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parenting for high potential
a note from the editor

“

Character is the ability to carry out a good
resolution long after the excitement of the
moment has passed.
— Cavett Robert

T

”

he year 2011 is in our rearview mirror and
2012 is on the road in front of us, perhaps
with a New Year’s resolution mapping some of
our behavior. I’ve had mixed success with my
resolutions over the years. The resolutions that
I was invested in, connected with,
and enthusiastic about stood the
test of time. Being resolute means
to be unwavering, undaunted,
determined in action, and persistent.
These are the characteristics that
come to mind when I think of the passionate
endeavors of gifted children highlighted in this
issue of PHP.
One of my resolutions this year is the same
as it has been for some time: educating and
informing those who do not understand the
needs of gifted children and the consequences
of needs that go unmet. Another resolution is
to eat less sugar and curb my consumption of
coffee. I can already tell you the one with which
I’ll have the most success. On an editorial note,
the ABCs of Being Smart column will now appear
exclusively in our online editions. Happy New
Year from PHP. 0
Dr. Jennifer L. Jolly, Editor-in-Chief
jollyphp@gmail.com
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a message from the President

Parents Promoting Service
By Dr. Paula Olszewski-Kubilius, NAGC President

O

ne of the biggest issues within the field
of gifted education is the role of noncognitive characteristics of an individual such as personality attributes, character traits, values, and beliefs—as opposed
to cognitive abilities such as intelligence or
mathematical reasoning ability. Informally,
many of us know very bright and talented
people who thwart their own success or advancement because of negative traits such
as being controlling, domineering, or irresponsible. We also know people who seem
to identify a passion early in life and work
tirelessly on a cause driven by a desire to
right a wrong, correct a social inequity, or
just make a difference.
Most of the people who have proposed
theories of giftedness or talent development
view noncognitive characteristics of individuals as essential to turning childhood
potential into adulthood achievement and
success, especially as individuals enter late
adolescence and early adulthood. A whole

2

PHP | Parenting for High Potential

host of characteristics and traits have been
put forward as important such as openness
to new ideas, independent thinking, risktaking, positive attitudes towards competition, ability to handle anxiety, self-efficacy,
optimism, courage, self-confidence, resilience, emotional stamina, and charisma. It
has even been suggested that a varying
combination of characteristics might be
most advantageous depending upon the
talent area. For example, being able to cope
with anxiety and competition may be more
important for individuals in a performance
field such as sports or music or dance than
for individuals with interest and talent in an
academic domain like history.
As parents, what role do you play in shaping aspects of your child’s personality or character that influence the path and course of his
or her talent development?
Personality researchers assert that there
are five basic and universal dimensions of
personality characteristics of all people: (1)

extraversion, which includes characteristics
such as excitability, sociability, assertiveness,
and emotional expressiveness; (2) agreeableness, which includes trust, altruism, kindness, and affection; (3) conscientiousness,
which includes thoughtfulness and goaldirected behaviors; (4) neuroticism, which
includes anxiety, moodiness, irritability, and
sadness; and (5) openness, which includes
imagination, insight, and a broad range of
interests. Personality psychologists also believe that the five big traits have a biological
basis and so, to a great extent, are “wired”
into the individual and not very malleable.
However, their expression results from the
interaction between a person’s underlying
propensity toward them and environmental
influences. Children who are high on agreeableness and conscientiousness would have
the personalities most predisposed towards
service to others, volunteerism, and civic
responsibility, particularly if given the opportunity to become involved in meaningful projects and activities.
Character, on the other hand, includes
traits like honesty and empathy, and these
are based largely on an individual’s beliefs.
Character traits, in contrast to personality
traits, are quite malleable. In other words,
aspects of situations and contexts and actions of others can both elicit and reinforce
particular character traits in children. That
is where parental influence is critical. Parents, through their actions and messages,
can shape, to a large extent, the character,
values, beliefs, and mindsets of their children, particularly with respect to service
and concern for others.
So, in addition to your role as the arbiter
and negotiator of appropriate educational
experiences for your gifted child, you must
be aware of your equally important role of
helping her acquire the beliefs and character traits that will help her succeed at the

highest levels she aspires to and contributes
in the ways most appealing to her. David
Dai, in his book, The Nature and Nurture of
Giftedness, suggests that educators and parents of gifted students work deliberately to
build a “psychological identity” in students
that supports desired adult outcomes such
as high achievement, creative productivity,
civic leadership, and/or service to others.
So, what are some ways in which parents
can help gifted students acquire the character
traits and dispositions that specifically support
a commitment to service and civic involvement?
1. Expose students to activities and events
that reflect your family values. If this
includes making contributions to one’s
community, then have family activities
include service and volunteering. Benjamin Bloom studied the home environments of very talented athletes, scientists,
and musicians and found that parents
were often the first teachers, providing
early exposure and playful engagement in
family valued activities. This can consist
of participating in community service
projects through church or community

