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to make and learn from errors—when
to impose parental tastes, and when to
accept the reality that not all the child’s
tastes will match those of the parents.
Sometimes the decisions are small,
carrying few consequences, but at other
times they may be far more significant,
and even have life-shaping conse-

quences. Most worrisome,
sometimes it’s difficult to tell the
difference between the lost-cost
and high-cost decisions.

Sherita wants to buy a book,
but she hasn’t saved her allow-
ance. Her mom is inclined to tell
her she’ll have to wait to buy the
book until she has saved the
money. On the other hand,
Sherita hasn’t often shown an
inclination to read in her spare
time and her mom wants to
encourage her interest in reading.
Thirteen-year-old Sam doesn’t do
his homework until his parents
nag. His mom feels they should
stop the nagging and let Sam
experience the consequences of
not completing his work. His
dad fears that if he gets behind in
math or language now, the
consequences may be too great,
so they’d better “stay on” Sam to
keep up with his schoolwork.

In many ways, parenting
highly able children is like
raising any children. All parents
must provide for physical needs,
security, love, a sense of self-
worth, and opportunity. None-
theless, there are some ways in
which parenting highly able
learners takes a slightly different
spin, based on the child’s
advanced level in any talent area.

At ten, Louise worries about
violence and injustice in the
world. Her parents wonder
whether they should shelter her
from concerns that sometimes
keep her awake at night, or help
her learn more about the issues
that trouble her. Jake reported
that he’s the smartest kid in his
class. His parents fear he’ll begin
to overvalue his intelligence. On

a balancing act for parents

No matter the age, interests,
or ability of a child, effective parenting
is tricky business. From the child’s
earliest years, parents universally wonder
when to hold a child close, and when to
push her into a larger world—when to
protect a child from young and imper-
fect judgement, and when to allow him
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the other hand, they don’t want to
devalue his capacity and his responsibil-
ity to use it wisely. Janna wants to take a
different kind of lesson or join a
different group for each afternoon of the
week. Her parents want her to have
some “down time” and they feel

Guiding High Potential Learners
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stretched with transportation demands.
On the other hand, she seems more
content when she’s involved in an array
of activities.

These are areas in which it may be
difficult for student and parent alike to
find a sense of balance. The task is
complicated even more because what
you’re trying to balance changes as
children grow and develop. Knowing
when the balance may be difficult to
achieve can help you identify imbal-
ances, learn to live with them, correct
them, or perhaps even avoid them. Here
are nine areas in which many (although
certainly not all) high-potential children
and youth could use some parental help
in maintaining a balanced perspective.

Balancing Fences and Freedom

“It would be so much easier to
be Alex’s parent,” quipped his
father, “if he didn’t continually

explain to me the flaws in my reason-
ing.” Alex was very young at the time,
but his logic and vocabulary were
impressive. On some days, his dad felt
as though Alex were the parent and he
were the child.

Fortunately for Alex, his parents
understood something important in
helping him grow up with a sense of
security. While his logic and expression
were advanced, his experience was
limited and the world was big and scary.

Alex needed his parents to engage
him in conversations about wide-
ranging and complex topics and to let
him explore the world a bit. He also
needed parents who understood the
need to “build fences” in his life. A very
verbal child may make a convincing case
for doing many things he or she is ill
prepared to manage.

It is a good thing for parents of
articulate, bright learners to understand
the urge to push the edges of the
world—and the security that comes
from knowing someone with more
experience and power is there to keep
them from venturing too far. Parents of
such children need carefully to balance
“yes” and “no”—to balance freedom and
fences.

To help Alex achieve a sense of
balance with “fences and freedom,”
Alex’s parents encouraged him to
undertake projects around the house
that called on him to make significant
decisions. For instance, he helped plan a
trip into the city, including reading
about options for sites to visit and times
and costs of the various choices. He felt
a sense of freedom and accomplishment
when his research and decision making
resulted in a good day for the family.
On the other hand, despite Alex’s
explanations about why his approaches
were superior, his parents adhered to the
time he would go to bed and the
requirement that he complete home-
work and chores before he could read or
work with the computer. Decisions
related to safety, health, and being a
good student and responsible family
member needed, for the time being, to
rest with adults who were better
equipped to connect present actions
with long-range outcomes.

