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INTRODUCTION

Some children are born with extraordinary intellectual abilities.  Graced with special “gifts,” they easily accomplish many difficult mental tasks that others will struggle with or may never master.  These children are “gifted,” and their exceptional abilities are usually apparent in early childhood.

Gifted children seem to have all the advantages.  They generally walk, talk, read, write, make other accomplishments and arrive at developmental stages well before their age-mates.  They sometimes receive special attention and privileges.  They tend to appear as superior beings for whom life will unfold its many mysteries and to whom it will grant myriad rewards.
In truth, however, gifted children are quite fragile and – like all children – they are at risk to experience problems.  There is considerable danger that many gifted children will not reach their full potential.  Some will not have their gifts identified and others will have their gifts neglected.  Many become bored and drop out of school.  They are also more likely to become depressed or to develop suicidal tendencies than are other children.  Because they are born gifted does not automatically mean their gifts will reach fruition.

Like all children, the gifted require guidance.  Parents and teachers must nurture them so that society may benefit from their extraordinary abilities.  At the same time, however, parents and teachers must also remember to allow gifted children to enjoy all the normal experiences of childhood.  Raising and educating gifted children can be a complex task that requires maintaining a careful balance among their many intellectual, emotional and social needs.

Observing a child’s extraordinary gifts unfolding can be stimulating for parents and educators; yet, when a child appears gifted, a number of questions may arise.  There is a sense of urgency concerning how to identify giftedness, how to determine the most appropriate educational program and – above all – how to ensure that the child’s gifts are nourished, not wasted.
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The American educational system recognizes the special needs and abilities of gifted children.  Early identification of these children has become an educational priority.  A growing number of school systems offer programs for the gifted and several models of school-based programs for the gifted now exist.  Parents must carefully choose the one that most appropriately meets the needs of their gifted child.

Gifted children usually begin showing their special abilities BEFORE entering elementary school.  Teachers in nursery school, kindergarten and the early elementary grades can help parents to identify their children’s special gifts and to determine the best course for developing them.  The information presented herein is designed to function as an aid in the early identification and education of gifted children.

                                                                                            Katharine S. Hansen, B.A.

                                                                                            Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                            William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS A DEFINITION OF GIFTED?
The definition used by the U.S. Office of Education describes gifted children as individuals who are capable of high performance in one of the following areas: 1) general intellectual ability, 2) specific academic aptitude, 3) creative or productive thinking, 4) leadership ability, 5) visual or performing arts and 6) psychomotor skills.

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN GIFTED AND TALENTED?

While these two terms are used interchangeably on occasion, “gifted” refers to ability while “talented” refers to the way ability is used.  For example, an underachiever may be gifted but not talented.  Gifted children have outstanding intellectual abilities and high academic abilities, while talented children possess outstanding artistic abilities in areas such as art, music and drama.
HOW COMMON IS GIFTEDNESS?

There are about five million gifted Americans (including both children and adults).  Gifted children have intellectual abilities in the upper 2% to 3% of the total population.  Between 3% and 5% of the school population is gifted.  Only a small percentage of gifted children are geniuses.

WHAT ARE SOME INTELLECTUAL CHARACTERISTICS OF GIFTED CHILDREN?

Gifted children tend to display a wide variety of intellectual characteristics.  These children usually 1) are skillful in the use of language; 2) offer insightful observations; 3) enjoy originating and developing ideas; 4) are quick learned who can apply what they have learned; 5) remember what they have learned; 6) quickly perceive how one thing is related to another; 7) are capable of processing large amounts of information; 8) are curious and ask questions; 9) excel at reading; 10) learn from past experiences; 11) use foresight in planning for the future; and 12) are far above average in the maturity of their moral judgment.
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AT WHAT AGE DO CHILDREN SHOW SIGNS OF GIFTEDNESS?
Children generally show signs of giftedness BEFORE they enter the first grade.  Research indicates that most parents can identify giftedness in a three-year-old.  Some parents can do so with children who are between the ages of one and three.  Characteristics that help parents identify giftedness in young people include 1) early verbal expression, 2) ease and swiftness of learning, 3) early interest in reading, 4) unusually long attention span, 5) good memory, 6) high level of curiosity and 7) early demonstration of original and creative behavior.