organizations or designing your own
based on family interests (e.g., raising
money for a particular cause).
2. Understand your impact as a role model
for your children. Parents give children
verbal messages about how to act in situations, how to treat others, what one’s
obligations and responsibilities are to
others and to one’s community, what
responsibility means, the importance of
honesty, and a world view and one’s place
within it. These verbal messages are reinforced by parental actions. Children are
keenly aware of how parents spend their
time and their choices of activities. They
notice their demonstrations of caring
and commitment and glean from them
what parents’ value most.
3. Expose children to diversity—diversity of
ideas, people, viewpoints, and cultures.
This will dispel misperceptions children
might have about others based on biased
media or lack of knowledge and give
them a more global perspective. It will
help them to feel comfortable engaging
and working with people who are differ-
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ent from themselves and simultaneously
assist them in recognizing commonalities
and shared experiences between seemingly diverse groups of people.
4. 
Help children think critically about
the world through conversations about
world events. This might include dinner discussions about news topics that
include but go beyond the United States.
If students are to become engaged in and
have some understanding of issues such
as world hunger or poverty, they need the
assistance of parents to help them process
events and news articles. Parents should
act as filters, engaging children on those
topics that they are developmentally able
to handle, and as interpreters of outside
events, offering a broader perspective and
additional information.
Parents play a critical role in shaping
the values and characters of their children.
Orienting children to the value of service
and commitment to others cannot start too
young and can be a focus of family activities
and time together. 0
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community service

How to Help Your Child Make a Difference
in the World Through Service-Learning
By Dr. Alice W. Terry

H

ow can parents help their children develop the
sensitivity and compassion of people like Henry
David Thoreau, Mahatma Gandhi, Rachel Carson, and Martin Luther King, Jr.? Participation for
our gifted students in service-learning programs, both in
and out of school, may be one helpful method. In the
last two decades, there has been a resurgence of interest in community service, with many schools requiring
service hours for graduation.
What is service-learning? Service-learning is an advanced form of community service, in which children
learn and develop through actively participating in organized service experiences that address actual needs in
their community and involve integration of learning
objectives. Service-learning allows for gifted students

to look beyond themselves, to care about something
enough to make a difference in the world. It is important for gifted children to acquire skills needed to become more responsive and effective citizens and to help
them become more confident and compassionate human beings. By having a passion for their community,
gifted children develop compassion themselves (Terry &
Bohnenberger, 1995).
The History of Service in America
The roots of service-learning have been traced to
community service, people helping other people—an
integral part of America’s social fabric. Connecting
schools to community service is known as service-learning. The first service-learning legislation was signed into
law in November 1990 by President
George H. Bush. In 1993, President
Bill Clinton championed the National
and Community Service Trust Act that
created the Corporation for National
and Community Service.
Considerations in the
Education of Gifted
Children
What should be included in planning appropriate, beneficial educational programs for gifted students? According to Annemarie Roeper (1992),
an environment should be established
in which youth are prevented from
developing feelings of being outsiders.
She recognized how societal attitudes
and the educational process create a
separation between children and their
world, and stressed the need for cooperation in order for children to be
fully integrated into the community.
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Roeper commented, “Only if we can bring about the
change in attitude will we save our globe and create the
safe world our children are entitled to inherit” (p. 93).
Schools should design and implement learning
opportunities within the classroom and should also
identify learning resources and opportunities within
the community to be integrated into the classroom
(Passow, 1995). These occasions help gifted children
become more sensitive to community problems and
needs (Passow, 1989).
Gifted children need opportunities, resources, and
encouragement for firsthand investigative or creative
experiences within their self-selected areas of interest.
Strategies that are used to develop giftedness in youth
should provide as much attention to the co-cognitive
conditions of development. These conditions include
optimism, courage, romance with a topic, sensitivity to
human concerns, physical/mental energy, and vision/
sense of destiny (Renzulli, 2002).
How can we help to sensitize gifted children to
problems in both their communities and in the world?
How do we guide them toward higher levels of moral
development and self-actualization? We can do this by
offering them opportunities to practice high levels of responsibility, authenticity, reflective judgment, empathy,
autonomy of thought and action, self-awareness, and
other characteristics of self-actualization in their educational programs (Nelson, 1989).
Service-learning has been shown to provide gifted students with opportunities to demonstrate high levels of
creativity, responsibility, reflective judgment, self-awareness, empathy for others, and autonomy of thought and
action, in addition to other characteristics of self-actualization. This educational strategy has the capability of
helping the gifted to reach their creative potential as they
seek creative solutions to society’s ever-increasing challenges. Service-learning has also been shown to be an
effective, differentiated curriculum for gifted children,
helping them to stretch toward self-actualization (Terry,
2000, 2003, 2008; Terry & Panter, 2010).
So What Can Parents Do?
Getting Involved at Your Child’s
School
As a parent of a gifted child, you are probably already
involved in your child’s education. Can you imagine
how beneficial it would be to your child and the entire
school and community if you led the service-learning
efforts at your child’s school?