Balancing Times To Be
 Too Young—and Too Old

Fourteen-year-old Harry was an
astonishingly effective chaper-
one’s assistant on 3-day school

trip with a group of 12-year-olds. He
understood their inclination to look up
to someone a little older, and handled
the responsibility flawlessly. He knew
just the right thing to say to calm them
when spats arose, and just the right
things to do to keep them entertained
on long bus rides. He also understood
just when a discrete cautionary word to
an adult could head off a potential
problem. He seemed like the perfect
“adult” in the guise of a teen. An adult
chaperone was surprised one morning to
learn that Harry had called his mom in
the middle of the night to find out what
to take for a stomach ache; she asked,
“Why in the world did you do that? You
knew we had medicines you might have
used.” Puzzled by the question he
replied, “Ever since I was little I’ve asked
my mom what to do when I’ve felt
badly.”

A child may be chronologically six,
intellectually eleven, and emotionally
five. Such uneven development can
cause confusion for the child—and for
adults around him or her. The gap
between mental and emotional maturity
often puzzles adults and frustrates the
child.

Harry was typical of many bright
young people. On one level, he often
behaved far more adult than his years.
On another level, he needed to hold on
to childhood—to be a little kid younger
than his years. Harry was generally as
advanced emotionally as he was intellec-
tually. But with a bad stomachache in
the middle of the night, childhood
emotions reigned again. Understanding
and honoring the bright child’s need to
express both adult-like and childlike
tendencies can help him or her feel
more at peace, more in balance, with all
facets of emotional and intellectual
reality.

To help him feel comfortable with
the need to be both a child and an
adult, Harry’s mom tried to be more
sensitive to both needs, asking herself
which need his language and mood were
suggesting at a given time and respond-
ing accordingly. In addition, she talked
with him openly about the stresses of
growing up, and why he vacillated
between excitement and fear at becom-
ing more independent. Both her
alertness to the issue and her ability to
help him develop a language to talk
about it made both of them feel more
balanced.

Balancing Who They Are
and What They Can Do

Walking into an office on
which several books were
stacked on a desk, 6-year-

old Adam pointed immediately to one
about bright learners. “That’s me,” he
announced without hesitation.

It’s not surprising that Adam had a
difficult time with school, teachers, and
peers. Before he went to school he
believed he was valued primarily
because of his intellect—what he could
do, rather than who he was. As a result,
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he was impatient with other children
who were “less perfect” than he was. He
could not tolerate any activity that
caused him to risk error. He lost his
temper with teachers who asked him to
try something unfamiliar. At six Adam
already believed he risked disfavor with
his parents if he appeared “ungifted.”

Clearly a bright child’s ability should
be accepted and nurtured; it is part of
who that child is. The important thing
to remember, however, is that it is only
part of who the child is. It’s equally
important that he has a lovely, crooked
grin, or that she is sensitive to the needs
of her little brother, or that he helps
around the house. When parents work
to achieve balance between what the
child is capable of intellectually and
who he is as a whole person, a bright
child is much more likely to be comfort-
able with all facets of himself—a child
who can risk error because he knows
he’s loved for all he is.

To help Adam achieve a balanced
view of all facets of himself, Adam’s
parents talked more often about such
things as appreciating his patience, his
humor, or his willingness to help others.
They were consistent in letting him
know the pride they felt when he
persisted in very difficult tasks—even
those that never led to “success.” They
helped Adam articulate what it was that
he found positive in people he met or
read about. By guiding Adam to see
himself as a multifaceted person valued
for many things, Adam’s parents not
only helped him achieve a better balance
in his feelings about himself, but also to
be more accepting of and ultimately
accepted by others.

