be fully able to actualize his 
learning potential, because the teacher 
has not offered learning opportunities 
that address the needs of the student; 
however, it is unrealistic to expect that 
any educational setting can offer the 
maximum desired context for all stu-
dents at all times. So, as always, the 
truth lies somewhere in the middle 
(van Gerven, 2014).
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One of the first steps in writing curriculum for the gifted is to 
begin by making sure that the learning theory that undergirds 
curriculum is thoroughly understood. The Cognitive Field 
Theory (Bigge & Shermis, 1999) begins with the whole (the big 
ideas) and moves toward the parts (specific, factual content). 
Curriculum and instruction is student-centered and designed 
to encourage intrinsic motivation. Learning proceeds in an 
out-of-order, nonlinear fashion. Learning is meaningful and 
based on the needs and interests of the student. 
 As the planner of a unit, the teacher must engage in 
the same level and depth of thought as the gifted student. 
Begin by thinking of the abstract theme, problem, or issue 
around which the topic, strategies, activities, and TEKS may 
be centered. Starting the writing of curriculum by selecting 
the abstract theme word may feel a bit uncomfortable at first, 
but the one distinguishing feature of curriculum for the gifted 
is the need to focus on universal, broad-based, big-picture 
ideas. The constant strand that should pervade all of the 
wonderful activities of the unit is the theme along with the 
generalization. Again, these thoughts are meaningful in the 
context of remembering that it is the classic Cognitive Field 
Theory that undergirds curriculum for the gifted. Curriculum 
and instruction based on the Cognitive Field Theory begins 
with the gestalt—the whole (the big ideas)—and moves toward 
the parts (the specific content, the activities, experiences) of 
the unit. The theme of the thematic unit is much more broad-
based and abstract than a topic. A superficial look at the 
theme should cause one to wonder, “How does my academic 
content relate to this theme?” Only after thinking below the 
surface of the theme will relationships and connections to 
topics beyond the subject area become apparent.
 The gifted education curriculum writer has to engage in 

analytical thinking to look beneath the surface and discover 
how that one word or abstract term relates not only to the 
content being covered, but to the content of every other 
subject. Every subject area should find a place, a home, and a 
connection under that particular theme. So, the more broad-
based the theme is, the more appropriate it is for the gifted 
and talented student and appropriate for the unit that is 
being developed. Whether the teacher chooses an abstract 
theme or an issue or a central question to be addressed 
throughout the unit, every lesson should present an oppor-
tunity to engage in abstract thought and the exploration of a 
multiplicity of solutions or answers to problems or questions. 
As students move from the first to the last lesson, they are 
moving closer and closer toward a clearer understanding of 
what that one-word theme is all about. If the theme is taught 
appropriately, students should leave class thinking about 
other examples of that theme, problem, or issue beyond the 
classroom; students should begin to see applicability and 
connections to other areas. 
 Classic themes include change, chaos, conflict, explo-
ration, force, influence, order, patterns, power, relation-
ships, structure, and systems. Each of these broad-based 
themes has applicability to any subject area. For example, 
if the theme of systems is chosen, time spent brainstorming 
reveals that there are systems in art and science: There are 
ecological systems, legal systems, transportation systems, 
language systems, and systems in music, for example. 
 After an appropriate theme is selected, a generalization 
that communicates a universal message must be developed. 
The generalization is a short, simple life-related statement 
that students can take with them across the years of their 
lives. To emphasize the centrality of the theme word, the first 
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word of the generalization should be the same as the theme 
word. The generalization has the same characteristics as 
the theme: broad-based, universal, and invites connections 
across the curriculum. The more closely a generalization 
relates to one particular subject area, the less appropriate 
it is for gifted and talented students. If, for example, images 
is the theme, then Image defines might be the generalization. 
In an English class, during a unit on advertising, the gener-
alization Image defines is supported by lessons addressing 
how mental pictures influence consumers; in mathematics, 
images represent signs 
and symbols and math-
ematical operations; in 
social studies, lessons 
can explore how the lived 
experiences of a commu-
nity of people define who 
they are. The generaliza-
tion becomes a recurring 
refrain that is repeated 
throughout the lessons 
and is developed with 
every lesson. The most 
appropriate gifted and talented themes and generalizations 
are those that can be used with every subject in the school’s 
curriculum. 
 In choosing a topic or content for a thematic unit or les-
son plans, a topic about which one is knowledgeable should 
be chosen. The topic is very specific, closely related to the 
content being taught. TEKS should be consulted and used to 
help determine how the content will address selected TEKS 
appropriately for the gifted. Is the curriculum designed to be 
taught in a heterogeneous setting where cluster grouping 
is used? Will it be taught in a pull-in or pull-out program? 
Will it be integrated with an Advanced Placement course? 
Is the content going to be taught in a heterogeneous setting? 
Choose a topic that will add to the knowledge base of the 
students. Choose a topic that will appeal to the broad-based, 
abstract learning needs of gifted kids. If social studies or 
history is the content being studied, the topic may be the 
Depression or the topic may be child labor, or maybe it’s city 
government or “My Neighborhood” for the Kindergarten 
teacher. In the area of science, the topic may be biomes or 
the rainforest. It could be a novel, or a short story, or maybe 
poetry that the teacher builds a unit around. The topic is the 
concrete, specific content of the unit. 
 The writing of curriculum can also involve the creation 
of a paradigm, an artistic representation of the theme, gen-
eralization, and topic (content). The paradigm, a pictorial 
representation, is a composite of all of the elements of the 
curriculum and leads to a more in-depth understanding of 
the generalization. Students could be involved in an initial 
brainstorming activity centered around the generalization, 
Movement impacts thought. A teacher might engage students 
in a discussion of how the Civil Rights Movement, Westward 
Expansion, movements in music, physical movement, or 
movement in dance have impacted thought. Students could 