The following are suggestions to get you started:
1. Get in touch with your local parent/teacher organization to set a date for you to come and make a
service-leaning presentation. Invite other parents to
present with you. Instead of one overzealous parent,
it becomes more of a community effort.
2. The annual National Learn & Serve Challenge can
be a good time to schedule an event. For more information visit, http://www.learnandservechallenge.org.
3. Contact Learn and Serve America’s National ServiceLearning Clearinghouse (NSLC) at 1-866-245SERV(7378) or visit http://www.servicelearning.
org to order the free Bring Learning to Life campaign
tools (this includes a 8-minute DVD, brochure,
posters, and getting started guides for parents and
teachers). Make sure to order enough materials for
your audience, especially What is Service Learning? A
Guide for Parents.
4. At the meeting, discuss ideas for school projects that
can be carried out primarily by parents and students,
but include the teachers if they volunteer. With the
focus on high-stakes testing, this is one way you can
help out without adding to a teacher’s already full
plate.
5. Determine a project during the meeting that will be
carried out during the school year.
a. What about creating a butterfly garden at your
school? You could challenge parents, teachers, and
students to become master gardeners in the process. Visit http://www.ahs.org/master_gardeners
for more information. One group of gifted middle school students I worked with started with a
butterfly garden and within 2 years they had created an entire recreational area including a pergola
with picnic tables and a fountain. This benefited
the school, not only by creating a beautiful green
space on the campus, but also by receiving recognition from the Southern Association of Colleges
and Schools (SACS).
b. Need a recycling program set up at your child’s
school? Go to http://www.dca.state.ga.us/env
ronmental/kgb/documents/A%20Guide%20
to%20Recycling%20in%20Georgia%20
Schools.pdf and/or http://www.scdhec.gov/e
vironment/lwm/recycle/pubs/start_school_rec
cling.pdf for ideas on implementing a program.
A group of gifted fifth graders I worked with conducted a 3-year project. This included setting up
a recycling program at their school, involving the

January 2012

5

community service
entire school system, and writing a state-approved solid waste
management plan for their county.
c. Does your community have historic buildings that have been
abandoned, are eyesores, and are potentially dangerous? Go to
http://www.nps.gov/nr/national_register_fundamentals.htm to
see if a building might qualify for historical recognition through
the National Register of Historic Places. Getting gifted children
involved in writing applications for historic buildings to be listed on the National Register is a great learning experience. Two
groups of gifted students I worked with received the designation that led to the renovation of both buildings that otherwise
would have been torn down.
Other ways exist for you to get involved. Does the school have an afterschool program? Or clubs that meet on a regular basis? What a perfect
place to plug in your ideas and even volunteer to lead the efforts.
Getting Involved Through Community Programs
Many communities have community programs for children,
such as the YMCA, YWCA, Boys & Girls Clubs of America, and
Boys and Girls Scout programs, just to mention a few. They are always looking for volunteers to help with special programs. What a
better program than one that promotes service to the community?
There are grants available through different organizations that can
even aid with these efforts.
Taking It a Step Further Through the
Future Problem Solving Program
I got my start in service-learning in 1984 as a teacher of the
gifted through the International Future Problem Solving Program’s
Community Problem Solving component with a group of gifted
sixth graders. Community Problem Solving (CmPS), a competitive program, provides opportunities for children to use the creative
problem solving process to identify problems in their communities,
develop solutions to those problems, and put their solutions into
action, thus making significant contributions to their communities.
Relating what her Community Problem Solving team learned
from its service-learning project, one of my students explained,
We learned how to deal with people. We learned how the business
world really works and that sometimes how it should work isn’t
how it really works. We did have to overcome more obstacles than
someone that was, say, 35 going into these situations.
The group I worked with received a national Public Service
Award from the Department of the Interior and were featured in a
Reader’s Digest article as a result of their outstanding service-learning
project that led to the revitalization of their town. Another gifted
group I worked with earned a Presidential Environmental Youth
Award, and several of the students were guests on the Phil Donahue
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However you are involved in the service-learning
effort, be sure you are the “guide on the
side,” not the “maestro” leading the
orchestra. Ownership of the service-learning
project by your child is important.
Show highlighting kids who have a made a difference. Recognition
and reward are not the motivating factors for these children; they
engage in service because they care.
CmPS offers its participants structure, support, and an opportunity for celebration and provides the structure necessary to organize
an effective community project. In addition, CmPS offers participants a unique opportunity for celebration through its affiliate-level
and international competitions. Visit http://www.fpspi.org for information on the international program or http://fpspi.org/FindAD.
html to get contact information for affiliate programs in your area.
Students participating in this advanced level of service learning
often experience increased caring, compassion, and perseverance.
They exhibit a heightened sense of responsibility for self and others and feel that they can make a difference in the real world. FPSPI’s Community Problem Solving: A “Read World” Experience
is a must-have resource if you are thinking about involving your
child in the CmPS program. Go to http://fpspimart.org/index.
php?main_page=index&cPath=7 for more information.
Encouraging Your Child’s Involvement in
Service-Learning
If your child is already participating in a service-learning experience, express support to your child and your child’s teacher,
school administrators, or organization leaders. Ask how you can
help. Discuss community issues with your child. One of my student’s mothers was instrumental in getting the word out about
the SWaMP Kids (acronyms for groups are a good idea! SWaMP
stands for Solid Waste Management Plan, a plan written for their
county). She even nominated them for a Noxzema Award. As finalists in the competition, they got to travel to Washington, DC,
to receive the award. This is a great way parents can help an existing school or community service-learning program.
However you are involved in the service-learning effort, be sure
you are the “guide on the side,” not the “maestro” leading the orchestra. Ownership of the service-learning project by your child is
important. With no buy-in, you are stuck with a disgruntled child
who doesn’t like to be told what to do. Signs made with crayons and

