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“Older and wiser voices can help you fi nd the 
right path, if you are only willing to listen.”  

-Jimmy Buffet

T
his issue of Parenting for High Potential 
brings together many voices from within 
the gifted community—educators, practi-

tioners, researchers, psychologists, consul-
tants, teens, and even gifted retirees—to 
provide fi rst-person perspectives and a 
slightly different lens for which to view the 
world of the gifted and talented.

You’ll fi nd an article from gifted veterans 
who we challenged to do the unimaginable: to 

each winnow down their decades of expertise 
to create a “top fi ve list” of salient advice for 
parents and children. But wisdom doesn’t only 
come with age:  You’ll also be touched by the 
insightful refl ections of 15-year-old Sabrina 
Olson on her early-entrance college experiences.

And, to help with back-to-school season, 
look for tips to start the school year off on 
the right foot with your child’s new teacher, 
to manage stress and anxiety, and to advocate 
for creativity in the classroom. 

Lastly, because giftedness extends across 
the lifespan, it’s important for us not to forget 

the gifted seniors in our lives. Important 
work is being done on researching gifted 
elders, and how collective generations can 
recognize, support, and nurture the gifts of 
those in their golden years.

I’m proud of the medley of voices repre-
sented and grateful to the authors who gener-
ously shared their experiences. Together, our 
individual voices create a powerful, harmo-
nious symphony that helps us orchestrate the 
right path for gifted individuals of all ages.

Kathleen Nilles, Editor-in-Chief

parenting for high potential
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expert advice

THINGS

By Deb Douglas

“I’m confused,” the father of a recently identifi ed six-year-old 
said. “What should I tell my daughter?” 

That’s not an unusual question. As parents we want to be 
straightforward with our children about their giftedness, but 
we often get confl icting messages about what to say. Will our 
kids become self-centered elitists if we tell them they are gifted? 
Is praise helpful or harmful? Is it okay to use the word “gifted”? 

Not much has changed since 1985 when the #1 gripe our 
brightest kids had was that no one explained what being gifted 
is all about.1 In 2016, more than 300 gifted teens from around 
the country were surveyed during self-advocacy workshops. 
Less than 25% said that their parents had talked with them 
about being gifted.2 In fact:
• 33% said no one has ever talked to them about what it means 

to be gifted.  
• 43% said no one has ever talked to them about programming 

for gifted students in their school or district.

• 55% said no one has ever encouraged them to take charge of 
their own education.
While every student says he/she wants to have that conver-

sation, parents still struggle with it. Often parents don’t know 
what to say because they don’t fully understand the concept of 
giftedness. Or, some falsely assume that their bright children 
can innately refl ect on their abilities and develop insights into 
their own wants and needs. Or, in attempting to be egalitarian, 
parents tell themselves (and their children) that everyone is 
gifted in one way or another.

The bottom line is, no matter how diffi cult it might be, 
parents must talk to their children about their exceptionalities. 
The tough part is fi guring out exactly what to say.  

On the following pages, several experts on the lives of gifted 
children share nuggets of wisdom—for a total of 30 things that 
every parent and gifted child needs to know. 
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More Than an Engaging Lesson
By George Betts

O
n August 14, 1966, I thought I knew 
everything. I had graduated from 
college and was preparing to teach my 

fi rst class. Wanting to catch the students’ 
attention, I walked into the room dressed 

as a historical fi gure and conducted the class in character. They 
were mesmerized. At the end of class, however, a student named 
Kathy asked if I had a minute to answer a question. I assumed it 
was about the assignment, but I was wrong. She said, “Mr. Betts, 
my stepdad beat up my mom last night. What should I do?” In that 
instant, I realized that I didn’t know everything. But I promised 
Kathy I’d seek answers and was able to provide her with help 
that day.

My life was never the same from that moment. Kathy and 
many other learners taught me that they needed more than just 
an engaging lesson. I’ve learned the importance of social-emo-
tional development, although it has taken me until now to fully 
understand it—50 years of learning and living. 

Here are fi ve things so that parents and teachers can help our 

gifted students understand:

1. Giftedness lies within you, 365 days a year and not only the 
180 days of the school year.  

2. Do all you can to surround yourself with a positive, 
nourishing environment. 

3. Find your group of true peers who will inspire, support, 
and encourage you. 

4. Find your passion and engage in it. That process can grow 
into a passion for passions. 

5. A nourishing environment, true peers, and engagement in 
your passion will help you develop a positive self-concept 
and true self-esteem. 

Dr. George Betts is the President of the National Association 
for Gifted Children. He is a critically acclaimed speaker and 
consultant, Professor Emeritus at the University of Northern 
Colorado, the founder and former director of the Center for the 
Education and Study of the Gifted, Talented, and Creative, and the 
founder and former director of the Summer Enrichment Program.

“Dreams Deferred:” Culturally & Linguistically Diverse Students
By Joy Lawson Davis

I
n more than 30 years in gifted 
education, I’ve spent many hours 
researching and listening to gifted 

students from diverse backgrounds. 
These remarkable students have been 

some of the most incredible people I’ve ever known. Shared 
below are comments based on experience that identify the skills 
used to overcome the challenges they face as gifted individuals. 

Focus on your dreams and not on the world’s negative 
perceptions of you. Many students of color face rejection and 
bias in schools and communities. Those who have overcome 
note that they focus on their dreams rather than focus on the 
negative messages they receive. 

Surround yourself with people who support and under-
stand your uniqueness. It’s important in every setting that 
gifted students have individuals around who understand them 
and provide support for their ideas and their vision of the 
future. 

Prove the naysayers wrong. Whatever doubts the world 
may have of you, your community, or your cultural group, 

demonstrate in your actions and accomplishments that they are 
wrong. Use their negatives to build your courage and use that 
courage to propel you forward into the future.

Take risks venturing into the unknown with confi dence. 
If you’re “the fi rst” and sometimes “the only one” from your 
group to engage with others who are different from you, see it 
as an opportunity to take a risk into the unknown. Recognize 
that great possibilities to learn and grow that are uniquely yours 
exist in the “unknown.” 

When others hesitate to accept your gifts for whatever 
reason, keep going. Being differently gifted is a challenge, 
but not one that has not been overcome by other great minds 
before you. 

Dr. Joy Lawson Davis is an educator, practitioner, scholar, and 
author. She is an Associate Professor and Chair of the Dept. of 
Teacher Education at Virginia Union University, and a sought out 
expert in addressing the needs of diverse gifted learners, culturally 
responsive instruction, and family engagement. She is serving a 
second term on NAGC’s Board of Directors.

By George Betts
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From a Teacher, Confidante & Dad
By Jim Delisle

I
n my 39 years working with gifted kids, 
I’ve learned a few things from them—as 
a teacher, a confi dante, and a dad. Gifted 

children certainly share the very human 
needs for safety, belonging, and purpose 

that everyone requires, but their advanced intellects lead them 
to want some other life elements as well. Elements like these:

1. They want people to know that they are more than the 
sum of their abilities. Yes, gifted students are smart, but they 
are also deep, enriched with emotions and insights that often far 
surpass their chronological ages. Acknowledge your children’s 
minds and also their hearts.

2. Stop paying interest on a bill you don’t owe. When 
your gifted children’s intense emotions come fully alive, don’t 
squelch them by asking, “Why do you always get so worked up 
about things?” Instead, acknowledge that “It’s not easy to be as 
sensitive as you are, is it?” Embrace their intensities as assets to 
be treasured, not liabilities to be eliminated.

3. They can be good at something you don’t want to do.
Encourage your gifted children to explore their passions, not 
yours. And when they tell you that they want to be a writer 
when they grow up, don’t say, “You’ll never make any money at 
that.” Instead, ask why that career interests them so much.