then be instructed to create the paradigm that represents 
the generalization. Another activity could involve the cre-
ation of a logo based on the paradigm; this logo could be 
worn or placed on all assignments. 
 In designing curriculum and instruction for gifted and 
talented students, the big ideas, the gestalt, the whole must 
remain central and primary. Begin by choosing an abstract, 
broad-based theme, a generalization, and finally a topic or 
the content at the appropriate level of depth, complexity, and 

interest. How does the 
theme relate to the topic? 
How does the generaliza-
tion relate to the theme? 
How should all three—the 
topic, theme, and gener-
alization—be reflected in 
the paradigm? The theme 
and generalization must 
remain an integral part 
of every plan for instruc-
tion, consistently woven 

throughout curriculum. Each point of closure should involve 
statement and restatement of the generalization, connecting 
the activities of the day with the theme and generalization. 
The result will be gifted students who are taught in a man-
ner that’s compatible with who they are as producers and 
creators of knowledge, ideas, and products.
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All recent literature on 21st-century 
learning skills recommends that 
many of the thinking skills that 
have been a mainstay in gifted 

education should be made available to all stu-
dents who spend most of their time in regular 
classrooms. Even identified gifted students in 
schools using pull-out programs spend the 
majority of their time in regular classrooms 
where there is frequently an emphasis on 
memorizing received knowledge rather than 
a focus on higher level cognitive processes 
and developing investigative and creative 
mindsets (Renzulli, 2016). The Schoolwide 
Enrichment Model does not recommend 
replacing presently effective gifted program 
services; however, we believe that gifted educa-
tion specialists should take the lead in infusing 
more challenge into the regular curriculum. 

Applying some of the pedagogy of gifted 
education to classrooms can lead to total school 
improvement as well as increased achievement 
for all students. This is the aim of our work 
in an enrichment-infusion process called 
the Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM). 

“Curricular infusion” simply means that we do 
not argue with the reality of today’s standards 
and test-driven approaches to school improve-
ment. Rather, we examine materials and teach-
ing strategies that can make the prescribed 
curriculum more interesting, challenging, and 
enjoyable. It means we provide the professional 
development and technology-based resources 
that allow teachers to promote the three goals of 
our model (the 3 E’s): Enjoyment, Engagement, 
and Enthusiasm for Learning; and, the 3 E’s 
apply equally to teachers and students. Teachers 
who enjoy their work produce the best results, 
and they know what works best in their class-
rooms. They also know that no amount of stan-
dardization, regulation, or reams of supervisory 
paperwork can or have made sustainable differ-
ences in achievement scores or in the culture of 
their schools.