hard-to-read writing are so much more effective than computergenerated signs and such fun for children to do. Which lemonade stand attracts you most—the one with the perfect sign or the
child-made one with the backwards L? Students have mailed grant
proposals for project support, decorating the outside of the package
with pictures and slogans, such as: “Pick Me”; “The HARD ROCK
Kids ROCK!”; “We are the best!” Which proposal do you think was
read first, remembered longest, and funded? One state agent loved
the envelope so much, she framed and hung it in her office. So be
advised—let the children take the lead.
How can you help to sensitize your gifted child to problems in the
community, society, and the world? How can you help guide your
child toward higher levels of moral development and self-actualization? Advanced levels of service-learning have been shown to provide
gifted students with opportunities to exhibit high levels of creativity,
responsibility, reflective judgment, self-awareness, and empathy for
others. So roll up your sleeves and get yourselves and your child involved with your community through service-learning! 0
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understanding gifted education letter by letter

ABCs of Being Smart . . . E is for Education
By Dr. Joanne Foster

E

very installment of ABCs of Being Smart is like an entryway. I hope to energize readers
and expose them to current information, organized efficiently.
I invite everyone to (1) engage enthusiastically with the material (considering how it
might be useful to them, and whether I might have missed anything essential); (2) entertain their own thoughts about each of the points I emphasize; (3) elaborate upon the ideas;
and thereby (4) enhance their understandings about high-level development.
There are many E words that relate meaningfully to giftedness at home, school, and beyond.
In this, the fifth column in an alphabetical series, I expand upon some explicit examples—with an
emphasis on the essence of giftedness, and on external and experiential elements.
The Essence of Exceptionality
• Explanation—giftedness is exceptional ability in one or more areas,
such that a learner requires educational adaptations.
• Exceeding—gifted learners are those whose capabilities in some subjects markedly surpass those of their age or grade peers.
• Emotional intelligence—children’s understanding of feelings enables them to be open-minded, empathic, and respectful of others.
• Excellence—with a bar set high, children are inspired to strive
for excellence.
• Ease—gifted learners do not necessarily find things easy; they often
work very hard to reach extended levels of understanding (which may
be higher than that of their peers but nevertheless require effort).
• Eminence—few gifted or highly talented children ever achieve a high
degree of eminence; moreover, there are too many unknowns to be
able to predict which children will become successful adults in a given
domain, let alone who might achieve national, international, or public prominence.
• Exploration—learning is a multi-tiered investigative process, fueled
by inspiration, anchored by determination, and enhanced by discovery—from infancy onward.
• Expertise—the term “expert” is typically reserved for adults, and applies to those who have attained extremely strong capabilities or have
mastered certain skills (based on acquired know-how and practice).
• Ethics—examples of extracognitive factors that are integral to advanced development, academic and otherwise, include doing the
right thing, having integrity, and showing responsibility.
• Experiences—they influence how we choose to use—or not use—
our various inner and cultivated strengths.
External and Experiential Elements
• Encouragement—children benefit when they are given that extra
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boost, even in its simplest form such as a word, a nod, a smile, a
thumbs-up, or a pat on the back.
• Engagement—not all advanced learners are productive or motivated
to achieve; parents and teachers can motivate children and sustain
their engagement in tasks by ensuring that learning is relevant, interesting, and appropriately challenging, and by offering support along
the way.
• Effort—never underestimate the importance of persistence and hard
work, and never underestimate the value of reinforcing children’s effort.
• Extracurricular activities—children make the most of exciting and
individually targeted learning opportunities beyond those that might
be available at school.
• Exercise—it is not enough to stimulate children’s minds; physical
activity is important for optimal health and general well-being.
• Enrichment—encourage children to explore and take advantage of
the many programs expressly set up within schools and communities
for the purpose of providing high-level and extended learning options
in different areas of interest.
• Environment—a learning environment can be any place where a
person can discover something new; the most conducive setting (or
classroom) is one that is safe, enabling, comfortable, and challenging
(in a good way).
• Expectations—think “Goldilocks”: not too high, not too low, but
just right.
• Economic disadvantage—there are many school-based, community-oriented, government-funded, and philanthropic-generated programs that endeavor to give all children the chance to succeed, even
when economic realities are harsh.
• Elitism—some people think that special education for gifted learners
is a perk and that tailored academic opportunities smack of elitism,
but would these same charges hold true at the other end of the learn-

