
In every sector of education, key terms used to 
define certain ideologies or concepts assist in 
categorizing a subject. The same is true in 
physiological psychology, including when 
addressing the definition of giftedness. This is an 
area of particular concern because an 
institution’s means of defining giftedness will 
determine whether a child is labeled as such 
and thus, whether they are given the treatment 
they need to flourish. Because this definition can 
vary from place to place, children who may be 
identified as ‘highly intelligent’ in one institution 
may not be similarly identified in another. This 
discrepancy, some may argue, can invariably put 
some children at a disadvantage.  

In the 20th century, giftedness in children 
was initially perceived as only valid if the child 
excelled in all areas of academics. This form of 
giftedness is defined as ‘global giftedness.’ The 
first known study identifying global giftedness 
occurred in 1921, when researcher Lewis 
Terman tested 1,500 children who were all 
about 11 years old and achieved a 135+ on an 
intelligence test known as the Stanford-Binet IQ 
test (Little, 2001). Because of this experiment, 
Terman was able to statistically support the  

notion that gifted children were not always 
weak, unobservant, socially apt individuals, but 
could very well be healthy and require social 
adjustments in order to better function in 
society. Sadly, those who reviewed this study 
took Terman’s results to indicate that gifted 
children did not need supplemental assistance 
in order to excel, which is wholly inaccurate. 
Issues with experimental design, however, were 
prominent throughout this study. Because 
Terman’s sample pool was selected by 
teachers, professor bias towards students who 
were more talkative and less problematic in the 
classroom was highly likely. Moreover, Terman’s 
selection of students were only representative 
of one group of students since they all came 
from the middle class (Little, 2001). As such, the 
above study does not accurately identify what 
giftedness could be for all members of society.  

As evidenced by Terman’s study, defining 
giftedness is also an issue because of human 
bias towards more socially acceptable persons. 
Those with disabilities that make social 
networking difficult may be overlooked in 
education because of the belief that they are 
incapable of doing well. Hence, eliminating this 
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bias is one of the first steps towards first 
identifying giftedness and then nurturing it. In a 
way, then, one could say that giftedness needs 
to be addressed on both a global or institutional 
scale as well as on an individual scale.  

Another issue with defining intelligence 
besides individual and institutional biases comes 
with the environment that a child finds him or 
herself in. If situated in a more supportive area 
that allows a child to express him or herself 
freely, or if situated in conditions that are 
specific to a certain subject (such as science, 
technology, or mathematics), a child’s 
intelligence may be more easily shown than in a 
more repressive environment (Flavell & 
Markman, 1983). Therefore, environmental 
factors play a significant role in identifying 
giftedness.  

Some resources may correlate high 
intelligence with creativity. As such, defining 
creativity is also important for the public. 
Researcher Alice Flaherty describes creativity as 
a specific state of the brain during which the 
individual in question creates new actions that 
further a community in some aspect (Flaherty, 
2011). She believes that the level of creativity 
found in a child or adult varies depending on 
how much motivation and talent he or she has. 
Authors Flavell and Markman address this idea 
as well, labeling traits like motivation and 
persistence as non-intellective components of 
intelligence as a whole (Flavell & Markman, 
1983). If a child is highly motivated or is aware of 
some form of meaning behind the work they do, 
they are more likely to produce more creative 
work and may thus more likely be identified as 
‘talented’ or ‘gifted.’ This definition shows that 
giftedness is a trait that can be built over time 
instead of one based on a child’s innate 
capabilities.  

Nevertheless, many students who have 
certain brain illnesses tend to exhibit high 
creativity and thus high intelligence. Examples 
of these include those with moderate 
hypomania, as said individuals tend to be 
significantly self-confident and express hyper-
association. Because of these traits, children 
with moderate hypomania tend to also be goal-
driven and highly intelligent. One widespread 
misconception about brain illness and 
giftedness is that children with Attention-
Deficient Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) are 
always gifted. This is not always the case and 
there is no research to support that claim 
(Flaherty, 2011). The issue here comes with 
associating hyperactivity with creativity. Children 

with ADHD do not selectively focus on a goal 
like a child with moderate hypomania would, 
and thus the former would not produce more 
novel, useful tools for society (Flaherty’s 
definition of creativity) than the latter would 
(Flaherty, 2011).  