4. Teach your kids to advocate for themselves. If something 
isn’t working at school, your gifted kids need to consider what 
they can do to address the situation. If your children use the 
right words and approach, most teachers will listen.

5. Remember: you never outgrow your giftedness. Gifted 
kids grow up to become gifted adults, perhaps as you did. With 
your gifted children, embrace this reality with gusto and joy.

Dr. Jim Delisle has taught gifted children and those who work 
on their behalf for more than 38 years. Jim retired from Kent State 
University recently after 25 years of service as a professor of special 
education. The author of more than 250 articles and 19 books, 
Jim’s work has been translated into multiple languages and has 
been featured in both professional journals and in popular media. 

From a Counselor’s Perspective
By Jean Peterson

I
n several of my research studies of gifted 
youth, hidden distress emerged as a 
common concern. Whether it was bully 

targets, GLBTQ adolescents, troubled 
teens self-medicating with illegal drugs, high achievers meeting 
a nemesis, or children and teens struggling with depression, 
many told neither parents nor teachers of their sadness, anxiety, 
or fear. Many said they needed to “fi gure it out” themselves. 
Some worried that their distress would disappoint, alarm, or 
be toxic for those adults. Some feared confl ict. They protected 
their well-honed public image. 

With these fi ndings in mind, I offer the following:
Gifted kids must learn to ask for help—for social, 

emotional, and academic concerns. They can “teach” their 
parents, grandparents, teachers, coaches, and directors about 
their stressors, doubts, and limitations.

Being able to talk about social and emotional life is likely 
to benefi t future relationships in the workplace, in marriage/
partnership, in parenting, and with peers. Having opportunities 
in school to meet with intellectual peers to discuss “growing 
up” helps develop expressive language. 

Through struggle, gifted kids develop resilience and 
gain confi dence in their ability to persevere. Struggle can be 
discouraging, of course. Yet it may lead to greater self-awareness, 
altruism, compassion, and vision. Knowing that struggle has a 
purpose may be helpful during crises.

Achievement level is not a guarantee of success in college 
and in adulthood. Yet many adults try to predict the future 
based on how gifted kids are during the school years. When 
circumstances change and development continues, motivation 
can also change.

Process (the doing) is as important as product (what 
is produced)—perhaps even more important. Being able 
to appreciate and enjoy “the trip” without being preoccupied 
with “destination” (and evaluation) may contribute to life satis-
faction, good morale, and less perfectionism.

Dr. Jean Peterson, Professor Emerita, directed school counselor 
preparation at Purdue University after her earlier career as a classroom 
and gifted education teacher. She has worked clinically with gifted 
families for 30 years and has focused on research on the social-emo-
tional development of high-ability students, underachievement, 
bullying, negative life experiences, and affective curriculum. 

(Continues on p. 22)
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How to Start the School Year on a Positive 
Note With Your Gifted Child’s Teacher
By Dr. Dina Brulles and Karen L. Brown, NAGC Professional Development Network 

T
he new school year is on the horizon and already you are feeling somewhat anxious and 

apprehensive. You know that transitions are a challenge for your gifted child whether it’s a 

new school, a new grade level, a new teacher, or all of the above. You want to make sure your 

child’s new teacher understands that your gifted child has learning needs that differ from others. 

You feel that establishing a close and respectful partnership with your child’s teacher early in the 

year can ease stress and set a structure for a successful year of learning. 

In anticipation of meeting your child’s 
new teacher, you think about the questions 
you want to ask, starting with the obvious, 
“Are you aware that my child is gifted?” “What 
is your experience teaching gifted children?” and 
“How do you plan on challenging my child this 
year?” At the same time, you don’t want to 
come across as one of “those” parents! What’s 
a parent to do?

In this article we offer advice on building a 
positive working relationship with the person 
who will be guiding your child’s school time 
for the next nine months or so. The advice 
stems from our experiences as parents of 
gifted children, former gifted teachers, teacher 
trainers, and school administrators who work 
every day with gifted children, their parents, 
and their teachers. With that introduction, 
know that there is no single method for devel-
oping a mutually supportive relationship with 
your child’s teacher. The only imperative is to 
approach the relationship with trust, respect, 
and enthusiasm for a productive and enjoyable 
learning experience for your child. 
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Here are fi ve key strategies for helping 
you form a strong relationship with your 
gifted child’s teacher:

1  Share information about how your 
child thinks, feels, learns best, 
and any specifi cs that will help 

the teacher understand and support 
your child’s learning needs at school.
Respect the process the teacher has struc-
tured for seeking information from all of 
her students’ families. Bear in mind that 
the fi rst weeks of school are hectic for 
teachers. Providing a quick look into your 
child’s world goes a long way in helping 
your new teacher connect with your child. 
Many teachers send surveys, questionnaires, 
learner profi les, and so forth, at the start of 
the school year. Use this tool to inform the 
teacher about your child.  

If your child’s teacher does not send 
home a parent survey or questionnaire to 
all parents in the class, consider sending 
her some information directly. Remember 
that the teacher is working to learn the ins 
and outs of every student in the classroom; 
keep your initial information specifi c and 
concise. This introduction allows the 
teacher to get to know your child in an 
easy and non-confrontational manner. If 
you have medical information to share be 

sure to include the school nurse in your 
communication. Consider preparing a 
3x5-inch card for that initial connection. 

2 Approach the partnership with 
respect. Know that your child’s 
teacher wants to be there. Teachers 

enter the fi eld because they enjoy helping 
children learn. As parents, this is what 
we want! Sadly, most teachers enter 
the classroom with little to no previous 
experience with gifted children and little, 
if any, understanding in how to recognize 
and respond to gifted learners, as only a 
few states require this training in teacher 
preparation programs. Unless a teacher 
sought out the training or is a parent of 
a gifted child, it is likely that you (the 
parent) may have more background and 
understanding of gifted children than the 
teacher. After introducing your child to 
the teacher ask her if she would be open 
to you sharing information, such as an 
occasional article or event about a topic 
in gifted education that you feel relevant 
to the education of your child in her 
classroom. In brief, appreciate that even 
if she has little experience working with 
gifted children, she is there to know and 
teach all of her students.

3 Appreciate teachers’ attempts 
to meet the needs of all of their 
students. As a parent of a gifted 

child, you want your child’s teacher to 
know that you respect the range of learners 
she has and believe that every student 
in the class is equally important. This 
approach will help you couch your expec-
tations that all children in the classroom 
deserve to make academic progress every 
day, including the advanced learners. 

Offer support in whatever way you 
can. Often teachers feel frustrated that 
their schools have limited resources 
or services for their advanced learners. 
Teachers can rarely impact the programs 
offered in their schools or district. They 
do, however, greatly infl uence what occurs 
in their classrooms. This understanding 
means that whether your school is cluster 
grouping, has pull-out gifted services, 
or relies solely on the classroom teacher, 
it is the classroom teacher who has the 
largest impact on your child’s education. 
Knowing one has the support of her gifted 
students’ parents helps build a collabo-
rative and respectful relationship between 
the family and school.

Child's name Nickname if applicable

Your name GIFTED Identified

Best way to reach you Medical Alert

Strengths — Limit to 2 or 3 items

Challenges — Be speci�c (Example: Perfectionist-will sometimes not try rather than be wrong)

Special Interests — (What topics really hook your child? This can be helpful to a teacher working 

to make connections with many students. Examples: loves animals, science �ction fanatic)

The best three words to describe my child are…

Get-Acquainted Profile 
Parents might consider submitting a 
concise profi le like this on an index 
card to acquaint the new teacher with 
their gifted child.
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4 Clear communication is critical, 
but time is a premium for teachers 
as they also have responsibil-

ities beyond those in the classroom. 
Understand that teachers do not have 
a great deal of time for one-on-one 
meetings, particularly at the beginning 
of school year and at the end of grading 
periods. If a meeting is needed, prepare 
your notes in advance to keep focused on 
the issue and use the time to your best 
advantage. Ask your child’s teacher for her 
preferred contact method. Take advantage 
of whatever means of communication the 
teacher has set up, such as email, phone, or 
classroom website. Attend “Back to School 
Night,” “Curriculum Night,” and any 
other opportunity provided to learn about 
the structures in your child’s learning 
environment.

