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social interaction, poorly developed social skills, and even social isolation of the
very gifted.

While many researchers have supported this view, Grossberg and Corneil
(1988) refuted Hollingsworth, maintaining support for Terman. The Grossberg
and Corneil study sought to examine the relationship between intelligence and
personality adjustment. It utilized 83 seven to eleven year-olds with IQs ranging
from 120-168. These researchers reported modest support that intelligence is
positively related to adjustment in gifted students, and did not find that there is
poorer social adjustment at the higher IQ levels. The author of the present study,
however, questions Grossberg’s and Corneil’s assertions since adolescents and
individuals with IQs above 168 were not also studied.

In 1988, Olszewski-Kubilius, Kulieke, and Kransney (as cited by Nail & Evans,
1997) reviewed the literature on personality dimensions of gifted individuals as
compared to those less than gifted and concluded that differences tended to favor
gifted students. These studies included kindergartners, elementary school children,
adolescents, and college students. Gifted students obtained higher scores than
their non-gifted age-mates on positive qualities when multidimensional personality
instruments were used. They did, however, state that the research was more
inconsistent when specific personality dimensions such as self-concept and trait
anxiety were investigated.

Beer, in 1991, investigated the emotional adjustment of 27 gifted adolescents in
junior high and high school on a variety of measures including the Children’s
Depression Inventory, Beck Depression Scale, Test Anxiety Scale, and Breskin’s
Rigidity Scale. Again, the results concurred with previous research indicating that
the adjustment of gifted youth is generally better than their peers of more average
intelligence. While these adolescents did display more rigidity of outlook, they did

not appear by the scales to be either more depressed or more anxious than their
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peers. Beer expressed that these student’s mental flexibility, emotional resilience,
and ability to think positively may have accounted for this apparent better
emotional adjustment. It could however, be argued, that a sample size of 27 using
scales such as these is rather small.

However, in a larger study done by Nail and Evans (1997) 115 gifted high
school students were compared with 97 non-gifted students on the Self-Report of
Personality Index (SRO) and the Emotional Symptoms Index (ESI). The SRO
reflected levels of psychosocial adjustment while the ESI measured global
emotional adjustment. Analysis of results revealed that the scores on both scales
fell within normal limits of adjustment on the SRO, but that for the gifted groups,
scores were superior on the ESI. Again, the findings support the Terman study.

Other studies by Perrone (1986) as well as Luthar, Ziglar, and Goldstein (1992)
noted that it is the gifted adolescents who are also high achievers that exhibit better
social and emotional adjustment. It was reasoned that such adjustment may be due
to factors such as: having many previous experiences with success and having
greater cognitive maturity which promotes the development of a wide variety of
coping and adjustment strategies. Thus, it can be seen that there has been wide
support in the literature that gifted students are socially and emotionally
well-adjusted.

Other researchers have pointed out that while gifted adolescents frequently
score as high or higher on measures of social/emotional adjustment compared to
non-gifted adolescents, a more in depth study of gifted adolescents, reveals that
being both adolescent and gifted makes these youth more vulnerable to various
difficulties or problems. Such problems may not only prevent them from achieving

their potential as gifted individuals, but may also bring them personal distress
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(Blackburn & Ericison, 1986; Brown, 1993; Buescher, 1985; Cross, Coleman, &
Stewart, 1993; Delisle, 1986; Kerr, Colangelo, & Gaeth, 1988; Kwan, 1992;
Leung, Conoley, & Scheel, 1994; Monaster & Powell, 1983; Strip, Swasssing &
Kidder, 1991; Weisse, 1990). Furthermore, it has been noted that gender issues
may also exacerbate problems and conflicts for gifted youth (Alvino,1991; Bell,
1989; Casserly, 1983; Garrrison, Stronge & Smith, 1986; Kline & Short, 1991;
Olshen & Matthews, 1987; Rand & Gibb, 1989; Bell, 1989; Silverman, 1991;
Wolfle, 1991).

In examining the literature, and establishing the major themes which contribute
to gifted adolescents vulnerability, there seem to be seven major areas of concern:
(a) existential concerns, (b) concerns about internal conflicts, (¢) academic and
school related concerns, (d) perfection and fear of failure concerns, (e) concerns
about the expectations of others, (f) career and achievement concerns, and (g) peer
concerns. While an attempt will be made to discuss these concerns independently,
it should be noted that they are not independent concerns, but are highly
interrelated. As such, discussion along these lines is extremely difficult. While
separating issues is often clarifying, one must not loose sight of the holistic picture.
Gifted youth can be shown to experience concerns related to their giftedness,
which are different from their non-gifted peers. These concerns may affect them
adversely.

Exi ial C

Weisse (1990, p. 354) describes existential concern as an “...intense concern
that the individual has about the universal problems of human existence. There
may also be a questioning of religious and ethical codes.” He furthered that the
lack of answers to existential questions may bring on a feeling of loneliness in
gifted youth. While these types of questions may also arise in the non-gifted

adolescent, the gifted may experience them at ages as early as eight or nine. Strip,
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et al. (1991) expressed that, consistent with gifted youths’ more sensitive natures,
they may experience existential concerns more intensely. They further postured,
that gifted adolescents often concern themselves with problems and issues that
their less capable age-mates may not even be aware. Such an awareness of adult
concerns and world issues without the power to affect change (because of their
age) creates a discrepancy for the gifted adolescent. This may leave them feeling
overwhelmed by an awareness of issues with which they are not old enough to
control or deal. Hollingsworth (cited by Altman, 1983) in her longitudinal studies
of students in the New York City public schools in the 1920s to 1940s, was one of
the first to recognize this phenomenon. She found that while the gifted youth in
her study intellectually functioned more like adults in their ability to think
abstractly about values, meanings, and world concerns, that emotionally, they were
not that different from their same-age mates. Consequently, such concerns
triggered stress that they were not yet emotionally equipped to handle.