WHEN SHOULD CHILDREN BE TESTED FOR GIFTEDNESS?

Unless a child is very remarkable, experts advise not to test before the third birthday.  For example, a child younger than age three would be very remarkable if she or he is reading books, doing simple arithmetic, playing a musical instrument or learning another language.  Children test more accurately when exposed to a structured situation (such as nursery school) before being tested.  This gives them experience with following directions and producing work on demand.  Even gifted preschoolers have a hard time sitting through a test.  Parents who think their four or five-year-old may be gifted should not hesitate to have the child tested.

HOW ARE CHILDREN TESTED FOR GIFTEDNESS?
A combination of tests are usually used to test for giftedness, including such tests as the following 1) Intelligence Quotient (I.Q.), 2) achievement, 3) creativity, 4) personality, 5) aptitude and 6) biographical.  Professionals screening for entrance into a gifted program may also use a checklist of typical characteristics found in gifted children (such as the one at the end of this publication).

WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN I.Q. AND GIFTEDNESS?
I.Q. can be a useful general predictor of a child’s intellectual capability.  However, since many professionals question the ability of this test to measure creativity or the capacity to acquire knowledge, the results of I.Q. tests alone rarely are used to determine giftedness.  I.Q. tests may include components such as 1) drawing figures, 2) vocabulary, 3) copying geometric shapes, 4) memory, 5) language, 6) reasoning, 7) perceptual ability, 8) mathematical ability, 9) classification and 10) relationships among words and symbols.
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WHO SHOULD TEST FOR GIFTEDNESS?
An area of controversy surrounding education of the gifted is who should perform the testing.  Some experts suggest that parents should informally test their children using checklists (such as the one at the end of this publication).  To get a more reliable measure, however, experts recommend having gifted children examined by a professional using a multidimensional approach.  No matter how carefully chosen a particular test or objective measurement, the information derived from it may be useless if the test is not administered accurately.  Children can be tested by educational psychologists or reading specialists who work in the school system and are properly certified.  Parents should check the credentials of professionals outside the school system.  The local gifted association or psychological association should be able to provide a referral.

WHAT ARE THE I.Q. RANGES OF GIFTED CHILDREN?

Gifted children traditionally score above 130 on I.Q. tests.  Those children who score 140 and above are considered exceptionally gifted.  Children with an I.Q. over 160 are quite rare (about one in 10,000) and are considered geniuses.
WHICH SEX IS MOST LIKELY TO BE GIFTED?

There is evidence that girls outperform boys on tests of verbal ability and general intelligence, while boys outperform girls on tests of quantitative and visual-spatial abilities.  In addition, girls generally score higher on achievement tests, get better grades, have fewer learning abilities and are less likely to repeat grades than are boys.

SHOULD PARENTS TELL CHILDREN THEY ARE GIFTED?

Parents should not avoid telling their children that they are gifted, since they will soon realize that their intelligence and abilities differ from most other children.  However, parents should make it clear that giftedness is not the only important human quality.  They should also explain that other children are no less valuable because they are not “gifted.”  Instead, their abilities may be in other areas.
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SHOULD PARENTS WORRY ABOUT BEING LESS INTELLIGENT THAN THEIR GIFTED CHILDREN ARE?
NO, this concern is unnecessary and counterproductive.  Gifted children do not expect their parents to know everything.  Instead of attempting to serve as “knowledge-providers,” parents should function as “facilitators” who remove obstacles to knowledge and make it more accessible to their gifted children.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP GIFTED CHILDREN DEVELOP THEIR ABILITIES?

The use of language is probably the most critical way parents can help their gifted children.  Talking, reading and telling stories, rhyming and imitation, word games, story records and listening to the child all provide increased opportunities for gifted children to learn communications and attention skills.  Puzzles, blocks and construction toys are best for small-muscle coordination, spatial abilities and concentration skills.  Large toys are best for large-muscle coordination.  Questioning, curiosity and independent thought should also be encouraged.  Structuring problems and then allowing children to derive their own solutions is better than providing them with answers.  Parents who work should consider sending their gifted child to a preschool for gifted children.

