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YOU
 are a key advocate for gifted education in Washington State.

Join other advocates in Olympia and talk to your Legislators about the value 
of Highly Capable Programs for both the student and the state.

Gifted advocates are a lone voice. There are many sympathetic causes in public education that 
enjoy the support of a wide variety of interests, but the toughest issues often are the ones with 

few champions. We may be few but our combined voices matter in advancing our cause.

Sponsors

Northwest Gifted Child Association 
NWGCA

Celebrating our 60th year.
Active in supporting parents on a local level since 1963.

President: Marcia Holland
 northwestgca@gmail.com. www.nwgca.org

Washington Association of Educators of the Talented and Gifted 
WAETAG 

Helping teachers since 1984.
President: Charlotte Akin

 www.waetag.net

The Washington Coalition For Gifted Education 
Chartered on February 20, 1985. 

The Coalition is the advocacy arm of the gifted community in Washington state.
wagifted@earthlink.net
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The Myths of Giftedness

Schultz, R. 
Davidson Institute Educator Guild Q&A 
2012 

In this Q&A, Robert A. Schultz, Ph.D., describes the myths about gifted students he 
hears most often and why it is important to address these myths. 

What myths do you hear most often about gifted students?

The vast number of myths that exist about gifted individuals is just amazing to me. 
I’ll share three of my “favorites” that impact kids on a daily basis.

Myth 1: “Everyone is gifted in some way…”

This statement seems rather mundane on the surface. Sort of one of those 
Kindergarten rules we all assume are ubiquitous. But, this myth is essentially 
nothing more than verbal sleight of hand. I say this because this myth should be 
focused upon for what is not said, rather than what is.

The statement is only the first half of the thought—it is usually followed up with a 
negative statement or excuse (either said or inferred). Something like “…so there is 
no need for special programming…” or “…differentiation covers everyone’s needs…”.

I have yet to ever hear the second half sound something like this: “…so we are 
investing the resources and finances to individualize curriculum for every student…” 
Perhaps before I retire. We’ll see.

Indeed, I’ll offer a parallel statement that would infuriate the masses as much as 
the aforementioned frustrates those of us advocating for the needs of the gifted. 
“Everyone is disabled in some way…”

Zing!

This half-baked, half-truth is as much on target as Myth 1. And, points out the 
absurdity of generalized statements based more on impression than intelligence.

Myth 2: “We have to focus on fixing gaps in knowledge or areas of weakness so 
kids are successful on The Test(s). The gifted already get it…”

Who can argue with this myth? (Well, other than me!)

Think about it. In your life, you get the opportunity to focus on your interests on a 
daily basis. You might not have an entire day to follow your bliss—working does 
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help pay for those trips to the beach and that caffeine addiction, after all. But, you 
can (should?) realize you can shine, even at work. There isn’t someone waiting to 
remediate you as soon as you show a weakness or gap in knowledge.

Now, put yourself into the shoes of a sixth grader with a passion for physics. Where 
in the school day do you have opportunity to enhance this passion? And, if you are 
a little slow in your computation skills, will you ever get a chance to actually share 
your fascination with the concept that matter turns to pure energy at the square of 
the speed of light (e=mc2)? It is more likely you will get the wonderful opportunity 
to do even more computation to overcome that weakness. How fun does that 
sound?

Think of the impact we could have if we were able to just flip Myth 2. “We have to 
focus on areas of strength or creative problem solving…” Oh, what a place the world 
could be!

Myth 3: “They will all level out by fourth grade…”

This is my personal favorite. But, this is actually a truth, not a myth, for the gifted 
learner.

What?!

The short story is that the children bearing disabling conditions get access to 
special services, accommodations, or modifications of the curriculum as required by 
law (both state and federal). The average kids get their needs met since they are 
the targets of the curriculum. And, the gifted kids get…bored!

No challenge. No recognition for that deft prose or alacrity with arithmetic. Indeed, 
the gifted often get punished with more work; especially if they finish things too 
quickly in the classroom.

Sure, we level the gifted out by fourth grade. We conform them to expected 
behaviors. We teach them that everyone needs to have a turn; and, be heard. We 
socialize them to typical tendencies of their chronological age. We DISABLE them in 
schools where this myth is heard (and I hear it often!).

Reprinted with the permission of the Davidson Institute for Talent Development, which does not imply 
or constitute endorsement. The Davidson Institute for Talent Development is a 501(c)3 nonprofit 
operating foundation dedicated to supporting profoundly intelligent young people. For more information 
on the Davidson Institute, please visit www.DavidsonGifted.org.
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From http://schoolsofthought.blogs.cnn.com/2012/11/14/ten-myths-
about-gifted-students-and-programs-for-gifted/

Carolyn Coil

Myth No. 1: Intelligence is inherited and does not change. Gifted 
students, therefore, do not need any special services.