COMMON GOALS
Our research with schools using the 

SEM has shown that anything that saves 
teachers time, promotes the 3 E’s, and avoids 
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needless paperwork is more likely 
to be adopted, implemented, and 
sustained. Our research has shown 
that an enrichment-based approach 
(rather than drill-and-practice) actu-
ally improves student achievement, 
improves attendance, minimizes sus-
pensions, increases student and teacher 
engagement, and promotes greater job 
satisfaction on the part of teachers. 
Our SEM model also promotes owner-
ship and educator involvement by pro-
viding opportunities for each school 
to design its own unique approach to 
SEM. Ownership and creative involve-
ment are what produce sustainability 
and pride. We believe in common 
goals like the 3 E’s, but unique means 
for achieving these goals.

ADVANCED LEVELS FOR ALL
Most overly prescribed “flavor-

of-the-month” school improvement 

models lack sustainability because 
they are overly prescriptive. They also 
factor out the kinds of creative pro-
gram development and joyful learning 
opportunities that make teaching the 
innovative and enjoyable process that 
attracts people to the profession. Our 
broadened conception of total talent 
development advocates general enrich-
ment opportunities for all students 
and motivates them to pursue self- 
selected projects at advanced levels. 
This is a radically different approach 
from other models that require a stu-
dent be identified as “gifted” before 
advanced opportunities, resources, 
and encouragement are provided.

An emphasis in our work is on 
infusing highly engaging and enjoy-
able activities into any and all required 
curriculum. It is amazing to see how 
quickly students acquire analytic skills 
and creative and investigative mind-
sets—rather than simply memorizing 
material for the next round of tests. 
Our studies have shown that when 
teachers enjoy and are engaged in 
enrichment activities, the entire atmo-
sphere and the culture of the school 
changes.

INDIVIDUALIZED 
ENRICHMENT

Technology has made this enrich-
ment infusion easily available to most 
schools and classrooms. Information 
about student strengths can be quickly 
obtained by using an electronically 
produced profile that documents each 

student’s interests, learning styles, pre-
ferred modes of expression, and aca-
demic strengths. A powerful search 
engine scans through thousands of 
enrichment activities and matches them 
to each student’s profile. This technol-
ogy is a one-of-a-kind tool developed 
at the University of Connecticut (see 
renzullilearning.com) that makes per-
sonalized learning easy. Teachers can 
use the same search engine to differ-
entiate their curriculum by entering 
topics, events, or other keywords to 
quickly locate thousands of enrichment 
activities categorized by age/grade lev-
els, standards, and interest areas.

ENHANCED ROLES FOR 
GIFTED EDUCATION 

SPECIALISTS
When it comes to high levels of 

cognitive development and creativ-
ity, specialists in gifted education are 
among the most highly trained educa-
tors in the world. Although the focus 
of their work should continue to be 
on targeted populations of students, 
their knowledge and experience in 
more challenging learning strategies 
places them in the unique position of 
being instructional leaders who make 
learning more enjoyable and challeng-
ing throughout the entire school. A 
rising tide lifts all ships, and in schools 
in which we have worked and where 
the gifted and talented (GT) special-
ists have shared their knowledge, the 
entire culture of those schools has 
changed. A brief description of the 
SEM is below. 

THE SCHOOLWIDE 
ENRICHMENT MODEL

 The SEM has evolved over time 
after three decades of research and 
field-testing by both educators and 
researchers (Renzulli & Reis, 2014). 
It combines the previously devel-
oped Enrichment Triad Model with 
a more flexible approach to identify-
ing high-potential students. Research 
on the SEM has been conducted in 
schools with widely differing socio-
economic levels and program orga-
nizational patterns and has shown 
consistently positive results. In the 
SEM, a talent pool of 15%–20% 
of above-average ability/high- 
potential students is generally iden-
tified through a variety of measures, 
including achievement tests, teacher 
nominations, assessment of potential 
for creativity and task commitment, 
as well as alternative pathways of 
entrance (e.g., self-nomination, parent 
nomination). 