ing spectrum? Each child is entitled to an education commensurate
with his or her abilities.
• Evaluation—teachers can choose from a broad array of fair and efficient evaluation processes, including established methods, creative approaches, co-created and preset rubrics, and countless other options.
• Early learning—play, in particular, is a fundamental way for children
to learn, socialize, try things out, develop skill sets, and share.
• Eligibility—many if not most school districts have policies that determine which students can or cannot participate in gifted programs
(by virtue of attaining a certain cut-off score on an IQ test or excelling
at designated criteria), although (happily) there is momentum toward
more inclusive practices that are flexibly responsive to a broader population of learners and their individual strengths, enabling a larger
cadre of children to participate in gifted programming options.

• End—no way! There are 21 letters to go! (Please feel free to encapsulate, e-mail me, and extend ideas!) 0
Author’s Note
Joanne Foster, Ed.D., is coauthor (with Dona Matthews) of the awardwinning book Being Smart About Gifted Education (2009, Great Potential Press), now in its second edition. She also is a parent, teacher, consultant, researcher, and education specialist. Dr. Foster has more than
30 years of experience working in the field of gifted education. She has
written extensively about high-level development and has presented on
a wide range of gifted-related topics at conferences and learning venues
all across North America. She teaches educational psychology as well as
gifted education at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the
University of Toronto. She can be reached at joanne.foster@utoronto.ca.

global citizenship

The Call to Meaning Through Service and Guardianship
By Dr. Patricia Gatto-Walden, Chair, Global Awareness Network

N

ever before in history has the reality of
interdependence and connectedness
with people across the globe been so
obvious. Today, technology connects
us with neighbors across the sea, with peoples of diverse cultures, beliefs, and customs.
This global reality affects every sphere and
facet of society.
Whether a child or adult, we are all
called into awareness beyond our singular
thoughts and everyday personal lives. We
may choose to pursue an understanding
of current world events or prefer to remain
insulated from an ongoing informational
stream available through multimedia venues. However, regardless of our personal
choice, at a radically compounding rate,
technological connections and networks are
being created. With this new global communication paradigm, we are being called
into global citizenship. This modern-day reality can be experienced as an opportunity
for growth and expansion or as an overwhelming burden to shoulder. Specifically,
regarding our children, how can we support
our deeply sensitive, caring, and forwardthinking children, while conflicts and difficulties abound throughout the world?
Intrinsic Compassion
Many intellectually gifted children have
equally compassionately gifted hearts. They
care deeply about the well-being of others
around them and throughout the world.
These caring children innately live the
guiding principle of brotherhood and interdependence among all life. They worry
for themselves, and they worry for others.
Some days they celebrate what is occurring
across the sea, while other days they may be
bombarded with concern. They intrinsically
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A good head and a good heart are always

a formidable combination.
—Nelson Mandela

know that what happens continents away
have ripple effects throughout the world.
Their expansive imaginations coupled with
intense sensitivity can create innovative solutions to world issues, or just as readily, create
frightening images of poverty, injustices, and
natural disasters that could reach our nation’s
border. These children have an expanded
world view, and the creation of a new pathway lies within them, anxious to mature and
be born. It is time that adults listen to their
wisdom and inner direction.
While grasping a portion of the matrixlike complexities in the world, gifted children just might have the ability to simplify
what is most essential and thereby what is
truly needed. Might these youngsters be
the true stewards of the planet? These children experience an inner call to action, a
means of making a difference now. Adults,
parents, and teachers alike need to open
their minds to a new paradigm of knowing, respectfully enter into conversation on
what can be done to create positive change,

and then partner with them in practical
and age-appropriate action. Remembering, of course, that although our children
are amazingly bright and can engage in
adult-like conversation on dire matters, we
must not be fooled into thinking that they
are emotionally mature enough to handle
detailed information without plunging into
despair or fear. We must use not only their
intellectual capacity and vocabulary as a
guide on how much to share, but additionally consider their chronological and emotional age to gauge the amount and details
discussed. During these times of rapid and
enormous world change, adults must be
rudders for these children as they set sail,
not anchors prohibiting their journey. Our
presence, calmness, assurance, respect, and
empathy are the ingredients for our gifted
children’s safe travels during these wonderfully expansive yet turbulent times. It is vital
that we remain a safe haven—intellectually,
emotionally, physically, morally, and ethically—for these children to come home.