Difficulties that may arise from the discrepancy between intellectual
development and emotional development has also been echoed by other authors
(Altman, 1983; Manaster & Powell 1983). In a study on the effects of intellectual
giftedness, which compared 134 gifted and 134 non-gifted adolescents, Kwan
(1992) noted that more gifted adolescents worried about world issues than
non-gifted adolescents. In his gifted sample, 18% of the boys and 26% of the girls
had existential concerns, while none of the boys in the non-gifted sample and only
5.2% of the non-gifted girls expressed such concerns. In a survey and interview
study of 400 gifted youth (age 7-18), Galbraith concluded that while gifted youth
expressed certain positives about being gifted, they also expressed some negatives
which she referred to as “The Eight Great Gripes of Gifted Kids”. One of those
gripes was that gifted kids “worry a lot about world problems and feel helpless to
do anything about them.” (Gailbraith, 1985, p. 16).
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In a qualitative study (Jackson, 1998) which focused on the depressive states of
10 adolescents, existential concerns were prevalent. Jackson states, “at the core of
the gifted psyche is a seemingly intrinsic need to affect in this world...to experience
a sense of having shaped or touched or acted upon human experience in a
meaningful way.” ( p.219). These gifted adolescents also expressed a desire to
understand their “essential nature” and gain knowledge of themselves, others,
relationships, and the cosmos. Concerns also arose regarding values, personal
philosophy, and individual identity. Such self-evaluation may become painful.
Altman (1983, p. 66) writes, that despite their high achievements, awards, and
recognition, gained through their outstanding abilities, gifted youth sometimes ask
themselves, “What is it all for?” Consequently, some may question whether their
extreme goal-directed efforts at accomplishments, really means much to them. Not
only may gifted adolescents question their own values, but they may also question
the values of others. Like their non-gifted peers, they question the perceived
wrong doings of adult systems and may become cynical. Again, it is the intensity
with which they question, that may distinguish them from non-gifted peers
(Brown, 1993; Manaster & Powell, 1983). Delisle (1986), contends that
frustration over existential concerns is one of several factors that might contribute
to suicide ideation in the gifted teenage population. Thus, existential concerns may
strongly impact gifted adolescents.

Concerns about Internal Conflicts

Although adolescents may experience many internal conflicts, the two which
will be highlighted in this section deal with the willingness/ ability to express
emotions and internal confusion about what it means to be gifted.

Although many gifted adolescents have the capacity to consider many complex
and contradictory ideas and emotions at once, the ability to express those ideas and

emotions to others may be difficult. This may contribute to gifted adolescents’
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feelings that they are different and isolated from those around them. This in turn,
may contribute to adolescent depression (Jackson, 1998). DeMoss, Milich, and
DeMers (1993) in a study on gender, creativity, depression, and attribution style of
gifted adolescents in 8-9th grades, found that for both sexes, gifted youth who
scored higher on the Torrrance Test of Verbal Creativity exhibited less depression
than those who scored higher on the Torrance Test of Figural Creativity. The
authors expressed that, those who had greater verbal creativity might have a better
outlet for expressing their inner feelings than those who were less verbally creative
and that such verbal expression might serve as a safeguard against depression.
Further evidence that it is difficult for some gifted adolescents to express their
feelings was reported by the National Free Spirit Survey (1988) of 329 gifted
students age 11-14. The survey reported that about 75% of the participants said,
“expressing how I feel” is among the most difficult things for me to do. The
survey also found that self-expression was more difficult for males than females
(Alvino, 1991). Alvino, (1991) says that this might be explained in part by societal
pressure on boys to conform to a “macho” image. Such an image requires one to
be tough, competitive, aggressive, self-reliant, logical, and non-emotional. Gifted
boys who are also highly creative and emotionally sensitive, who are made to feel
that they must conform to this stereotype, are subject to internal conflicts that can
cause them to reject aspects of themselves and aspects of their giftedness. The
result may be feelings of guilt, inadequacy, and poor self-esteem.
Some who cannot cope with these feelings, may try to numb them through
substance abuse, or extinguish them through suicide. Many, however, learn to
de-emphasize and not express their emotions.

Kaplan (1983) also speaks of the de-emphasis of emotion in gifted adolescents
of both genders. Her focus, however, is different. She says, emotional shut-down

may result from years of over-praise by parents and teachers for thinking and brain
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power ability. She states that rarely have gifted youth received sufficient
recognition for their keen sensitivity, acute perceptiveness, and deep empathy.
Thus, many gifted youth view their mind as all important and their feelings as
“nasty, negative forces...base instincts beneath someone of their specialness.” (p.
76). Kaplan asserts that when people use only their intellect and neglect their
feelings in making decisions, they may later find that they made the wrong decision
for them.

While some gifted youth may stunt their emotions, others have problems
because they overreact to them. Such overreaction may be provoked by even
modest criticism. Although some may act out with verbal aggression, others may
turn inward and become desolate and depressed. (Freeman, 1994).

In addition to emotions, many gifted youth feel internally conflicted and
confused about what it means to be gifted. This was evidenced in the literature by
Gailbraith (1985) in her “Eight Great Gripes of Gifted Kids” study and reaffirmed
by Kunkel, Chapa, Patterson, & Walling (1992). Kunkel’s group requested 85
gifted 8-9th graders to respond in writing to the open-ended probe “...What is it
like to be gifted?” the most frequently expressed theme (by almost half the
respondents) was confusion over what giftedness means. The students were
confused not only about the term, but also about the implications that giftedness
might have in their lives. Many in their responses attempted to diminish their own
uniqueness by explaining that everybody was in some way gifted. Kaplan (1983),
points out that gifted youth who hold mistaken ideas about what giftedness means
may feel different and lonely. Others express an empty sense of achievement, feel
inadequate to continue to perform at high levels, and feel burdened by the pressure
to keep proving their specialness. Thus, it can be seen that gifted adolescents may

experience much internal conflict about who they are and what they feel.
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Academic and School Related Concerns

The literature often speaks to difficulties gifted adolescents experience in
schools, when they perceive their work to be either too easy, too difficult,
irrelevant, or when they are forced to do group work. Although many of today’s
high schools offer advanced placement and honors classes for very academically
capable students, not all classes can be taken that way and not all schools offer
such options. Gifted adolescents who are able to learn and achieve great
understanding but who find themselves in more traditional learning situations may
become very bored. In Gailbraith’s study resulting in the “Eight Great Gripes of
Gifted Kids” aged 7-18, boredom in school appeared on the list as one of those
gripes. It is especially troublesome for the highly creative and divergent thinkers
to be placed in a setting that emphasizes rote memory and convergent thinking.
Such bright students may exercise several options. Some repress their curiosities
and creative thoughts to try to blend in and satisfy the teacher, while others may
become apathetic, withdraw, and underachieve (Blackburn & Erikson, 1986;
Freeman, 1994). Withdrawal may be total and manifested by dropping out or it
may be partial in that the student may continue to achieve at good levels or at
levels high enough to “get by,” but do not achieve commensurate with their
abilities (Wolfle, 1991). In one case study of a gifted Chinese-American student, it
was reported by the author that when Jeremy is faced with material which he feels
is boring or unnecessary, “he tends to read his own books, fidget, daydream, or
briefly chat with other students” (Plucker, 1994, p. 90). Others reacting more
positively, may become engrossed with issues of school governance, and campaign
or solicit the help of teachers or counselors to provide independent studies or
reorganize existing programs of study (Buescher,1985).