5 Please don’t fuel a fire! Be very 
careful not to spread misinfor-
mation. Far too often parents 

become distressed or anxious based on 
inaccurate information passed along by 
other well-intentioned parents. Examples 
of information that may be inaccu-
rately perceived and passed along include 
changes in the identification process, 
programming, funding, and/or services 
offered to gifted children. If you question 
the validity of news you hear, go to the 
source that should be sharing that infor-
mation, such as the teacher, the school 
principal, or the school or district’s gifted 
coordinator. As stated above, clear commu-
nication is critical, and can support—even 
build—your school’s gifted services when 
approached in a positive and proactive 
manner. 

The best advice we can offer is to have 
confidence that your child’s teacher is there 
because she enjoys nurturing her children’s 
minds. She truly wants to give her best to 
all of her students. At times during the 
school year she may reach out to you to 
share information, ask questions, or seek 

input. Be supportive, be 
kind, and appreciate her 
efforts; she is the strongest 
influence on your child’s 
learning this school year 
and she shares your wishes 
for a productive school 
year. 0

Authors’ Note
Dina Brulles, Ph.D., is 
the Director of Gifted 
Education at Paradise 
Valley Unified School 
District in Arizona and 
the Gifted Program 
Coordinator at Arizona 
State University. Dina 
currently serves on the 
National Association for 
Gifted Children (NAGC) 
Board of Directors, and 
received NAGC’s inaugural 
Gifted Coordinator and 
Professional Development 
Network Awards in 2014 
and 2013, respectively. 
Dina has co-authored 

several books, including the most recent 
Differentiated Lessons for Every Learner. 
She has become a recognized expert in the 
Schoolwide Cluster Grouping Model.

Karen L. Brown is the Gifted Program 
Mentor for Paradise Valley Unified School 
District, supporting administrators, 
teachers, parents, and students in both 
academics and social-emotional areas. As 
a National Board Certified Educator, she 
works extensively with teachers in grades 
K–12 and consults with districts on 
curriculum mapping and implemention, 
Common Core implementation, and 
differentiation strategies. She teaches and 
facilitates classes in the Gifted Education 
Master’s Program at Arizona State 
University and is the co-recipient of the 
2013 NAGC Professional Development 
Award. 
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Why I Started College at Age 13: 
My Personal Journey
By Sabrina Olson

Sabrina Olson was 13 years old when she enrolled in an early-entrance-to-college residential program at Northwest 
Missouri State University. Now 15, she will begin her freshman year at the University of Michigan in Fall 2016. 

A
cademic acceleration is usually a 
dreaded topic among teachers and 
parents: The thought of moving a 
student into a higher grade level often 

causes adults to cringe and to imagine the 
apocalypse. Adults seem to fear that accel-
erating gifted students will hinder their 
social development, force them to skip 
their childhood, or end with them not 
fi tting in.  However, research on the accel-
eration of gifted students indicates these 
fears are unfounded.1

To the contrary, I believe most students 
feel socially awkward when they are not 
accelerated. Because gifted students often 
think and reason differently, they may 
lose their connections or lack a common 
language with peers of their own age. This 
was the case with me. I grew increasingly 
bored at school because the academic 
material was too simple, and there was no 
one I could engage with socially.

While the academic community has 
published works on benefi ts of radical 

acceleration and early entrance to 
college, there are few 

first-person 

accounts. Little has been written by those 
actually experiencing college at a radically 
young age. This is unfortunate, as I believe 
it’s important for the voices and ideas of 
those actively living this early-entrance-
to-college lifestyle to be included in the 
debate. That’s why I’d like to share my 
personal journey as an early college entrant 
at the age of 13.  

Although not common, my experience 
is not unique: There are hundreds of other 
kids around the country who are entering 
college early and succeeding. A little known 
secret is that colleges and universities will 
often accept young, high-performing 
students under carefully controlled condi-
tions. These types of programs include 
dual-enrollment, early-entrance-resi-
dential programs, or intensive, immersive 
summer courses.

In my situation, instead of entering 
8th grade during the 2013-14 academic 
year, I was able to start studying at 
Northwest Missouri State University on 
a half-time basis through the on-campus, 
dual-credit program. This program allows 
qualifi ed high school students to take 
courses on campus, sitting right beside 

traditional college students in 
class. Although 
I was not yet 
in high school, 

I met all the other entrance 
criteria and felt fortunate to be accepted 

into this program. However, I jump ahead. 
That’s the happy ending to this story. First, 
I think it’s important to share what life was 
like beforehand. 

Prior to starting college coursework, 
school was never really challenging for me. 
I don’t remember a day of elementary or 
middle school when I actually had to work 
for my grades. Sure, I worked, but that 
was partly due to my own perfectionism 
and partly my parent’s encouragement 
to always try my best. I don’t remember 
learning to read either. Reading always felt 
natural to me, and became my window to 
learning. 

My life began to radically change 
direction in 6th grade. Academics at 
school continued to fail me, as my small 
class shared a homeroom with and was 
overshadowed by a much larger 5th grade 
class. The teacher focused on the younger 
students, and we 6th graders were given 
5th grade worksheets and assignments. I 
was enraged, as were many of my class-
mates, but our mutual frustration fostered 
a common bond: We entertained ourselves 
all year surreptitiously studying the 
teaching assistants’ lessons plans.

Having little challenge at school, I 
continued extra studies at home. I began 
taking above-level tests as part of the 
Duke University Talent Identifi cation 
Program (TIP), which helps identify 
students performing at an above-average 
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level. I took the ACT Explore exam (an 
8th grade-level exam modeled after the 
regular ACT college-entrance exam) 
in the fall of 6th grade. I scored at the 
96th percentile, and made plans to switch 
schools the following year.

In transferring to a new school for 
7th grade, I had high hopes for increased 
challenge. However, it was also disap-
pointing. The new school didn’t bother 
me; the class was pretty average and 
everyone was extremely friendly. But I 
was frustrated by the academics. There 
was lots of homework, but nothing new.  
I had already covered all of it at home 
several years earlier. Eventually, I couldn’t 
stand going to school. I would come home 
and cry because of the sheer amount of 
homework, none of which interested or 
challenged me. Hours were spent grinding 
out problem after problem, worksheet 
after worksheet. At school, my mind 
began shutting down. I fervently tried to 
keep it entertained by reading truckloads 
of books and by multiplying 

polynomials on the sidewalk during recess.
Group projects were not inspiring 

either: In the “roulette wheel” of student 
pairings, I was either paired with those 
who preferred to play rather than study 
or I was left to do most of the work. It 
was pure agony for me and a free ride for 
others. 

I also had a very limited social life 
because there were no peers with whom 
I could engage intellectually. At recess, 
girls would talk about their manicures, 
fashionable jeans, and girly TV shows. I 
didn’t fi nd this the least bit engaging, so 
instead I used my recess time to fi nish 
up the day’s homework so that I could 
spend time learning new things at night 
from home. Had I continued on that path 
throughout the rest of middle school and 
into high school, I would have experienced 
5 more years of torture. 

