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Purpose of Presentation 

  Describe common obstacles to motivation and 
achievement that may occur with the gifted child. 

  Provide research, suggestions, and strategies for 
improving motivation, enthusiasm, and achievement 
with the gifted child. 

  Provide opportunity to discuss experiences with 
other parents. 



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 unique characteristics they exhibit. 



Table Introductions 

  Why are you here?  
  Is there a current situation or obstacle you would like 

to problem solve or resolve?  



Statistics on Gifted Underachievement 

  Note: It is challenging to categorize gifted 
underachievers due to debates around how to define 
gifted as well as underachiever. 

  Research indicates anywhere from 10-50% of gifted 
students underachieve. 

  Some studies have shown gifted boys are 2-3 times 
as likely to underachieve as gifted girls. 

  It is estimated that 18-25% of high school drop-outs 
are gifted identified students. 



Start with the Big Picture 

 From whose perspective or definition is the child 
unmotivated or underachieving? 

 Are there areas in which the child IS motivated 
and/or achieving?  

 Consider that no one is completely motivated all 
of the time in all things, including us! 

 Example – If you have the potential to run a 
marathon but do not, are you underachieving? 



Additional Big Picture Considerations 

 Personal profile of strengths and weaknesses 
  No one is gifted in ALL areas 
  Many students are gifted in specific areas 
  Students often refine strengths in areas of interest as they 

grow older 

 Asynchronous development  
  Despite intellectual ability being above the norm, skills 

and abilities in other domains may be average (ex. Motor 
skills, emotional regulation abilities, executive 
functioning, etc.) 



Why Isn’t My Gifted Child Motivated?? 

  Large variability among gifted underachievers 
  Researchers have identified as many as 17 subtypes 
  Do not assume an unmotivated child is simply lazy! 
  All behavior is driven by a need or a 

function. 
  First step is to identify the need driving the lack of 

motivation or achievement. 
  Are there other ways to meet or address that need?  



Many Factors Can Affect Motivation 

 Abraham Maslow’s theory of motivation is based 
on a ladder of needs that determine behaviors 

 A child’s current motivation is typically driven by 
the child’s current needs 

 The most basic needs are the most prominent 
and always take priority 



Physiological Needs 

 Physical concerns – vision or hearing issues; 
insufficient sleep; hunger and/or thirst; poor 
nutrition; lingering illness; substance abuse 

 Gifted children are particularly vulnerable in this 
area, as overexcitabilities can drain resources 
leading to becoming overly tired or hungry 
during the day 

 Check physiological needs first before attempting 
to motivate a child in other ways! 



Safety Needs 

 Related to need for security and an absence of 
danger or threats 

 Family struggles, tensions, and/or crises  
 Fear of being bullied or teased  
 Strong criticism or harsh punishment 
 Concerns about danger in the outside world 



Belonging and Love Needs 

  Many gifted children recognize that they are different 
early on and desperately seek to fit in with peers 

  Conflict between need for achievement and need for peer 
acceptance 
  Examples – middle school girls masking intelligence; boys pursuing 

athletic endeavors instead of intellectual; distancing from activities 
considered “geeky” 

  Some students do not want to be identified as gifted or 
“smart”  

  Some use underachievement to gain more attention from 
parents and/or teachers 

  Family dynamics such as differing messages from 
different parents can also affect motivation and 
achievement 



Needs for Esteem  

 Related to recognition, respect, achievement, 
competence, approval 

 Sometimes child can get stuck in desiring 
prestige, status, reputation, fame, or even 
dominance 

 Child may choose easier tasks or tasks that allow 
them a competitive edge 

 Child may also underachieve to demonstrate 
independence or demonstrate power against 
parent or teacher 



Needs for Esteem  

 Perfectionism behaviors can lead to 
underachievement 
 For some students their self-esteem is tied entirely to 

their perceived ability 
 Procrastination can lead to rushed products or 

missed deadlines 
 Choosing to not engage helps to avoid possible failure 

if the task seems difficult – “I didn’t even try” vs. “I 
struggled with this” 