Developmentally, during the preadolescent and adolescent years, gifted youth
are searching for an answer to the foremost
question, Who am I? On the heels of an ever-evolving answer to this primary question,
uncertainties co-exist: Do I matter? Does life
have meaning and purpose?
Reflections From Gifted Youth
A month ago, I had the privilege to spend
several hours speaking with hundreds of
middle and high school gifted students on
the topic, Servant Leadership: Finding Purpose and Meaning in Your Life. The first
half of our time incorporated statements
and questions that directed them into personal reflections and introspection, and encouraged them towards compassionate and
respectful self-acceptance to make the leap
from self-judgment of traits associated with
their giftedness (e.g., being “too much” in
the everyday world—intensity, sensitivity,
and perfectionism, to name a few) toward
appreciation of self and honoring their inner unique attributes and capacities. From a
position of self-respect and value, we could
then begin a process of expanding from focus on self to meaningful connection with
others and how they may be of service.
The second segment was focused on a series of questions for personal growth, which
would help them determine a meaningful
focus. The task at hand was to activate their
intact “GPS system,” thereby engaging a personal “map” that could guide their attention
and behavior. With the suggestion to pause,
be still, and listen within to an inner voice,
the following questions were presented in
turn: When am I most alive? What brings
me the greatest joy? When makes my heart
sing? What do I truly care about? What do
I believe is truly essential? What does this
world really need? Who needs me? How can
I be of service?
After returning home and synthesizing
their answers, I was amazed to read a definitive centralized pattern of sentiments.
Nearly 70% of students answered the query,
“What do I believe is truly essential?” with

a relationship-focused response. They overwhelmingly stated an intimate connection
with others as being truly essential such as
a loving family, good friends, and for some,
an intimate connection with God. Nearly
20% answered with a global perspective such
as world peace, tolerance of all peoples, and
equal sharing of resources throughout the
world. Roughly 10% stated accomplishing
personal goals as being most important, such
as having a fulfilling career, focusing on artistic expression, being the best one can be, and
attaining a leadership role in chosen fields.
“What does this world really need?” yielded another relationship-themed response.
Nearly 90% answered the question by naming positive relationship attributes such as
love, kindness, respecting one another, being
a good person, and compassion. Ten percent
of students focused on specific global concerns such as peaceful resolution of conflicts,
discovery of natural resources, and shelter,
food, and water for all people.
Responses to “Who needs me?” were
almost entirely relationship oriented with
equal numbers of students answering first,
my family or a specific family member, and
second, my friend or a specific friend. A few
students regarded themselves as the central
focus to ensure meaningful expression, “I
need me in order to make a difference!”
Unfortunately, with time constraints, the
last question, “How can I be of service?” was
not thoroughly answered. Some were baffled
and needed to think about it more. However, from the answers given, a theme of giving
to others and helping those in need was uniform. Several mentioned helping parents or
specific family members, while others shared
helping friends with personal concerns. Additionally, several cited the importance of
protecting natural resources through recycling, limiting water use, and remaining environmental aware. Other students honored
their leadership activities at school or church
as means of personal service.
The wisdom shown by these children is
heartwarming. They understand that the
foundation of life—meaning and purpose—

lies in relationships and connections. They
are intrinsically aware of the importance of
family, friendships, and community. Anchored in the present-day reality of a global
community, they are mindful of the necessity
to express the essential values of love, acceptance, compassion, and equality in the world.
We, as parents and teachers, must help our
gifted and globally aware children maintain
and live in accordance with the ethics and
principles expressed here. In the home and
classroom, it is our adult responsibility to
create a mutually respectful, empathic, and
accepting environment where our children
will experience a safe and supportive haven
and feel free to express who they truly are.
Concluding Thoughts
Answering the aforementioned questions
is a means to activate an internal guidance
system within each of us. How wonderful it
would be if we took the time to ponder and
share our unique ways to make our hearts
sing, to know what is truly essential in our
lives, to understand that both individuals
and the world at large need us, and to identify how we could personally make a difference. If both children and adults, in concert,
called on their compassionate, sensitive,
perceptive, and loving natures, and accessed
their inner wisdom for direction and guidance, might we together turn a divided world
into a global interdependent community? 0
Author’s Note:
Patricia Gatto Walden, Ph.D., is a nationally recognized licensed psychologist
who has worked holistically with thousands
of gifted and profoundly gifted children, adolescents, and adults for three decades. She
is a Senior Fellow for the Institute of Educational Advancement, which serves profoundly gifted youth through various programs
including Yunasa, a holistic summer camp.
For more information about the Global
Awareness Network, visit http://www.nagc.
org/index.aspx?id=1442.
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Teaching Young Children to Give Back
By Dr. Christy McGee, Chair, Parent and Community Network

