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			Parenting a gifted child

			Understand your child and help them thrive

			
					Problem: it is tempting to think that having a gifted child will make your life easier, but often this could not be further from the truth. With this in mind, how can you resolve the range of problems facing gifted children and those around them?

					Aims: to understand giftedness in order to support your gifted child at home and at school so that they can make the most of their talents.

					FAQs:	What are the steps to getting my child officially classified as gifted?

	What teaching methods and alternatives to school are there for gifted children?

	What are the signs that a child has high intellectual potential?

	Does my child absolutely require psychological support?

	Are the parents and siblings of a gifted child necessarily gifted as well?

	Should I be worried if my child only socialises with other gifted children?

	Are gifted individuals more at risk of depression?




			

			The term “gifted” refers to individuals whose intellectual abilities are far above the norm, although there is no single fixed definition of giftedness and definitions of the phenomenon vary between cultures.

			Whatever definition is used, gifted children often struggle with the fact that some people expect them to be an all-knowing genius because of their abilities, in line with common preconceptions and images in the media and some films (A Beautiful Mind, 2001; Pawn Sacrifice, 2014; The Tournament, 2015).

			However, the reality is far more nuanced than this simplistic assumption. Giftedness is much more than an IQ (intelligence quotient) of above 130: it is also a range of emotional and behavioural traits that set gifted children apart from their peers. Gifted children tend to feel more intensely and work differently, which can have a significant effect on all aspects of their lives, not least on their relationships with others.

			If you think that your child might be gifted, or if they have already been classified as gifted, you probably have a lot of questions or are unsure how best to support their education.

			The challenges of raising a gifted child include answering their existential questions, finding a school that can accommodate their particular needs, dealing with the fear of being seen as arrogant or pretentious by other parents, and handling jealousy from their siblings.

			Learning more about giftedness and the tools at your disposal will enable you to tailor your child’s education to their abilities and provide them with the best possible guidance throughout their childhood and teenage years. This will allow them to feel supported, fit in with their peers and make the most of their potential.

		


		
			What is giftedness?

			A series of differences

			While every child is different, with their own personality, favourite games and struggles, so-called “gifted” children have a number of distinctive characteristics that you should be able to observe in your child. In this section, we will examine these characteristics.

			If you believe that your child may be gifted and they display at least three of the following characteristics, you should look into the matter further. However, you should exercise caution when analysing these indicators, as the presence of one of them does not necessarily mean that your child is gifted.

			With very young gifted children, parents will often get the impression that they are struggling to keep up with their child rather than the other way around. The child will frequently try to direct their parents’ attention to their surroundings by asking questions that may seem disconcerting for their age.

			Gifted children tend to be drawn to many different activities and switch between them rapidly, not because they have a short attention span but because they want to explore and because of their particular way of thinking: one idea quickly leads to another and they make connections that not everyone can see. They are very lively and observant and have trouble sleeping. They typically start talking very early (or at a later age than usual, but at a high level) and walking earlier than the average age (specifically, they may start walking at around a year old and talking before the age of two).

			Later on, the intensity of your child’s emotions and the level of sensory stimulation they experience may be surprising to you. For example, a gifted child may find sounds that other people consider normal to be too loud. They are also likely to notice more details and try much harder to understand their surroundings by touching objects or memorising smells that other people miss.

			Their senses are so acute that they may hate the feeling of certain materials. Furthermore, situations that seem perfectly normal to you may be much more challenging for your child, who feels things more intensely than their peers, and they may seem to overreact to minor issues, such as a smell that is bothering them or a piece of clothing that is too tight. However, this is simply because gifted children tend to experience a lot of strong emotions.

			You may also have noticed that your child is very empathetic and has a keen sense of fairness. Somewhat more uncomfortably, they may pepper you with existential questions that you would rather avoid answering.

			Gifted children are quick to learn new things and develop a wide vocabulary at a young age. They tend to be very curious, take an interest in a wide range of subjects at the same time and think very quickly. One of the hallmarks of gifted children is that they can answer questions, but cannot explain the thought process they used to arrive at their answer, so it is clear that they are predominantly guided by their intuition.

			Another specific feature of gifted children is their nonlinear way of thinking. But what does this mean? Most people’s thoughts follow on from each other in a logical progression, but nonlinear thinkers follow analogical reasoning. In practice, this means that when a gifted child is thinking, they move rapidly from one subject to another based on an element of comparison, a similarity or a relationship, no matter how tenuous, between different objects or concepts, which means that they can end up a long way from the thing they were thinking about to start with. Furthermore, several different ideas can come to them spontaneously and at the same time, with one idea inspiring a whole series of related ideas, and it may be difficult for others to see the links between them.

			These two different ways of thinking can be seen in the diagrams below.

			
					The first diagram allows us to visualise a “normal” thought process. A person thinks about the fact that they need to find someone to look after their dog. They then search directly for a solution and think about what they should do.
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					The second diagram represents nonlinear thinking. The initial question is the same as in the first diagram but, by a process of analogy, it inspires a range of other thoughts that appear at the same time. The thoughts develop in all directions, but there is always a link to the original question, although this link will not necessarily be immediately clear.
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			As you may have found out for yourself, gifted children can be difficult to keep up with! As well as thinking in a particular way, they may also feel that they are out of sync with their peers and constantly try to adapt to the people around them.

			When other people are surprised by their way of reasoning or the fact that their attention seems to be focused in a hundred directions at once, they often end up having to explain how they think, but they may struggle to articulate this. The constant need to explain themselves can be exhausting, and this can make it harder for them to fit in with their peers. This means that gifted children often prefer to socialise with older people, for example by talking to teachers during playtime. They may not feel that they belong until they meet other gifted children.