Early in the fall of 7th grade, my 
parents cheerfully announced that I was to 
take the ACT college-entrance exam.  As 

any 12-year-old might, my fi rst instinct 
was to freak out and run away but, after 
much persuasion (and studying), I fi nally 
took it. When the results came back, I 
was extremely disappointed that I did not 
achieve a 36. A perfect score would have 
guaranteed that I wouldn’t have to take 
the ACT ever again. (My “disappointing” 
composite score was 32.)

My parents were pleased, but weren’t 
sure what to do with me. After consulting 
with my principal, they set up a meeting 
with the Dean of the Missouri Academy 
of Science, Mathematics, and Computing, 
an early-entrance-to-college program at 
the local state university. He came to our 
house and visited with me and my parents. 
I was actively involved in the conversation, 
but I became wide-eyed and confused as 
he advised on how I could be accelerated. 

With the help of my parents, I found 
a summer program at the University of 
Nevada at Reno (UNR) for high-per-

forming 13-to-16-year olds, 
sponsored by the Davidson 
Institute. During this 
three-week program, called 
THINK, students take two 
university-level classes while 
living on the UNR campus. 
THINK proved to be a 
life-changing experience, 
and one that I will forever 
hold dear to my heart. 

My parents dropped me 
off at the UNR dorms just 
10 days after I turned 13 
and, in that summer, for 
the fi rst time in my life, 
I connected with peers 
my age who were just like 
me.  I became friends with 
kids who went to fi ne 
arts academies, attended 
private institutes for the 
gifted, and went to regular 
public schools. Together, 
we battled endlessly 
against insane amounts 
of college-level material, 
striving to fi nish our 
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Parent Tip
Looking for university, colleges, or 
centers in your state that provide accel-
eration options for gifted adolescents?  
Be sure to visit the Gifted and Talented 
Resources Directory and the Parenting 
for High Potential (May 2015) article 
“Universities Aren’t Just for Big Kids” 
at www.nagc.org.

student voices

homework not before midnight, but 
before the wakeup call at 7 a.m. We were 
tired, challenged, and happy. 

Starting in the fall (which would 
have been my 8th grade year), I enrolled 
half-time at the local university, Northwest 
Missouri State University, while still living 
at home with my parents. I took college 
Algebra and General Chemistry (with the 
lab). The fi rst day of class was one of the 
most nerve-racking moments of my life. 
I’d never been in a real college classroom 
where everyone was much older than me. 

I often sought help from the on-campus 
Talent Development Center (TDC), 
Supplemental Instruction sessions, and  
my professor’s offi ce hours. Every day 
after class I would practically run down 
the hallway and camp out next to his 
door, waiting for assistance. My professor 
noticed my enthusiasm for learning and 
was extremely encouraging.

By the spring, I was more confi dent with 
my ability to perform at a standard college 
level and enrolled in Trigonometry and 
Introduction to Literature. Although it was 
still a bit intimidating to be around older 
classmates, I realized that they were students 
just like me, and that the huge age gap 
between us didn’t really make us different 
in the classroom. My young looks drew 

some attention 
to my age, but 
those who knew 
that I was 13 
didn’t treat me 
differently.

By fall, which would have been my 
freshman year of traditional high school, 
I was accepted into Missouri Academy’s 
two-year early entrance residential 
program. This program replaces the 
junior and senior years of traditional high 
school. So, in essence, at age 14, I was 
moving away from home to complete my 
high school years much sooner and faster 
than the average teenager. 

At the Academy, I experienced a huge 
transition, as I now had four college classes 
to juggle instead of two. Although this was 
harder, the preparation I had during the 
previous year helped. I enjoyed having to 
work for a grade.

However, it wasn’t just the academics 
that made the Academy a challenge. I had 
to live away from home, which forced me 
to make my own decisions and to learn how 
to manage what little time I had. I learned 
to take advantage of every minute of my 
day, and became much more successful at 
learning and socializing. Everyone at the 
Academy had similar previous experiences 
to mine—being bored at school, having a 
small group of friends—which helped us 
connect and share a common language. 

Now I’m 15. Having graduated from 
the Academy this past May, I’m pleased to 

share that I 
will be attending the 

University of Michigan as an 
aerospace engineering freshman on schol-
arship. My experiences at the Academy 
have prepared me well and I should blend 
in well on campus, among those with more 
normal educational journeys than mine.

Looking back from my current vantage 
point, I can’t imagine what life would be 
like had I continued into 8th grade and 
then into public high school. The very 
thought of it is frightening. I would have 
been miserable in high school, without 
intellectual stimulation or interaction 
with true peers, and may have ended up 
depressed and without hope. But thanks 
to the support and guidance I’ve received 
along the way, I took a road less traveled…
one that is inspiring and appropriate to my 
needs. 0

Author’s Note
Sabrina Olson is an avid dancer and a 
15-year-old freshman at the University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor, with an intended 
major in aerospace engineering. A highlight 
of recent years includes presenting at 
the Hawaii International Conference on 
Education and successfully completing an 
Associate of Science degree.

Resources
Solow, R., & Rhodes, C. (2012). College 

at 13: Young, gifted, and purposeful.  
Tucson, AZ: Great Potential Press.

Endnotes
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nation empowered: Evidence trumps the 
excuses that hold back America’s brightest 
students. Iowa City: University of Iowa, 
Belin-Blank International Center for 
Gifted and Talented Development. 
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supporting our seniors     

Recognizing and Nurturing Giftedness 

in Gifted Elders
by Dr. Terry Friedrichs, Dr. Noks Nauta, and Dr. Ellen Fiedler

M
any gifted elders have spent 
a lifetime excelling in various 
human endeavors and, given the 
opportunity, are highly capable 

of continuing their achievements, 
sharing their skills, and offering social 
and emotional support to others. Gifted 
elders—those who are both gifted and 
senior citizens—are one of the world’s 
greatest untapped and unrecognized 
resources. Their needs are too-often 
neglected in today’s world. 

Spending time with a gifted grand-
parent, or with a retired teacher, coach, or 
mentor, can be a win-win for all. However, 
that time can be even more productive if 
seniors’ gifts are clearly recognized, if their 

social-emotional needs are addressed, and 
if families actively get involved with the 
senior’s giftedness.

Recognizing the Gifts
Many gifted seniors have never recog-

nized, or have never been told convinc-
ingly of, their outstanding gifts and 
talents.1 Thus, their gifts often remain 
unrecognized by others. For gifted elders, 
knowing about their cognitive, creative, 
and leadership strengths can help them 
to live happier, more-fulfi lled lives.2 By 
knowing their strengths and by having 
them acknowledged, seniors often feel a 
springboard of emotional support that 
enables them to support themselves and to 
contribute to the world. 

Gifted seniors who may not recognize 
themselves as gifted may ask themselves 
pressing questions, such as:3

“I’ve felt different from others all my life. 
What’s going on with me?”

“Why can’t I really talk to the people 
around here?”

“Why do providers only offer senior activ-
ities that are completely uninteresting to me?”

“Why do they treat me like a child?”
“Why don’t they understand my 

questions?”

Social-Emotional Needs of 
Gifted Elders

While there is some evidence of 
self-driven seniors who independently 
achieve intellectual, creative, and leadership 
pursuits,4 not much is written about gifted 
elders’ underlying social-emotional needs. 
(One notable exception is Annemarie Roeper 
who, at 80 years old, wrote about her needs as 
an accomplished elderly person.)5 However, 
it’s important that caregivers know about 
seniors’ giftedness in order to help these 
elders’ achieve their social-emotional needs 
later in life.6

Social-emotional characteristics of 
gifted elders include:

Self-Revelation. Some gifted elders 
maybe have become aware that they are 
gifted; others may have never discovered 
their differences, or may simply feel a 
general sense of being “different.”7 It’s 
important that family members and 
caregivers understand whether a senior 
knows specifi cally about his or her 
giftedness so that they can provide under-
standing and clarity.
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Perceptiveness. Perceptiveness is 
a characteristic of gifted persons of all 
ages.8 However, some gifted seniors may 
withdraw from other people if there are few 
people at their same levels of perception 
and thinking. Common activities for their 
age group, such as bingo or crafts, may 
seem unappealing. If emotionally at-risk 
seniors have at least one kindred spirit, 
they can share common thoughts and 
activities, and seek out environments with 
similar seniors. Pairing gifted elders with 
high-potential youth who share the same 
interests can also enrich both the seniors’ 
and the children’s lives.

