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How the Gifted
Cope With Their
Emotions

Annemarie Roeper

Annemarie Roeper is co-founder of Roe-
per City and Country School for gifted
children. She currently serves as consult-
antin the field.

he following observations which

focus on the total personality of the

gifted child and the inter-relation-
ship of the different facets which combine
to create the unique characteristics of each
individual, are based on my years as
Headmistress and co-founder of Roeper
City and Country School. Having become
aware of the gifted child's emotions, moti-
vations, abilities, frustrations, and anxie-
ties from a developmental point of view,
these observations have crystalized to
form a definite set of characteristics of
gifted children. These characteristics are
not the result of formal research, but
rather based on broad experiences against
a background of psychology, psychoana
Iytic, and educational theory.

Interest in gifted children is primarily
focused on their intellectual and crestive
characteristics rather than on their emo-
tional nature. There is, however, an
awareness of the dichotomy between their
intellectual and emotional development,
the intellectual viewed as advanced and
the emotional viewed as normal or slow.

1 believe thismode! to beinaccurateand
detrimental in planning for the gifted
child. A child isatotal entity; acombina-
tion of many characteristics. Emotions
cannot be treated separately from intel-
lectual awareness or physical develop-
ment; &l interwine and influence each
other. A gifted five year old does not func-
tion or think like an average ten year old,
nor does this child fed like an average four
or five year old. These children's thoughts
and emotions differ, and as a result they
perceive and react to their world differ-
ently.

For example, a gifted three year old
may understand what injury means, but
not having the experience of a Sx year old,
he may not know the difference between a
bad injury and a less dangerous one. In
acting out normal fedlings of jealousy, he
may hit his baby brother with ablock, and
a the same time believe that he is not

supposed to bejealous. He fedsthis more
strongly than an average three year old
would fed. He is also aware that hitting
his brother might result in injury. There-
fore, this child feds much greater guilt
than another child his age would fed
about the same kind of behavior.

Thegifted child's emotionsand intellect
are different from those of other children
his age; they are not ahead or advanced.
And they can only be understood if they
are examined as a unit, for gifted ness can-
not be defined in separate categories such
as intellectual giftedness, creative gifted-
ness, or physica giftedness. These cate-
gories aways act upon each other, al-
though some may be more apparent in
individuals than others. In short, gifted-
ness is a greater awareness, a greater
sensitivity, and a greater ability to under-
stand and to transform perceptions into
intellectual and emotional experiences.

here is a difference between gifted-

ness and precociousness. The pre-

cocious child grasps certain con-
cepts sooner than other child ren, while the
gifted child understands their depth and
complexities. The gifted think and fed in
global terms, experience connections, and
see the whole rather than the parts. They
conceptualize in more sophisticated cate-
gories. This is not a pure intellectual
activity, but also an emotional experience.
A young gifted child, for instance, may
fed that a spoon, a fork and a knife belong
in one category, rather than all knives,
because one needs dl of these in order to
eat a meal. A precocious child, on the
otherhand, may put things into normal
categories sooner, such as knives with
knives.

The following is an experience of how
two gifted seven year olds developed a
close relationship based on their interest
in playing chess. One child is Jewish and
the other Arabic. Their parents took
strong, opposing views during the Six
Day War between Isragl and Egypt, and
these children were confronted with a
most painful conflict-they became inter-
ested in the War, learned much about it,
upheld similar political positions as their
parents, yet till remained good friends.
The children had a deep commitment to
these conflicting relationships: they saw
themselves as Jew or Arab, and yet viewed
each other as friends. The conflict was
unresolvable for them.

If these children were less gifted, they
might not have become so involved in the
conflict nor drawn any consequences
about their own relationship; or they
would have seen each other as the enemies
and separated over this issue. As gifted
children they were able to see each other's
viewpoint and, as a result, were unable to
find a smple solution because they were
very aware of the complexities of the con-

flict. Had these children been average
sixteen year olds, they would have seen
the problem, become deeply involved in
the issues, and probably would have sev-
ered their personal relationship. Had they
been gifted sixteen year olds, they would
have probably dealt with the problem to-
gether and arrived at a solution inde-
pendent of their parents.

Gifted children go through the same
developmental stages as other, but in a
different manner and, as a result, develop
different types of sdf images. The follow-
ing types of gifted children are based on
my observations. | am aware, of course,
that these types are generalizations and
that no one particular child may be com-
pletely described by any one category.
However, these types do describe some
common approaches gifted children
choose to cope with their emotions.

