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ABSTRACT
Gifted adolescents were faced with the typical problems of their age, and with the difficulties
connected with their potential. Often they present behaviour such as school demotivation,
perfectionism, sensitivity, over-excitability and social problems. These characteristics can
influence academic performance, in a two-way relationship. Purpose of the study is to
investigate the behavioural characteristics of the high-potential students. Goal is to better
understand the high potential adolescents in order to prepare individual or group interventions,
to promote their psychological well-being. Understanding the weaknesses of gifted students
allows the structuring of individual or group activities to provide students with tools and
strategies to manage their potential. Also this allows to provide teaching methodologies
and laboratory to promote the skills of high-potential students in inclusive perspective. The
promotion of the skills of gifted students is critical to prevent early school leaving.
Keywords: Gifted, adolescents, risks, prevention.
Cuando el reto para los estudiantes es complicado? Buscar entre altas capacidades y
adolescencia
Los adolescentes superdotados se enfrentan con los problemas típicos de su edad, y
también con las dificultades relacionadas con sus potencialidades. A menudo ellos
muestran comportamientos cómo desmotivación escolar, perfeccionismo, susceptibilidad,
sobreexcitación y problemas sociales. Estas específicas características pueden influir sobre
el rendimiento escolar en una relación bidireccional. El propósito del presente estudio es
investigar sobre las características comportamentales de los estudiantes superdotados. El
objetivo es una mejor comprensión de los adolescentes superdotados para preparar una
intervención individual o de grupo, para promover su bienestar psicológico. La comprensión
de las debilidades de los estudiantes superdotados, permite la organización de actividades
individuales o de grupo para proveer a los estudiantes de las herramientas y estrategias
para gestionar sus potencialidades. Además este estudio permite ofrecer metodologías de
enseñanza y de laboratorio para promover las habilidades de los estudiantes superdotados en
una perspectiva inclusiva. La promoción de las habilidades de los estudiantes superdotados
es fundamental para prevenir el abandono escolar prematuro.
Palabras clave: Altas capacidades, adolescentes, riesgos, prevención.
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Giftedness is a gift that is actualized
only in particular conditions of motivation,
commitment, education, applying to content
and specific areas that draw the interest of
the subject (NAGC, 2000; 2007; 2010).
Gifted are individuals who do not follow the
standard evolutionary rates, and have higher
intellective capacity compared to people of
the same age (Pfeiffer, 2012).
In some cases giftedness is definable
as an asynchronous development in which
advanced cognitive abilities and heightened
intensity combine to create inner experiences
and awareness that are qualitatively different
from the norm (Silverman, 2002). This
characteristic affects both the personality
of the subjects, that their interactions with
the environment such as family, school and
relationship with peers (Terrassier, 1985;
Brofenbrenner et Al., 1998; Heller et Al.,
2005).
Adolescence is a stage of development
characterized by changes in biopsychosocial development (Renzulli et
Al., 2000; Kaufmann, et Al., 2000), that
are often experienced by the individual
with disharmony; it is the stage of conflict,
in which the teenager is looking for a new
identity (Erikson, 1968). The feeling of
belonging to a group becomes crucial at this
stage of life (Erikson, 1968; Charmet, 2000).
These dynamics are even more critical in
gifted adolescents; in fact, giftedness will
make it harder to understand who you are,
even in relation to the difficulty in identifying
someone similar in the other. The difficulty
in identifying a social network of support
influences the probability of developing a
mood disorder or the implementation of
deviant behavior such as delinquent behavior,
abuse, behavior that exceeds the limit or that
go against the rules (Neihart et. Al, 2002;

Fox et. Al, 2004; Guan et. Al, 2012; Pfeiffer
2012).
Gifted adolescents tend to experience
the world from a different perspective than
the norm, with qualitative differences in
terms of sensitivity, strength, idealism,
perfectionism, excitement, complexity,
introversion and moral concern (Davis et
Al., 1989; Winebrenner et Al., 1994; Reid
et Al., 1995; Villani, 1998; Stanley et Al.,
2002; Sum et Al., 2003; VanTassel-Baska,
2003; Silverman, 2005; Renzulli et Al.,
2006; Hansen et Al., 2007; Peterson, 2008;
Mendaglio, 2007). Student’s gender does not
appear to be a relevant factor in studies on
gifted adolescents (Ziegler et Al., 2000).
The fact of not being identified and
properly supported, adjustment problems,
boredom, underachievement, social and
emotional problems, learned helplessness,
frustration, lack of motivation, low selfesteem and behavioral problems are some
of the most common vulnerabilities and
difficulties identified in gifted adolescents
(Bees, 1998; Colangelo et Al., 2004; Moon
e Reis, 2004).
These aspects are the result of
sensitivity to criticism, need to experience
success and be recognized for their skills,
strong sense of justice that leads them to
defend uncomfortable positions with an
energy that can be intrusive in the eyes
of peers and with a capacity of excellent
argument and manipulation (Neihart , 1991;
Piechowski, 1991; Dixon et Al., 2001).
This leads them to want to negotiate
rules and decisions with parents, teachers and
peers, in order to assert their point of view
(Fornia et Al., 2001; Zanetti et Al., 2012).
About 20% of gifted adolescents
shows characteristics of perfectionism
(Zanetti et Al., 2012) with excessively high
personal standard; high criticism of the