In the SEM, students receive a vari-
ety of services. First, interest, learning 

Our research has shown that an enrichment-
based approach (rather than drill-and-practice) 

actually improves student achievement, improves 
attendance, minimizes suspensions, increases 

student and teacher engagement, and promotes 
greater job satisfaction on the part of teachers. 
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styles, and product style assessments 
are conducted with talent pool students 
using the program Renzulli Learning 
(www.renzullilearning.com). Each stu-
dent creates a profile that identifies his 
or her unique strengths and talents, and 
teachers identify patterns of student’s 
interests, products, and learning styles. 
These methods are used to both iden-
tify and create students’ interests and 
to encourage students to develop and 
pursue their interests in various ways. 
Learning style preferences assessed 
include projects, independent study, 
teaching games, simulations, peer 
teaching, programmed instruction, 
lecture, drill and recitation, and discus-
sion. Product-style preferences include 
those that are written, oral, hands-on, 
artistic, displays, dramatization, ser-
vice, and multimedia.

The curriculum/instructional 
focus in the SEM for all learning activ-
ities is the Enrichment Triad Model 
(Renzulli, 1977), which was initially 
implemented in school districts as 
a gifted and talented program, and 
is often now integrated into whole-

school programming. Research on the 
use of the Enrichment Triad Model 
and its integration into the SEM has 
consistently shown the positive out-
comes of the use of this approach 
with students in urban settings, find-
ing that the enriched and accelerated 
content can reverse underachieve-
ment and increase achievement. The 
Enrichment Triad Model is designed 
to encourage creative productivity on 
the part of students by exposing them 
to various topics, areas of interest, and 
fields of study as well as to further 
train them to apply advanced content,  
process-training skills, and method-
ology training to self-selected areas 
of interest. Accordingly, three types 
of enrichment are included in the 
Enrichment Triad Model. In order 
for enrichment learning and teach-
ing to be applied systematically to 
the learning process of all students, it 
must be organized in a way that makes 
sense to teachers and students. The 
Enrichment Triad Model can be used 
for this purpose due to the fact that it 
is based on the ways in which people 

learn in a natural environment rather 
than the artificially structured envi-
ronment that characterizes most class-
rooms. External stimulation, internal 
curiosity, necessity, or combinations of 
these three starting points cause peo-
ple to develop an interest in a topic, 
problem, or area of study. Children 
are, by nature, curious and they enjoy 
the use of problem solving, but, in 
order for them to act upon a problem 
or interest with some degree of com-
mitment and enthusiasm, the interest 
must be sincere and they must feel a 
personal reason for taking action. The 
means by which the Enrichment Triad 
Model enables the interaction between 
and among the following three types 
of enrichment is as important as any 
type of enrichment or the collective 
sum of all three types.

CURRICULUM COMPACTING
Curriculum compacting (Reis, 

Renzulli, & Burns, 2016) should 
be offered and provided to all eligi-
ble talent pool students in the SEM. 
Compacting enables classroom teach-
ers to modify the regular curriculum 
by eliminating portions of previously 
mastered content when students show 
content strengths. Research on com-
pacting has consistently demonstrated 
that academically talented students 
can have up to 50%–75% of their reg-
ular curriculum eliminated or stream-
lined to avoid repetition of previously 
mastered work, guaranteeing mastery 
while simultaneously substituting 
more appropriately challenging activ-
ities. Compacting enables teachers to 
document the content areas that have 
been mastered and the alternative, 
more interesting and engaging work 
that has been substituted.

ENRICHMENT
The Enrichment Triad Model 

underlies all enrichment (see Figure 1). 
Type I Enrichment consists of general 
exploratory experiences such as guest 
speakers, field trips, demonstrations, 
interest centers, and the use of audio-

TYPE I
General

Exploratory
Activities

TYPE II
Group

Training
Activities

TYPE III
Individual and Small Group

Investigation of Real Problems

REGULAR C
LASSROOM

ENVIRONM
ENT

Figure 1. The Enrichment Triad Model.
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visual materials and technology (e.g., 
webinars) designed to expose students 
to new and exciting topics, ideas, and 
fields of knowledge not ordinarily cov-
ered in the regular curriculum. Type 
II Enrichment includes instructional 
methods and materials purposefully 
designed to promote the development 
of thinking, feeling, research, com-
munication, and methodological pro-
cesses. Type II training, usually 
carried out both in classrooms 
and in enrichment programs, 
includes the development of 
creative thinking and problem 
solving, critical thinking, and 
affective processes; a variety of 
specific learning-how-to-learn 
skills; skills in the appropriate 
use of advanced-level reference 
materials; and written, oral, and 
visual communication skills.