The Perfectionist

Many gifted children become perfec-
tionists and remain so as adults. They do
not give themselves permission to fail in
anything they undertake, particularly in
whatever they define as their specific fied
of competency. To fail isaright for others,
but not for themselves; their emotional
need isto be perfect. This, of course, isan
unrealistic demand.,

It is normal for the young child to fed
omnipotent, but many gifted children
carry this fedling of omnipotence beyond
the normal stage. While other children
discover the limits of their power and abil-
ity by trial and error, gifted children are
often able to fulfill their wishes without
severe limitations. These children are ad-
mired for being special and their parents
are often in awe of them. The children
misinterpret theirparentsbehavior which
is constantly reinforced by the children's
ability to manipulate the environment
more successfully than an average child
can do. It therefore becomes their man-
date to accomplish anything they want to
do.

If, however, gifted children find that
they are unable to live up to these expecta-
tions, they consider it to be their personal
fault rather than a realistic limitation of
their age and ability. They often fed pres-
sured and guilty whenever failure occurs
which leads to feding inferior, for there
are many such occasions when they can-
not meet their own goals.

Another phenomenon related to the
feeling of omnipotence is that the super-
ego of gifted children may develop at an
unusually early stage because of their sen-
Sitivity and awareness. In these cases, the
continuation of omnipotence coincides
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with an early development of conscience
and together they create an unusua al-
liance. In the more average child, the
feding of omnipotence is limited by redl-
ity before the conscience develops. In
combination, however, they turn into an
enormous obligation. Feelings of omni-
potence make children believe that thereis
no limit to their abilities, while the newly
developed conscience forces them to act
with moral perfection. In other words,
they fed that their ability to achieve has
no limitation and that it is their duty to
live up to thisunlimited capacity. Imagine
the burdens these children take upon
themselves, feding responsible for every-
thing and fedling guilty every time they fal
to live up to their responsibility. , ~

he environment often serves to

support this illuson as teachers

and parents have a tendency to
take advantage of children's giftedness.
The father, who perceives himsdf as un-
successful, sees a second chance for
himsdlf in his gifted son and conveysto his
son the fedling that he must succeed in
everything to fulfill the father's needs. The
child feds that his father loves and sup-
ports him only for his gifts; yet he, too,
clearly needs unconditional support just
asdl children. Thechild'sfear of fallureis
tremendous for he cannot afford to fall
and disappoint his father, nor can he
enjoy his successes for he does not own
them. His only reward is his father's
pleasure.

Another illustration is a nine year old
girl who enters a school for gifted chil-
dren. She received all A's in her previous
school and her family was very proud of
her. In the new school there are no grade
markings; the school uses the open class-
room approach and the students work at
their own level and interest. Therefore, the
girl could not bethe best or earn honors or
awards for there were none given in the
new school. The child cannot endure this
structure and philosophy and becomes
depressed because her measure for Hf es-
teem, namely the gift to her parentsof her
success over others, has been taken away
from her.

Another frequent consequence of the
combination of omnipotence and the con-
science extends to the emotions. For
instance, gifted children often believe that
negative emotions are not possible for
themselves; others are alowed to be
angry, aggressive, jealous, afraid, but not
the perfectionist; those kinds of fedings
are deemed imperfect and must be elimi-
nated. Since these feelings cannot be
obliterated, they are generally suppressed
and relegated to the unconscious. As a
result, certain symptoms and fedings re-
main such as quilt, fear, worries, and
phobias.

At times, the denia of negative fedings
leads to a complete separation of the &-
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fective domain, particularly when positive
as well as negative fedings are suppressed
and a lack of affect and feding becomes
evident in the child's behavior. On occa-
sion these children develop a feding of
depersonalization, a feding of not truly
existing. For example, a young girl fet
that an event only took place when she
shared it with someone ese. She wrote to
her absent friend everyday for only then
did she fed her experiences had redly
happened. She needed others to verify her
existence.

hen these children do express
their emotions, the results are
generally underdeveloped and

explosive because of inexperience. For
example, a very gifted boy ill had many
fears that he acquired as a smal child:
adjusting to a new teacher, starting a new
project, moving to a new house were al
difficult experiences for him and he
reacted to them with anxiety and un-
certainty. His self expectations were
extremely high and he required much
adult support. He never fought however,
for he thought fighting was silly.