On the other hand, it is interesting to note that some gifted adolescents feel that

their workload is too difficult and are very much worried about being able to keep
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up their grades. For example, the Kwan (1992) study which surveyed a group of
gifted high school students in Singapore, revealed that when students are placed
for all academic courses in “gifted programs” with only gifted students, the
academic curriculum becomes much more demanding. In this situation, these
students cited their academic work as the major reason for feeling depressed. One
gifted student expressed, “My work, I can’t get my mind off of it...I’'m probably
near or at rock bottom in my studies...sometimes I even have problems
understanding the lessons...this makes me feel very sick and moody...” (p. 45).
Caution must be taken in this circumstance, because the population studied was of
a different culture than our own. However, similar feelings might be experienced
by U.S. students in more segregated high school programs, in which all
participants are gifted. No specific studies could be found which focused on this
situation. But along similar lines, the Free Spirit Survey (1982) of gifted students
11-14 years of age, found that boys ranked school and grades among their biggest
concerns.

Several authors also speak of the concept of negative acceleration, which is
illustrated by the gifted student who in high school, “decides” to put the breaks on,
by deliberately choosing to do less and less rather than fulfilling their potential. In
elementary school many gifted youth learn almost effortlessly and as such, many
do not develop the study habits, essential for the more complex tasks of high
school. Still functioning in their previous mode, grades may begin to drop resulting
in emotional disequilibrium (Brown, 1993; Manaster & Powell, 1983).

Group work is also an area which may be difficult for the gifted adolescent.
When teachers create heterogeneous teams of gifted and less capable students, the
brighter students may be put in a quandary: Should they do the work themselves
and attempt to bring the others up to speed, or should they settle for a mediocre

group project? Many, given the option, will opt not to become involved in group
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work. This, however, deprives them of the “give and take” of team effort (Brown,
1993). Thus, school work can become an issue or source of concern for gifted
students.

Perfection and Fear of Failure Concerns

Perfection is based on demands that people impose on themselves (Weisse,
1990). As stated previously, gifted youth tend to employ analytical, critical, and
judgmental thinking not only to concepts, and to others, but also to themselves
(Altman, 1983). Gifted adolescents, by their own admission, are prone to be
perfectionists. Their superior abilities may lead them to generate an unattainable
ideal self, by which they expect more from themselves than they can realistically
deliver (Brown, 1993; Buescher, 1985; Powell & Haden, 1984). This first tends to
appear in mid-childhood. For example, parents of an eight year old lamented that
their daughter became highly frustrated when the illustrations she made for her
story did not measure up to her own image of what they should be (Buescher,
1985). It is not uncommon for youth with bright minds and active imaginations to
conceptualize projects which they are not mature enough to complete. This may
result in frustration and self-debasement (Altman, 1983; Brown, 1993).
Conversely, because their advanced intellect and multiple gifts frequently affords
them much success in school, many seem to construct an image for themselves of
success and perfection, as their work consistently outshines their less capable peers
(Manaster & Powell, 1983). Soon, they believe they can be the best in everything
or do one thing well all the time.

Additionally, many believe that their gifted status rests on their ability to learn
and comprehend instantly. In fact, some gifted students may become so successful
academically, and concentrate so much in that area, that they may not be aware of
possible deficiencies in other areas (Monaster & Powell, 1983). Until high school

there is little to challenge gifted students’ abilities to succeed. However, in high
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school, the work becomes more complex. This is especially true if gifted students
are tracked into honors and advanced placement classes. In these classes of many
gifted performers, these students may suddenly feel very mediocre for the first
time. Also, less able to learn as instantly as in earlier grades, some gifted youth
may begin to suspect their abilities and question their identities as gifted individuals
(Kaplan, 1983). In reality, many experience the negative acceleration which
naturally occurs as the work become more complex.

Perfectionism, when carried to extremes, can be devastating. To a young
adolescent who considers an acceptable paper to be one without errors, a score of
95% is a failure. Additionally, students who historically perform well in academic
classes may find, with the increased number of required courses in high school,
they may do less well in courses requiring more physical abilities such as home
economics or industrial arts. Again, even a B+ in one of these subjects, might
symbolize failure to one whose definition of success is synonymous with perfection
(Blackburn & Erikson, 1986; Brown, 1993; Delisle, 1986; Kaplan, 1983). This
contrasts sharply with individuals of more average intelligence, who learn at a
young age to expect some mistakes. Unlike many gifted students, these students
do not see mistakes as personal failures, but often as opportunities for learning
(Blackburn & Erikson, 1986; Brown, 1993). In addition, if gifted students’
identities and feelings of self-worth are inextricably tied to their exceptional
performance and abilities, they may begin to behave in ways to prevent themselves
and others from noticing their suspected “loss of talent”.

Gifted students such as those described above, may become “paralyzed
perfectionists” unwilling to pursue any new experience unless success can be
guaranteed. Rather than reaching for more difficult challenges, these bright
adolescents will take easier classes, lower their class loads, apply to less

prestigious colleges, or in extreme cases even drop out of high school (Kaplan,
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1983). A decline in grades and the concomitant feeling of failure, have been noted
in some gifted students who attempt suicide (Delisle, 1986; Weisse, 1990).

