
COMMUNICATION & 
DISCIPLINE 

Parenting a Gifted Child   

Adapted from  
A Parent’s Guide to Gifted Children (2007) 



Purpose of Presentation 

  Describe common communication and discipline 
obstacles that occur with the gifted child. 

  Provide research, suggestions, and strategies for 
improving communication and discipline with the 
gifted child. 

  Provide opportunity to discuss experiences with 
other parents. 

  Provide opportunity to reflect on our own parenting 
practices. 



Disclaimers  

  Not a presentation telling you how to parent; rather, 
an offering of research, suggestions, and strategies 

  Many suggestions and strategies presented here are 
relevant to all children, but they are especially 
important to emphasize for gifted children because 
of characteristics they exhibit. 



Table Introductions 

  Why are you here?  
  Is there a current communication or discipline 

obstacle you would like to problem solve or resolve?  



Communication 



Why Is High Quality Communication So Important? 

  Interpersonal skills and emotional IQ can be as 
important to future success as academic and 
intellectual abilities.  

 Communication experiences affect identity, 
confidence, self-esteem, and relationships. 

 Three primary ways children learn how to 
communicate in relationships:  
  How parents interact with them 
  How parents interact with others  
  How they interact with others 



Communication, Behaviors, and Feelings Are Linked 

  All communication has an emotional component. 
  Tone, inflection, posture, gestures, behaviors 

  Feelings conveyed affect how a child hears, 
receives, and reacts to communication. 

  People can control behaviors, but feelings are often 
involuntary like reflexes. 

  Feelings are not right or wrong. 
  Consideration of feelings must be at the forefront 

of communication and responding to behavior. 
  Example – Child slams door. Do you address the door 

slamming or the anger behind it?  



Communication, Behaviors, and Feelings Are Linked 

 Managing feelings starts with recognizing and 
naming them. 
  Be careful not to incorrectly label a child’s feelings or tell 

him/her how he/she “really feels.” 

 Gifted children often experience emotions more 
intensely. 
  Identification and validation of feelings is essential. 
  May need to reassure gifted child that feelings are not often 

logical or orderly, which is okay. 
  Even more important that they learn how to manage them. 



Barriers to Communication with Gifted Children  

  Making critical comments related to gifted child 
being gifted  
  “If you are so smart, then why can’t you…?” 
  “Why do you always have to be so sensitive?” 
  “Why do you waste so much time on…?” 

  Sarcasm  
  Interrupting  
  Asserting authority and/or giving commands without 

listening 
  Questioning or challenging the child’s feelings, 

claiming to know how the child feels, or correcting 
the child in labeling feelings 

  Not apologizing, making amends, and modeling how 
to repair a relationship 



Barriers to Communication with Gifted Children  

 Technology  
  Does not demonstrate real emotion or model behaviors 

 Media   
  Reality television, social media, nightly news – all 

sensationalize and present some of the most unusual and 
abnormal communication and behaviors 

 Research indicates people of all ages are 
reporting fewer friendships and less intimacy 
with family members than in the past.  

 Children who have strong relationships, 
particularly within the home, can endure more 
frustration and challenge in the outside world. 



How Can I Increase Positive Communication?  

  Create an atmosphere that encourages 
communication  
  Tone, inflection, volume, posture, and gestures all convey an 

emotional climate 
  Sensitive gifted children often avoid communicating in negative or 

critical climates 
  Set aside special time for one-on-one quality time 

with the child, regardless of age, giving full 
attention during that time 
  Consistency and frequency are more important than length and 

what you do during that time 
  Create a system for family dates 

  Allow each member to plan a date; everyone must participate; 
planner must take into account others’ feelings and interests 

  Develops mutual respect and opportunities for family 
communication 



How Can I Increase Positive Communication?  

  Avoid too many “observations” 
  They are typically seen by children as evaluative or veiled criticisms. 
  Be direct instead. 

  LISTEN 
  Most important part of communication; builds respect and trust 
  “Do you want feedback from me on this, or do you want me to just 

listen?” 
  Remember to acknowledge feelings before commenting. 
  Allow and understand silence.  

  Use reflective listening  
  Paraphrase what your child says and mirror the feelings 
  Can help: 

  child to clarify and identify his/her feelings  
  guide the child to solving problem himself/herself 
  you hear child’s point of view 
  you accept child’s feelings  



How Can I Increase Positive Communication?  

  Acknowledge and accept child’s feelings even if you 
disagree with them 
  Does not mean you agree with them 
  Feelings are not right or wrong 
  Do not encourage child to bottle up or withhold feelings 

 Can lead to internalizing problems, externalizing problems, and 
physical symptoms 

  Use I-statements 
  Stresses how behavior affected you 
  Allows child to save face and respond appropriately, which is 

often important for gifted children  



How Can I Increase Positive Communication?  