A

couple of years ago, I participated in
a conversation with my 4-year-old
grandchild. She likes to have what she
calls “adult conversations” with me. We
were discussing her trip to a nearby nursing home to sing for the residents. It was
a heartwarming experience and one that
reminded me that even a very young child
can be involved in service-learning projects.
Riley and I like to record our talks on my
phone and listen to them later. Here is the
conversation:
Riley: Did you know that we go to a place
where lots of grandmas and grandpas live?
CM: I didn’t know that. Tell me about it.
Riley: Well, like I said, there are lots of
grandpas and grandmas. Not like you,
they are much, much older. Anyway, I
don’t think these grandmas and grandpas have any grandchildren because there
weren’t any kids there when we went.
Ms. Ford [her choir director] told us that
a lot of them didn’t get many visitors.
Isn’t that sad?
CM: It is sad. What do you think about that?
Riley: I wouldn’t like to live someplace and
not have anyone visit me.
CM: Me either, so why are you going?
Riley: We are going because we want to
make them happy. It is nice to care about
others you know. Lots of people need us
to care about them. I brought some cans
for our can collection so that people can
have food to eat. My momma and dada
make sure I get to eat, but did you know
that some mommas and dadas don’t have
enough money to buy food?
CM: I did know that. I am glad you brought
in food. How did that make you feel?
Riley: Kinda good, but sad too because everyone should have food to eat. [There is
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a long pause as she thinks and then she
whispers] Here is a secret: I am a little
bit afraid of the grandmas and grandpas
where we go sing.
CM: Why is that?
Riley: Well, they are very, very, very old
and have wrinkly skin and when I talk
to them I have to say words really loud.
They also like to hug a lot.
CM: Then why do you go if you are afraid?
Riley: I go because I know it makes them
happy and they smile a lot when we are
there. It is good to make people happy,
even when it scares you a little bit. Did
you know that?
CM: I did know that, but what I am really
happy about is that you have already
learned that and you are so little.
Riley: I am not little! [accompanied by an
indignant glare] And, it is important to
care for other people beside yourself.
[another pause] I put my dollar I was
saving in the red bucket in front of a
store ’cause my momma said it helped
little kids have presents.
The conversation drifted on to other
things, but the lesson learned has not left
me. Of course, her parents, choir director,
and preschool teacher had already taken the
time to introduce her to the concept of giving back to her community. The really wonderful part is that she took what she had
learned and carefully explained to me what
she was doing at the nursing home and why.
Obviously, my grandchild was very verbal
for a 4-year-old, and she certainly could
explain what she knew and how she felt as
well. I thought it was very courageous of
her to admit that she was a bit frightened
of the people at the nursing home she visited. When I try and look through her eyes,

I realize the people she met were certainly
different from the people in her immediate
family. The really astute and caring part of
our conversation was her admission of her
fear and then her determination to go and
sing for them in spite of it because she realized that her being there made them happy.
What a wonderful life lesson to learn at 4
years of age.
Prior to this little talk with my grandchild I had not connected service-learning
to preschool children. When I was a classroom teacher, I always had one or more service projects for my students, but I never
really gave any thought to the concept that
preschool-aged children would understand
serving others. After all, we have always
talked about how egocentric young children tend to be, and yet here is this wonderful child talking to me like an adult
about helping others in her community.
My grandchild continued to talk about
her visits to the nursing home. When we
were Christmas shopping, she asked that I
choose a child just like her (meaning a girl
of her age) on the Angel Tree. She told me,
“You buy good presents. Jenny [the child
we chose] will be excited.” Young gifted
children can become passionately interested
in social justice. It makes sense that children
who are astutely aware their own differences
could and would become interested in the
well-being of others.
It seems that preschool programs have
been slow to recognize the value of servicelearning to their students, but Freeman and
King (2001) found that once these teachers
saw the value of service-learning projects for
their students, they appreciate the potential.
If you are the parent of a preschool child,
here are a few pointers for teachers that you
may want to share:

isville, KY. An active member of the National Association for Gifted Children, she
currently serves as chair of the Parent and
Community Network.
For more information about NAGC’s
Parent and Community Network visit
http://www.nagc.org/index.aspx?id=1445
Reference
• Freeman, N. K., & King, S. (2001).
Service-learning in preschool: An
intergenerational project involving fiveyear-olds, fifth graders, and senior citizens.
Early Childhood Education Journal, 28,
211–217.

1. 
Identify organizations that sponsor
programs where your student could
perform a service.
2. Identify curriculum content that is most
likely to be successfully integrated into
service-learning.
3. 
Identify funding sources that might
supply support for service-learning
activities.
4. Plan reflective exercises to help students
and teachers assess the successfulness of
service-learning activities.
5. Plan to acknowledge and celebrate the
project’s success (Freeman & King, 2001,
p. 213).
Gifted preschoolers can be very precocious when it comes to experiencing unjust
issues. These children may contemplate
issues such as homelessness, poverty, and
discrimination. For example, if a child were
to observe a homeless man sleeping on a
sidewalk and inquire about why the man
is there, a direct answer such as, “The man
has nowhere else to sleep” may not be satisfactory. The child might continue to think
about the person, questioning how he became homeless, where he would go when
it was cold, how he got food, and why no