Type III Enrichment is 
the most advanced level in 
the Enrichment Triad Model. 
Although Types I and II 
Enrichment and curriculum 
compacting should be pro-
vided on a regular basis to tal-
ent pool students, the ability to 
revolve into Type III Enrichment 
depends on an individual’s inter-
ests, motivation, and desire to 
pursue advanced-level study. 
Type III Enrichment is defined as 
investigative activities and artistic pro-
ductions in which the learner assumes 
the role of a first-hand inquirer think-
ing, feeling, and acting like a practic-
ing professional, with involvement 
pursued at as advanced or professional 
level as possible given the student’s 
level of development and age. The 
most important feature of the model 
is the “flow” or connection among the 
experiences. Each type of enrichment 
is viewed as a component part of a 
holistic process that blends present or 
newly developed interests (Type I) and 
advanced-level thinking and research 
skills (Type II) with application situ-
ations based on the modus operandi 
of the first-hand inquirer (Type III).

RENZULLI LEARNING SYSTEMS
Students in SEM programs also 

have access to Renzulli Learning System 
(RLS), another research-based compo-
nent of our model. Gara Field (2009) 
studied the use of Renzulli Learning, 
an innovative online enrichment pro-
gram based on the Enrichment Triad 
Model, finding that gifted and non-
gifted students who participated in 

this enrichment program and used 
Renzulli Learning for 2–3 hours each 
week demonstrated significantly higher 
growth in reading comprehension than 
control group students who did not 
participate in the program.

Four steps enable students to have 
access to enrichment during the day 
as well as after school and at home 
if the technology is available in their 
homes. The first step consists of a 
computer-based diagnostic assessment 
that creates a profile of each student’s 
academic strengths, interests, learn-
ing styles, and preferred modes of 
expression. The online assessment, 
which takes about 30 minutes, results 
in a personalized profile that high-

lights individual student strengths 
and sets the stage for step two of the 
RLS. The profile serves a compass for 
the second step, which is a differen-
tiation search engine that examines 
thousands of resources that relate 
specifically to each student’s profile. 
A project management tool guides stu-
dents and teachers to use specifically 
selected resources for assigned cur-

ricular activities, independent or 
small-group investigative projects, 
and a wide variety of challenging 
enrichment experiences. Another 
management tool enables teachers 
to form instructional groups and 
enrichment clusters based on inter-
ests and learning style preferences. 
Teachers have instant access to 
student profiles, all sites visited on 
the web, and the amount of time 
spent in each activity. Parents also 
may access their child’s profile and 
web activities. In order to promote 
parent involvement, we suggest 
that students work on some of 
their favorite activities with their 
parents.

Next, the differentiation 
search engine matches student 
strengths and interests to an 
enrichment database of 50,000 
enrichment activities, materi-
als, resources, and opportunities 

for further study that are grouped 
into the following categories: virtual 
field trips, real field trips, creativity 
training, critical thinking, projects 
and independent study, contests and 
competitions, websites, fiction and 
nonfiction books, summer programs, 
online activities, research skills, and 
high-interest videos and DVDs. Many 
of these resources provide methods of 
inquiry, advanced-level thinking and 
creative problem solving skills, and 
investigative approaches. Students 
are guided toward the application of 
knowledge to the development of orig-
inal research studies, creative projects, 
and action-oriented undertakings that 
put knowledge to work in personally 
meaningful areas of interest and pro-

We believe that the 

development of abilities 

is accomplished when 

individuals begin the 

process of developing 

their academic abilities 

and interests both in and 

out of school.
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vide students with suggestions for 
outlets and audiences for their creative 
products. The resources available in 
this step also provide students with 
opportunities to pursue advanced-level 
training in both areas of strength and 
those of personal interest.

The third part of Renzulli 
Learning for students is a project orga-
nization and management plan called 
The Wizard Project Maker. Using this 
project planner, teachers can help stu-
dents target their web-based explora-
tions to undertake original research, 
investigative projects, and the devel-
opment of a wide variety of creative 
undertakings. The sophisticated soft-
ware used in this tool automatically 
locates potentially relevant web-based 
resources that can be used in connec-
tion with the student’s investigative 
activity. This management device is 
designed to fulfill the requirements 
of a Type III Enrichment experience, 
which is the highest level of enrich-
ment described in our discussion of 
the Enrichment Triad Model.