Other perfectionists who fear failure, may apply the use of alternate strategies.
Instead of aiming low, they aim too high. Some may select impossibly difficult
course loads and/or overschedule themselves with extracurricular activities. They
reason, “If I’m gifted, I can handle all this, and if I cannot, it doesn’t matter
because no human can accomplish all this superbly anyway.” However, if through
superhuman effort they can succeed, this strategy serves to reconfirm their special
status. Other gifted youth who have underdeveloped study habits and hold the
mistaken belief that if one has to put much effort into studies, one is not gifted,
may attempt another tactic. They study too little, too late. This offers a handy
excuse for not performing well. “After all, what can one expect. I didn’t start the
report until the night before it was due.” If, however, the student does succeed,
this tactic also reinforces the student’s “specialness”. Thus, by aiming either too
high or too low, the gifted student can create a situation in which they do not fail
(Kaplan,1983).

Gender studies on gifted adolescents have revealed some interesting findings.
In a Kline and Short study (1991), “Changes in Emotional Resilience: Gifted
Adolescent Females,” a 138 item survey given to females at three age levels ( 1-4th
grades, 5-8th grades, and 9-12th grades), revealed that gifted girls in grades 9-12
had significantly less self-confidence (p<.05), more perfectionism (p<.05), and
more discouragement (p<.05) than gifted girls in grades 1-4. Also, there was a
higher level of discouragement (p<.05) for gifted girls grades 9-12 than for gifted
girls grades 5-8. In their discussion, the authors surmised that the perfectionism
traits of gifted females tend to become accentuated in high school. “They want to
be the best more often, and yet perceive their accomplishments and their efforts

with less personal acceptance...they endorse higher standards for themselves, but
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feel they are falling short of those standards.” (p. 120). This, in turn, may
contribute to feelings of stress, discouragement, worry, and depression. Others
have reported that female perfectionism may be linked to eating disorders
(anorexia and bulimia) and other life-threatening behaviors such as suicide (Strip et
al., 1991).

A parallel study using males also conducted by Kline and Short (1991) revealed
that for boys, emotional vulnerability and discouragement peak during the middle
school grades 5-8. At this age level gifted boys also demonstrated lower scores in
self-confidence, peer relationships, and hopelessness as compared to other grade
levels. Perfectionism peaked during middle school, but continued to remain high in
grades 9-12. Alvino, (1991) discussed society’s higher expectations for males as
opposed to females, with regard to achievement and career success. He states that
such pressure to perform, coupled with a family environment which stresses
competition and achievement can turn gifted boys into “paralyzed perfectionists”
so desperate to be perfect, that they cannot act at all, for fear of failure. Therefore,
it is evident for both boys and girls in high school that the need/desire to be perfect
can be a source of much stress and unhappiness.

Concerns about the Expectations of Others

Aside from the self-imposed pressures that gifted youth place on themselves,
many feel extreme pressure from society, parents, teachers, and even their own
peers. Often gifted adolescents are identified as “future leaders” and the “movers
and shakers” of the next generation” (Delisle, 1996, p. 559). They are continually
told that they can become anything that they wish and that they can always do
better. Even common urgings such as, “Just do your best” or “Try your hardest”
which adults interpret as reasonable attempts to help a youngster achieve at a level
commensurate with their potential, may be perceived by gifted adolescents as, not

so subtle forms of external pressure (Delisle, 1986; Gailbraith,1985; Perrone,
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1986; Strp et al., 1991). This pressure may become increasingly felt as gifted
programs and teachers attempt to “stretch” students academically. For instance,
gifted students may be asked by teachers to lead groups, tutor less-able peers, do
extra assignments, and enter academic competitions (Brown, 1993; Buescher,
1985; Freeman, 1994). Instead of feeling encouraged and proud, many
adolescents feel punished by the added expectations.

When students are told that they can always accomplish more, many are left
feeling discouraged that they can never achieve all that they are capable of
achieving (Perrone, 1986). A gifted adolescent stated “..I have a strong sense of
future, because people are always telling me how well I will do when I grow
up...My feelings fluctuate from a sense of responsibility for everything to a kind of
“leave me alone--quit pushing” (American Association for Gifted Ghildren, 1978,
p. 7, cited by Delisle, 1986). In the “Eight Great Gripes of Gifted Kids”
(Galbraith, 1985, p. 15) parents, teachers, and friends expectations to be perfect
and “do our best” all the time was a chief complaint of gifted kids aged 7-18.
Students in response to the survey lamented that even though they are gifted, they
are still human and should be allowed to make mistakes. Another student
complained that if he/she brought home a straight A report card with one A-, that
would be the grade focused upon by the parents.

Not only do many parents expect their children to excel academically, but they
expect them to excel in all areas of life, such as extracurricular activities (music
lessons, dance lessons, theater, etc.) (Brown, 1993; Kwan, 1992). Kwan (1992),
further cites that a high level of involvement in extracurricular activities is more
typical of gifted than non-gifted students. Gifted children can become a vicarious
source of success for some insecure parents who have had less success in their

own lives and/or who are anxious to impress others (Brown, 1993; Kwan, 1992).
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Peers may also be a source of pressure to gifted adolescents. This can be
evidenced by one gifted adolescent who said, “being in the gifted education
program means that you have to constantly do better than many people or they
start saying you don’t deserve it...you have to be on your toes all the time...”
(Kwan, 1992, p. 52).

External pressures such as those described above can be very detrimental to the
gifted adolescent. Gifted youth may begin to see their worth only as performers.
They may begin to believe that they are only as worthwhile as their last important
achievement. This matter is made worse when parents’ praise and affection
appears contingent upon the gifted adolescents accomplishments (Alvino,1991;
Gailbraith,1985; Kaplan, 1983). Gailbraith (1985), points out that without the
permission to be imperfect, gifted children frequently become “people pleasers”.
They accomplish well in school and other activities not some much for the sheer
pleasure of learning or because they enjoy the activity, but because they want to
feel accepted and loved by parents and teachers. Older adolescents may believe
that they are not as smart as others perceive them to be, and live in constant fear of
being unmasked as frauds. This has been termed the impostor phenomenon by
Clance in 1985 (cited by Kwan, 1982). Some bright adolescents resist exploring
new avenues of interest which may not meet with success and thus, cut themselves
off from valuable experiences. Others may attempt to succeed at everything and
their energy becomes so diffused that they are less likely to perform to their
potential in any area (Blackburn & Erikson, 1986). Yet, as they race to achieve
more and more to reassure themselves of their continued significance, they may
feel driven, anxious, burned-out, fraudulent, lonely, unworthy, and depressed
(Alvino, 1991; Delisle,1986; Kaplan, 1983). Others may even feel guilty because
despite the fact they work hard, they do not feel that they work hard enough to
justify their rewards and accomplishments (Berndt et al.; 1982; Freeman, 1994).
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Lastly, other gifted youth may become frustrated and insecure when their values
and aspirations conflict with parental and teacher expectations (see Career
Concerns). Hence, it can be seen that many gifted high school students feel
numerous and varied pressures by others to perform to expected levels. Such
pressures can affect them in harmful ways.