			Of course, although gifted children share many of the characteristics we have outlined in this section, they are still all individuals with their own personality, tastes and experiences.

			The importance of confirmation

			Recognition

			Even if your child shows clear signs of being gifted, you may still be hesitant to get confirmation from a specialist. This is understandable, and there are many possible reasons for it: you may be afraid that people will think you are overestimating your own child’s abilities; your partner may not take your concerns seriously; you may worry that you will change your child’s life for the worse and leave them at risk of being bullied by their peers; or people you know may have had bad experiences getting their child confirmed as gifted.

			However, getting confirmation that your child is gifted will help them to understand themselves better, put their everyday experiences into words and manage their giftedness more easily. The knowledge that other people understand what they are going through will often soothe any tension they may be feeling. Conversely, a gifted child who is never officially classified as such may spend years questioning their identity and develop anxiety or depression, as they will not have learned how to deal with the feeling that they do not fit in with everyone else.

			“I’ve always felt that I didn’t fit in with other people, but I never dared to get official confirmation. I was afraid that it would turn out that I wasn’t gifted and that I’d been wrong. In addition, I couldn’t talk to other people about it, because they might not have understood why I wanted to be labelled gifted. Finally, some friends, who I think might be gifted themselves, convinced me to take the plunge. Taking the test was a huge relief, and it helped me a lot to know that my experiences had a name and that I didn’t need to change who I am to be normal. Now, I wish I’d taken the test when I was a child.” (Emily, 54)

			Getting confirmation

			The only way to get real confirmation that your child is gifted is to work with a specialised psychologist. Having a hunch is not enough, nor is a free IQ test from the internet, as this could lead to inaccurate results and support that is not adapted to your child’s needs.

			The specialist will do much more than asking the questions that commonly appear in popular IQ tests; they will carry out a comprehensive analysis of your child’s mental processes through psychometric and personality tests and by observing their attitude as they respond to the questions.

			The IQ test that is commonly used to confirm giftedness (along with other measures) was developed by the psychologist David Wechsler (1896-1981) in the late 1930s. There are several different versions of it, depending on the patient’s age, as an individual’s knowledge base will change a great deal between early childhood and later stages of development. The minimum IQ needed to be considered gifted is 130, while also taking into account other elements that the specialist will identify during their psychological assessments.

			It is also worth pointing out that the way the child is feeling when they take the test can influence its results, and the psychologist supervising them will take this into account. Furthermore, this test does not measure other kinds of intelligence, and a lower IQ score does not mean that your child is “stupid” or “slow”.

			Once it has been confirmed that your child is gifted, you will be better able to understand what this means for them, and it will be easier to adapt their everyday environment to their specific needs. The psychologist is there to help you, and they can help you to implement strategies to make the most of your child’s strengths and weakness and adapt the education they receive.

			Sociocultural representations of gifted children

			Giftedness and the particular traits that come with it can inspire strong feelings, and are surrounded by myths and misconceptions. Our perception of this subject is influenced by the way it is presented in our culture, and while this can sometimes help us to grasp what giftedness is, some preconceptions make it harder to understand gifted children.

			Common myths about gifted children

			Not only do gifted children have to adapt to the world around them, they also have to deal with hard-to-dispel myths about themselves and their parents.

			Many people conflate “gifted” with “genius” and cannot understand how a gifted child can fail a test. However, it is now accepted that a third of gifted children will be confronted with failure (see ‘Potential difficulties at school’).

			It is also commonly believed that the parents of gifted children are pushy and put pressure on their offspring. While this may be true of some parents, who have exceptionally high expectations for their children, this is by no means always the case, nor is it limited to the parents of gifted children. That said, the particular needs of gifted children generally mean that their parents will make an effort to help them adapt to society and be happy as they are, which in turn means that they often have to take a more active role in their education and try to ensure that their child works to succeed.

			Parents may also have difficulty in their relationships with others because of the jealousy that giftedness can inspire. For example, the parents of gifted children may be accused of being ambitious, having more money or always pushing their child to be better at everything.

			These persistent myths help to explain why parents are often hesitant to tell other people that their child is gifted, as they are worried that this may be interpreted as arrogance or pushiness. They may avoid seeking official confirmation, talking to their child’s headteacher or even discussing the subject at home.

			Furthermore, contrary to popular belief, gifted children still need adult support. A high IQ and early development in some areas does not mean that they are emotionally mature or capable of managing their feelings. As the parent or teacher of a gifted child, you should be there for them and help them to thrive both at school and in their everyday life.

			Gifted individuals in film and literature

			Gifted and otherwise atypical individuals regularly feature in films, although they are often depicted as high-performing geniuses in particular areas, such as mathematics or chess. This can be seen in films such as The Tournament, directed by Élodie Namer (French director and screenwriter, born in 1978), which centres on an incredibly talented chess player.

			In a number of films, gifted individuals are recruited by powerful institutions to carry out dangerous missions. For example, in the 1998 film Mercury Rising by the American director and producer Harold Becker (born in 1928), a 9-year-old autistic boy is placed under FBI protection because he was able to crack an NSA code and the creator of the code, a man named Krudow, wants to eliminate him to protect his code.

			These films are often based on stereotypes about gifted individuals, and their depictions may bear little resemblance to reality. That said, some of them do a good job of representing some of the less obvious aspects of giftedness: the sense of not fitting in, isolation, intuition, a
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