 Balancing Pride and Humility

Joe was an eighth grader who was
probably the most able in a class of
multi-talented peers. He probably
knew his relative standing—most

students do. He also took a quiet pride
in his work and achievements. Most
evident about Joe, however, was his
sensitivity to classmates—especially
those who had difficulty making friends
or who had a harsh life at home. He

once wrote, “My parents taught me that
if I take time to listen, everyone has a
story they want to tell. I’m lucky to have
my family. Many people don’t have the
sort of support I’ve always had, and that
makes their road much more difficult to
travel than mine is.” Joe’s parents helped
him appreciate hard work and a task
well done. They also helped him
understand that everyone has a need for
affirmation and success, and a need for
support in being successful.

It’s important for highly able
youngsters to understand their capacity
and to know that it carries with it power
to achieve and opportunity to appreci-
ate, and perhaps even alleviate, the
struggle of others who also want to feel
valued. Not to have a sense of the value
of one’s ability is to risk leaving it
undeveloped, and to miss the chance to
become a self actualized or fulfilled
person. On the other hand, being too
proud of one’s ability tends to close that
person to the value of others. Those
more able become a threat. Those less
able lose status.

Wise parents help bright young
people develop a sense of themselves—
accepting their strengths, and the reality
that there are many others of similar
and greater ability. Parents who help
very capable children strike a balance
between pride and humility also help
them understand that all people have
the potential to contribute something
unique and irreplaceable to life. Such a
parent helps children develop an ear for
themselves and an ear for others.

From an early age, Joe watched his
parents assist in a variety of community
programs for people with a range of
needs. Later he worked with his parents
in those programs. Joe’s parents sup-
ported him as a fourth grader when he
set out to collect blankets for homeless
shelters in a particularly cold winter. His
parents modeled a sense of striving for
excellence in their work, but openly
discussed the fact that success allowed
them increased opportunity to make a
contribution to their neighborhood and
community. Joe’s parents were openly
appreciative of contributions many

people made to their lives and to the life
of their family. Joe’s parents modeled for
him what it looks like to be talented, a
good steward of the talent, and to
recognize the interdependence of all
people in enriching life. In doing these
things, Joe’s parents helped him balance
pride and humility.

Balancing Success and Struggle

E ight-year-old Karey’s teacher
told her mom Karey was
impatient with peers who

learned less quickly than she did. “I’m
almost sure,” she said, “it’s because she
gets everything so easily. She simply has
no idea that success should follow great
effort.” She suggested the both she and
Karey’s mom look for natural and non-
punitive opportunities for Karey to
encounter struggle.

Because Karey showed little talent in
athletic areas, Karey’s mom registered
her in a majorette corps. She could get a
ride with a next door neighbor, and best
of all, the corps was made up of nine to
twelve year olds. Karey was going to
encounter something she couldn’t easily
conquer.

After three months with the corps,
Karey’s peers had chosen her to be their
leader for the following year. Karey’s
mom had discovered that it can be
difficult to help highly able students
balance success and failure.

Karey’s teacher was correct. It’s
difficult to be patient with others when
you never have to be patient with
yourself—when you never need people
to be patient with you. It’s important to
encounter challenge early, consistently
and naturally in life. It helps develop
patience with self and others. It makes
the case that hard work often precedes
success. It teaches persistence, coping
skills, and a sense of self-efficacy
through struggle.

In the absence of the opportunity to
encounter struggle, high-end learners
often grow up lacking persistence,
patience, openness to challenge, and
even study skills necessary to succeed in
complex settings. They may see excel-
lence as an entitlement rather than a
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fruit of genuine effort. They believe that
smart kids don’t work hard—that hard
work is a sign of less ability. Karey’s
teacher and mom were right. Very able
learners may not find a balance between
success and failure on their own. They
may well need adults to understand and
to help.