The final step in the Renzulli 
Learning System is an automatic 
compilation and storage of all stu-
dent activity from Steps 1, 2, and 
3 into an ongoing student record 
called the Total Talent Portfolio. A 
management tool allows students to 
evaluate each site visited and resource 
used. Students can complete a self-
assessment of what they derived from 
the resource, and, if they choose, 
they can store favorite activities and 
resources in their portfolio. This 
feature allows easy-return access to 
ongoing work. The portfolio can be 
reviewed at any time by teachers and 
parents through the use of an access 
code, which allows teachers to give 
feedback and guidance to individual 
students and provides parents with 
information about students’ work and 
opportunities for parental involve-
ment. The Total Talent Portfolio can 
travel with students throughout their 
years to serve as a reminder of pre-
vious activities and creative accom-

plishments that they might want to 
include in college applications, and 
it is an ongoing record that can help 
students, teachers, guidance coun-
selors, and parents make decisions 
about future educational and voca-
tional plans. Teacher resources in the 
RLS enable educators to differenti-
ate assignments and send tiered and 
compacted assignments to students 
by placing them in their electronic 
talent portfolio. Teachers can also use 
RLS to group students based on their 
interests, learning, and expression or 
product styles.

We believe that the develop-
ment of abilities is accomplished 
when individuals begin the process 
of developing their academic abil-
ities and interests both in and out 
of school. The development of task 
commitment and creativity, both 
defined in the Renzulli Three-Ring 
Conception of Giftedness, is accom-
plished when individuals find an area 
in which they desire and choose to 
develop their academic abilities and 
interests. When children experience 
and enjoy creative and productivity 
experiences, such as Type III projects, 
we have learned that they are more 
likely to seek additional creative and 
productive experiences later in life. 

Over time, we have come to 
understand that creative-productive 
experiences in elementary or second-
ary school enable some academically 
talented students to learn to relish 
creative experiences and become more 
likely to pursue these options in their 

adult lives, leading to a more creative 
and productive personal life, regardless 
of the work and career they select. Our 
four decades in developing the SEM 
have convinced us that our work will 
help to increase the likelihood that 
more young students will grow up to 
become inventors, creators, and highly 
productive adults, something that our 
country both needs and deserves. 
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KG: Can you give some examples of 
these MIT projects?

JH: Of course! Example 1 would be: 
“Boys and girls, I want you to build 
something that shows what silence 
looks like or feels like.” They say, “Mr. 
Hunter, you can’t see or feel silence.” 
I say, “You’ve got one month to do it. 
You can’t spend more than $1 to do it. 
Good luck solving the problem.” They 
just experiment all kinds of ways. And, 
you know, when adults are asked to 
solve that problem, they come back 
with things like, “Let’s see, an empty 
box, a blank sheet of paper, a zero.” 
 Those are conventional answers 
actually. But these children, Krystal! 
One child [who worked on this prob-
lem] came in after lunch and said, 
“This is really hard. You know, I am a 
musician. I play the clarinet and vio-
lin, too, and it’s really tough for me to 
think about this project because it just 
doesn’t make sense to me, but, here is 
what I did. My parents drink Maxwell 
House coffee. You know they’ve got 
that round can. I thought, you can’t 
really see the beginning and end [of 
that can]. It’s like a cylinder; there is 
no beginning or end to it. I got that 
can, and I took some white paper, and 
I covered the whole can with sticky 
white paper because silence, you can’t 
see it—it is kind of blank, there is 
nothing there. Since I am a musician, 
I took my Sharpie, and I put little 
notations all over the can —hundreds 
of them—musical notations for stops 
and rests, stops and rests.” Then she 
said, “Mr. Hunter, I am going to per-
form [what silence looks like]” and she 
rolled her can across the table . . . so, it 
was this endless cycle of stops and rests 
showing what silence looks like. She 
just sat back and smiled, and I said, “I 
would have never thought of that in a 
million years!”

KG: As a teacher, I love all ideas! Can 
you give us one more example?