Purpose-Driven Actions. Many gifted 
elders indicate that they are satisfi ed with 
their own volunteerism, but they also feel 
they can do more for society.9 Connecting 
gifted seniors with local advocacy or service 
organizations can provide a meaningful 
outlet. The seniors make valuable 

connections with others who share their 
views, and the organizations benefi t from 
the elders’ expertise.10

Self-Development. In a 2015 study, 
86% of gifted seniors said they wanted 
to develop themselves in wide-ranging 
areas and would like to acquire more 
knowledge.11 Self-learning is often 
overlooked in gifted seniors. Many gifted 
elders still read the newspaper, devour 
books on many topics, and attend college. 
When gifted seniors’ mobility decreases, 
their needs for self-development may 
require additional attention.

Self-Worth. Through learning 
about self and society, gifted elders still 
contribute to themselves and the broader 
society.12 Volunteering and participation 
in lifelong-learning academies and insti-
tutes offer continued intellectual stimu-
lation and interpersonal rewards for gifted 
seniors. These activities may especially 

benefi t those who feel lonely, depressed, or 
despair. 

Interpersonal Growth. Interpersonal 
growth can occur when gifted elders feel 
as if they are helping themselves and 
society.13 Gifted people often relate best 
to those who think like them and possess 
similar intensities; but as gifted seniors age 
and become less mobile, opportunities 
for interpersonal growth become more 
challenging. Families who possess similar 
intensities and interests are well-suited to 
understanding and providing productive 
personal connections.  

How Families Can Help
In many families, giftedness occurs 

multi-generationally, so gifted children 
and grandchildren are well-suited to 
recognize their gifted elders’ capabil-
ities and to address their seniors’ needs.14

How Gifted Elders Can Nurture Their Own Their Social-Emotional Growth 

F
ollowing are ways gifted elders can independently hone 
their self-revelation, perceptiveness, purpose-driven 
actions, self-development, and self-worth. 

• Keep a collection of quotes that refl ect your perspectives 
on life and living. 

• Create a timeline to refl ect on your life so far. Use that 
timeline to consider what you may wish to do next. 

• Develop dormant creative interests, such as art, music, or 
photography, to nurture self-expression. 

• Participate in book clubs and other discussion groups to 
focus on signifi cant ideas that are meaningful to you. 

• Volunteer for causes that you care about, and get to know 
passionate others as you take action together. 

• Pursue passions—your current interests and what you’d 
like to return to doing.  

• Take advantage of local adult-learning courses, lectures at 
nearby colleges, and programs at local libraries. 

• Work with others on meaningful local projects—community 
gardens, arts clubs, and gifted youth centers. 

• Write a “legacy letter” for those who mean the most to you. 
Discuss in that letter your feelings and philosophy of life.

Fiedler, E. (2015). Bright adults: Uniqueness and belonging across the lifespan. Tucson, AZ: Great Potential Press.

(Continues on p. 20)
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Management of Anxiety 

Begins at Home 
By Dr. Sal Mendaglio

P
arents of gifted children are often concerned about their 
children’s anxiety, and with good reason. Research indicates 
that 12% to 20% of all children experience anxiety severe 
enough to refer them for treatment, and approximately 3% 

to 5% of all children are diagnosed with a variety of anxiety 
disorders.1 

Regrettably, children do not always express their anxiety in 
the form of “Mom, I am anxious,” or “Dad, I am afraid.” Their 
expression of anxiety—or lack of expression—depends largely on 
the child’s makeup, and is often expressed in different ways. Some 
children cry or behave aggressively, while others withdraw from 
the situation. 

Though research on anxiety does not indicate the number of 
gifted children included in studies, it’s reasonable to assume that 
representative samples include children who are gifted. 

While the experience of anxiety is disturbing enough, if 
untreated, anxiety can cause serious consequences such 
as academic underachievement, substance abuse, and 
increased risk of other psychiatric disorders.2

Sources of Anxiety in Children
Researchers have identified several general 

sources of anxiety in children. These sources 
include genetics,3 child temperament,4 
parent-child early attachment, 
parental disapproval 
and/or criticism, 
and parental 
anxiety.5 There 
are countless 
other sources 
of anxiety, such 
as a child being 
rejected or bullied 

by age mates, night terrors, and various phobias, but these are not 
addressed here. 

In my work, I have found that parental anxiety is a strong 
predictor of children’s anxiety.6 This means that if a child is 
faced with an anxious mother or father, the child will most likely 
experience anxiety. In addition to parental anxiety, I contend 
that there are parenting situations that may contribute to a child 
experiencing anxiety. These include: 
• Inconsistent parenting, which creates unpredictability for 

children. 
• A child not knowing whether or not a behavior is acceptable.
• Parental conflict in the presence of children, which includes 

both arguments unrelated to children and disagreements 
regarding parenting. 

• Discussion of adult matters, such as issues related to other 
family members, medical issues, and current events, in the 

child’s presence. 
However, disapproval and criticism are among 

the most pervasive sources of anxiety in children 
and require special attention. Parents are the 

most influential people in children’s lives, 
and I believe parental approval is a primary 

motivating force for children: Children 
want their parents’ approval 24/7. 

But, in raising children, 
parents find occasions 

when they must 
c o m m u n i c a t e 

disapproval of 
their children’s 
choices and 
b e h a v i o r s . 

Even if done in 
a gentle, loving 
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manner, behavior correction is a form of disapproval, and may 
create anxiety in the child. This means that normal parenting in 
itself can create a certain amount of anxiety in children. I call this 
necessary anxiety, which cannot be avoided. However, parents can 
avoid unnecessary anxiety, caused by their own feelings of intense 
frustration and anger in parent-child interactions.

To appreciate my perspective on children’s anxiety, it is 
important to take into account two factors: intensity and 
expression. Children’s experience of anxiety may be of low or high 
intensity depending on the home psychological environment. 
For example, gentle parental correction of misbehavior leads to 
rather low intensity anxiety; rough parental correction leads to 
high intensity. 

While some sources of anxiety are common to all children, 
parents, teachers, and caregivers of gifted children need to know 
that gifted kids also may have unique sources of anxiety. These 
include:
• Social coping, where gifted children feel different, leading to 

their experience of social rejection.7

• “Big-Fish-Little-Pond (BFLP) Effect,” which refers to the 
deflated self-concept gifted children might feel when moving 
from a mixed ability to similar ability programming.8 

• “Hitting the wall,”9 the first encounter gifted children have that 
requires they put forth more effort than in the past.10 

Anxiety and Gifted Children
In counseling parents of gifted children, I have found 

that giftedness in itself can be another source of anxiety. The 
social-emotional characteristics often contributing to anxiety in 
gifted individuals include:11

• Heightened sensitivity, which indicates a greater awareness 
of the physical, social, and intrapersonal environments. 
Heightened sensitivity enables children to vicariously experience 
the emotions and moods of others, including parents, teachers, 
mentors, and other adults. Through this characteristic, children 
are keenly aware of when parents are happy, anxious, or stressed 
out, so much so, at times, they can feel what their parents 
are feeling. They are also keenly aware of disapproval or lack 
of approval, and may feel responsible for when parents are 
unhappy. Essentially, gifted children feel what all children feel, 
but some have more intense feelings because they can see and 
sense more the nuances of their parents’ communication and 
demeanor. 