Physiologically, interactions between the 
frontal lobe and temporal lobe highly influence 
the level of creativity in an individual. This is true 
because the frontal lobe is correlated with the 
production complex actions, while the temporal 
lobe is correlated with language recognition and 
social understanding (see Figure 1). These two 
lobes inhibit one another which is supported by 
the fact that lesions in the temporal lobe (such 
as those that take place in Wernicke aphasia) 
that occur by promoting frontal lobe activity will 
augment the amount of motivation the individual 
in question exhibits (Flaherty, 2011). However, 
those with Wernicke aphasia specifically cannot 
understand speech as well as their counterparts 
and tend to move and speak more. Conversely, 
those with Broca aphasia (lesions found in the 
frontal lobe rather than the temporal lobe) 
produce less movement and speech than their 
peers.  

Figure 1. Regions of the brain. The frontal lobe (indicated in 
red) is associated with producing complex actions, while the 
temporal lobe (indicated in green) is associated with 
understanding speech and social cues. Lesions in either of 
these lobes produce lowered abilities in one and heightened 
behaviors in the other, but the interaction between these 
lobes influences a child’s output to society (what Flaherty 
identifies as creativity). This output to society may be used as 
a measurement of giftedness. Image from Syzmik, 2011. 

Learning, Memory, and Intelligence 

Giftedness tends to be highly associated with 
learning disabilities that enhance the 
functionalities of one part of the brain, but 
hamper those of another. There are three 
overarching categories of children with learning 
disabilities are also identified as gifted: (1) those 
with almost imperceptible learning disabilities 
but who have been labeled as gifted; (2) those 
with average abilities that obscure underlying 
gifts or disabilities. These children are not 
labeled as ‘gifted’ because they are not believed 
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to be so; (3) and those with discernible learning 
disabilities that have been labeled as gifted.  

Children with almost imperceptible 
learning disabilities are not as difficult to identify 
as gifted because they have high IQ test scores 
or do exceptionally well in comparison to their 
peers. Usually this form of exception is in the 
area of speech, while complementary skills like 
spelling are poor. Many of these students are 
not identified as having learning disabilities 
because their giftedness is used as an excuse 
for their behavior. This knowledge gap makes 
achieving greater goals difficult for said pupils 
because they are at a loss for why they function 
the way that they do. Hence, screening for 
learning disabilities could be an important step 
for all students to take regardless of capabilities 
in the classroom. One could argue, however, 
that screening all children for learning 
disabilities increases the likelihood that false 
positives may take place. Nevertheless, just 
knowing that a disorder might exist is more 
beneficial than being completely unaware of it. 
Parents and educators can request additional 
testing to support claims made by a screening 
as well. 

Children with average abilities that 
obscure underlying gifts or disabilities are 
usually not identified as gifted despite being so. 
This is the case because many of these children 
do not exhibit bombastic, exceptional behavior 
plainly for their teachers to see but are typically 
shy in the classroom (Little, 2001). Hence, 
educators may not pay as much attention to 
them as compared to a student who 
continuously answers or poses questions. In 
order to address this issue, teachers should first 
realize that each student – no matter how quiet 
he or she is – can be just as gifted as the next. 
Using different techniques and carrying out 
more one-on-one sessions with students can be 
helpful in identifying individual intelligence.  

Lastly, children with discernible learning 
disabilities who have been labeled as gifted are 
firstly seen as handicapped because of what 
hindrances they have. These children have more 
clear learning disabilities and thus, teachers and 
parents find it difficult to look past the disability 
and see the gift. Usually, these students cause 
the most disruption in school and are the most 
distracted, which may put them in a negative 
limelight in the eyes of an institution (Little, 
2001). Identifying these children as gifted, 
therefore, takes elimination of poor biases 
towards a student and the decision to see bad 
behavior in a fresh perspective. Interestingly, 

then, one could say that identifying giftedness 
for these children depends mostly on the 
teacher’s willingness to do so and not whether 
or not the child is intelligent.  

In order to promote success in gifted 
children with learning disabilities, their self-
efficacy must be enhanced (Little, 2001). Self-
efficacy is the belief that one can carry out 
certain actions and therefore reach some level 
of achievement. Despite the general nature of 
this term, self-efficacy varies quite substantially 
depending on the child since achievement is 
intrinsically based. Children with learning 
disabilities, for instance, may have different 
perceptions of what a challenge is and, thus, 
what counts as an achievement. As a more 
specific example, non-gifted children may see 
remedial courses as challenging while gifted 
children may not. Both of these groups may be 
placed in the same classroom; however, their 
level of personal achievement—and hence, 
success—would vary.  