one takes care of him. This child might demand to help him. That demand would allow for a perfect opportunity to volunteer
at a homeless shelter; collect hats, gloves,
and socks for the local shelter; provide food;
solicit contributions, and so forth.
Giving back to the community is an important value to instill in our young children. A friend of mine, an avid volunteer
at a local homeless shelter who also spends
every Friday evening working at a nearby
prison, explained her zeal for service to
me. She said, “It all began when I was very
small. My mother did a good deal of volunteer work, and she took my sister and me
with her to every place of service. There was
never a question of us staying at home. We
learned early the importance of giving back
to the community.” This selfless woman
has instilled that same need to serve in her
two children. By becoming active in serving others, parents have the power to set
the example for their own children. “Pay it
forward,” and enjoy the fruits of your labor
with those you love. 0
Author’s Note
Christy D. McGee, Ed.D., is a faculty
member at Bellarmine University in Lou-
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Insights: Nurturing Empathy in the Very
Young and Gifted
By Mariam Willis, NAGC Parent Outreach Specialist

W

hen my daughter was a baby, I always dreaded the moment when
she heard another baby crying. I
knew that, if I did not respond
quickly enough, it would lead to a meltdown. Because she was my first child, I
had no frame of reference for how giftedness impacts child development or how it
may orient empathy. I assumed she off the
charts developmentally because I fed her
homemade organic food, extended breastfeeding, and spent my days talking and
playing with her. Four years later
when my second child was born,
a twice-exceptional boy, I realized
the differences had nothing to do
with my parenting style and a lot
to do with having gifted children.
Giftedness expands perceptive abilities. For example, a child
who develops typically may view
any given situation and receive
a normal amount of stimulation
within a certain time period, likely resulting in interpreting their environment, as
they have been well-primed to experience;
however, a gifted child in the same situation may experience dramatically more
stimulation, recognizing and receiving
input from facets of the environment that
many do not perceive. Of course, this orients the gifted and very young in an atypical way!
Empathy is the ability to understand
and feel for the situation of another human being and is shaped by seeing others
react when distressed; by imitating what
they see, children develop a repertoire of

empathic responses (Hébert, 1999). When
children see other people in pain, their
brains become active in the same regions
that process the experience of pain firsthand—evidence that kids are naturally in
tune with the people they are watching
(Walter, 2009).
There is a natural progression in empathy from infancy onward (Hébert, 1999)
and “The late Harry Passow, an admired
scholar in gifted education, noted that
gifted children have the potential for great-

In infants (birth to one year), the way
you respond to your child’s needs becomes
the framework for how the child selfsoothes and manages her later emotional
life. Respond to your infant’s positive and
negative signals. Notice the way your baby
directs her attention and engages the world.
This will likely be your first clue to the
temperament and personality potentials
of your child. Read to your child to begin
providing the framework for language she
will need to manage overexcitabilities that
usually accompany the gifted experience throughout life (Parenting Assistance Line, n.d.).
Toddlers (age one to 2 years)
increasingly attend to the way
emotional displays are treated by
those in their environment. This
primes their future emotional
displays. Even if your toddler is
not yet speaking, he likely recognizes most of what you are saying
either through verbal or nonverbal cues.
Toddlers love mirrors, both literally and
figuratively. Be a mirror by nonverbally
displaying the positive and negative emotions your child appears to be feeling and
saying, “You are feeling ___.” Be a mirror
by performing the nonverbal expressions
of various emotions when reading to your
toddler. Place accessible mirrors around
spaces where your child spends most of his
time so he can observe himself experiencing emotion. When he displays strong positive and negative emotions, direct him to

The late Harry Passow, an admired scholar in gifted
education, noted that gifted children have the potential
for greater and more profound social, moral, and ethical
concerns, and that we need to nurture their potential.
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er and more profound social, moral, and
ethical concerns, and that we need to nurture their potential” (Hébert, 1999, p. 19).
As a parent, my interest is not in shaping a
super-moral being who achieves advanced
levels of empathic potential. Rather, I am
interested in how I can help my gifted
children manage their increased perceptual abilities in a way that enables healthy
relationships and effective responses to the
needs of others. There are many ways to
engage the very young, gifted child that
creates a solid foundation for emotional
control and effective empathic response in
later years.
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the mirror to see what the emotion looks
like (Parenting Assistance Line, n.d.).
Preschoolers (age 3 to 5 years) are attempting to reconcile their internal and external perceptions of the world, a task that
continues indefinitely. To build empathy in a
preschool child, be conscientious of her preferences. When possible, allow her to choose
when and how long an activity lasts (Clark,
1997), especially in new situations. Make
time to include your child in family conversations. Patiently listen and resist the urge to
correct her contribution, even if it is far out.
To engage her, ask questions using her words
and take her questions seriously. Allow the
conversation to end or move on when she is
ready (Parenting Assistance Line, n.d.).
Effective empathy in adult life, a parent’s
goal, is about sharing another’s experience
in the world in a way that supports healthy
relationships. This becomes second nature
when modeled well in childhood. Above
all, remember to empathize with your

child’s positive emotions at least as often as
you tend to the negative so that your child
sees that understanding and feeling for the
situation of another fosters connection and
happiness. 0
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