• Analytical attitude is a gifted individual’s propensity to 
question, evaluate, and judge everything and everyone they 
encounter. However, gifted children may face disapproval and 
criticism when they question or challenge people in authority, 
such as parents and teachers. For example, when a gifted 
child corrects a teacher’s error, the initial reaction may not be 
gratitude, but rather defensiveness and disapproval. Society and 
its agents (parents and educators) generally expect conformity 

and compliance. Questioning may be perceived as resistance 
and defiance. The analytic attitude predisposes gifted children 
to conflict with society, creating an external source of conflict.

• Self-criticism may also be a source of anxiety. Whereas 
the analytic attitude scrutinizes the external environment, 
self-criticism evaluates the intrapersonal environment. When 
gifted individuals turn their intelligence onto themselves, the 
tendency is to focus on deficits rather than accomplish-
ments. Viewing oneself through a critical lens can result 
in disapproval of self and cause internal conflict 
and anxiety.

What Should Parents Do?
The first challenge parents face is to 

identify anxiety in their gifted children. 
When children use statements such 
as “I am afraid,” parents can easily 
understand their child is anxious 
and can respond with reassurance. 
However, anxiety is not always 
obvious, and may be expressed in 
a variety of ways. It’s important 
for parents to remember that 
outbursts or overreactions 
are not always a sign 
of bad behavior, 
but may be a 
sign of anxiety 
or distress.  

However, not just 
children overreact; parents 
can overreact, too. Parent overreactions 
commonly occur when a parent communicates a 
request to a child and the child does not respond. This may occur 
in trivial situations where for example, a parent asks a child to 
place dishes in the dishwasher and the child responds with “in a 
minute.” A parent may patiently wait, with no emotional response, 
and, when the child continues to resist, the parent repeats the 
request. With repetitions, irritation turns to frustration and anger. 
Parents should monitor their reactions to children’s behaviors—
and minimize emotional overreactions whenever possible. 

Parents also need to accept that they or other adults may be a 
source of anxiety for their children. They can help alleviate anxiety 
in the home by teaching and modeling mindful and intentional 
practice. When another adult outside the family creates anxiety, 
parents may need to educate the adult that their actions cause 
stress for their child, and teach older children to self-advocate by 
calmly and clearly articulating what is causing their anxiety.

Lastly, parents of gifted children have another dimension 
to consider: How they respond to the emotions their gifted 
child exhibits resulting from a heightened sensitivity, analytical 
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perspective, and self-criticism. When gifted children express 
negative emotions appropriately, the natural reaction is for parents 
to want to reduce expression of emotions, reduce the pain, or 
problem-solve. 

For example, a child enters the home after school stating what 
a horrible day it was because she was ignored by her friends. There 
may or may not be tears. In such situations, I have heard parents 
describe a pattern that includes a combination of sympathy and 
problem solving: “That’s terrible. I’m sorry that happened to you. 
Now, let’s talk about how to handle/prevent it.” When parents 
attempt to reason with the child, solve the problem, or convince 
the child that the situation she experienced was not that bad—
they minimize the importance of her experience. Parents must 
remember that emotions cannot be “fixed” through reasoning. 

When children are in distress, I recommend that parents avoid 
denial and practice acceptance. When parents say, “Why are you so 
upset about that?” or “Don’t worry things will get better,” it trivi-
alizes their child’s experience, likely intensifying their negative 
emotions. Such an approach can actually prolong the emotions 
and may intensify the child’s experience. 

Also, parents shouldn’t add fuel to the fire. An attitude of 
acceptance tends to remove oxygen from emotionally charged 
situations: By encouraging expression, the fire will extinguish on 
its own. I suggest that parents encourage their children’s emotion 
expression and then walk away, permitting children the oppor-
tunity to calm themselves.

There are numerous sources of children’s anxiety. However, 
parents are the most influential in their children’s lives and, unlike 
external sources, parents can control the anxiety that they may be 
unwittingly creating in their children. By reducing the anxiety at 
home, there will be a significant positive change in their children’s 
sense of personal security. In addition, parents of gifted children, 
who tend to be gifted themselves, can draw on their own experi-
ences to help children understand how giftedness itself may 
cause anxiety. When parents engage in honest self-analysis and 
increase their understanding of giftedness, gifted children are the 
beneficiaries.
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stressbuster

Don’t Forget to Breathe!
It is back to school time again! This time of year can be very exciting, but it can also be stressful. New schedules, new teachers, 
and a departure from the lazy-ish days of summer can all heighten feelings of anxiousness.

Want to know how to stay calm as the stress level ramps up? It’s simple:  Practice controlled breathing. 

Here are two simple controlled breathing exercises that will help you can teach your children to promote feelings of calm, and 
keep their minds and bodies functioning at their best.

Equal Breathing

One of the easiest controlled breathing exercises is known 
as “equal breathing.” This is a great exercise when you are 
surrounded by people, because you can do it without anyone 
else knowing. Begin by inhaling through the nose for a count 
of four. Then exhale for a count of four, also through the nose. 
Simply repeat this until you start to feel calm; four counts as 
you breathe in and four counts as you breath out. When you 
get really good at it, you can make your breaths even longer by 
breathing in for six counts and breathing out for six counts. Try 
and see how long it takes until you start to feel more relaxed.

Abdominal Breathing

Another breathing exercise that works well for calming the 
nervous system and lowering the heart rate is an abdominal 
breathing technique. Start by sitting with an elongated spine 
(not hunched over). Put one hand on your chest and the other 
on your belly. Take a deep breath through your nose to infl ate 
your diaphragm (the area at the bottom of your chest, the 
lower part of the lungs). Once you breathe in deeply, hold your 
breath for a count of 10 and then release the air. Repeat this 
several times until you start to feel more calm.

- From NAGC’s Guidance & Counseling Network
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advocating for creativity

BACK-TO-SCHOOL TIPS:

How Parents Can 
by Dr. Rick Shade and Patti Garrett Shade

A
s your child heads back to school, 
he will face many new challenges: 
new teachers, a new curriculum, 
new standards and benchmarks, new 

procedures, and much more. As a parent, 
you will need to continue to advocate 
for your child’s creativity. Advocating for 
creativity is similar, yet slightly different 
than other forms of advocacy, such as 
advocating for more challenging work or 
for a gifted program in your district. In 
advocating for creativity, you are shedding 
light on the importance of incorpo-
rating skills such as imagination, critical 
thinking, problem-solving, and analysis 
into the daily curriculum.

Remember, you are your child’s first 
and best teacher; this year’s new teacher 
does not know your child like you do. 
But, you will have to straddle the fine 
line of advocacy by trying to both nurture 
and protect your child’s creativity, while 
complying with the school’s rules, guide-
lines, and principles. So, how can parents 
respectfully advocate for creativity without 
compromising the rules? 

Establishing frequent and purposeful 
communication with the teacher is the 
first step of advocating for more creativity 
at school. In some years this process can be 
smooth sailing, and in others, the process 
may seem like rough rushing waters. At 
the appropriate time, you may wish to talk 
with your child’s teacher to better under-
stand the creative opportunities that are 
planned for the upcoming year by respect-
fully asking questions such as: 
• Do you teach creative thinking tools to 

your students?
• Do you help children understand that 

succeeding and failing is a part of learning?

• Are there opportunities in the curriculum 
to create visual and verbal products?

• Would you be interested in adding daily 
activities to challenge your students’ 
fluency and flexibility in creative 
thinking?

