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A Parent’s Guide to Gifted Children (2007) 



Purpose of Presentation 

  Describe intensities, sensitivities, and 
overexcitabilities common to gifted children and the 
tendency toward perfectionism and stress than can 
accompany these traits 

  Provide research, suggestions, and strategies for 
supporting the gifted child in dealing with 
perfectionism and stress 

  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 related to 

your child’s intensity, perfectionism, or stress that 
you would like to problem solve or resolve?  



Gifted Children & Stress 

  Gifted children are susceptible to different and higher 
levels of stress 
 Greater intensity and sensitivity  
 Asynchronous development 
 Different social stressors 
 Higher levels of perfectionism and fear of failure 
 Unusually high standards and expectations, internal and external 
 Often take on too much or do not balance time 
 Multipotentiality  
 Greater fixation on fairness  
  Increased sensitivity to moral and ethical issues 
 Potential difficulties with authority figures 



Hiding Stress 

 May not notice stress at first – they often mask, 
intellectualize, or minimize their symptoms 

 Most gifted kids are accustomed to being able to 
learn and handle things independently 
 May believe they should be able to handle things on their 

own 
 May be reluctant to act for help 
 May not want to lose pride 

 Can carry stress and intensity in bodies, leading to 
somatic complaints 

 All kids need to learn how to manage stress and be 
resilient, including gifted  



Intensity & Sensitivity 

  Intensity underlies nearly all gifted characteristics, 
perhaps the most significant aspect of giftedness 

  Can pervade everything from interests, passions, and 
empathy to temper tantrums, conflicts with siblings or 
peers, and power struggles with adults 

  May seem to overreact due to heightened sensitivities  
  Reactions to stress may seem “over the top” or extreme to 

others 
  Intensity can also lead them beyond what was said and to 

jump to mistaken assumptions or conclusions  



Overexcitabilities 

  Theory of Dabrowski (Polish psychiatrist) 
  Refers to a person’s heightened response to stimuli 

  Difference between receiving a signal with rabbit-eared antennae versus a 
satellite dish 

  Dabrowski and many in field have observed gifted children are 
particularly prone to experience these overexcitabilities  

  Five areas: 
  Intellectual 
  Imaginational 
  Emotional 
  Sensual 
  Psychomotor 

  Some show excitability and intensity in all areas, some in a few, some 
on only one or two 



Intellectual OE 

  Curiosity 
  Ask endless probing questions 
  Intense concentration 
  Problem solving 
  Theoretical thinking 
  Constant seeking of knowledge and understanding 
  Often devour books 
  Enjoy mental puzzles 
  May also focus on moral concerns and issues of fairness 
  Can become impatient or upset if others do not share 

excitement about an idea 



Imaginational OE 

  Drawn to complex imaginative schemes, often with great 
drama 

  Intense fantasy play 
  Imaginary friends 
  Animistic thinking (nonliving objects have feelings) 
  Daydreaming 
  Dramatic perception 
  Use of metaphors 
  May even confuse reality with fantasy 
  May seem “spaced out” 



Emotional OE 

  Extreme and complex emotions and intense feelings 
  Can worry excessively about the well-being of others and 

environment around them 
  Form strong emotional attachments 
  Often accused of overreacting 
  Intensity of feeling can come out in compassion, 

empathy, and also anger 
  May show frequent temper tantrums and displays of rage 
  Emotions can be extreme and/or puzzling to adults 
  Extreme feelings can be painful and frightening to the 

children  



Sensual OE 

  Sensory aspects – seeing, smelling, tasting, touching, 
hearing  - are much more heightened 

  Fully experience art rather than just looking at it 
  Derive great pleasure from music, language, foods 
  Can also cause frustration (shirt tags, socks with seams, 

lights, noise, odors like perfume) 
  Often attempt to avoid settings where they might 

experience over-stimulation 



Psychomotor OE 

  Heightened capacity for being active and energetic 
  Love movement and never seem to be still 
  Rapid speech 
  Fervent enthusiasm 
  Intense physical activity 
  Need for action 
  May act impulsively 
  May display nervous habits 
  Show intense drive 
  Compulsively organize 
  Become quite competitive 
  May misbehave or act out 
  High potential to be misdiagnosed as ADHD 



Reactions from Others 

  Intense behaviors and overexcitabilities can draw strong 
reactions from others 

  Stress can develop when children recognize that they are very 
different from others or that their differences are not 
appreciated by others 

  Adults often take the same traits that make the students 
intellectually exceptional and turn them into criticisms when 
the traits relate to non-academic behaviors: “obnoxious,” 
“stubborn,” “hyperactive,” “daydreamer,” “bossy,” 
“manipulative,” “show off.”  