As a young adolescent, he hit another
child and was overcome with guilt. One
could say that his true fedings were ex-
pressed at this moment in spite of his
intentions not to alow this to happen,
that is, to act aggressively and in op-
position to his own image. He was
overcome with terror; he cried and could
not be consoled for a long time. This kind
of behavior was not perfect and it was
perfection that he expected of himsalf.

In other cases, suppressed aggression is
expressed against the person's own df.
These people may become masochists.
placing themselves in situations in which
they become scapegoats. In extreme cases,
this kind of suppressed aggression, findly
expressed, can lead to suicide. A number
of gifted children have been heard to say
that they wished to be like computers, for
computers have no emotions to interfere
with perfect thought.

The Child/Adult

Some gifted children see themselves as
adults and fed in complete charge of
themselves. Anything that interfers with
this vison is a threat to their sdf image.
They observe the weaknesses of adults
and fed that they can trust only them-
selves.

These children are often identified as
underachievers. They do not allow them-
sdlves to be learners because they cannot
accept the position of being a peer to other
children. They do not accept adult author-
ity and often have behavior problems, not
because of any aggressive behavior, but

because they need to maintain theillusion
of being in charge. The demands of teach-
ers and parents seem to interfere with
what they consider their rightful position.
They do not understand why they cannot
refrain from reacting strongly to being
considered a child.

The need to be in charge is unconscious.
These children cannot emotionally afford
to give up power and do al they can to
maintain a position which is unrealistic
and vulnerable. They view the world as a
threat; their need to be in charge is a
struggle for survival, one they defend with
al their power. For them it takes too
much trust to be a child.

hese children also react to the

insecurities and weaknesses of par-

ents who often promote the idea
that thechild is, in fact, superior. They fed
unprotected and on their own while con-
fronted with an unknown world. Thus,
child/adult type children have two an-
tagonists: the dangersand unknown prob-
lems of the world which they cannot realy
master, and the continued threat to their
unrealistic positions and sdf image by
their environment which treats them as
the children they are. This may cause par-
anoia as they come to believe that no one
is trustworthy but themselves.

Other children react differently: they
may not perceive as readily parental
weaknesses; nor believe unrealistically in
their own superior strength and ability;
and fed that there is no other possibility
than to accept the position of the depend-
ent child. Therefore, they may not battle
with their surroundings. Confronted with
the limits of their own abilities, they know
that it is impossible to be an adult.

The Child/Adult is in many ways like
the perfectionist with one important dif-
ference. The perfectionist has a tendency
to diminish their feding of sdf and their
rights to their emotions; they may donate
their gift to their parents, subordinating
their own emotional need. Child/Adults,
on the otherhand, defend their infantile
salves against the world and fed that they
are the only ones capable of doing so.

The Winner of the Competition

Gifted children go through the same
psychosexual developmental phases as do
other children, but often in a different
manner. An example is the four year old
boy who loves his mother and wants to
take his father's place. Most children go
through this period of competition, but
realize that father is there to stay and has
abilities that the child has not yet ac-
quired. The gifted child, however, may
fed he istruly the Winner of theCompeti-
tion, particularly when parentsare in awe
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of him: the child feds smarter and more
capable than his father and sees himself as
the mother's partner, which makes him
fed like an adult.

Consequently, heisforced to frantically
maintain this position and compete con-
stantly with his father. He carries this
competitiveness everywhere, believing he
must do better than all his peers to show
his mother how great heis. His needs for
support by his father are relegated to the
unconscious. Yet, he has many fears: can
he redlly remain in this position; will his
father take revenge?

nconsciously, the child does not

realy want to be victorious over

hisfather; he would, in fact, prefer
to be cared for by his father and beachild.
Yet, the temptation is great. The father
may support the competition because heis
jealous of the child and feds the son has
taken the mother's affection away from
him.

The roles again are reversed, and as
such, the Winner of the Competition is
similar in many ways to the Child/Adult.
However, the Winner of Competition
generally has a well established, redlistic
concept of himself and may fed parental
support. Nevertheless, he experiences an
even greater conflict than others in pass-
ing through the Oedipal period, and the
resolution of the conflict may be delayed
into a stage where it is inappropriate and
no longer expected. While the Child/A-
dult fights for his basic security, the
Winner of the Competition fights for an
imagined right.