• May students use their strengths and 
interests to explore and discover their 
passion areas of learning?

• Does the school participate in any 
formal creativity competitions such 
as Destination Imagination or Future 
Problem Solving?

• What can I do as a parent to bring more 
creativity into the classroom? 
Second, there are times when parents 

may need to advocate with teachers for 
their child’s personal levels of creativity. 
Strategies may include: 
• Keep a portfolio and sample products 

of your child’s work. Include work your 
child struggles with and samples of 
outstanding efforts to share with teachers.

• Keep a journal of your child’s creative 
traits and behaviors (such as intellectual 
playfulness, ability to make unusual 
associations, out-of-the-box ideas, 
off-the-wall humor, persistence). She 

Discussion Starters
As you advocate for  

your child’s creativity, here  
are some open-ended questions 
you might use to find out more 

about the mindset of your child’s 
teacher. Choose one or two, and  

use them as a discussion  
starter for creating a  

non-threatening  
dialog.

“Would it be possible…?”

“In what new ways are…?”

“Have you explored…?”

“What would happen if…?”

“Wouldn’t it be interesting…?”

“How could this be  
changed to…?”

“Wouldn’t it be funny if…?”

“Can you imagine…?”

“I wonder…?”
��i�ic��-������n�

imagination
problem-solving

analysis
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may do things at home and not exhibit 
them as easily at school, possibly due to 
lack of creative opportunity. Date these 
journal entries and share them at parent-
teacher conferences.

• Get a book or two and educate yourself 
about the concept of differentiation. You 
will be better informed to assess if differ-
entiation is implemented in your child’s 
classroom. Differentiation strategies, such 
as offering children the opportunity to 
demonstrate mastery through a choice 
project, makes it easier for teachers to 
support individual creativity needs.

• Avoid getting into an adversarial 
relationship with your child’s teacher. 
Parents often approach teachers and say, 
“My child is bored in your class.” A child 
may say he is “bored” because the work 
is too easy, too hard, or sometimes just not 
interesting to him! Instead, consider saying, 
“Have you ever seen my child struggle with 
any schoolwork? It seems like everything is 
pretty easy for him and I worry a little about 
that.” Additionally, you might broach the 
subject of passion-based learning (incor-
porating child’s interests and passions 
into the classroom experience) to see if 
your child’s interests and talents are being 
addressed.
Lastly, what you see at home is not always 

what happens in the classroom and vice 
versa. A mutual understanding of the “whole 
picture” of your child will help you and your 
child’s teacher work together to provide the 
best learning environment at home and at 
school. 0

Authors’ Note
Dr. Rick Shade is an internationally 
known author, consultant, and speaker 
who is passionate about unleashing the 
power of creativity in the classroom, home 
environment, and work place.

Patti Garrett Shade has worked in education 
in Europe and the U.S. as a consultant, 
author, and educator. Her work focuses on 
creating interactive learning environments 
that result in the production of rigorous and 
creative student work.

Pluses, Minuses, Questions

PMQ PARENT CONFERENCE
Think of the parent-teacher conference as a creative problem-solving oppor-
tunity. To aid in mutual understanding between parents and teachers, we 
designed a simple template that allows for a more proactive and creative 
approach, called “Pluses, Minuses, and Questions” (PMQ). 

As you use the template, fold it so you can focus on only one column at a time. 
Begin with the “Pluses,” move to the “Minuses,” and then the “Questions.” 
Record both parent and teacher suggestions either before or during the 
meeting. Discuss specific examples of “Plus” and “Minus” occurrences to 
improve understanding. Agree on next steps and set a time for review and 
progress update. 

If the teacher is not familiar with this discussion tool, you may wish to share a 
blank copy of the PMQ with your child’s teacher before the conference and 
discuss its usefulness. Completing it in advance provides ample time for reflec-
tion but, if time is limited, drawing it in real time on a scrap of paper during the 
conference can be just as effective.

The PMQ can also be used as a creative and critical thinking tool with children 
to direct their thinking, analyze alternatives, and make decisions. 

PMQ PARENT CONFERENCE SAMPLE

STUDENT: James

PLUSES MINUSES QUESTIONS

1. Has unusual ideas

2.  Tells very elaborate 
stories

1.  Difficulty staying on 
task

2. Difficulty writing

3.  Organization 
problems

1.  Could we use tech-
nology to help him 
organize his work?

2.  Can he draw a 
picture of his story 
before beginning to 
write?

NEXT STEPS

1.  Try using a dictation application (such as Dragan Dictation) to freely record 
his stories as he tells them. Print it in Word format so that he can edit.

2.  Generate a task list with the child to help him get through homework 
efficiently.

3. Build frequent breaks into his daily schedule.

Shade, R., & Shade, P. (2015). The creativity crusade: Nurturing & protecting your child’s creativity. 
Denver, CO: RASPO Publishing.
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supporting our seniors

Families can facilitate:
Connections. Gifted elders must 

connect with people who understand 
them. Families can provide this consistent, 
positive support. In addition, seniors can 
have a deep impact on their grandchildren, 
other young family members, or gifted 
children who are not related.15 Elders can 
teach classes, coach sports, or share their 
special talents by mentoring gifted youth. 

Social and Recreational Activities.
As gifted elders age, especially if and 
when they develop physical limitations, 
family members need to make extra 
efforts to continue their own connec-
tions with the seniors.16 Relatives should 
fi nd companions—either volunteers or 
paid workers—and activities  to keep 
the elders engaged. This may include 
reading, playing chess, discussing the 
news, accessing the internet, or organizing 

meaningful activities in retirement and 
nursing homes.

Identity. Active, connected families 
play important roles in helping maintain 
the identity of all gifted persons, including 
those with cognitive impairments such 
as dementia. It’s important to remember 
that gifted people with dementia are still 
capable, gifted people, even if intelligence 
assessments result in low scores.17 They can 
benefi t from structured recall of pleasant 
memories, opportunities to practice 
intellectual skills, and outlets to nurture 
emerging creative capabilities. They also 
may require social and emotional support 
as they see their strengths starting to 
diminish. 

Conclusion
It’s essential to remember that giftedness 

lies within the individual: it’s a part of 
someone’s entire life history. To activate 

that giftedness, past and present, it takes 
effort to help maintain advanced skills and 
to slow the erosion of those strengths.

Stimulated, inspired gifted elders can 
contribute signifi cantly to their environ-
ments, through their specifi c skills and 
general wisdom. Families and caregivers 
can be very helpful in fostering these 
seniors’ contributions. When given appro-
priate opportunities, the growing number 
of gifted elders can propel families, neigh-
borhoods, and local economies forward. 0

Authors’ Note
Terry Friedrichs, Ph.D., Ed.D., has 
been a teacher, researcher, and activist for 
decades with gifted GLBTQ, twice-excep-
tional, and high-potential elder popula-
tions. He directs Friedrichs Education, 
a Minnesota center for the support, 
study, and education of these groups. For 
the past 7 years, he has worked closely 

(Continued from p. 12)

Mentoring the Next Generation of Gifted 
Parents and teachers should consider gifted elders whom 
they know to serve as their gifted children’s mentors, teachers, 
enrichment specialists, coaches, and guides. These oppor-
tunities not only help develop the gifts and talents of gifted 
children, but also provide important connections for gifted 

elders to share their intellectual, creative, and leadership skills. 
Here are some of the ways in which gifted elders can inspire 
gifted youth in schools or in the broader community: 

• Start a mentor program in the community, where gifted 
elder “experts” partner with children of similar interests 

• Teach youth about the elder’s profession by speaking at 
school assemblies or in classroom presentations 

• Volunteer to read to children, in schools or libraries 

• Lead a service- or passion-related project in a communi-
ty-focused or faith-based group 

• Coach enrichment projects or competitions for students 

• Conduct webinars for gifted youth, particularly by creating 
interactive blogs or websites. 