WHAT EFFECT CAN GIFTED CHILDREN HAVE ON SIBLINGS?
Parents of gifted children sometimes have lower expectations of their other children who are not as gifted.  Additionally, sibling rivalry can strike earlier in gifted children who pass through developmental stages quicker than their age-mates.  Parents should avoid making a gifted child the center of the family.  Rather, teach all of the children that each has his or her special gifts, talents, abilities and special place within the family.

WHAT EFFECT CAN GIFTED CHILDREN HAVE ON PEER RELATIONSHIPS?

Gifted children are often amongst the most popular in their classes and enjoy a wide range of friends.  They also tend to be leaders in their schools and neighborhoods.  However, some gifted children (especially the highly gifted) have difficulties in peer relationships.  These difficulties usually arise because the highly gifted think in a different way and on a different level than most other children.  As a result, their peers ostracize gifted children sometimes, or they may choose to withdrawal or attempt to hide their academic ability from peers.
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SHOULD GIFTED CHILDREN SKIP GRADES?
Used properly, skipping grades – or “acceleration” – can be a useful tool.  Because gifted children are so eager to learn, forcing them to participate in basic drills with non-gifted classmates can stifle their enthusiasm.  They may become bored and apathetic.  Skipping grades can also enhance the social adjustment of gifted children, because their classmates become the same older peers with whom they may have associated anyway.  Most gifted children do not experience ill effects from acceleration.  However, parents considering acceleration should get a complete evaluation of the child before making a final decision.

WHAT CAN HAPPEN IF A CHILD’S GIFTS ARE NEGLECTED?

Many children perform far below their potential.  This is also true for gifted children.  About 25% of all gifted children are at risk not to reach their full potential, mainly because of family and social problems.  Furthermore, between 15% and 30% of high school dropouts are gifted.  Like most children, the gifted have trouble excelling without proper academic and emotional guidance.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE SCHOOL IN EDUCATING GIFTED CHILDREN?

The major role of the school in educating gifted children is to provide educational enrichment experiences such as 1) maximum achievement in basic skills, 2) content beyond the prescribed curriculum, 3) exposure to a variety of fields of study, 4) content that is based on the individual interests and needs of the gifted child, 5) curriculum that offers a high degree of complexity to challenge the gifted child, 6) experiences in creative thinking and problem-solving, 7) development of thinking skills, social and emotional development and 9) development of motivation.
WHAT CAN PARENTS DO IF A GIFTED PROGRAM IS NOT OFFERED IN THEIR SCHOOL SYSTEM?

When a school system has no gifted program, parents of gifted children can form a parents’ group whose members work as advocates for building a gifted program.  The parent group can then take their case to the school board and work in partnership toward the establishment of a gifted program.  Parents can also lobby local, state and federal governments for funding of gifted education.  National and state organizations (such as those listed at the rear of this publication) can provide parents with valuable information about how to work with local school districts to establish a gifted program.
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IDENTIFICATION AND EDUCATIONAL PLACEMENT OF
GIFTED CHILDREN

The process of identifying gifted children involves a series of stages.  Placing them in an appropriate educational program entails several options.  The following diagram is a simplified view of how gifted children are identified and assigned to an appropriate educational program.
(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)
OBSERVATION OF TRAITS THAT MAY INDICATE GIFTEDNESS – The first step in identifying gifted children involves observing traits or characteristics that may indicate giftedness.  Parents or teachers usually make such initial observations.

SCREENING – A professional knowledgeable about gifted children observes the child in the classroom and/or compares the child to a standard list of traits that may indicate giftedness.
TESTING – If the child displays traits that indicate she or he may be gifted, a series of tests confirm and determine the extent of giftedness.  Areas tested usually include I.Q., achievement, creativity, aptitude, personality and/or biological.
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PLACEMENT – Based on test results and teacher recommendations, a school-district committee on gifted children usually decides if the child will benefit from a gifted program.  The educational options are presented to the child’s parents (who should remember that private school is an option).  Parents and educators make a mutual decision on the best program for the child.

HOMOGENOUS GROUPING – Students of similar intellectual abilities are placed in this self-contained class.  The homogenous grouping works best for the most highly gifted whose learning needs are so different that they require separate programming in most subject areas.

