
At times there can be the perception that students 
who have been identified as exceptionally able are 
blessed with special qualities and advantages that 
will help them to succeed and make life easier for 
them. There is growing recognition that for some 
students exceptionality can bring with it challenges 
in social and emotional development, and students 
with exceptional ability are just as much in need of 
support as their peers in dealing with emotions, 
self-perception, behaviour and in looking to the 
future. The idea of the exceptionally able 
individual as a ‘mad genius’ is still prevalent, 
which is both unfair and inaccurate, and can 
lead to reluctance from parents to classify their 
children as exceptionally able. 

Profiles of 
exceptionally 
able students 
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Exceptionally able students 
are not a homogeneous, 
easily-classifiable group and 
therefore not all exceptionally 
able students will develop 
emotionally in the same way. 
While the need for consideration 
of the emotional well-being of 
exceptionally able students is 
important, emotional difficulties 
should not be viewed as 
inevitable for exceptionally 
able students as many of 
these students are well-
adjusted. Gender differences 
can also be observed. For 
example, exceptionally able 
girls are often less vocal than 
boys and draw less attention to 

Social and Emotional Issues in the Development 
of Exceptionally Able Students 

themselves in an attempt to fit 
in with their peers. 

High intelligence, ability for 
self-analysis, perfectionism 
and creativity possessed 
by many exceptionally able 
students may lead them 
to evaluate themselves 
critically. Some exceptionally 
able students may be more 
concerned than their peers 
with their purpose in life and 
in the world, and may display 
signs of extreme sensitivity 
and emotional intensity. 

Teachers and parents need 
to understand the cognitive, 

emotional, and social needs 
of exceptionally able students. 
The use of profiles is one way 
of getting a better 
understanding of exceptionally 
able students, by looking closely 
at their feelings, behaviour, and 
needs. Betts. G. & Neimark. M 
(1988) highlight the importance 
of viewing the profiles as a 
theoretical model, not as a 
diagnostic model. Educators 
should also be aware that as 
students develop their needs 
and behaviours change. 
As they approach adulthood 
they may settle into one or 
more categories.



A significant number of 
identified exceptionally able 
students are ‘the successfuls’: 
students who demonstrate the 
behaviour, feelings and needs 
classified as ‘the successfuls’ 
have learned the system. After 
discovering what ‘sells’ at home 
and at school, they begin to 
display appropriate behaviour. 
They learn well and are able 
to score highly on exams and 
tests of intelligence. As a result, 
they are usually identified as 
exceptionally able. Rarely do 
they exhibit behaviour problems 
because they are eager for 
approval from teachers, parents 
and other adults. These are 
the students many believe 
will ‘make it on their own.’

‘The Successfuls’

However, ‘the successfuls’ often 
become bored with school and 
learn to use the system in order 
to get by with as little effort as 
possible. Rather than pursue 
their own interests and goals in 
school, they tend to go through 
the motions of schooling, 
seeking structure and direction 
from instructors. They are 
dependent upon parents and 
teachers. They fail to learn 
needed skills and attitudes for 
autonomy, but they do achieve. 

Overall, these students may 
appear to have positive 
self-concept because they 
have been affirmed for their 
achievements. They are liked by 
peers and are included in social 

groups. They are dependent on 
the system but are not aware 
that they have deficiencies 
because of the reinforcement 
they receive from adults who 
are pleased with them and 
their achievement. 

It seems that these students 
have lost both their creativity 
and autonomy. Exceptionally 
able young adults who may 
underachieve in college and 
later adulthood come from this 
group. They do not possess 
the skills, concepts, and 
attitudes necessary for life-long 
learning. They are well adjusted 
to society but are not well 
prepared for the ever-changing 
challenges of life.
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- boredom 
- dependent
- positive self-concept
- anxious
- guilty about failu re
- extrinsic motivation
- responsible for others
- diminish feelings of self and 
 rights to their emotions
- self critical

Figure 3.1: ‘The Successfuls’

(Betts, G & Neihart, M 1988)

- high achiever 
- seeks teacher approval 
- non-risk taker 
- does well academically 
- accepts & conforms 
- dependent

- to see def iciencies
- to be challenged 
- assertiveness skills 
- autonomy 
- help with boredom 
- appropriate curriculum

- loved by teachers 
- admired by peers 
- loved and accepted by parents

- very high marks in academic tests, 
 achievement test and IQ tests 
- referral by teacher 

- independence
- ownership 
- freedom to make choices
- time for personal interests 
- risk taking experiences