The Exception

There aregifted children whose fedings
of omnipotence interfere with their de-
velopment of conscience. Most children
learn early that their wishes cannot aways
be fulfilled because they may conflict with
the needs of others. This experienceforces
them to realize that others have legitimate
needs and rights which may or may not
correspond to their own needs. Through
this process, children learn to identify
with others and develop empathy. For
some gifted children, however, their abil-
ity leads to great personal power which is
never reconciled with the needs of others.
As a result, these children do not develop
fedings for others and tend to use their
abilities to fulfill only their own wishes
and needs. Their giftedness leads to an
impairment of the normal development of
identification, empathy, and conscience.
They remain fixated in a period of infan-
tile self-centeredness.

These gifted children live on very shaky
ground. They must maintain the illusion

Parents often unconsciously
support thisself-centeredness by
believingthat their childrenare
so special that they do not need
to live within normal social
limitations.

of being outside the rules and regulations
governing the lives of normal people since
it is this difference upon which they base
their self-esteem. If they had to see them-
selves redlistically, to give up this image,
they would lose the foundation for their
sef-esteem.

Parents often unconsciously support
this self-centeredness by believing that
their children are so special that they do
not need to live within normal social lim-
itations. For example, a mother of a
highly gifted high school student fdt that
it was demeaning for her child to follow
the rules that all students, regardless of
age, must be seated on a school bus. She
fdt it might interfere with her son's crea-
tivity. The boy developed into a very
clever delinquent who had no understand-
ing for the rights of others.

he Exceptions are like the Per-

fectionists because they both un-

redistically perceive their abilities.
They are unlike the Perfectionists, how-
ever, in that they underestimate their
responsibilites. The Exceptions are like
the Child/Adult because they fed su-
perior to adults but, unlike the Child/
Adult, the Exceptions see themsalves as
beyond the system. The Exceptions are
also similar to the Winner of the Competi-
tion in that both fed superior to the parent
of the opposite sex. However, the Ex-
ceptions fed that competition is not
required for normal expectations do not
apply to them. Theirjourney through the
developmental phases is altered by their
fixation on the feding of omnipotence.

The Self Critic

Some gifted children tend to view them-
selves critically and find themselves
wanting. Their emotions, actions,
thoughts and behaviors do not live up to
their expectations. It isasthough they can
separate from themselves and evaluate
themselves aobjectively.

The Sdf-Critics spend their time and
energy critizing themselves and their
work. They fed compelled to do a task
over and over again, and are overwhelmed
with dl their obligations because every-
thing has to be checked and rechecked.

Their behavior becomes compulsive. They
often fail at tasks because they have so
much difficulty carrying out their inten-
tions. These children fed it is their
obligation to straighten the world around
them, and at the same time, see themselves
as incapable of doing so. They have given
up their feeling of omnipotence early but
overextended their conscience. Yet their
insights, deep awarenesses and even sdf-
criticism originates from their giftedness.
This type differs from all the types pre-
vioudy described because they do not
believe in their giftedness, but only in their
responsibilities.

Well-Integrated Child

There are many gifted children who
pass through the developmental phasesin
a normal manner. They are the children
who fed supported by their parents in a
manner which allows them to see them-
selves as autonomous human beings who
own their own giftedness. They view
themselves redlistically, understand that
faillure isa part of learning, and that posi-
tive and negative emotions are a basic part
of life. They overcome their fedings of
omnipotence in a normal manner and de-
velop a more redlistic conscience at the
proper developmental phase. However,
these children are also aware that they are
different from other children as the con-
sequence of their giftedness.

They are often more aware of the
world's problems and fed compelled to
stand up for their convictions while suffer-
ing loneliness and isolation for taking
such risks. At these times, the Well-
Integrated Child needs the continued
support of the family, not as much for
their actions but for the resulting fedings
created by the reaction to their surround-
ings. When these feelings are recognized
by children and family as appropriate, the
children's emotional needs are supported
and they can use their gifts to cope with
their negative fedings according to the
normal phase through which they are
passing.

hese children are free to develop

constructive activities and to grow

emotionally as well as cognitively
and creatively. They redlize that they have
a legitimate right to their own fedings as
well as to their gifts. On that basis they
develop empathy with the feelings of oth-
ers. Their energies are free to develop their
abilities for they recognize their positive
as well as negative fedlings as both normal
and human. This does not mean that they
will not encounter difficulties, failures and
problems, but only that they are better
equipped to cope with them. These chil-
dren can enjoy their gifts.
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They are often more awar e of
the world'sproblems and
feel compelled to stand upfor
their convictions whilesuffering
loneliness and isolationfor
taking such risks.