Career and Achievement Concerns

Much of adult identity is tied to one’s work. Determining an eventual lifestyle
by deciding on a career, as well as figuring out how to balance work with family,
while achieving economic and personal fulfillment, are issues that each adolescent
must begin to consider. The literature demonstrates that being both adolescent
and gifted may make this task both complicated and challenging. Gifted students
are frequently characterized as having “multipotential”. This means that with
appropriate environments, many gifted adolescents have the interests, abilities, and
potential to successfully pursue a multitude of career options (Blackburn &
Erickson, 1986; Fredrickson,1986; Gailbraith, 1985; Garrison, Stronge, & Smith,
1986; Myers & Pace, 1986; Perrone, 1986). In Gailbrith’s (1985) “Eight Great
Gripes of Gifted Kids” study, “feeling overwhelmed by the number of things they
could do in life” rmked number seven on their list of complaints. This differs
markedly from adolescents of lesser abilities, who may find that limited capabilities
in certain areas may make it unrealistic to consider careers in various fields. For
example, someone with poor written communication skills probably would not
seek to become a writer.

In order for gifted adolescents to sort through their options and make
sound decisions, they need skills in prioritizing and goal setting. Such abilities,
unfortunately, are not innate to gifted youth (Gailbraith, 1985). In addition, their
college and career choices may be influenced by the expectations of parents,

teachers, peers, and society in general. In trying to please others, they may either
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spread themselves thin, attempting to succeed at too many things, or they may
choose instead, to focus in one area and worry or feel guilty that they are not
pursuing their talents in other areas (Blackburn & Erikson, 1986). While the
capabilities of gifted teens may lead others to stress high achievement and high
status professions, Bireley and Genshaft (1990), state that such pursuits may not
necessarily lead to happiness or fulfillment. Hollingsworth, as early as 1942, not
only reported the difficulty gifted students have in narrowing their interests to a
single career, but also described the stress gifted students experience due to the
expectations of others. Such stress and frustration may result in lowered
self-esteem and may become a debilitating factor that ultimately hinders the
individual’s subsequent ability to decide upon a pursuit or even be successful once
a pursuit is chosen. (Blackburn & Erikson, 1986).

As multipotentialed gifted students feel pulled in many directions in their
attempts to decide career possibilities, one of two negative consequences may
result. Either students may become “paralyzed,” and avoid or put off commitment,
jumping in college from one major to another, or they may prematurely decide to
make a career choice and close off later options (Fredrickson, 1986).

Buescher (1985), states that gifted children are an impatient group, often with
a low tolerance for ambiguity; They see problems as black and white or right or
wrong. Gifted teenagers for this reason may make early career choices, shutting
off other avenues of exploration. He further states, that in trying to short-cut the
normal identity resolution process, gifted teens may close important doors to
opportunities critical to reaching their full potential. For example, if at age 14 one
focuses only on those subjects and activities necessary to become an engineer, that
person may neglect to develop other talents which may lead to a career more

satisfying in adulthood. Weisse (1990), concurs and advises that gifted students
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need to acquire broad training and avoid specific occupational choices until near
the end of formal education.

Gifted boys in our society often feel a heightened need to pursue lucrative
careers which may add to their concerns and stress. Although in recent years the
Women’s Movement has made our society more aware of the need for equality
between the sexes, more often than not, men continue to be defined primarily by
how much they can earn in the workplace. Alvino (1991), states that the drive for
success as it is usually culturally defined and measured, still places a greater burden
on boys and men than on girls and woman. In his “Free Spirit” survey of 329
gifted children aged 11-14 nationwide, both sexes agreed that boys are expected
to succeed and that they have more opportunities to do so. Interestingly, however,
only 40% of the boys stated that boys have advantages over girls (compared to
50%of the girls’ responses). The author in discussion, surmised that while boys
recognized possible advantages in the areas of physical strength, more
opportunities, and less discrimination, at least 60% may have sensed the
“downside” to the expectations and opportunities for success--gifted boys in
particular, cannot NOT succeed. This Alvino, refers to as “The Success Trap”.
Parents, teachers, and counselors often “push” young men into math and science
fields or into other masculine, stereotypical paths which offer both the promise of
prestige and economic success (Alvino, 1991; Bireley & Genshaft, 1990). When
gifted adolescent boys lean toward atypical, less traditional male fields such as the
arts, childcare, or teaching they are frequently taunted and criticized for being sissy
and/or not living up to their potential (Alvino, 1991; Bireley & Genshaft, 1990;
Kline & Short,1991). These boys often are encouraged to deny their inner
feelings and strivings, which often gives way to frustration, guilt, low self-esteem,
and depression (Alvino, 1991; Weisse, 1990). Alvino (1991, p. 175), however,

abhors such denial of inner urgings, professing that “In one’s feelings is the root of
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talent, development, maturation, and the fulfililment of potential within the larger
context of the contributions one can make in life, not only for personal satisfaction
but for the common good.” Thus, while many gifted high school males thrive on
academic achievement and strive to find that stereotypical path to success, others
may find the process of choosing a career which satisfies their inner urgings and
the expectations of others more painful.

Gifted adolescent girls often experience concerns and conflicts when striving
toward achievement and in searching for a career. Underachievement in gifted
girls has been widely reported in the literature (Bell, 1989; Casserly, 1983;
Garrrison, et. al, 1986; Olshen & Matthews, 1987; Rand & Gibb, 1989). Gifted
females do not achieve as highly as gifted males either educationally or
academically. They are less likely to seek out advanced educational training or
enter the same fields as do their male peers. They tend to be overrepresented in
the fields of education, literature, and the biologic sciences and tend to be under
represented in the fields of math and engineering. They are under represented in
almost all doctoral programs and in the vast majority of high-status occupations
(Bell, 1989; Leung, Conoley, & Scheel 1994; Reis, 1991).