CLUSTERING – This approach places several gifted students into a classroom with non-gifted students.  Clustering is most useful when there is little difference in the range of abilities between the gifted and the non-gifted students.

PULLOUT PROGRAM – Pullout programs include several options in which gifted students receive specialized instruction within or outside the regular school or classroom setting.

CENTRALIZED PULLOUT PROGRAM – This type of program is also called a “magnet school.”  Gifted students are transported to a central facility for a given amount of time each day or week.

DECENTRALIZED PULLOUT PROGRAM – This model often functions as a resource center within the home school.  Gifted students go to the resource center and work with a special teacher for a given amount of time each day or week.

ENRICHMENT PROGRAM – Held during the summer, on weekends and after school, an enrichment program often functions more like a club than a class and can provide gifted students additional educational and experiential opportunities.

HOME SCHOOLING – This seemingly drastic measure may be useful when gifted children need the intellectual stimulation of an educational curriculum but are not emotionally mature enough for a school setting.
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TYPICAL CHARACTERISTICS FOUND IN

GIFTED PRESCHOOL CHILDREN

What follows is a checklist of typical characteristics found in gifted preschool children.  Preschool children with varying abilities may display several of these traits.  However, preschool children who exhibit a large number of these characteristics MAY be gifted.  The help of a professional skilled in assessing intellectual ability can help determine if, in fact, the preschool child is gifted.

· Makes up stories, songs or rhymes
· Fantasizes readily

· Has imaginary playmates

· Has a grasp of complex subjects such as death, God, time, right and wrong

· Determines cause and effect relationships and intuits how things work

· Asks probing questions and genuinely wants to hear and ponder the answers

· Shows interest and skill in classifying things

· Collects unusual items and learns all about them

· Demonstrates leadership abilities

· Is sensitive to the feelings of others

· Reads body language

· Invents varied and interesting play situations

· Adapts to the needs or skill levels of playmates

· Modifies language for less mature children

· Empathizes with relative abilities of the handicapped

· Likes to play with words

· Uses proper grammar and syntax earlier than age-mates do

· Uses rich language with colorful figures of speech

· Wants to learn new words and practices using them

· Shows long attention span for stories or conversations and can accurately retell what has been read or heard in detail

· Learns to read without being taught

· Invents unusual or clever responses to questions

· Has a keen sense of humor

· Displays great independence

· Uses verbal skills to deal with conflict or influence other people

· Understands counting with one-to-one correspondence

· Does some calculations in her/his head

· Enjoys ordering, cataloging, grouping, arranging in sequence

· Knows the value of coins and understands how to make change

· Shows a strong interest in time concepts, clocks and calendars

· Puts together puzzles easily
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· Sings in tune or matches pitch of a note played or sun

· Listens to two short melodies and tells whether they are the same or different

· Learns notes and words to simple songs quickly, easily and with minimal repetition

· Remembers observations with great accuracy and detail

· Shows unusual skill in art activities

· Uses materials or media in original ways and shows distinctive techniques and styles

· Draws a correct floor plan of a room from memory
· Remembers landmarks and turns on the way to familiar places

· Visualizes from one floor which room is overhead

· Notices immediately small changes in furnishings, arrangements, hairstyles, glasses, clothing, etc

· Connects memories with present events

· Remembers and completes complex instructions involving several steps

· Applies something learned in one area of experience with another area of life

· Takes an example from a story or shared experience and applies it to her/his life

· Takes things like telephones, clocks and radios apart

· Develops a sense of order and notices changes in routines

· Resists change

· Has a high energy level and needs little sleep

· Has older playmates and enjoys talking with adults

· Resents unfairness

· Does not want things moved or rearranged

· Is intolerant of disorder or contrary conclusions
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WAYS TO CREATE A STIMULATING

HOME ENVIRONMENT FOR GIFTED CHILDREN

Most experts agree that the early childhood years play a very important role in the formation of personality.  What children experience during these formative years helps to develop their interests and desire to learn.  The learning process begins at birth and is continually influence by what happens at home.  The following is a list of ways to create a stimulating home environment for the gifted child.
· Provide a room with bright colors and room to play