  Try to keep control of your own feelings 
  Gifted children are satellite dishes and will perceive your 

tone and body language regardless of what you say. 
  Do not share more than what is appropriate for their age.  

 They do not have life experience or emotional capacity to 
deal with adult issues, even if they can comprehend them. 

  Avoid gossip or referring to your child within earshot 
  If your child is close enough to hear you, do not discuss his/

her shortcomings or problems with others.  
  Extra sensitivity may lead to hurt that can last a long time or 

disrupt the child’s trust in you. 



How Can I Increase Positive Communication?  

  Praise or correct specific behaviors, not the whole 
child 
  “I like how you stuck with it and solved that math problem.” 

vs. “You are so smart!” 
  “You may not play with that ball in the house.” vs. “I have 

had it with you!” 

  Directly teach and practice interpersonal skills 
  Remember asynchronous development 
  Role playing can help explore how different voices and tones 

look or feel to others 
  Sometimes need to be taught to make eye contact 



How Can I Increase Positive Communication?  

 Handle sensitive topics carefully 
  Intensity and sensitivity can lead to vulnerability in sharing 

feelings. 
  Some children have learned that sharing feelings risks 

feeling criticized, misunderstood, belittled, ridiculed, or 
feeling hurt. 
 Just like it can take gifted children only one or two exposures to 

learn academic material, it can also take only one or two 
situations for them to learn how they feel about someone or 
whether they feel they can trust a person. 

  If your child has difficulty talking about sensitive feelings or 
topics, try: 
 Talking with him/her when he/she can avoid eye contact 
 Written communication back and forth in a notebook  



How Can I Increase Positive Communication?  

  Make gestures to enhance positive communication 
with your child 
  Write your child unexpected notes – “I love you “ in the 

lunchbox to “Great work on your project! 
  Communicate with touch, which is often over-looked as a 

communication tool and which can create a climate of 
connectedness.  



Table Reflections 

  Have any of these communication strategies been 
effective for you with your gifted child?  

  Which information or strategies have you not 
considered before in relation to your child?  

  Which suggestions or strategies might you try with 
your child going forward?  



Discipline 



Discipline vs. Punishment 

  Discipline and punishment are not the same thing! 
  Refrain from harsh punishment. 

  Harsh punishment does not change behavior. 
  Can result in anger, distrust, power struggles, and disrespect for 

authority. 
  Effective discipline emphasizes what the child can do 

differently now or next time. 
  Example – Instead of yelling, “Stop all that noise!” try, “I am on the 

phone and cannot hear. If you need to be noisy, go outside.” 
  “Because I said so!” typically does not work with gifted 

children. 
  Strong will, advanced vocabularies, advanced abilities to think, 

reason, and question mean authoritarian parent styles or 
directives are often not effective. 



The Goal Is Self-Discipline 

  Teaching children discipline is not just teaching them to 
avoid punishment; it is teaching self-monitoring, self-
direction, and eventually self-regulation.  
  Punishment alone does not teach independent thinking and 

can lead children to depend on others to indicate how they 
should behave. 

  Learning self-discipline is essential for gifted children in 
order to withstand peer pressure, become independent 
learners, and achieve success. 
  Need to be able to drive themselves instead of depending on 

others to drive them. 



The Reason behind the Behavior 

  Key to understanding behavior is identifying the goal or 
function behind it. What does the child need? 
  Examples:  

  Attention 
  Power or independence 
  Retaliation or revenge 
  Avoidance of a situation 

  Identifying and understanding goal helps you: 
  Identify how to respond respectfully 
  Identify how to help child manage feelings and behavior. 
  Demonstrate care instead of control. 

  Example – Child is refusing to ride the bus home.  



Three Questions of Discipline  

  Recognizing ineffective discipline methods is the first 
step to improving them! 

  Ask yourself: 
1.  How effective is this method in the long run? 
2. What will it do to my relationship with my child?  
3. What are the effects on my child’s self-esteem? 



Start with Limits and Consistency 

  All children need limits and consistency, including 
gifted children!  
  Children are more comfortable, stable, and secure 

when they have a clear understanding of limits. 
  High intelligence is not the same as good judgment.  

  Some parents think gifted children need less 
boundaries and limits, but advanced knowledge does 
not mean they have advanced wisdom!  

  Remember: Giftedness may explain behavior but 
does not excuse behavior. 