  These experiences and terms can be damaging to the child and 
lead the child to think something is wrong with him/her, may 
lead to trying to hide giftedness 

  Reminder: Characteristics of a gifted child cannot be removed, 
but behaviors can be shaped.  



Asynchrony of Emotional Development 

  Stress can develop when judgment and maturity lag 
behind intellect 

  Judgment, emotional maturity, and wisdom is typically 
closer to actual age 

  Adults often mistakenly expect gifted child to act older 
due to intellectual and verbal ability – can overwhelm 
child with expectations and mature topics the child is not 
yet ready for developmentally or emotionally 

  Examples: evening news; including in grown up 
conversations; expecting them to behave like adults at 
adult functions 



Asynchrony of Abilities 

  The higher the cognitive ability, the greater likelihood of a 
wide spread of abilities  

  Extreme asynchrony can lead child to be preoccupied 
with the tasks that are challenging; may lead to low self-
esteem  

  Examples: extremely high verbal ability and creativity but 
fine motor skills not developed enough to get ideas on the 
paper fast enough; effortlessly brilliant in math but 
average in reading 



Interpersonal Asynchrony 

  May feel like he/she does not fit in  
  Can feel in conflict with peers, traditions, and society at 

large 
  The higher the IQ, the greater the likelihood of 

interpersonal discomfort and stress  



Perfectionism 

  Great stress can arise if child expects self, others, and 
world to be perfect or ideal 

  Perfectionism can be healthy if it helps child set 
reasonable goals and drives child to strive to 
continuously grow and meet personal goals related to 
gaining competence or mastery  

  Estimated 20% of gifted children experience 
perfectionism extreme enough to cause problems for 
them 



Unhealthy Perfectionism 

  Perfectionism is unhealthy when: 
  goals are unrealistically high 
  goals revolve around being better than others instead of self-

improvement 
  it leads to intense stress or continuous dissatisfaction that nothing is 

good enough 
  Examples: Student who works for days on a project only to throw 

it away or not turn it in; refusing to participate if something 
seems challenging due to risk of making a mistake or not being 
the best  

  Higher risk of unhealthy perfectionism when student’s 
temperament desires structure, is highly organized, has a 
concrete-sequential style of thinking, and takes things very 
seriously 



Overachievement & Overcommitment 

  Possible to become addicted to achievement and external 
recognition; tied to unhealthy perfectionism 

  Overachievement can also result in overcommitment with 
no time to relax, play, or reflect; tied to higher levels of 
stress 

  Example – Child involved chorus, multiple sports, drama 
production, multiple clubs, multiple advanced level 
classes, and volunteer work 



Table Reflections 

  Which of the factors discussed have caused stress for 
your child?  



Tolerating Frustration 

  “Coasting” in early years can lead to difficulties tolerating 
frustration or challenge later on as well as difficulties with task 
persistence 

  Early experiences with challenge can help a child build 
resilience and respond to difficult tasks with persistence later 

  Teach child to advocate for himself/herself respectfully in the 
classroom 

  Provide access to cognitively challenging activities and 
materials outside of school: books, clubs, camps, enrichment 
opportunities 

  Encourage your child to stick with extracurricular activities 
that do not come easily to him/her – support the struggle! 

  Example – It is a good, worthwhile experience for your child 
who is accustomed to being the top performer at school to 
struggle on the soccer team or to be fourth chair in the band!  



Self-Management 

  Important for gifted children to learn that they cannot 
control others, but they CAN control their own thoughts 
and actions 

  Self-management helps them cope and reduce stress 
  Central to self-management is understanding that we 

create most of our own stress 
  It is typically not the event that causes the stress but our 

reaction to it 
 Example – A child who gets straight Cs gets a B, versus a child who 

gets straight As who gets a B 



Self-Talk 

  Our self talk or inner voice determines if we view 
something as a disaster or opportunity 

  Self-talk influences moods and behaviors and is highly 
related to self-esteem 

  Perfectionists are often self-critical in their self-talk and 
have a tendency to believe they should be able to 
accomplish every goal no matter what 

  Gifted kids must learn to manage self-talk! 



Self-Talk Mistakes 

  Bad Bookkeeping: Focus on one mistake and ignore all 
successes or achievements  

  Proportionality Error: Focus on negative self-talk 
majority of the day; do not hold a balanced view of self or 
efforts 

  Illogical Beliefs: Unrealistic standards and 
inappropriate expectations based on unreasonable 
beliefs, which leads to evaluative and judgmental 
thinking 

  Failing to Look for Evidence: Not looking for 
evidence that contradicts a faulty belief 



Avoiding the Self-Talk Traps 

  Talk about self-talk – go further than “What did you do 
today?” and ask, “What did you think when that 
happened?” or, “What did you say to yourself when that 
happened?”  