When is the challenge for students complicated?
31
G. Gualdi, E. Librio and Mª. A. Zanetti.

performance, so that the successes are often
underestimated; “black and white thinking”
where small goals do not count; too much
control to details and rules, in order to prevent
the error (Silverman, 1998; Flett et Al., 2003;
Frost et Al, 1990). The characteristics of
perfectionism are often linked to the risk of
reduced self-esteem, which is an antecedent
of early school leaving and the phenomenon
of NEET, Not – engaged - in Education,
Employment or Training (Baker, 1998;
Neihart, 2002).
During primary school gifted students
offset the problems of school with cognitive
abilities, particularly with memory. In
secondary school (age from 11 years) this is
no longer sufficient and students clash with
complex challenges, which require study
and organization strategies (Bishop, 2000;
Johnsen et Al., 2005).
The family and the parent / child
relationship play an important role in
development and growth. In the mutual
relationship between parent and child,
parental resources and the characteristics of
the children are related (Belsky, 1984), but
it is also important to assess the culture and
contexts of belonging (Bornstein, 2002).
Giftedness is expressed in talent, only if it
has the opportunity to develop in a supportive
environment. The support paths to parenthood
are essential with gifted adolescents, as
they strengthen the educational skills of the
parents themselves and the implementation
of specific management strategies (Webb et
Al, 1993; Morrone et Al, 2015).
The school should provide a stimulating
environment suitable to the specific
characteristics of gifted adolescents, in order

to prevent underachievement and boredom.
Seven strategies are identified in literature
to be used in school: individual attention,
challenging curriculum, independent study,
tasks that required more capacity to the level
of thought, the application of technology,
social interaction and the presence of teachers
who care about the well-being of students
(Sosniak et Al., 2008; Thomas et Al., 2010;
Zanetti, 2015; Zanetti et Al., 2016)
The research objective is to identify the
recurring characteristics of gifted adolescents,
in order to structure the support and
intervention routes, specific and calibrated
on emerging issues. The expectation is to
identify high levels of perfectionism, high
levels of awareness of yourself and low
ability to pre-establishing goals and achieve
them.
METHOD
Participants
The sample comprises students who
required psychological support to the
Italian Lab of Research and Intervention
for the development of Talent, Potential and
Giftedness. Participation is voluntary, with
parental consent, by signature of data privacy.
The sample consisted of 33 adolescents,
25 males and 8 females, aged between 11 and
17 years (M:13,85; SD:2,04). Students were
considered gifted by measurement of IQ
measured by WISC-IV. IQ is included in a
range between 120 and 156, with an average
137.60 and 9.29 standard deviation. Table 1
specified age and IQ differentiating between
males and females.
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Table 1. Age and IQ differentiating between males and females

The sample came from different regions
of Italy. In particular 16 from Lombardy, 7
from other regions of the North-Italy, 4 from

Central Italy, one from South-Italy and one
from the islands.

Table 2. Specifies the order of the school attended by adolescents.

Instruments
The numbers of teenagers by year of
school attended is similar for each degree.
No student was rejected. In Italy the school
is structured into five years of primary school
(aged 6 to 10 years), three years of junior high
school (11 to 13 years) and in five years of
high school (14 to 18 years). For this reason,
middle school students and those from high
school are considered as different groups.

The study proceeded to the analysis of
the tools available in Italy useful to investigate
the strengths and difficulties of students in
relation to the age range 11-17 years. Some
validated questionnaires with a good index
of reliability were selected and collected in
a battery of self-administered questionnaires
(135 items). In Table 3 the instruments used
for research are presented.
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Table 3. Instruments used for research

All questionnaires using a Likert scale
response and the battery compilation time is
about 40 minutes.
Procedures
The research was carried out through
the administration of questionnaires battery
in a 45 minutes session. The compilation was
conducted using SurveyMonkey. Parents of

adolescents were contacted for information
and subsequently individual results were
presented to parents and teenagers. Every
subject has received a personal relationship
with its results.
Data analysis
To find out if there are differences
between students, ANOVA for independent

When is the challenge for students complicated?
34
G. Gualdi, E. Librio and Mª. A. Zanetti.

sample was used. the possible significant
differences have been investigated in
relation to gender and school attended. SPSS
statistical software, version 21, was used for
the analyses.

RESULTS
There were no significant differences
between males and females. Table 4 shows
the ANOVA results distinguishing between
teenagers attending the middle school (age
1113) and gifted attending secondary school
(14-17).