- enriched curriculum
- time for personal interests
- compacted learning experiences
- development of independent learning skills
- in-depth studies
- mentorships
- college & career counselling

Feelings & Attitudes Behaviours Needs

Adults’ & Peers’ Perceptions Identification

Home Support School Support
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Many school systems fail to 
identify ‘the challengings’ 
for extra support. ‘The 
challengings’ typically possess 
a high degree of creativity and 
may appear to be obstinate, 
tactless, or sarcastic. They often 
question authority and may 
challenge the teacher in front of 
the class. They do not conform 
to the system, and they have 
not learned to use it to their 
advantage. They receive little 
recognition and few rewards. 
Their interactions at school and 
at home often involve conflict. 

These students feel frustrated 
because the school system 

‘The Challengings’

has not affirmed their talents 
and abilities. They are struggling 
with their self-esteem. They 
may or may not feel included 
in the social group. Some 
‘challengings’ also challenge 
their peers, and therefore are 
often not included or welcomed 
in activities or group projects; 
on the other hand, some 
‘challengings’ have a sense 
of humour and creativity that 
is very appealing to peers. 
Nevertheless their spontaneity 
may be disruptive in the 
classroom. In spite of their 
creativity, ‘the challengings’ 
often possess negative self-
concepts. 

‘The challengings’ may be ‘at 
risk’ as eventual dropouts for 
drug addiction or delinquent 
behaviour if appropriate 
interventions are not made by 
early post-primary. Parents 
of exceptionally able post-
primary students who drop 
out of school (‘the dropouts’) 
frequently note that their child 
exhibited ‘the challengings’ 
behaviours in late primary 
school or early post-primary. 
Although this relationship has 
not been validated empirically, 
it carries significant implications 
that merit serious consideration.

Exceptionally Able Studentspage 44



Figure 3.2: ‘The Challengings’

(Betts, G & Neihart, M 1988)

- boredom
- frustration
- low self-esteem
- impatient
- defensive
- heightened sensitivity
- uncertain about socia l roles

- corrects teacher
- questions rules, policies 
- is honest, direct
- mood swings 
- inconsistent work habits 
- poor self control 
- creative 
- prefers highly active, engaging,
 questioning approach 
- stands up for convictions 
- is competitive

- to be connected with others
- to learn tact, f lexibility,
 self-awareness, self control,
 self-acceptance
- support for creativity
- contractual systems

- f ind them irritating
- rebellious 
- engaged in power struggles
- see them as creative
- discipline problem 
- peers see them as entertaining 
- adults want to change them 
- adults don’t view them as having
 exceptional ability 

- referral by peers 
- referral by parent/guardian 
- interviews 
- performance 
- recommendation from a signif icant,
 non-related adult 
- creativity testing 
- referral by teacher 

- acceptance and understanding
- allow them to pursue interest 
- advocate for them at school 
- modelling appropriate behaviour
- family projects

- tolerance
- placement with appropriate teacher 
- cognitive & socia l skill development 
- direct and clear communication with student 
- give permission for feelings 
- studies in-depth
- mentorships build self-esteem
- behavioural contracting

Feelings & Attitudes Behaviours Needs

Adults’ & Peers’ Perceptions Identification

Home Support School Support
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Generally, these are females going through 
puberty, although males may also want to hide 
their ability or talent. If an exceptionally able boy 
goes underground, it tends to happen later in 
post-primary, and typically in response to the 
pressure to participate in sports.

In general, ‘the undergrounds’ are exceptionally 
able girls whose belonging needs rise 
dramatically in late primary and early post-primary 
(Kerr, 1985)2. They begin to deny their talent in 
order to feel more included with a non-gifted 
peer group. Students who are highly motivated 
and intensely interested in academic or creative 
pursuits may undergo an apparently sudden 
radical transformation, losing all interest in 
previous passions. ‘The undergrounds’ frequently 

‘The Undergrounds’

2. Cited in Betts, G & Neihart M 1998

feel insecure and anxious. Their changing needs 
are often in conflict with the expectations of 
teachers and parents. All too often, adults react 
to them in ways that only increase their resistance 
and denial. There is a tendency to push these 
children, to insist that they continue with their 
educational programme no matter how they feel. 
‘The undergrounds’ often seem to benefit from 
being accepted as they are at the time. 