All of us do inherit certain traits, intelligences and talents. But these need to 
be developed and nurtured throughout life for them to grow and reach their 
full potential. A beautiful flower inherits certain traits. But if it is not watered 
and fed and if it does not get the right amount of sunlight, it does not develop 
as it could. The same is true for gifted children.

Myth No. 2: Giftedness can easily be measured by intelligence tests and 
tests of achievement.

Giftedness is difficult to measure. This is why schools and school districts try 
so many different ways to identify gifted students. Tests are often culturally 
biased and may reflect ethnicity, socioeconomic status, exposure and 
experiences rather than true giftedness. Other children may be gifted but are 
not good at taking tests. They may not score well on standardized tests but 
may be gifted, especially in creative and productive thinking.

Myth No. 3: There is no need to identify gifted students in the early 
grades.

Many school districts do not begin identifying gifted and talented students 
until third grade. There is a belief among some educators that giftedness 
cannot be properly identified in the early grades. However, the National 
Association for Gifted Children programming standards start with pre-
kindergarten. The group’s early childhood network position paper says that 
“providing engaging, responsive learning environments … benefit all children, 
including young gifted children.”

Myth No. 4: Gifted students read all the time, wear glasses and/or are 
physically and socially inept.

From Jason, the cartoon character in the “Foxtrot” comic strip, to Sheldon on 
the TV show “The Big Bang Theory,” we can see this stereotype in action. But 
like all other kids, gifted children come in many varieties. Some are 
successful in sports or music, and some are physically attractive. Some have 
many friends, while others have only a few. Some are extreme extroverts, 
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while others are introverts. There is no one type of person or personality we 
can pinpoint as gifted.

Myth No. 5: Gifted kids are all model students – they’re well-behaved 
and make good grades.

This statement reflects another stereotype about gifted students. Some gifted 
children are model students. They are compliant, follow directions, never 
misbehave and make straight A’s. But many others challenge teachers, do 
their own thing instead of the assigned work, procrastinate until the last 
minute when doing long-range assignments, get low grades, are 
disorganized and have poor study skills.

Myth No. 6: All gifted students work up to their potential.

Most schools have their share of gifted underachievers. These students have 
the potential for excellence but - for a variety of reasons - do not fulfill that 
potential. Gifted underachievers may decide they will only do the minimum 
requirements and choose the easy work instead of more challenging tasks. 
They often lack study and organizational skills because in the early grades 
they don’t need to develop them. Some get discouraged when the work 
doesn’t come easily, and others don’t want to look gifted because it isn’t 
“cool.”

Myth No. 7: Teaching gifted students is easy.

Some believe that a good teacher can easily teach any student. If this were 
the case, good teaching with no special training would be all that is needed to 
teach gifted students. However, in my many years of teaching graduate-level 
courses in gifted education, I have found that good teachers add to their skills 
and learn new strategies and techniques targeted particularly to meeting the 
needs of the gifted. Most teachers of the gifted tell me this is the hardest, 
most challenging, most exhausting and most rewarding teaching they have 
ever done.

Myth No. 8: Gifted students will get by on their own without any special 
help from the school.

I hear this myth often, especially in times of budget cutting. Some people 
claim that gifted students come from wealthy families who can meet their 
children’s needs. Others assert that the expense of providing gifted programs 
cannot be justified. In general, the assumption is that gifted students will 
succeed regardless of the quality of the education they receive. This is simply 
not true. Gifted students require special services and programs to ensure the 
growth rather than the loss of their outstanding abilities.
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Myth No. 9: It never hurts gifted students to teach others what they 
already know.

If gifted students already know the grade-level standards, it may seem logical 
to have them teach others. This is faulty logic. It assumes that teaching 
struggling students is something gifted kids innately know how to do. Most 
gifted students do not know how to tutor others. They often are frustrated that 
struggling students don’t understand what they perceive as easy. Peer 
tutoring using gifted students also takes away time they should be using for 
more advanced work, more rigor and more higher-level thinking.

Myth No. 10: All children are gifted.

If all kids are gifted, then there is no need to identify gifted students and no 
need for any special programs for gifted. I strongly believe that all children 
have distinctive and unique qualities that make each one valuable. This does 
not mean, however, that all children are gifted. Being identified as gifted 
simply means that certain children have needs that are different from most 
others at their age and grade level. All gifted students need programs and 
services to ensure their growth rather than the loss of their outstanding 
abilities.
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If you want a copy of any of these reports in pdf form, just write to us at wagifted@earthlink.net 
and request one.
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What do these reports say? Here is a summary. Everything in this article is quoted from the referenced 
documents.

U.S. society is ambivalent, at best, about academic giftedness and gifted programming.This ambivalence 
is reflected in diametrically opposing societal attitudes and actions associated with outstanding academic 
achievement.