Start with Limits and Consistency 

  Learning to operate within predictable, consistent 
limits and boundaries also teaches a child self-
control. 
  Connection between limits and boundaries as children and 

self-control as teens 
  Example –Intense, often challenging child playing video 

games.  
  Discipline issues usually improve when parents are 

consistent and worsen if they are inconsistent. 



Sylvia Rimm’s “V of Love” 

  Setting limits when children are young allows parents to 
teach limits and then reduce them as the child matures 
and develops self-control. 

  V of Love: 
  Boundaries are close together at the bottom of the V for stricter 

limits when children are young. 
  Limits gradually expand to for increased ability to manage 

behavior as child matures and demonstrates responsibility and 
self-control. 

  Many families find struggle with an inverted V – relaxed with 
limits early on, then try to tighten up on in pre-adolescence or 
adolescence. 
  More likely that child will rebel or refuse to comply 



Consider Developing Rules Together 

  Gifted children are more likely accept and obey rules 
if: 
  Their ideas or input were considered 
  They understand the reason for the rule 
  The rules are NOT arbitrary or simple displays of adult 

power 
  Listen to your child’s reasoning in some situations – 

he/she may have a valid point.  



Power Struggles over Discipline 

  Gifted children tend to be strong willed as part of 
their inherent intensity. 

  When engaged in a non-productive power struggle 
over a rule or limit, try the “convince me” method: 
  Give a time frame in which the child can prepare and 

present his/her case. 
  Listen to and consider what is presented. 
  Give the child a time when you will give a final decision. 
  If the decision is a yes, the struggle is over.  
  If the decision is still a no, you can provide reasons. If 

the child protests, you can encourage the child to 
present a better case next time. Do not engage again. 



Table Reflections 

  What are your experiences in setting and enforcing 
limits with your gifted child?  

  What limits have been effective in building self-
discipline?  

  What limits have been hard to enforce? 



Natural Consequences 

  Natural consequences are the most effective consequences 
because child discovers the consequence on his/her own, and 
children learn best through experience. 
  Happen without you “teaching” the child, and you cannot be blamed for 

the outcome. 
  Help teach child self-management.  
  Allows you to be a supporter or encourager – “I’m sorry that happened. 

Let’s think about ways to prevent that from happening again.” 
  You can be genuinely sympathetic. Helps you preserve and nurture your 

relationship with your child. 

  Rescuing your child from natural consequences can hinder 
your child’s growth in self-management and can lead to 
dependency on you. 
  Example – Forgetting homework 



Logical Consequences 

  Logical consequences are effective if there is no 
natural consequence.  

  Consequence is logically connected to the behavior 
  Example – If a child breaks someone else’s toy, the child 

should buy a new one to replace it, not lose TV for the week. 



Imposed Consequences 

  Sometimes necessary if behavior is dangerous or if 
there is no natural or logical consequence. 

  Must be firm and consistent – do not threaten a 
consequence you are unable or unwilling to 
enforce. 

  Remember the difference between discipline and 
punishment. 

  Remember teaching self-discipline is the ultimate 
goal, not just punishing for bad behavior. 



Actions Speak Louder Than Words 

 Be frequent and consistent  
  Consistency teaches that the rule is the rule every time. 
  Examples: 

 A short time out every time a young child breaks  rule is 
far more effective than one long time out after the child 
breaks the rule three times. 

 Taking away screens for the night for breaking a rule is 
more effective than taking them away for a week after 
multiple infractions. 

  Avoid being tentative, changing consequences, and 
giving mixed messages. 
 Gifted children will remember and often attempt to 

exploit inconsistency. 
 “Last time you didn’t say anything! Why am I getting in 

trouble now? That’s not fair!” 



Actions Speak Louder Than Words 

  Give brief explanations rather than lengthy lectures 
  Remain direct, clear, and consistent. 
  Minimizes risk of debate with gifted children. 

  Avoid “shooing flies” 
  Verbalizing a limit but failing to enforce it or follow through. 

 Example – Child is beating on a toy loudly right beside you as 
you are working. You repeatedly tell them to stop without 
acting. 



Reduce the Nagging 

  When we nag, we: 
   Send the message that we are constantly evaluating and 

criticizing, which can lead the child to stop listening to us. 
  Model inappropriate behavior, suggesting that nagging or 

whining is acceptable. 
  When children nag: 

  Remove yourself. Turn away without comment or 
explanation and go to another location. 

  May take repeating the strategy a few times, but it works – 
children learn that whining and nagging will not lead to you 
giving in to demands. 



Avoid Feeding Negativity 

  We often give more emotional emphasis to 
negative statements than our positive statements. 
  Consider how you say, “Good job!” versus “Stop doing that 

right now!” 