Although ‘the undergrounds’ should not be 
permitted to abandon all projects, alternatives 
should be explored for meeting their academic 
needs while they are undergoing this transition. 
Challenging resistant adolescents may alienate 
them from those who can help meet their needs 
and long-term goals.
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Figure 3.3: ‘The Undergrounds’

(Betts, G & Neihart, M 1988)

- unsure 
- pressured 
- confused 
- guilty 
- insecure 
- diminished feelings of self 
 and right to their emotions

- denies ability
- drops out of support group 
- resists challenges 
- wants to belong socia lly
- changes friends 

- freedom to make choices 
- to be aware of conf licts 
- awareness of feelings 
- support for abilities 
- involvement with peers who 
 are exceptionally able 
- career/college info 
- self-acceptance

- viewed as leaders or unrecognised 
- seen as average and successfu l 
- perceived to be compliant 
- seen as quiet/shy 
- adults see them as unwilling to take risks 
- viewed as resistive

- referral by peers who are exceptionally able 
- referral by home 
- referral by community 
- achievement testing 
- IQ tests 
- performance 
- referral by teacher

- acceptance of underground 
- provide college & career planning experiences 
- time to be with same age peers 
- provide role models who are exceptionally able
- model lifelong learning 
- give freedom to make choice

- recognise & properly place 
- give permission to take time out from
 extra support classes 
- provide same-sex role models
- continue to give college & career information

Feelings & Attitudes Behaviours Needs

Adults’ & Peers’ Perceptions Identification

Home Support School Support
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‘The dropouts’ are angry. They are angry with 
adults and with themselves because the system 
has not met their needs for many years and they 
feel rejected. They may express this anger by 
acting depressed and withdrawn or by acting 
out and responding defensively. Frequently, ‘the 
dropouts’ have interests that lie outside the 
realm of the regular school curriculum and they 
fail to receive support and affirmation for their 
talent and interest in these unusual areas. School 
seems irrelevant and perhaps hostile to them.
For the most part, ‘the dropouts’ are post-
primary students, although occasionally there 
may be a primary student who attends school 
sporadically or only on certain days and has in 
essence ‘dropped out’ emotionally and mentally
if not physically. 

‘The Dropouts’

‘The dropouts’ are frequently exceptionally able 
students who were identified very late, perhaps 
not until late post-primary. They are bitter and 
resentful as a result of feeling rejected and 
neglected. Their self-esteem is very low, and 
they require a close working relationship with an 
adult they can trust. Family counselling is strongly 
recommended, and ‘the dropout’ youth should 
also be given individual counselling. Diagnostic 
testing is also necessary to identify possible areas 
for learning support.
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Figure 3.4: ‘The Dropouts’

(Betts, G & Neihart, M 1988)

- resentment
- angry 
- depressed
- explosive 
- poor self-concept 
- defensive 
- burn-out

- poor attendance
- doesn’t complete tasks
- pursues outside interests
- dreams in class
- is self-abusive 
- isolates self 
- is creative 
- criticises self and others 
- does inconsistent work 
- is disruptive
- seems average or below 
- is defensive

- an individual programme 
- intense support 
- alternatives (separate, new 
 opportunities)
- counselling (individual, 
 group, and family)
- learning support help
 with skills

- adults are angry with them
- peers are judgmental 
- seen as loners or dropouts
- reject them and ridicule 
- seen as dangerous and rebellious

- interview earlier 
- discrepancy between IQ and demonstrated 
 achievement
- incongruities and inconsistencies in 
 performance
- creativity testing
- referral by peers who are exceptionally able
- demonstrated performance in non-school 
 areas

- seek counselling for family - diagnostic testing
- group counselling for young students
- non-traditional study skills
- in-depth studies
- mentorships
- alternative out-of-classroom learning 
 experiences

Feelings & Attitudes Behaviours Needs

Adults’ & Peers’ Perceptions Identification

Home Support School Support
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‘The double-labelled’ refers to exceptionally able 
children who have a physical, an emotional or a 
learning disability. They are usually not identified 
as exceptionally able, nor are they offered 
differentiated programming that addresses 
and integrates their special needs. Fortunately, 
research on the effective identification of these 
children has been promising, and suggestions 
do exist for ways to provide differentiated 
programming (Daniels, 1983; Fox, Brody, & Tobin, 
1983; Gunderson, Maesch, & Rees, 1988; 
Maker, 1977; and Whitmore & Maker, 1985)3. 