As cited by Reis (1991), Kerr (1985) addressed the topic of women who were
identified as gifted in school, yet failed to become women of accomplishment. The
gifted females she studied had attained higher grades and more honors than their
male peers. However, by adolescence these gifted females had lower career
aspirations than their male counterparts and, by age 29, showed a trend toward
lower achievement. This substantiated an earlier study by Card, Steel, & Abeles
(1980) as cited by Garrison et al. (1986) that by age 29 gifted men had more
education, higher income, higher prestige, and higher job satisfaction than their
gifted female peers, although both groups had equal potential at age 14, as

measured by grades and aptitude scores. This female phenomenon has been
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studied and written about extensively in recent years and many have offered
explanations for it’s occurrence.

Many contend that upon approaching adolescence, gifted girls are often faced
with mixed messages about success and conflicting expectations. Up until high
school, gifted girls are encouraged to achieve and compete for grades and are
rewarded for their accomplishments (Blackburn & Erikson,1986; Kline & Short,
1991; Sands & Howard-Hamilton, 1994). Whiles adolescent boys continue to
receive these messages, adolescent girls begin to receive other messages. Gender
intensification occurs as girls become more aware of themselves and society’s
expectations for them as females. Messages arise from parents, teachers, and
especially peers which urge them to conform to values which emphasize:
femininity, physical beauty and sexual attractiveness, popularity, modesty,
selflessness, marriagability, and prioritizing primary relationships. Furthermore,
some adolescent girls may discover that while boys may respect them for their
intelligence, they may also feel “threatened” by them. These gifted girls may feel
reluctant to compete successfully against males. They may fear romantic and/or
social rejection by less gifted peers (Erickson & Blackburn, 1986; Luthar, Zigler,
& Goldstein, 1990). As these “feminine” values collide head-on into previously
held societal and personal expectations for themselves as gifted individuals, gifted
females may experience confusion, self-doubt, and depression. Some, may begin
to yield to these newer gender messages to conform and may decelerate
achievement, hide accomplishments, downplay talents, and associate less with
other gifted peers. This syndrome was coined by Horner (1969), the “fear of
success” (Blackburn & Erickson, 1986; Garrison et al. 1986; Kline & Short, 1991;
Sands & Howard-Hamilton 1994). Furthermore, as more “feminine” values are

accepted, many feel the urge to consider occupations which require less education,
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are more compatible with family time schedules, and make fewer demands on
ones’ home life (Reis, 1991).

Additionally, some gifted girls are discouraged by parents, teachers, and
counselors from pursuing advanced math and science courses when they show any
signs of difficulty in them, fearing a possible drop in grade point average (Casserly,
1990). The result of the above, is that many gifted adolescent girls may begin to
gear themselves toward careers which offer less status, less financial success and
upward mobility, and which ultimately do not allow them to fully develop or to use
their gifts and talents.

Conflicts faced in achievement and career selection not only lead to confusion
and despair, but may help explain the increased distress and vulnerability many
gifted high school females feel in comparison to their gifted male peers. A
questionnaire study conducted by Kline and Short (1991) which focused on
differences in the social and emotional balance of gifted female students at various
age levels (elementary, middle school, and high school) along with a parallel study
they conducted (Kline & Short, 1991) using gifted males in these same age groups,
demonstrated that while males were most distressed and vulnerable during the
middle school years, females showed the “worst” emotional adjustment in their
high school years. It was suggested by these researchers, that while most males in
high school readily accepted the achievement role and strove for success openly,
female, gifted high school students experienced more conflict between their desire
to achieve and their desire to be popular along with worries about how they might
successfully combine future career and family life.

Interestingly, more recent literature has found that gifted male and female high
school students showed no difference in career aspirations (Howard-Hamilton,
1995; Leung, Conoley, & Scheel, 1994). They contend that increased social and

cultural changes in the past two decades have gradually and successfully resulted in
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some changes in women’s attitudes and careers. What Leung, et al. (1994) found
inconsistent in their research, was that, while adolescent girls often aspired to a
master’s or bachelor’s degree, they were less likely to aspire to a doctoral or
professional degree, as compared to their male peers. They cited three possible
reasons for this: a) inaccurate or unrealistic beliefs about the educational
commitment needed for certain fields; b) while aspiring a high prestige occupation,
they viewed extra educational years as incompatible with the desire to have a
career and family; c) girls still experience sex role conflicts and social pressure not
to appear to be too smart in school. Thus, it can be seen that gifted girls as well as
gifted boys may have not only differentiated concerns about selecting a career, but
may also share concerns related to their multipotentiality.

Peer Concerns

While many gifted adolescents experience good social adjustment, certain
aspects of being gifted may make some more vulnerable to social problems and
concerns. Relations with peers become increasingly important during adolescence.
Positive peer interactions tend to maintain and enhance self-esteem, whereas poor
relations may result in loneliness, which has been found to correlate with more
negative self-concepts, poorer adjustment, and depression (Brody & Benbow,
1986; Kwan, 1992; Woodward & Kalyan-Masih 1990).

Gifted adolescents share two common needs with others their age. They want
to belong to an accepted group, and they want to know how they fit in. In trying
to answer these questions, they are often preoccupied with what they appear to be
in the eyes of others. The potential of being thought of as “different” due to their
gifted intelligence and exceptional talents serves not only to separate them from
their peers but in extreme cases may lead to feelings of isolation and alienation

(Brown,1993; Cross, Coleman, & Stewart, 1993). As Weiss and Gallagher
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explain (as cited by Kwan, 1992, p. 41), “Society is quite ambivalent towards the
gifted. They may be admired, but they are also envied and mistrusted.”