JH: As a teacher, you might enjoy 
this. We have one strategy that we 
use called sound drawing. It sounds 
conventional, but when you get into 
it, it is mind-numbing. I give the kids 
a piece of paper and I tell [them], 
“We are going to go through a mind 
journey today, and I am going to show 
you many ways to use open space 
thinking. There is nothing on this 
paper. With this one piece of paper, 
we are going to actually take you 
through such a high level of thinking 
that you will not even believe that this 
is not some university. It’s going to be 
amazing.” 
 So, then I say, “Fold the paper in 
half.” So, they fold it in half. I say, 
“Fold it in half another time. Now, 
fold it in half another time.” So, they 
have folded it three times. Then, I 
say, “Now, before you unfold it, tell 
me how many sections you think 
that paper will have when you unfold 
it?” They guess three, six, nine, 12?  
It’s eight sections. The children say, 
“Hey! That doesn’t make any sense! 
We folded it three times and seems 
like that would add up to six!” Now, 
that is the math problem—the math 
modality. Then I say, “Take your 
pencil and draw over all the crease 
lines on your paper. You have eight 
sections in the paper. Now, I am 
going to take you into the auditory/
musical modality. I am going to play 
eight pieces of music very quickly. I 
am going to ask you to close your 
eyes and play a piece of music. After 
I play the piece, I am going to stop 
the music and ask you to draw or 
color or design whatever the music 
looked like to you. You can’t use any 
‘thing’ though—no fuzzy bunnies, 
no flower, no stars, no sunsets—
you can only use shapes, colors, and 
textures. And you must draw what 
the sound looked like, not what it 
reminded you of. The whole premise 

is letting go of the premises some-
body else has thought of to see what 
you come up with.” 
 They sit there frustrated for a 
while, but by number four or five, 
they start to get it. You can walk by 
and look at their papers, and you can 
see that what they have [drawn] does 
makes sense, that it does look like 
what the piece sounds like. You try 
to pick music that they have never 
heard before. So, they do eight of 
those and they create some amazing 
pieces of artwork! And, by number 
four or five, their left brain gives up 
and their right brain opens up and 
the work starts to become just mag-
nificent! They have been through 
three modalities—mathematical, 
musical, and visual and even spatial. 
Then I say, “Stop and take a look at 
all of your pictures and do not move 
until those eight sections tell you a 
story or poem.” As the teacher, don’t 
try to imagine what they are drawing, 
what they are trying to tell you or 
anything. Wait until it comes. 
 They will sit there and sit there, 
and all of a sudden, they will start 
writing and you cannot stop them 
from writing. [Then you will hear 
them say things like], “This square 
is a chapter. This is a character . . . 
these are eight different characters 
. . . these are eight verses of poetry.” 
Then I tell them to put their pencils 
down and let them share their sto-
ries. I say, “Get into groups and take 
anyone’s paper. I want you to create a 
theatre piece. No words; only actions; 
only kinesthetic intelligence. Create 
a piece illustrating the whole story.” 
So, you’ve got another modality 
going. They are exhausted, but they 
are happy! They have gotten to do 
everything [engage in many learning 
modalities]! Of course, once again, 
you can’t grade their work with A, 
B, C, or D, but the mental work, the 
intellectual work that they had to do 
to get there is so astonishing. 

Continued from page 12
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KG: What advice would you give 
teachers of gifted students to empower 
them to gain the confidence and skills 
to let go and not have to be in control 
[JH laughter] and to let children solve 
problems on their own? 