 May purposefully underachieve to avoid risk of future 
challenge and future failure 



Needs to Know and Understand 

  The first step toward self actualization  
  After children have gained esteem of others and a 

sense of mastery and achievement, the need is often 
a drive to discover and explore more 

  Motivation may drift at school if: 
  Child already knows the content 
  Child learns new material at a much faster pace than peers 
  Child’s unique interests are not addressed by school 

curriculum 
  Child does not perceive importance of the material or skill 



Additional Factors Affecting  
Motivation and Achievement 

  Low levels of self-efficacy 
  The child’s personal belief about whether or not he/she can perform 

a task (“I can” or “I can’t”) 
  Higher levels of self-efficacy are associated with higher likelihood of 

attempting a task, putting forth effort, persisting, and higher levels of 
achievement 

  May have high self-efficacy in one area but low in another 
  By college self-efficacy is more strongly related to achievement than 

measured ability 
  Struggles with self-regulation and executive functioning 

  May not know how to set goals or how to plan for future goals 
  May have poor study habits 
  May not have learned how to organize material 
  May not have learned self-regulation and is distractible and impulsive  



Additional Factors Affecting  
Motivation and Achievement 

  Skill gaps  
  Students with a history or pattern of underachievement may 

have missed material due to inattention or developed skill 
deficiencies  

  Can lead to further underachievement if unaddressed 
  Can usually be quickly overcome with direct attention and 

practice 
  Possibility of masked learning disabilities 

  Learning disabilities typically surface later for gifted children 
because many can compensate for weaknesses in early years  

  Consider further investigation if your child is highly motivated,  
putting forth a great deal of effort, and still struggling to 
achieve at reasonable levels 



Table Reflections 

  Which factors have you already considered before in 
relation to your child?  

  Which factors might you investigate further with 
your child going forward?  



What Can I Do?  

  Start by focusing on communication with your child. 
  One of the biggest factors to combating underachievement is caring.  
  Focus on listening and understanding rather than talking, ordering, 

or directing. 
  Ask your child what is holding him/her back, how he/she feels about 

a situation 
  Try to identify alternative ways to meet needs and address feelings 

that are obstacles 
  Talk about what is interesting to your child, what excites him/her, 

who motivates him/her, when he/she feels successful 
  Identify where your child IS enthusiastic and motivated, then try to 

transfer that motivation to other areas. 
 Example – Interest in South American insects with no interest in 

writing 



What Can I Do? 

 Create an environment that promotes 
achievement and motivation 
  Set high but reasonable expectations within the family 
  Provide strong emotional support  
  Encourage participation in out-of-school activities (clubs, 

extracurricular activities, sports, religious work, etc.) 
 Research has found that students who are involved in activities 

such as these are less likely to underachieve and more likely to 
sustain accomplishments after high school 

  Help your child grow friendships with friends who support 
achievement  
 High achieving peers can contribute to reversing 

underachievement. 



What Can I Do? 

  Model behavior that you wish to see in your child. 
  Model your own enthusiasm and love of learning. 
  Share your personal passions with your child. 
  Encourage others around you to pursue passions. 
  Model a strong work ethic and consider how you talk/complain 

about your work in front of your child. 
  Model respect for others, including the school and child’s teachers. 

   Sharing concerns about the teacher or school with your child can 
unintentionally negatively affect his/her motivation and achievement. 

  Participate in joint activities 
  Work together on activities and projects that allow your child to see 

your own motivation, passion, tolerance for frustration, and work 
habits. 



What Can I Do? 

  Provide stimulation, interest, and challenge 
  Help your child connect his/her interests to other tasks 
  Foster exploration of your child’s interests 
  Encourage curiosity  
  Encourage your child to stretch himself/herself by raising 

expectations instead of lowering them 
  Provide encouragement and support during challenging tasks 

  Seek out mentor and internship opportunities for your 
child 
  Research has shown dramatic positive effects of a mentor on 

underachieving children 
  Provide “real life” perspectives that emphasize the importance of 

effort and achievement and increase motivation 
  Also offer opportunities for child to stretch themselves and for you to 

praise them 



What Can I Do? 