• Design after-school or Saturday enrichment activities of 
interest to youth.

• Connect with families who are homeschooling to provide 
extra intellectual challenges.
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with physicians, nurses, and caregivers 
to stimulate cognition in his mother, 
who has vascular dementia. He coordi-
nates SENG’s Gifted Elders Initiative.
Contact: tpfriedrichs@stthomas.edu or visit 
www.friedrichseducation.com.

Noks Nauta, Ph.D., M.D., is a psychol-
ogist and physician. She detected her own 
giftedness at age 52 and became a member 
of Mensa. She co-founded and works for 
the Gifted Adults Foundation (IHBV), 
an organization that seeks to improve 
the climate for gifted adults by working 
with professional caregivers and volunteer 
workers. Contact: noksnauta@ihbv.nl.

Ellen D. Fiedler, Ph.D., M.S.E., is 
Professor Emerita of Gifted Education 
at Northeastern Illinois University and 
holds graduate degrees in both Education 
and Counseling and Guidance. She has 
been a gifted program coordinator and a 
state consultant for gifted. The author of 
Bright Adults: Uniqueness and Belonging 
across the Lifespan, Fiedler has written 
chapters on gifted adults in Off the Charts: 
Asynchrony and the Gifted Child and Living 
with Intensity, and keynoted the fi rst inter-
national symposium on adult giftedness. 
Contact: ellenfi edler@comcast.net.
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New Programs Specifi cally 

for Gifted Seniors! 

I
n The Netherlands, there are 
programs for bright seniors whose 
intellectual, creative, and lead-

ership interests may diverge from 
those of average elders. Offerings 
targeted to gifted elders include 
cultural cafés, scientifi c forums, and 
a fi lm documentary-based educa-
tional program. A nursing home in 
The Hague also offers special-day 
care groups, which provide a gamut 
of advanced activities for highly 
educated people. 

These programs didn’t happen 
overnight: A group of gifted 
advocates worked to achieve visi-
bility for the needs of gifted seniors 
in the media, and partnered with the 
Gifted Adults Foundation to create 
educational materials for caregivers. 
With good fortune—and advocacy 
from families and professionals—
these options could come to senior 
venues in America, too.

Institut Hoogbegaafdheid Volwassenen 
(IHBV). (2014). Not everyone is average: 
Gifted seniors less lonely through 
recognition. http://ihbv.nl/international/
english/leafl ets-eng/ (English translation 
of Dutch leafl et).

Nauta, N., & Jurgens, K. (2014). Gifted senior 
citizens: A forgotten group? http://ihbv.
nl/international/english/publications/ 
(English translation of Dutch article).

New Programs Specifi cally New Programs Specifi cally 
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expert advice

Five “Commandments” for the Gifted
By Karen B. Rogers 

A
s I look back on my life, my 
husband’s life, and the lives of our 
three gifted children, I’m aware of 

fi ve lessons that are likely to predict a 
gifted child’s ability to succeed, both 

personally and professionally. 
Lesson #1: Know Thyself. Gifted students need to fi gure 

out how far their capabilities extend, what they are good at, 
and which areas are not their strengths. We can help them 
identify how they learn best, what personal learning character-
istics they have, and what their own learning goals might be. 
Understanding themselves as learners will make them less likely 
to question whether or not they are “really gifted.”

Lesson #2: Know Thy Institutions. By 3rd grade, gifted 
students can begin to identify potential hurdles that might 
hinder their learning. They need answers to questions like, 
“How can my learning goals be clearly communicated to adults 
at school and home?” “What is the real ‘problem’ I present when I 
ask for a different way to do things?” “What are creative solutions 
I can use most effectively to achieve my learning goals?” We can 
help them develop appropriate negotiating skills that will allow 
them to circumvent the “school game.” 

Lesson #3: Know Thy Peers. Gifted students often say they 
don’t like working in small groups, even when group members 

are friends. We can help them realize that working as a team is 
important sometimes and it’s best to fi gure out what they can 
gain from the group assignment. When they can’t fi nd a good 
reason for working with a group, it is time to negotiate with the 
teacher about working on their own. And, if negotiation doesn’t 
work, they can reframe the group experience into improving 
their own collaborative skills. This time, should they be the 
group “historian,” the “worker bee,” or “the manager?”

Lesson #4: Know Thy Community. It’s also important 
that gifted students identify community-related projects and 
service initiatives that allow them to work with all ages and 
ability levels. This helps develop clearer communication skills, 
see the strengths in others, and learn to be a follower at times. 
Likewise, they can seek out national and international compe-
titions that allow them to develop their very specifi c talents and 
passions beyond what school provides. 

Lesson #5: Know Thy Education Pathway. Before middle 
school, gifted students can begin to determine if they need to 
shorten the number of years they spend in K–12 before moving 
on to postsecondary work. Some will want or need to stay for 
the full 13 years for a variety of reasons: friendships, signif-
icant teachers and mentors, or existing options that let them 
pursue their interests in alternative ways. Others who need to 
get deeply into their talent areas earlier, must let their teachers 
know they need to bypass what they already know and fi nd 
ways to compact out of curriculum standards they have already 
mastered.

As basketball coach, John Wooden, once said, “Success comes 
from knowing that you did your best to become the best that you are 
capable of becoming.” In short, these fi ve commandments help 
gifted students fi gure out what they are capable of becoming—
not what others say they need, but in fi guring that out on their 
own!

Dr. Karen B. Rogers is Professor Emerita of Gifted Studies at 
the University of St. Thomas, Minnesota. She is currently working 
on two Javits grants for gifted disadvantaged children. Research 
interests include, arts education, cognitive processing, parenting, 
creativity, gifted program development, practices, and evaluation, 
and twice-exceptional education.
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Foster An Ongoing, Honest, Factual Dialogue
By Deb Douglas 

T
alking with our kids about their 
giftedness isn’t a one-and-done deal. 
We must consider it an ongoing, 

honest, factual dialogue about all the 
possibilities and problems that being 

a gifted individual entails. From the perspective of a mother, 
teacher, gifted coordinator, and long-time advocate, I’d like to 
add my own fi ve items that I believe our children need to know:
1. Being gifted is not what you do, but who you are. It’s not 

how well you do in school, what you become someday, or 
what you can contribute to society, but rather it’s a unique set 
of characteristics you will have for your entire life. 

2. Remember that while you may be better at some things
than others your age, that doesn’t mean you’re better than 
they are.

3. There are many ways to be gifted, and gifted people are 
not all alike. Each one has a combination of exceptional 
abilities—intellectual, academic, creative, artistic, athletic, 
or leadership—a mixture that is different for every gifted 
person.

4. Being gifted means you may have different educational 
needs than some of your classmates. Every brain needs 
to be challenged in order to grow and you can help your 
teachers and parents know when the challenge feels right, 
when it’s too tough, and when it’s too easy. Remember, you 

have defi nite strengths but you also have underdeveloped 
areas that may need some work.

5. Being gifted is a good thing. It doesn’t mean your life will 
always be easy, but it’s part of what makes you uniquely 
wonderful. 
We empower our children to follow their dreams when 

we help them refl ect on their individual gifts, understand 
their rights and responsibilities, connect with others who can 
provide support, and explore the wonderful, wide world of 
opportunities. 0

Deb Douglas is the president of GT Carpe Diem, a consultancy 
that specializes in teaching self-advocacy skills to gifted children. 
She previously served as gifted education coordinator for the 
Manitowoc (WI) Public School District for almost 20 years, and 
as a 9-year board member of Wisconsin Association for Talented 
and Gifted, including two years as President from 2011–2013.
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