  Discipline problems can worsen if children feel 
constantly criticized.   
  “Energy flows where attention goes.” – Hawaiian proverb 
  Example – Student who took data on teacher. 



Praise and Encouragement  

  Praise is far more effective in reinforcing positive 
behaviors, yet most parents do not praise as often as they 
correct.  

  Children should be praised for expected behaviors, too, 
because it is behavior you want to see repeated. 
  Consider – when you do chores that are “expected” but your 

partner says thank you or tells you how much he/she appreciates 
the meal or the clean laundry 

  Praise should be accurate, valid, and specific. 
  Use the sandwich technique. 

  When discipline and limits are sandwiched between two 
compliments, constructive criticism is more acceptable. 

  “I really appreciate how responsible you were tonight. We still 
need to work on getting your clothes to the hamper, but you did a 
great job putting your toys away and getting ready for bed on 
time.” 



Try Not to Overreact 

  Keep your own emotions in check. 
  Do not attempt to set consequences that are out of 

proportion to the offense. 
  Be careful to not set limits you cannot enforce, do 

not want to enforce, or that turn out to be 
punishments for you or the family. 
  Example: Child would not apologize. 

  Overreacting leads kids to remember your 
behavior, not their own, and can lead to 
resentment. 



How Much to Push? When to Back Off? 

  Varies by child and situation, so must use your 
relationship with your child as your barometer. 

  Rule of thumb:  
  Ask yourself, “Do I have enough money in the bank to make this 

withdrawal?”  
  Not every problem is worth a battle, and sometimes the price of 

gaining compliance is too expensive. 
  Remember positive communication and mutual respect 

are the most important aspects in the parent-child 
relationship and need to be protected. 
  Walk away or allow time to cool down if you feel you are heading to 

overly negative or disrespectful territory. 



Offer Choices 

  Give appropriate choices whenever possible. 
  Reduces likelihood of power struggle 
  Fosters mutual respect 
  Builds competency and self-esteem in the child 

  Too often parents make decisions for children that they 
are capable of making themselves and take away 
opportunities to build self-sufficiency and self-discipline. 



Additional Suggestions and Strategies 

 Acknowledge emotions first, then address 
discipline 
  Remember behavior comes from emotions, and emotions 

are reflexive, not right or wrong. 
  Ignoring the child’s feelings and only enforcing rules and 

authority can hurt the relationship and does not promote 
development of self-discipline, only adherence to rules. 

  Consider – the authoritarian boss’s evaluation vs. the boss 
who allows you to have input and acknowledges your 
feelings. 



Additional Suggestions and Strategies 

  Examine your expectations 
  What are your reasons for your expectations? 
  Seeking too much control can lead to unnecessary power 

struggles. 
  Example – Is it really important that your child eat every 

bite of food on the plate before leaving the table? 
  Make expectations clear 

  Sometimes we expect gifted children to read between the 
lines or assume they understand what we have told them. 

  Make sure he/she understands the rules or expectations – 
have him/her repeat them back to you. 



Additional Suggestions and Strategies 

  Reward honesty and avoid encouraging your child to lie 
  If you know your child has done something wrong, confront 

him/her.  
  Do not ask the child to confess and create a situation that 

might encourage him/her to lie or deny it.  
  Example – “Did you eat the candy?” Child says no. You 

proceed to ask, “Then what is all over your face?” You then 
punish both for eating the candy and for lying.  



Additional Suggestions and Strategies 

  Use goal charts and behavior contracts 
  Visuals are very effective for many children 
  Makes goals and expectations explicit 
  Makes rewards and consequences explicit 
  Helps encourage self-monitoring and self-management 

  Build and communicate trust 
  Remember the V of limits 
  Gradually provide opportunities for your child to make good 

decisions, build their self-discipline, and gain your trust  



Table Reflections 

  Have any of these discipline strategies been effective 
for you with your gifted child?  

  Which information or strategies have you not 
considered before in relation to your child?  

  Which suggestions or strategies might you try with 
your child going forward?  



Closing Reminders 

  Intensity and sensitivity of gifted children often play a 
role in communication obstacles and difficult 
behaviors.  

  Step back and consider not just the situation or 
behavior but also the emotions involved. 

  Behavior has a function or a goal. Identifying the 
function/goal helps to solve the problem. 

  Strong, open communication can be very helpful in 
reducing undesirable behaviors.  

  Communication and discipline problems typically do 
not appear overnight or get resolved overnight; it takes 
time, effort, patience, and the willingness to improve! 
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Questions? 

  Please contact:  
 Christen Gibbons 
 District Gifted Coordinator 
 cgibbons@csdecatur.net 
 404-371-3601, ext. 1049 