Table 4. ANOVA results distinguishing between teenagers attending the middle school (age 1113) and gifted attending secondary school (age 14-17).
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The analyses reveal significant
differences in some scales: Hoping for
construction (the positive perception of the
work/professional future of the student), Selfawareness (understanding of themselves than
interests, values, skills, motivation and goals),
Temporal perspective (investigates the levels
of resilience to the difficulties of construction
of a professional career) and Perseverance
(corresponds to the ability to persevere in
school commitments and deal with activities
involving fatigue, concentration and
effort). Specifically, the secondary school
students obtain lower scores in the four
scales. These results indicate that students

perceive themselves less competent in these
areas. Moreover, secondary school students
report more problems in the scale Cognitive
problems, which investigates issues that
create difficulties in the field of completion
of school work, concentration on tasks that
require mental effort and inattention.
The scores obtained by the entire
sample in the Self-awareness scale (Table 5)
highlight how gifted students exhibit high
performance in this area (57% of high level).
This indicates that compared to the validation
sample, gifted adolescents seem to be more
aware of their characteristics.

Table 5. Levels in self-awareness scale (Hope Career Centered Inventory)

The entire sample obtained low scores is able to set goals and achieve them, and
to the scale Identify short and long term goals 53% of the sample gets a low level.
(Table 6). The scale indicates if the teenager
Table 6. Levels in Identify short and long term goals scale (Hope Career Centered Inventory)

Table 7 shows the levels that the
individuals obtained in the perfectionism
scale. The scale investigates the presence of
characteristics of perfectionism (example:
Things are always made in the same way or
pretend to be able to carry out very difficult
tasks). The scale consists of seven items

with four possible answers (Not true, Partly
true, True enough, Very true). Scores are
differentiated into four levels of perfectionism.
Clinical scores indicate students who have
characteristics of perfectionism that impact
heavily on daily life.
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Table 7. Levels in Perfectionism scale

A high score is indicative of the
presence of characteristics and behaviors
of perfectionism, which can be considered
dysfunctional. 47% of subjects achieved
a score indicating significant or clinic
problems.
DISCUSSION
The objective of the research is to
identify the recurring characteristics of
gifted adolescents. The expectation is to
identify high levels of perfectionism, high
levels of selfawareness and low ability to
pre-establishing goals and achieve them. The
results are in line with initial expectations.
The absence of significant differences
between males and females is in line with
the literature (Ziegler et Al., 2000), which
emphasizes that the profile of the gifted is
more important, in comparison to the gender
(Morrone et Al., 2012).
The results show that middle school
students have more resources and a more
positive self-perception. The time and the
school attended appear as important factors
and require a greater depth in future studies. In
the types of schools there are high differences
from teaching methods, school hours and the
level of commitment. Gifted students tend to
use memory and logical thinking in middle
school, but in the transition to secondary
school these skills are no longer enough
since the school requires increased efforts
and organized study skills.

Secondary school students have a
vision of their own educational / professional
future more negative and this finding raises
the possibility of the school hardship and
early school leaving. Some difficulties arise
in the entire sample, such as the difficulty in
identifying and lack aims and perfectionism.
These are critical skills and it is necessary
to provide prevention projects already from
primary school. A high portion of the sample
does not seem to put in place pro-social
behaviors; this aspect appears correlated
to the difficulty in identifying a group of
belonging (Cross, 2004; Tieso, 2005).
Gifted often have no interests with peers of
chronological age, and this affects the sense
of belonging to a group. Also the perception
of being different from others is a factor
that influences the sense of inadequacy and
loneliness; in this sense a high sense of self
is not always a protection factor (Neihart et
Al, 2002).
The collected data are preliminary
and are from a clinical sample of gifted
adolescents who demand psychological
support. The goal is to expand the research to
gifted adolescents who have dropped out of
school or without difficulty, in order to have
a generalizable sample, also with a group of
students not gifted.
The analysis of literature (Willings,
1998; Stake, 2000) and the results of the
research have enabled us to structure specific
psychological interventions for gifted
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adolescents. The intervention consist of 8
interviews; of these two are group meetings in
order to provide a workspace and knowledge
with students with similar characteristics and
difficulties. The topics of the interviews are:
life story (family, school experience, the time
of recognition of the potential), strategies of
study, school motivation, friends and relations
with other (parents, teachers, peers), socialemotional learning and identification of own
resources. The training activities require that
the teenager “does something”, this enables
to experience the implementation of useful
strategies in schools and out of school. This
choice is related to the preference of the
gifted students for a kinesthetic learning style
(Rayneri et Al., 2006). Also the gifted have
high levels of verbal and reasoning skills,
which leads them to “think and not do”,
question related to brooding and avoidance
of strenuous activities.
The adolescent’s individual training is
juxtapose to an interview with the teachers
about the teaching methods and a parent
traning for parents. Objective is to evaluate
the effectiveness of the training in order to
prevent adolescent distress of the gifted.
These results may be useful to structure
specific activities in middle and secondary
schools.
Being gifted adolescents involves
learning problems and risk of early school
leaving, with negative consequences on the
emotional and behavioral level. It is therefore
essential to recognize the gifted and support
them in the growth, creating a network
between family, school and support services.
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