Some examples of pervasive attitudes include 
 (a) beliefs that gifted children will make it on their own no matter what educational environment 
they are placed in, leading to inconsistent funding for gifted education at the state and federal levels 
(unlike other exceptionalities that also affect achievement, such as learning or physical disabilities); 
 (b) beliefs that gifted programs identify children based on socioeconomic advantage, which lead to 
charges of elitism leveled at selective programs; 
 (c) school cultures that recognize and revere achievements in athletics, leadership, and the 
performing arts while ignoring or downplaying the accomplishments of students whose talents are 
academic in nature; and 
 (d) widespread acceptance of disparaging stereotypes of academically gifted individuals—such as 
“nerd” or “braniac”—in schools and popular culture.

On the other hand, there are ubiquitous complaints about the relatively low standing of American students 
on international academic tests and about America losing its pre-eminence to other countries in the areas 
of creativity and innovation, particularly in science and engineering.

In the United States, the goal of education is that all children be educated to the maximum of their 
potential. However, in practice, this aspiration conflicts with other profoundly held beliefs. One is that it 
is society’s responsibility, in the form of government support, to buttress primarily the needs of the most 
vulnerable, those viewed as most likely to “fall through the cracks” without special attention. Children 
with disabilities, for example, are correctly protected under federal regulations requiring school districts 
to provide a free appropriate public education to them, no matter the nature or severity of the disabilities.

When it comes to research, program funding, policy, and K–12 teacher preparation, little to no attention is 
focused specifically on high-achieving students whose needs may also not be met in current classroom 
environments. 

Gifted children, regardless of the conditions under which they go to school or the economic status of their 
families, are not an educational priority and are assumed to be sufficiently capable of learning under most 
conditions, resulting in uneven distribution of services throughout the country. In fact, school-based gifted 
education receives very little state or federal funding, and schools serving the largest numbers of low-
socioeconomic-status (SES) and minority students continue to receive substantially less funding than 
other institutions, including funding that can support gifted programming.1 

Every student in the United States is guaranteed a free and appropriate education, but too many 
academically gifted students spend their days in school relearning material they have already mastered, 
trapped in classes that are not challenging and too slow paced.2  

There are those who contend that giftedness is an ability trait that separates those who are gifted from the 
rest of us, arguing that those who are gifted are qualitatively different from those who are not. Others 
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1 Rethinking Giftedness and Gifted Education, Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, Worrell, Psychological 
Science in the Public Interest, page 8

2 ibid, page 11
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contend there is no such thing as giftedness and that outstanding achievement is merely the outcome of 
appropriate opportunity and sufficient practice. The distinguishing feature of those who are gifted is the 
commitment and sacrifice they are willing to make in pursuit of their creative productivity.

Academically gifted students tend to score at the highest levels on standardized instruments. That being 
the case, it is difficult to show that programs are effective using traditional mechanisms for measuring 
growth. One solution is to use off-level testing, which allows for top students to take tests designed for 
and typically used with older students, thereby providing better opportunities to measure advanced 
abilities. This technique is widely used in talent-search programs. Although the norming group for these 
tests does not include same-age high-ability learners, off-level testing has been a practical solution for 
identification and evaluation of programs in non-school settings. It may also be a viable method for 
school-based programs. Other promising approaches include adaptive testing (a method whereby more or 
less difficult items are presented to a student depending on his or her response to a previous item) and 
establishing standards of excellence for advanced learners in specific domains.3 

Do students who outscore their peers on standardized achievement tests remain at the top of the pack 
year after year?  The reason this question is important should be obvious: If America is to remain 
internationally competitive with other advanced nations, we need to maximize the potential of our top 
students. The future prosperity of our nation rests not only on our ability to improve the performance of 
our lowest-achieving students, but also on our ability to support and advance the performance of our 
highest-achieving students.4

Once a student’s capacity for high achievement is established, the school’s objective should be to ensure 
that that student maintains an upward trajectory. After all, these are bright, highly capable individuals. 
Every casualty among this group is a loss in potential human capital, and schools need to find and 
implement strategies that effectively stem performance losses among students who show promise in the 
early grades.5

Many of America’s future leaders in business, in politics, and in service to humanity will almost certainly 
be the high achievers in our schools today. While these children are not in short supply, this study 
suggests that we are not doing everything we could to nurture and sustain their promise, to increase their 
numbers, and to assure that high-achieving minority students and students in high-poverty schools have 
every opportunity to reach their goals. 6

It should be obvious that the United States cannot afford to be cavalier about the education of its best-
performing students.7 Gap-closing can transform from a strategy that lifts up the least proficient students 
into one that slows up the most proficient. And children who are ready for new intellectual challenges pay 
a price when they sit in classrooms focused on their less proficient peers -  “it is not in general to the 
advantage of the less fortunate to propose policies which reduce the talents of others.”.8
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3 ibid page 35

4 Do High Flyers Maintain Their Altitude, Xiang, Dahlin, Cronin, Theaker and Durant, Thomas B. Fordham 
Institute, September 2011, p 1

5 ibid, p 16

6 ibid, p 16

7 Our Achievement-Gap Mania, Frederick M. Hess, National Affairs Fall 2011, page 18

8 ibid, p. 119, p. 128
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