Manaster & Powell (1983), provide a framework for understanding the
psychosocial problems of gifted adolescents. They use such terms as “out of
stage”, “out of phase” and “out of sync” to describe the difficult social experience
that some gifted youth experience. Out of stage, refers to the fact that gifted
adolescents are different from more average adolescents in their stage of cognitive
development or in the quality and variety of their talents. Possibly because they
are out of stage, they may have interests at variance from their average peers. In
addition, if there has been little attention paid to the development of social skills
some may find themselves either unable or unwilling to fit in socially due to these
apparent differences. This has been termed being, “out of phase”. When gifted
adolescents either because they are out of stage, out of phase, or both begin to feel
that they are different either in self-enhancing or self-deflating ways, they are then
considered to be, out of sync. The feeling of being out of place with one’s
environment may cause stress and anxiety. Weisse (1990) states that the constant
day to day endurance of this situation coupled with the feeling of being unable to
cope with it, may lead to depression and even suicidal ideation.

In a qualitative study conducted by Jackson (1998) of 10 depressed gifted
adolescents, it was displayed in all cases, that while multiple factors fueled the
depressive experience (such as the absolute need for knowledge and difficulties in
self-expression) one of the factors that all held in common was the feeling that
these adolescents felt different and often disconnected from their peers. They
frequently felt inhibited in social situations with non-gifted peers and seemed to

hunger for parental and peer relationships which were authentic, respectful, and
mutually affirming.
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A study by Kwan (1992), used objective self-report instruments and subjective
interviews to compare psychosocial adjustment in gifted Chinese adolescents
compared to non-gifted peers. In the study, Kwan discovered that one factor
which helped to explain the high adjustment of some gifted youth, was having a
close friend and experiencing mutual acceptance, trust, and authentic
communication.

In the “Eight Great Gripes of Gifted Kids” study (Gailbraith, 1985, p.16) three
of the eight gripes expressed, dealt with peer-related concerns: #4. “Kids often
tease us about being smart™; #5. “Friends who really understand us are few and far
between”; #6. “We feel too different and wish people would accept us for what
we are”. This study also revealed that those bothered the least by teasing etc.,
were those who were adept at expressing their feelings and needs, and those who
sought-out people with whom they could honestly communicate. Many mentioned
belonging with a group of people from whom they could draw strength.

As adolescents attempt to find their identity and place within the peer group,
one of the most powerful social imperatives is that of conformity. They seek to
conform to group norms in order to be accepted (Kunkel, et. al, 1992). Kunkel
(1992), in his study of gifted middle-school children asked students to respond in
writing to the question, “What is it like to be gifted?” The responses the
researchers received confirmed and clustered around the “Eight Great Gripes” of
the previous Gailbraith study (1985). However, what was striking about this
research, was the considerable ambivalence students expressed regarding the
experience of being gifted. This ambivalence manifested itself largely, as an
eagerness for gifted adolescents to diminish their own uniqueness and enforce
equality with their peers, “Everybody is gifted in their own way” (p. 13). In

essence, this “denial” of giftedness, Kunkel felt, served an important psychosocial
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function, which allowed these students to experience a greater oneness with
members of their age group.

Various authors have pointed out that while the label of being gifted, lacks the
negative impact of such descriptive labels as “mentally challenged” or “emotionally
disturbed”, it nonetheless communicates a difference. This difference not only sets
the gifted apart from others, but it influences how the gifted perceive themselves
and how others perceive and react to them (Altman, 1983; Cross et al., 1993;
Kerr, Colangelo, & Gaeth, 1988). Tannenbaum (as cited by Cross et al, 1993),
concerned about gifted adolescents stated, “If they are seen as freaks... or
eccentrics simply because they are brainy or creative, many of them will avoid the
stigma through conformity. Some would rather underachieve and be popular than
achieve honor status and receive social ostracism.” According to above authors,
traditional school practices which label children as gifted, make use of pull-out
programs, homogenous grouping, and grade skipping, profoundly heighten the
gifted’s sense of awareness of being different and fuel fears of social isolation.
They further point out that when students are labeled as gifted, they may intervene
on their own behalf, hiding their “aberration” to influence the perception of others.
The also contend that in situations where no formal labeling takes place, informal
labeling may still occur among students, teachers and administrators and may be
more pervasive and powerful in their effects on gifted students’ lives than formal
labeling procedures.

A questionnaire study (Cross, et. al, 1993) of 1465 gifted high school students
who attended a summer program drawing from many schools in Tennessee, found
support for the supposition of the gifted “hiding” their giftedness. Of those
surveyed, over half the subjects noted that when in school, they engaged in
behaviors such as forgoing comments, and hiding differences which helped them

control information about themselves. More than half the participants, indicated
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that they did not feel free to be themselves in their high school. The authors thus
concluded, that gifted students often attempt to manipulate the information about
themselves which they make available to others, believing that people treat them
differently when aware of their giftedness; and that the main reason to do this is
because gifted teens want to maintain normal social interactions.

A related study by Kerr et al. (1988), used the Attitudes Toward Giftedness
(ATG) questionnaire to assess 184 gifted adolescents’ views of their own
giftedness and their perceptions regarding how giftedness is viewed by others. The
results showed that: the majority of students viewed their giftedness more in terms
of performance than as an inherent trait; that a strong majority recognized their
abilities and accepted the ‘gifted’ label , and while the majority viewed being gifted
as personally or academically advantageous, many females did not view giftedness
as socially advantageous. Interestingly, an earlier study by Colangelo and Kelly
(1983), cited by Kerr et al., (1988), revealed that teachers and peers tend to hold
more neutral rather than negative attitudes toward gifted students. Thus, it
appears that...“the wariness expressed by gifted adolescents is considerably more
intense than the evidence justifies” (p.245).

As was discussed more fully in the section, Career/Achievement Concerns, it
should be noted again here, that the literature speaks eloquently of gifted females’
pressure (perceived and real) to conform to peer expectations and appear to be less
gifted to avoid social rejection by both sexes ( Bell, 1989; Kline & Short,1991;
Olshen & Matthews, 1987; Sands & Howard Hamilton 1994; etc.) Silverman
(1991) remarks that, not only do gifted girls attempt to downplay their giftedness,
but in fact, they are very good at it. She says that many gifted girls excel at
imitation and adaptation and are well-able to blend into the group rather than
demonstrate their unusual abilities. That many drop out of existing gifted

programs and choose less demanding curricula/career choices, is further evidence
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of this phenomenon. Bell (1989), adds that girls value social solidarity and as
such, do not wish to brag, appear to put themselves above others, or appear
unfeminine. They do not fear success itself, so much as the isolation which they
perceive is associated with success. Delisle (1986) states, that while gifted students
are more popular than their less able peers in elementary school, this popularity
diminishes significantly in high school, especially for gifted girls.