When attempting to determine what a 
child’s strengths and weaknesses are in the 
classroom to identify what they would regard as 
a challenge, teachers and parents should first 
start out by observing what a child finds most 
interesting to do (Little, 2001). Hobbies sprout 
from intrinsic creativity and motivation, all of 
which can fuel the production of novel tools for 
society as previously addressed. Programs that 
will help gifted children with learning disabilities 
should have four structural guidelines in mind: 
(1) spend less time trying to fix weaknesses and 
more time developing the student’s strengths. 
Doing so increases their self-esteem and 
decreases stress. (2) Create a nurturing 
environment for the student that highlights the 
importance of diversity. Here, diversity does not 
denote culture but rather differences in 
communicative skills. Examples of these are in 
writing essays, creating videos, drawing, or 
playing music. All of these skills are methods of 
communication and some students may excel in 
one format more prominently than in another. (3) 
Have compensation strategies for types of 
learning. If a student is struggling with 
handwriting, allowing him or her to learn how to 
type on a computer may be better than 
undergoing handwriting classes. (4) Finally, push 
students towards understanding their strengths 
and weaknesses so that they can make 
personalized decisions for their futures (Little, 
2001).  
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Savant Syndrome: A Classic Example of 
Giftedness in Children 

Savant syndrome (savant coming from the 
French term savoir, or “to know”) is a 
developmental disorder in which children 
experience disabilities related to the brain and 
spinal cord (which comprises the central 
nervous system). Autism is an example of such a 
disability, but it is not the only hallmark of this 
syndrome. Savant syndrome can either be 
congenital (occur during the earlier stages of 
life) or acquired (develop later). The incidence of 
this syndrome takes place about 4-6 times more 
often among males than among females 
(Treffert, 2014).  

Affected individuals usually have 
heightened skills in one or more of five areas: 
music, art, calculating, mathematics, and 
mechanical or visual-spatial work, although 
other skill areas may be relatively augmented. 
More generally there are three categories of 
savants based on what kinds of skills they 
exhibit: splinter skill savants are those who have 
oriented memory towards specific areas like 
sports trivia, birthdays, or maps. Talented 
savants have conspicuous gifts, while the third 
category of savants—prodigious savants—have 
notably apparent skills that a prodigy would be 
identified as having if in a person without a 
disability (Treffert, 2014). 

As widespread as savants can be, there 
seems to be the general inaccurate notion 
among the public sphere that all individuals with 
Savant syndrome are autistic. This is the case 
especially in the media, where shows like “The 
Good Doctor” and movies like Rain Man (1989) 
perpetuate the idea that to have Savant is to be 
autistic. In reality, nine out of ten people do not 
have autism but are still categorized as having 
Savant (Treffert, 2014). Acknowledging that 
diseases related to heightened intelligence like 
Savant syndrome are not always associated with 
a specific learning disability like autism, 
therefore, is important both for accurate 
diagnosis of the illness and for establishing a 
supportive environment to grow a child’s gift. 

Real-World Examples of Gifted Children 

Giftedness is a skill that tends to be more highly 
associated with learning in the classroom, but 
this is not always the case. Intelligence takes 
place in all areas of life, including in the 
classroom, in music, in art, and more. An 
example of a gifted child who contributed 
substantially to the advancement of society is 

Albert Einstein. Einstein, a renowned physicist 
for the theory of relativity and his work on 
energy (Biography.com, 2019), is a classic 
example of giftedness. Despite his high 
intelligence, Einstein was not able to speak until 
he turned 4 years old and even then he could 
not read until he turned 7 years old. Another 
gifted scientist, Thomas Edison, acclaimed for 
inventing the lightbulb, was believed to be 
intellectually below average when growing up, 
yet he excelled in the area of creativity. Winston 
Churchill, the British prime minister during World 
War 2, did not pass the sixth grade (Little, 2001). 
These examples of successful children 
showcase that the concept of global giftedness 
is not always accurate. One can do poorly in one 
subject area but, given the right environment, 
overcome barriers to achieve great success. 

Conclusion 

The issue of giftedness is one that requires both 
internal and external searching in order to 
eliminate any biases of what a child with high 
intelligence looks like. Once these children are 
identified through careful attention and analysis 
of holistic testing, teachers and parents should 
spend most of their time creating nurturing 
environments in order to avoid focusing on 
certain learning disabilities that may also exist. 
Arguably most important, though, is the process 
of letting gifted and ‘non-gifted’ children know 
that they are special, since raising self-esteem 
can do wonders for a person’s future. ❖ 
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