Over time, Karey’s parents took
several steps to help her achieve a
balance between success and struggle.
They encouraged her to try hobbies or
activities that would require serious
concentration, and that might prove
satisfying even though they did not lead
to quick mastery. They helped her find
mentors who would work with her in
areas of strength at a more advanced
level of expectation than was often the
case in school. Such encounters helped
her develop the sense that experts work
hard, grapple with problems that evade
easy solutions, and seem to value the
process of their work more than “getting
the answer right.” Karey’s parents also
helped her set some of her own goals
when she worked on both school tasks
and non-school tasks, guiding her to
understand that a sense of self-efficacy
comes from attaining genuinely chal-
lenging goals rather than those too
easily achieved.

Balancing Quality and Compulsion

Leslie cried her way through her
homework most nights. She
worried endlessly about upcom-

ing orchestra concerts. She was unable
to sleep at night after the loss of a
basketball game she felt the team should
have won. Leslie was popular, respected
by peers and teachers alike—and
suffered from a weighty case of perfec-
tionism.

John’s grades ranged from mediocre
to worse. He read everything he could
get his hands on, but never finished a
piece of schoolwork. At home, chores
consistently went lacking. In both
places, he made the adults in his life
miserable. John had no desire to do
quality work of any kind anywhere. Like
a number of bright learners, he had no
sense of need to exercise his ability—let

alone to do so at some degree of quality.
Leslie, on the other hand, had crossed
the line between a desire for quality
work and a sense of compulsion to be
number one at all times and at all costs.

Students like John and Leslie need
adults who help them understand that
quality is a hallmark of responsibility,
but that obsession is neither pleasant
nor healthy. Finding the balance can be
quite difficult for many very able young
learners.

To help John learn a greater sense of
pride in quality, his parents talked with
him about why they valued quality and
wanted to encourage him to value it as
well. They helped him set criteria for
quality work, both at home and at
school. At home, for example, before he
did a task, his parents would ask him to
describe what the work would look like
if it were truly well done. With school
tasks, they helped him focus on teacher-
created descriptors of quality work and
to describe what he thought would
indicate he had done a quality job. They
encouraged him to do rough drafts of
assignments in which he played with
ideas, and later drafts in which he
polished ideas he had come to value in
earlier versions. They sometimes talked
with him about quality products in
music, athletics, plays, and setting up
camp on family trips. John’s parents also
recognized his need to be guided but
not harassed, and his ultimate need to
take charge of the pursuit of quality in
his life rather than their continually
pursuing it for him.

Leslie’s parents, on the other hand,
tried to help her relax a little where
schoolwork was concerned. They read
books on perfectionism with her and
talked about how it felt to feel a con-
tinual need to be the best in everything.
They tried to help her set priorities for
her work, giving attention to those tasks
that seemed most pressing, and leaving
others for a later day. They encouraged
her to take breaks in her study, to plan
time with friends and time to relax
alone. They even helped her average her
grades in a class, realizing that it isn’t
necessary to make an “A” every day in

It’s important to

encounter challenge

early, consistently, and

naturally in life. It

helps develop patience

with self and others. It

makes the case that

hard work often

precedes success. It

teaches persistence,

coping skills, and a

sense of self-efficacy

through struggle.
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order to do well on report cards. They
tried to help her become comfortable
with a belief that her self-worth was not
tied to a grade book. Also of impor-
tance, they talked with her teachers to
help them understand the high cost
Leslie was paying to “stay on top of the
mountain,” and asked the teachers to
help Leslie come to understand that
quality is attainable without compul-
sion.

Balancing Learning and “Trophies”

Lindsey had a choice between
two history courses in ninth
grade. In one, an “A” would be a

sure thing. In the other, the work would
be harder and the grade far less certain.
She chose the latter. When her mom
asked why, she said, “I think I grew up
last year, Mom. It’s about learning for
me now. Not grades. I’ll give it my best
shot in Mr. Lincoln’s class, and I’ll come
away really knowing something. That’s
what I want from school.”