‘The double-labelled’ students often do not 
exhibit behaviours that schools look for in the 
exceptionally able student. They may have sloppy 
handwriting or disruptive behaviours that make it 
difficult for them to complete work, and they often 
seem confused about their inability to perform 
school tasks. They show symptoms of stress; 
they may feel discouraged, frustrated, rejected, 
helpless, or isolated. 

‘The Double-Labelled’

These children may deny that they are having 
difficulty by claiming that activities or assignments 
are ‘boring’ or ‘stupid.’ They may use their 
humour to demean others in order to bolster their 
own lagging self-esteem. They urgently want to 
avoid failures and are unhappy about not living 
up to their own expectations. They may be very 
skilled at intellectualisation as a means of coping 
with their feelings of inadequacy. They are often 
impatient and critical and react stubbornly to 
criticism.

Traditionally, these students are either ignored 
because they are perceived as average or 
referred for learning support. Schools tend to 
focus on their weaknesses and fail to nurture their 
strengths or talents.

3. Cited in Betts, G & Neihart M 1998
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Figure 3.5: ‘The Double-Labelled’

(Betts, G & Neihart, M 1988)

- powerless
- frustrated
- low self-esteem
- unaware of his/her potentia l 
- angry

- demonstrates inconsistent 
 work
- seems average or below
- may be disruptive or acts out

- emphasis on strengths
- coping skills
- access to a support group 
- counselling
- skill development

- seen as ‘weird’
- seen as ‘stupid’
- viewed as helpless
- avoided by peers
- seen as average or below in ability
- perceived to require a great deal of imposed 
 structure
- seen only for the disability

- scatter of 11 points or more on WISC
 or WAIS
- recommendation of signif icant others
- recommendation from informed specia l
 education teacher
- interview
- performance
- referral by teacher 

- recognise exceptional abilities
- provide challenges
- provide risk-taking opportunities
- advocate for child at school
- do family projects
- seek counselling for family

- provide needed resources
- provide alternative learning experiences
- give time to be with peers
- give individual counselling

Feelings & Attitudes Behaviours Needs

Adults’ & Peers’ Perceptions Identification

Home Support School Support
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Few exceptionally able students demonstrate 
this style at a very early age, although parents 
may see evidence of the style at home. Like ‘the 
successfuls’, these students have learned 
to work effectively in the school system. However, 
unlike ‘the successfuls’ who strive to do as 
little as possible, ‘the autonomous learners’ 
have learned to use the system to create new 
opportunities for themselves. They do not work 
for the system; they make the system work for 
them. ‘The autonomous learners’ have strong, 
positive self-concepts because their needs 
are being met; they are successful, and they 
receive positive attention and support for their 
accomplishments as well as for who they are. 

‘The Autonomous Learner’

They are well respected by adults and peers and 
frequently serve in some leadership capacity 
within their school or community. 

‘The autonomous learners’ are independent 
and self-directed. They feel secure designing 
their own educational and personal goals. They 
accept themselves and are able to take risks. An 
important aspect of ‘the autonomous learners’ is 
their strong sense of personal power. They realise 
they can create change in their own lives, and 
they do not wait for others to facilitate change 
for them. They are able to express their feelings, 
goals, and needs freely and appropriately. 
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Figure 3.6: ‘The Autonomous Learner’ 

(Betts, G & Neihart, M 1988)

- self conf ident
- self accepting
- enthusiastic
- accepted by others
- supported
- desire to know & learn
- accepts failu re
- intrinsic motivation
- personal power
- accepts others

- has appropriate socia l skills
- works independently
- develops own goals
- follows through
- works without approval
- follows strong areas of 
 passion
- is creative
- stands up for convictions
- takes risks

- advocacy 
- feedback
- facilitation
- support for risks
- appropriate opportunities

- accepted by peers and adults
- admired for abilities
- seen as capable and responsible by parents
- positive inf lu ences
- successfu l
- psychologically healthy

- demonstrated performance
- very high marks in academic tests
- products
- achievement testing
- interviews
- referral by teacher/peer/parent/self 
- IQ tests
- creativity testing

- advocate for child at school and
 in community
- provide opportunities related to passions
- allow friends of all ages
- remove time and space restrictions
- do family projects
- include student in parent’s passion

- allow development of long-term integrated 
 plan of study
- enriched curriculum
- remove time and space restrictions
- compacted learning experiences with
 pre-testing
- in-depth studies
- mentorships
- college & career counselling and opportunities
- waive traditional school policy and regulations

Feelings & Attitudes Behaviours Needs

Adults’ & Peers’ Perceptions Identification

Home Support School Support
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