JH: Well, I wouldn’t dream of giving 
anyone advice. I am just sort of 
teaching like everyone else. I would 
say that my experience has been . . . 
before I got to the classroom, I had to 
do some work, and this is daily. It is 
regular, it is consistent, it is relentless, 
and I don’t always want to do it, but 
it is for the sake of the children. And 
that work has nothing to do with 
curriculum and it has nothing to 
do with school. I call that work self- 
introspective inventory. Basically, I have 
relentlessly and in granular detail, 
looked at myself in a deep, deep way 
every day to see what my flaws are, 
my inhibitions, my preconceptions, 
my limited perspectives, my biases, 
my own prejudices—and they are very 
subtle sometimes. 
 So, like I said, relentlessly doing 
this every day for years, you start to 
really know yourself. And, by getting to 
know yourself, I don’t mean what kind 
of ice cream you like or whether you 
like Beyoncé or Justin Bieber or walks 
on the beach. I mean to know your-
self so that when a child walks into the 
room, you know how your mind works. 
When a child walks into the room with 
their pants hanging down, their hat on 
backward, they are chewing gum, they 
have an attitude, I say to myself, “loser.” 
That will just pop up in my mind for 
just a second—“loser.” Then it disap-
pears—so subtle, my own thought. I 
look at a kid and I say to myself, “loser!” 
I have snatched that out of that kid, 
and that’s going to affect the way that 
I deal with that kid forever. Now, I 
am a human being, and I am going to 
have my perceptions. I know that they 
are going to come. But, because I can 
see that I had that perception, then I 
can start to work with it and work it 

out. I say to myself, “See, that is just a 
momentary perception, John. You don’t 
have to be wed to that. Let’s take it fresh 
and see what actually happens with this 
child. This child could create a cure for 
Alzheimer’s. You don’t know. So, you’ve 
got to give them a chance—give them 
everything you’ve got.” So, self-intro-
spection is what I start with, and that 
seems to help me every step of the way. 
That is the first thing. 
 The second thing, which I have 
already mentioned, is knowing who 
your students really are and loving what 
they care about. Every piece of curricu-
lum that I do in my class has a mark of 
a student on it and a mark of a student’s 
passion on it. Something that a student 
loves is in that curriculum somewhere. 
It has to be. Otherwise . . . it is extra-
neous to them and some external thing 
that may not be relevant to their lives 
at all. So it’s got to be blended in with 
something they love and care about—
geometry, history, reading, math, what-
ever—it’s got to be blended in with 
their passions somehow. 
 And, then, the third thing is rec-
ognizing their collective wisdom. I 
told you that when I first come in to 
the classroom, I lay it out. I say, “This 
is what we have to do.” So, there are 
no secrets, nothing hidden. They are 
not going to be surprised by anything. 
I say, “Here is what the principal says 
we have to do, what the school says 
we have to do. How do you think 
we should do it? What do you think 
is the best way? Let’s talk about this 
together.” So, after that big meeting, 
we have ongoing meetings throughout 
the year. We have buy-in from the stu-
dents because they are helping to [plan 
and] develop what is going to happen 
to them. You know, you and I went 
to school and we would get to the end 
and think, “I hope she gives me a good 
grade, I hope I passed.” But, we’d never 

know until the end. At least I didn’t. 
This way, the students know every step 
of the way through self-evident assess-
ment where they are, and you know 
where they are, and you know they 
know where they are. There is no sur-
prise because they are participating in 
formative and summative assessments 
throughout the whole time. So, collec-
tive wisdom. You know, I have this old 
Atari computer brain from the 1970s, 
and they’ve got these super computer 
brains. Why would I think that my 
Atari brain can run an entire curricu-
lum when these super power computer 
brains are sitting right there in front 
of me to leave me in the dust? No, I 
want to network with them. I want to 
get all that assistance, all that power. 
 Then, finally, compassion. 
Compassion is the thing that arises 
spontaneously. It doesn’t have to be 
taught. It radiates from the teacher. If 
the teacher really, really cares—really, 
really loves—and not is just putting 
on an act or something, it works. My 
old principal, John Broadman, used to 
say, “John, if you’ve got any problem 
at all, there is only one answer.” And, 
I would ask, “How can there only be 
one answer? These are complex chil-
dren, complex families.” He would say 
again, “There is only one answer for 
every problem.” I would say, “What is 
that, Mr. Broadman?” He would say, 
“The answer is, ask yourself what is 
best for that [particular] child? It’s not 
what’s best for you. It’s not what’s best 
for me. It’s not what’s best for the cur-
riculum. It’s what’s best for that child.” 
So, there is no cookie-cutter answer at 
all. He was right. Everything has to 
be child-focused. Individual child-fo-
cused. That takes more time, but it is 
what serves them best. That is what we 
are here for. We are servants, you know. 
We are here to serve people as best we 
can . . . so that’s what we must do.

To read the full interview and access bonus 
content related to John Hunter’s work, visit 
http://www.txgifted.org/tempo.
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