 Establish appropriate goals and sub-goals 
  Knowing how to set goals and maintain effort to achieve goals 

is something that must be learned 
  Help your child identify his/her values and what he/she really 

wants when setting his/her goals 
  “If you don’t know where you are going, any road will do.” 

  Having child participate in setting priorities and goals 
increases involvement, investment, and personal 
responsibility, all of which affect motivation 

  Try not to impose your own goals on your child, which can 
decrease investment and motivation! 



What Can I Do? 

 Establish appropriate goals and sub-goals 
  Self-motivation and self-management requires learning how to 

set attainable sub-goals as well 
 Focus is put on progress instead of perfection 
 Gives children a sense of control 
 Helps prevent discouragement 
 Helps children experience success and achievement more 

frequently on the path to a long-term goal 



What Can I Do? 

 Build on gradual success 
  Support and reinforce small steps toward progress - the more 

frequent, the more effective 
  “Successive success” - experiencing success builds self-efficacy 

and creates more effort, which leads to more success 
  Consider praising and reinforcing just the effort of trying. 
  Example – Learning to ride a bike. 
  Caution – Be careful with excessive extrinsic rewards, which 

are not likely to build true motivation. 



What Can I Do? 

  Focus on effort and growth 
  Research shows that effort has more effect on long term achievement 

than ability. 
  Encourage a growth mindset in your family. 

 Gifted students have a tendency to have a fixed mindset and attribute 
success to innate ability rather than effort.  

 Children with a fixed mindset are less likely to attempt or put effort in 
on challenging tasks. 

 Growth mindset can be taught and practiced. 
 Emphasize that while the child may have natural abilities, they must 

apply those abilities with effort in order to learn and achieve great 
things. 

  Remember that if you only focus on outcome, you may be praising 
minimal effort, and child does not learn connection between effort 
and outcome. 



What Can I Do? 

  Provide specific feedback 
  Avoid general compliments (“you are so smart”) that promote fixed 

mindset 
  Specific feedback tells what specific skills the child possesses and 

recognizes how he/she developed the skills 
  Use expectant praise 

  Reminds child of expectations. 
  Increases the likelihood child will do what you want. 
  Gives opportunity to positively praise and reinforce. 
  Avoids opportunity to criticize. 

  Recognize accomplishments   
  Avoid the “7 As and 1 B” conversation, which fosters perfectionist 

thinking and avoidance of risk/failure 



What Can I Do? 

  Avoid “You did well, but…”  
  The “but” negates everything that came before it!  
  Can lead to perfectionist thinking and avoidance of risk/failure 

  Avoid “-est” when describing accomplishments 
  Examples – best, greatest, strongest, smartest 
  Implies there are ceilings to achievement and child is already 

there 
  Does not help students understand that there is always room 

to improve, grow, and learn new things 
  Does not lead to putting forth effort going forward 



What Can I Do? 

  Help child find meaning in school work 
  Explain purposes of lessons and assignments  
  Help find connections between material/skills and real life 

applications 
  Help draw the line between achievement at school now and reaching 

long-term future goals 
  Teach your child to advocate respectfully for himself/

herself in the classroom 
  Teach him/her to ask for opportunities to: 

 demonstrate mastery or “test out” of material  
 work ahead  
 work on passion projects or areas of interest 



What Can I Do? 

  Purposefully teach and practice self-regulation skills 
  Caution: Teaching self-regulation skills alone without working 

to improve motivation and self-efficacy does not solve 
underachievement; however, it may improve achievement 
once motivated. 

  Skills that may need to be directly taught and practiced:  
 Time management 
 Organization 
 Study skills and note-taking skills 
 Self-monitoring 
 Task initiation 
 Delayed gratification 
 Task persistence 



Table Reflections 

  Which strategies have you already attempted before 
in relation to your child?  

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

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