  Help children understand impacts of negative self-talk on 
behavior, feelings, and self-esteem 

  Children who understand self-talk mistakes can recognize 
them and are less likely to become set in these negative 
ways of thinking  

  Teach child to look for evidence to test whether a 
perception or belief is accurate 



Teach the ABCDE Model 

  Created by psychologist Martin Seligman and colleagues for 
stress management 

  A = Adversity – Understand that all people encounter 
challenges and stress.  

  B = Beliefs – Recognize that our beliefs and self-talk affect us 
deeply when dealing with stress. Identify self-talk traps. 

  C = Consequences – Make predictions about possible 
outcomes and the probability of each outcome.  

  D = Disputing – Challenge unreasonable beliefs and find 
evidence to dispute the unreasonable beliefs. Ask how a friend 
would view the beliefs. 

  E = Energizing – Take action and reflect on what was 
learned from the situation.  



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

 Awareness:  
 Be aware of your child’s areas of asynchrony and allow 

him/her to be his/her age. 
 Don’t deny or ignore problems. Talking about the 

problem allows it to be addressed or solved. Stress will 
not go away simply by ignoring it.  

 Understand that if your child could simply stop 
worrying on command, he/she already would have. 

 Avoid comments like, “You don’t need to worry about 
that. Or “Stop stressing so much.” These comments can 
lead children to try to hide stress or internalize feelings.  



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

 Modeling:  
 Be careful in modeling perfectionism, as it can 

reinforce a child’s tendencies 
 Model healthy self-talk and healthy management of 

stress. Ask yourself:  
 Do you overreact to stressors?  
 Do you proclaim that you are inadequate when you 

make a mistake? 
 Do you emphasize your errors or your child’s errors? 

 Model making mistakes, coping with them, and 
learning from them 



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

 Focus on a growth mindset:  
 Expect and encourage progress, not perfection. 
 Celebrate attempts, efforts, and persistence.  
 Emphasize learning that comes from mistakes and 

struggles.  



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

 Promote life balance:  
 Place importance on life balance in the family 
 Be cautious not to emphasize or reward high performance or 

achievement more than other aspects of your child’s life  
 Help set limits on the number of activities your child can be 

involved in at one time and model how to prioritize.  
 Help your child learn to say “no” and avoid over-committing. 
 Be aware of any tendency to model a workaholic lifestyle and 

instead model balancing work with play and relaxation 



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

  Practice active listening without jumping to give advice.  
  Encourage your child to vent and brainstorm possible 

solutions. Reflect back what you hear him/her saying. 
  Help your child shift perspective by asking himself/

herself:  
  Is it good enough?  
  In the long run, will it really matter? 
 What is the worst thing that could happen? 

  Teach them to ask, “Is it my problem, or does it belong to 
someone else?” Help them to find strength in their own 
feelings, beliefs, and wants rather than giving in to 
expectations or beliefs of others.  



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

  Explore real vs. false alarms. Practice “resetting” the 
alarm if there is no real danger or concern.  

  Have your child practice making predictions. Have your 
child predict (1) the worst possible outcome, (2) the best 
possible outcome, and (3) the most likely outcome.  

  Change “should” self-talk statements to “It would be nice 
if…” (Example: “It would be nice if I got an A on that 
exam,” instead of, “I should get an A on that exam.”) 

  Assist your child in compartmentalizing stressors. Try to 
guide them away from “all or nothing” thinking that lets 
stress in one area of life take over all areas of life.  



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

  Monitor physical and emotional conditions. Use the 
acronym HALT – Hungry? Angry? Lonely? Tired? Helps 
to check if underlying problem or stress is related to one 
of these. 

  Teach and practice relaxation strategies like deep 
breathing, muscle relaxation techniques, visualization 
exercises, reading, and yoga.  

  Help your child create a list of coping strategies to use in 
stressful moments. Have the child help in creating the list 
so that personal preferences and activities that he/she 
enjoys are incorporated.  



Additional Strategies & Suggestions 

  Try to avoid being an over-involved parent. Helicopter 
parenting or constant rescuing encourages dependency 
and decreases opportunities to learn self-management. 

  Help your child gain perspective using books and movies. 
Judith Halstead’s Some of My Best Friends Are Books 
has hundreds of suggestions for preschool through high 
school, organized by reading levels and themes such as 
perfectionism and intensity.  



Table Reflections 

  Which suggestions or 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 