Although giftedness is usualy defined
by one aspect of the personality which is
most apparent, | am reluctant to separate
that one aspect for fear of not considering
thetotal person. Nevertheless, it is helpful
to be aware of the particul ar aspect which
is most apparent when attempting to un-
derstand a child.

My observations raise the following
guestions: Can a person be emotionally
gifted? Can a person have particular emo-
tional strength which makes this aspect of
their personality the most outstanding
one? Doesthe ability to integrate the emo-
tions with the intellect, creativity, and
physical growth depend on the response
of the adults, or is this also an innate
capacity of the child?

| believe there are people who have such
a gift. They are the people who have the
capacity to integrate their emotions, intel-
lect, and creativity against enormous
odds. They are people who deal redlisti-
cally with life and move normally through
their developmental phases. | have ob-
served children who are particularly
sengitive to their own and to other peoples
fedings and who dare to act upon this
awareness.

Some gifted children show enormous
empathy with others, surpassing at times
the compassion of adults who are more
limited by society's expectations. Asare-
sult, adults may not understand a child's
reaction. For example, during a chess
tournament, John, the obvious winner,
began to make careless mistakes and loses
the game. When asked what happened, he
replied, / noticed my opponent had tears
in his eyes. | could not concentrate and
lost my desire to win. John's empathy was
greater than his ambition. Many adults,
especialy those who supported John,
were disappointed. Yet, one could argue
that his reaction was a more mature one
than theirs for his sdf esteem did not de-
pend on winning the competition.

n summary, the Perfectionist is one

who combines the early phase of omni-

potence with the later phase of super-
ego or conscience development. | have
seen this constellation influence the de-
velopmental growth of children, ages
three to twelve. The Child/Adult is one
who combines the fedling of omnipotence,
with an unrealistic mission for total
independence. | have seen this attitude
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present in very young gifted children.

The Winner of the Competition is one
who combines the feding of omnipotence
and the Oedipal phase, often extending
the Oedipal stage beyond the usua age. |
have seen children struggling with this at
age ten, eleven, and twelve. In the case of
the Exception, the feeling of omnipotence
remains an overpowering force which
keeps normal growth from occuring and
the adult person who lives with this inter-
structure remains infantile. On the other
hand, the Self-Critic overcomes the fed-
ing of omnipotence early and remains
fixated on the strong superego develop-
ment.

All of the above suffer in their sdf de-
velopment because the developmental
phases have been met unevenly. Their
giftedness has altered the manner in which
the children go through the developmen-
tal phases. This, in turn, has made an
impact on their personality and sef-image.
Well-Integrated children on the other
hand, proceed through the devel opmental
phases in a normal manner and mest the
experience they encounter against a back-
ground of emotional strength and bal-
ance.

It is my belief that concern for the emo-
tional development of the gifted should
become part of the educational process. |
am hoping more research will be done in
thisarea and that parents, social workers,
psychologists, administrators and teach-
erswill become interested in this aspect of
the gifted child.

*Presented at the Fourth World Conferencein
Montred Canada in Augudg 1981
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host of new procedures for the identi-

fication of gifted students, the devel-
opment of appropriate curricular pro-
grams, and the evaluation of those pro-
grams (Tannenbaum, in press). There has
been little attention, however, to the gui-
dance needs of the gifted child, and no
attention to developmental guidance (Cul-
ross, 1981).

A developmental approach to guidance
and counseling is one that is concerned
with the ongoing growth of the child and
not with pulling out fires as they occur
within the child's life. (Dinkmeyer and
Caldwell, 1970). Unfortunately, the pre-
vailing view in gifted education has been
to address problems of underachievement
(Whitmore, 1980) and inadequate emo-
tional adjustment (Webb, 1981) rather
than to direct attention toward meeting
the needs from which those problems
develop. As long as the counselor smply
intervenes instead of preventing, the men-
tal health needs of gifted children will
remain unmet.

No one teaches reading by providing
instruction only after children develop
reading problems. Y &, thisis precisaly the
view of guidance and counseling projected
in many of the survey texts in gifted
education (Gallagher, 1975; Clark, 1979).
They discuss counseling as a remedial
activity for gifted students who aready
developed problems and never discuss
guidance at all.

I nterest in gifted education hasled to a