This balance is related to the
quality/compulsion balance, and may be
the most difficult for many highly able
learners and their parents. School
becomes defined as accumulation of
“A’s” and has little to do with the joy of
learning. In coming to value grades as
the ultimate trophies, bright students
learn to avoid intellectual risk, to skirt
personal challenge, to shun ambiguity
in favor of quick and predictable
answers. The paradox is that in playing
the school game well, bright young
learners may well miss learning what it
takes to become productive adults who
“grow into” their potential. Indications
are that such adults are, in fact, intellec-
tual risk takers who tolerate ambiguity
(often for years at a time) in pursuit of
complex ideas and solutions about
which they are passionate. They keep
learning primarily because the learning
intrigues them, not because of external
reward.

Parents of high-end learners would
do well to take the long look with their
children. Help them balance the
satisfaction of external recognition and

the joy of growing through pleasure in
learning itself.

To help Lindsey achieve a balance
between learning and trophies, her
parents encouraged her to decide which
courses and tasks within courses would
stretch her as a person and as a learner,
then to pursue those learning opportu-
nities, even if high grades might suffer a
bit along the way. They talked with her
about ideas she was learning and
opinions she was developing with more
fervor than they talked about grades.
Her parents themselves undertook
complex challenges and helped her see
their own pleasure in mental challenge,
and they ensured that the family as a
unit did the same. Her parents talked
about the role that intellectual risk plays
in human progress, sharing with her

however, her mother would intervene
and keep Louise at home for a number
of afternoons or weekend days. “There’s
a tension that shows up in her eyes or in
her voice with her sister and brother.
I’ve learned that means she needs down
time.”

Louise’s mother was wise. Highly
able learners can be as full of physical as
of mental energy. Going at top speed
seems to be their preferred pace.
Nonetheless, for most children and
young people like these, there is wisdom
in balancing movement and stillness.
There is a need to think and reflect as
well as to do. There is a need for
incubation of ideas as well as trying out
new skills. There is a need to find
contentment with oneself as well as with
a group. Sometimes bright learners find
the balance themselves. Often they need
adults to help them find an equilibrium
between stimulation and peace, and to
learn the usefulness of both.

To help Louise find a balance
between stimulation and peace, her
mother helped Louise build some quiet
time into each day. She cut back on the
number of activities in which Louise
participated, and helped her to work for
greater depth than breadth of accom-
plishment. She helped Louise be more
aware of her own needs for quiet by
helping her think about how she was
feeling mentally and physically when
she began to feel too much stress. When
Louise showed signs of overload, her
mom did not hesitate to curtail activi-
ties or to make bedtime earlier for a
while, until Louise’s physical and mental
energy were restored.

Balancing Roots and Wings

Geoff was a gifted young
scientist. When, as a high
school student, he applied to a

rigorous summer program in math and
science, one question on the application
asked applicants to describe something
they did outside of school that was of
great significance to them. Perhaps
atypical of a student whose passion was
math and science, Geoff described on
his application why writing poetry was

They made the case

that school and life

ought to be more about

learning and accepting

challenge than about

amassing gold stars.

examples from their own lives, biogra-
phies, and the news. In short, they made
the case that school and life ought to be
more about learning and accepting
challenge than about amassing gold
stars.

Balancing Stimulation and Peace

Louise was a high energy, happy
preadolescent. She wanted to be
busy every minute, to take part

in many activities. Generally, she
seemed to thrive that way. On occasion,
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important to him. He wrote poetry, he
said, to and about people who meant a
great deal in his life. He explained that
he was young and was liable to forget
people and lessons he wanted to remem-
ber. If he wrote poetry about those
things, they would remain with him. “I
have been given the gift of a good
mind,” he explained. “Writing poetry
helps me cultivate a good heart.”

Geoff had impressive dreams for a
career that would combine astronomy,
paleontology, and computers. He also
understood what the dreams were for.
In large measure, that was the legacy of
parents who ensured that he had a
balance of roots and wings. His roots
gave him grounding in the values and
relationships that give life stability. His
wings gave him the capacity to venture
beyond the comfortable with the
conviction that wherever he went, he
would remain linked to a sense of
significance and purpose. The balance
of roots and wings may well be the most
significant balance in the life of very
bright learners.