Lastly, a multi-scale study comparing more highly gifted students with very
bright students displayed that especially for girls, the main difference between the
two groups was that the highly gifted girls perceived themselves to be less popular
than the very bright girls. In addition, for both genders, those very gifted verbally
tended to perceive themselves as less popular than those very gifted
mathematically (Brody & Benbow, 1986).

Boys also feel pressure to conform to gender stereotypes. Those who show
more sensitivity than would normally be expected of males or who show more
creative, less macho interests, may also fear and face social ostracism.
Additionally, the stereotype of the ‘nerd’ often haunts gifted males. A gifted male
frequently isn’t respected unless he is also athletic (Alvino,1991; Kline & Short,
1991). Often the primary fantasy created in adolescent boys is that they should
have available to them an unlimited number of beautiful, feminine, ideal girls. For
gifted males, in particular, the pursuit of this fantasy can be especially traumatic as
they may already suffer from self-concept problems associated with their
giftedness. Female rejection only seems to magnify the problem. Some attempt to
compensate for the fear of female rejection by trying to stand out as a performer,
e.g. class president, football player, etc. They imagine that this type of success will
win over girls. However, this only adds to existing pressures to perform in other
areas and may create more stress (Alvino,1991). While girls might feel pressure to

underperform in high school, boys, on the other hand, are encouraged to over



38

perform academically, athletically, and socially. Yet some feel insecure socially
and perceive themselves as having poorer peer relationships than gifted high
school-age females (Kline & Short, 1991; Wolfle, 1991).

Wolfle (1991) and Freeman (1994) contend that the social discomfort that
some gifted high school males experience has its roots in childhood. Early in their
school careers academically advanced males may display characteristics that
teachers like. Diligent and non-disruptive, they often fill their time doing things by
themselves rather than interacting with their peers. Their advanced understanding
and curiosity may lead them to pass the time in ways that are creatively inattentive.
Teachers who frequently must discipline more disruptive children often
inadvertently reinforce this behavior. They may even openly encourage advanced
students to work quietly by themselves in the corner. Either this self-induced or
teacher encouraged behavior may result in such boys not developing adequate
social skills.

Children with advanced academic skills are often very aware of areas in which
they are not competent, such as social interactions. They may choose increasingly
to avoid social contacts or continue to unsuccessfully try to be part of the group.
In both cases the outcomes are usually negative. “The phenomenon of having few
social skills seems to be more of a factor with gifted young high school males than
with their female peers” (Alvino, 1991, p. 82). Many bright, gifted males realize
that they do not know how to fit into their peer group. The result is a feeling of
isolation.

Wolfle (1991) warns that, unless a student is socially successful, other aspects
of development might become skewed. As a result, some gifted high school males
may actually underachieve. They may not do poorly, but they might only achieve at
good levels, when they are capable of achieving at superior levels. Consequently,

he suggests that by helping such males to develop social skills and by encouraging




39

their involvement with peers, they can be assisted to develop their potential more
fully. Thus, it can be seen that for some gifted adolescents of both genders, there
may be increased feelings of social vulnerability and discomfort.
Summary

Adolescence is a both a critical and difficult period of development for all
youth. The way in which one negotiates this period inevitably affects one’s sense
of identity and the degree to which one develops his/her potential in a way that is
gratifying to oneself, others, and society. Gifted individuals have superior
capabilities in a variety of areas which make it possible for them to achieve
wondrous things. Many gifted adolescents intelligently and creatively use their
gifts to enhance their ability to cope successfully with teen existence. However,
others may find that these same capabilities and “gifts” may lead to a sense of
frustration, separating them from those with whom they would like to connect, and
a sense of increased pressure that can become multifocal, conflictual, and
emotionally consuming. Although research on giftedness has attempted to answer
the debate as to whether the gifted are better “adjusted” psychologically than the
non-gifted, more recent research has shown while many gifted students are well
adjusted emotionally, they still experience a variety of concerns, difficulties, and
vulnerabilities (in varying degrees) in many areas. What the research has failed to
do, is specifically query the concerns of gifted high school students which are
intrinsically related to their giftedness and not only rank-order those concerns, but
quantify them to determine which concerns are most prevalent and to what degree
distress may be felt. This quantification, in addition to quantification of gender
differences may improve the awareness of parents and educators and enable them
to better support and assist gifted adolescents in their transition to adulthood.

This study will use the author designed survey, the Spiegel Gifted High School

Student Concern Survey (SGHSC) to address and quantify various areas of
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adolescent concerns, as extracted from the literature as well as quantify differences
in concerns between the genders. The questions are based on concerns relating to:
existential issues, internal conflicts, academics, perfection/fear of failure issues,
expectations of others, career/achievement issues, and peer issues.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Subjects

The subjects who participated in this study were students from four suburban
public high schools in St. Louis, Missouri who had previously been identified as
gifted, by their respective school districts. Questionnaires were sent to 122
students the first week of October, 1999. A total of 65 questionnaires were
returned by the last week of October providing a response rate of 53.28%. Of
those returned, only two were unusable providing an actual response rate of
51.64%.

Of the school districts represented, one is considered to be upper-middle class,
two upper-middle to middle class, and one middle-class. Although a demographic
question was asked regarding the student’s perceived level of family income, many
students declined from answering this question.

The gender of the participants included, twenty three (36.5%) male and forty
(63.5%) female. The students represented, were in grades nine through twelve.
Of the total, twenty three (36.5%) were in ninth grade, eighteen (28.6%) were in
tenth grade, fourteen (22.2%) were in eleventh grade and eight (12.7%) were in
twelfth grade. Students ranged in years from fourteen to eighteen.

The majority of students who responded, fifty three (84.1%) were Caucasian.
African-Americans and Hispanics were not represented, and only two students
(9.5%) were of Asian or Asian-Indian descent. One student (1.6%) was of mixed
Caucasian and Asian decent. Three students (4.8%), declined to answer the
question pertaining to racial/ethnic origin.

Sampling Technique
The main sampling technique which was used was convenience sampling.

Although a more consensus-type of survey was initially attempted using all gifted