· Select games and toys that combine play and learning

· Teach decision-making by example

· Play word games with the child

· Provide materials (such as arts and crafts supplies) that allow self-expression and creativity

· Help the child develop independence by letting her/him do safe activities on her/his own

· Give the child responsibilities (such as tidying up her/his bedroom, helping with dishes or emptying trash)

· Read stories with the child and discuss what has been read

· Monitor television viewing and select programs that have learning value

· Explain and show how different devices work (such as a door bell, water faucet and household appliances)

· Encourage drawing, painting, writing and other forms of creative self-expression

· Determine the child’s interests and provide the means for her/him to develop and master these interests

· Provide opportunities to experience a variety of activities (such as zoos, museums, theater and concerts)

· Involve the child in your own activities, areas of interest and expertise and explain how and why you do them

· Take the child food shopping and explain how and why you select certain foods

· Promote reading and provide access to books and other written materials

· Tour a public library and involve the child in the library’s special activities for children

· Help the child to learn to appreciate different types of music (such as classical, jazz and country)

· Take time to answer the child’s questions

· Devote a part of each day to nurturing the parent/child relationship

· Reinforce the child’s desire to learn by praising her/his accomplishments

· Encourage questions and curiosity

· Present hypothetical problems for the child to solve

· Play rhyming games

· Talk to the child

· Listen to the child
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WAYS TO CREATE A STIMULATING EDUCATIONAL
ENVIRONMENT FOR GIFTED CHILDREN

Nursery school, kindergarten and elementary school are the basic building blocks of the traditional education system.  Gifted children can be turned “on” or “off” to education by what they experience during these critical years.  Their superior abilities must be nurtured, inspired and challenged or they may become bored and unresponsive.  What follows are ways to create a stimulating educational environment for gifted children.
NURSERY SCHOOL AND KINDERGARTEN
· Create ways to help students develop their imagination
· Develop class stories to stretch minds

· Use puzzles to develop motor coordination skills

· Encourage use of various shapes to make creative pictures

· Develop word lists to encourage fluency with language

· Push originality through thinking in nontraditional ways

· Provide building exercises with blocks and construction toys and encourage children to elaborate on what they have built

· Develop creative listening skills through storytelling

· Increase visualization skills using eye-tracking

· Introduce symbols as a different form of communication

· Develop planning skills through multi-stage projects

· Sing songs for development of talent

· Encourage cooperate peer play and work

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

· Accommodate individual learning styles
· Encourage students to express themselves creatively

· Provide the opportunity for students to create their own bulletin boards

· Design activities that take place in a variety of settings

· Regularly introduce new concepts and materials

· Ask open-ended questions that allow latitude for a variety of acceptable responses

· Promote discussions that require the use of imagination

· Develop assignments that require creative writing skills

· Teach students how to form and test hypotheses

· Encourage the development of research skills

· Formulate ways to nurture the growth of communication skills

· Stretch the minds of students by continually encouraging them to move beyond what they have already mastered
· Encourage guided self-evaluation of students

· Promote higher-level thinking through problem-solving

· Develop interpersonal relationships through group exercises
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AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS TO CONTACT ABOUT

GIFTED CHILDREN

The following is a partial list of agencies and professionals to contact for help or information about gifted children.  The first list contains local agencies and professionals that can provide direct help.  The second list contains national agencies to contact for information.  Refer to your telephone book for local agencies and professionals.

LOCAL AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS

EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGIST – Most school districts have an educational psychologist who can administer and interpret tests designed to determine a child’s intelligence and abilities.
Telephone #

PSYCHIATRIST OR PSYCHOLOGIST IN PRIVATE PRACTICE – These professionals can administer and interpret tests that measure intelligence and ability.  It may be best to locate a psychiatrist or psychologist who specializes in the testing of children.
Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

American Association of Gifted Children

www.aagc.org
The Association for the Gifted

Council for Exceptional Children

www.cectag.org
Mensa, Gifted Children Program

www.mensa.org
National Association for Gifted Children

www.nagc.org
Davidson Institute for Talent Development
www.ditd.org
Supporting Emotional Needs of the Gifted
www.sengifted.org
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