Bright learners assuredly benefit
from parents who can help them see a
wide range of possibilities in life.
Whether the dreams are spun through
trips or books, through encounters with
interesting people or conversations with
attentive parents, it matters to see great
things ahead and to believe they are
attainable. The dreams come to more,
however, if parents also help young
dreamers see themselves as making a
difference in people’s lives, in the quality
of people’s living, rather than primarily
seeing themselves as “getting ahead.”

We often respect the wealthy who
give generously of their resources to
improve cities, or the arts, or schools, or
health for many others. That, we
believe, is responsible use of wealth.
Highly able young people have a wealth,
not in terms of dollars, but in terms of
the capital of talent. In the end, their
gifts are likely to be multiplied many
times over if they are rooted firmly in a
commitment to share the wealth with a
wide circle of others.

Geoff ’s parents helped him cultivate
relationships with adults who aided him
in developing his talents and interests.
His parents ensured that he was aware
of the investments of time and trust that
these adults contributed to him. They
helped him consider ways in which he
could say thank you, not just in gener-
alities, but with specifics that addressed
how his life had been enriched by the
relationships. They suggested that
people would enjoy gifts he created
more than gifts he purchased. They
insisted that family responsibilities
generally took precedence over other
options, and made sure that family
traditions made good memories. They
talked directly with Geoff and his
siblings about making decisions based
on beliefs rather than on whim or
pressure from other sources, and helped
him reflect on why certain decisions
seemed appropriate or misguided. They
helped Geoff find a wide array of
opportunities to extend his horizons,
but always talked with him about how
those opportunities helped him become
a better thinker, better friend, better
scientist, better brother.

Your Own Sense of Balance

There is no formula for helping
highly able young people
achieve a balanced life, of

course. No two highly able children are
exactly alike. What is too much freedom
for one may be too restrictive for
another. While some bright learners
need natural opportunities to grapple
with failure, others have had too small a
taste of success.

Nonetheless, two things are true.
First, high ability can create an unbal-
anced perspective of life for children,
and for their parents. Second, highly
able children are more likely to con-
struct a balanced life if they have
parents who themselves have a balanced
perspective on their own lives, as well as
on the kind of balance they would like
to help their children achieve.

Here are some general tips for
helping talented young people achieve a
satisfying balance in their lives:

• Take a long look at their lives. Decide
what sorts of people you’d like them to
be in 20 years, or 40, and plan
backwards.

• Remember that small actions today
become metaphors for tomorrow.

• Think about what your children
perceive that you emphasize most in
their lives. For example, is it learning
or making grades, brain or mind and
heart, busyness or productivity, getting
or contributing? Be sure that what you
emphasize is what you intend.

• Talk with your children about your
goals for them, the things you value,
and ways in which you hope to help
them build good lives. Talk to them
about balance and the challenge of
achieving it.

• Listen to your children, often, pa-
tiently, and reflectively. Listen to overt
messages they give you and also try to
listen between the lines. Help them
feel safe talking with you about their
own sense of balance and the chal-
lenges they face in achieving it.

• Talk with school personnel. Teachers,
counselors, and administrators may be
unaware of some of the issues of
balance that highly able learners face
in school. Help them understand a
parent’s view of your children. Listen
to their views. Establish joint plans for
helping your children achieve a
balanced perspective.

• Remember the greatest opportunity to
help your children understand what it
means to work toward balance is
through the daily living of your own
life. Each day you live a drama, write
a script that has a theme. If the theme
is one of working continually and with
joy to emphasize the most significant
and meaningful elements of life, it will
be difficult, in the end, for your
children to miss the message. q

Dr. Carol Ann Tomlinson is a faculty
member in the College of Education at the
University of Virgina in Charlottesville,
VA, and is President-Elect of NAGC.
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