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Summary: This paper describes a program designed to provide preventive 
psychological support for gifted children in lower secondary school. Groups 
of adolescents meet once a week with psychologists as facilitators to work 
with art, while experiencing and discussing their different skills and the 
pressures to which they are submitted. These meetings take place on 
school premises as a regular activity for gifted seventh-grade students. 
They focus on maintaining or developing self-esteem and on experiencing 
the possibility of not being “grade A” all the time. The paper describes the 
structure of this activity and a few exemplary cases observed in the 
classroom. 
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This paper sets out to describe and discuss a “course”3 for gifted 
adolescents that is designed to enable them to deal with their various 
talents by making genuine contact with these gifts through criteria 
developed in situations which generate self -knowledge and psychosocial 
interaction. This is in fact a group activity, which complements a program4 
of extracurricular courses for gifted elementary and secondary 
schoolchildren in a Brazilian private school.  

                                                 
1 Published in Ideacción, n. 12, diciembre 1997.  
2 Doctor in Psychology. Director of Special Courses, Objetivo Program for Fostering 
Talent (POIT). Researcher and Professor at Universidade Paulista (UNIP/Objetivo), São 
Paulo, Brazi l . 
3The quotation marks indicate that this activity is seen not so much as a course in the 
traditional sense but as an operative group. The term “course” is used because it is 
part of a broader program of extracurricular courses.  
4The program was set up and developed by the Objetivo Program for Fostering Talent 
(POIT) under the aegis of the Office of the Pro-Rector for Research and Graduate 
Studies at Universidade Paulista (UNIP/Objetivo). Activities are conducted in the São 
Paulo metropolitan area at facilities of the Objetivo Education Center, which provides 
for some 200,000 children, undergraduates and graduate students in schools and 
colleges located in every region of Brazil. 
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The talent fostering project and the institution 

 

The project can be described concisely as an activity involving 
university-school collaboration designed to provide for gifted or talented 
individuals by identifying and assisting them through specially developed 
extracurricular programs. A multidisciplinary team of academics and 
practicing educators from both institutions conducts it. The project aims 
are as follows: to conduct research into the characteristics of the gifted 
and the educational resources and environments required to provide for 
these individuals; to train qualified professionals; and to help promote a 
national policy for gifted education.5 

The institutional philosophy underlying the project aims to counteract 
the arbitrary nature of conventional elementary and secondary schooling, 
determined by the requirements laid down for preparing students for higher 
education, focused on the learning of specified subjects in a 
predetermined time frame. The project is designed to compensate for this 
distortion by providing a variety of extracurricular activities tailored to the 
specific needs of gifted students. 

Setting out to provide for differentiated learning potential as a matter 
of institutional policy entails a radical departure from traditional adult 
attitudes towards gifted children. To cite only a few examples, teachers 
and other project staff is trained to deploy a range of pedagogical 
alternatives designed to prevent students from becoming bored by 
repetitive or uninteresting classroom activities. They encourage the 
children to be flexible in utilizing space and materials so as to foster 
integration with the school and satisfy their curiosity. Furthermore, they 
invite participation by students in a number of decision-making processes 
so as to enable them to play a fuller part in the life of the community. 

In addition to these general guidelines, another item is stressed by 
the POIT project team when training teachers and tutors (specialized and 
regular). This point is the development of more receptive attitudes and the 
necessary reduction in pressure for a uniformly outstanding performance 
by talented students. The team also stresses the need for an effort to 
provide opportunities for these students to experience the possibility of not 
being “grade A” all the time and have a chance to develop their own 
specific abilities. 

 

                                                 
5Cf. CUPERTINO, C. “Collaborating to meet the needs of gifted children in Brazil”,  
Theory into Practice, vol. 35, no. 3, Summer 1996, The Ohio State University. 
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Extracurricular courses 

 

An important part of the POIT project’s activities is the program of 
extracurricular courses offered to students in grades 1 through 8 selected 
on the basis of a collective assessment of intellectual and emotional 
characteristics and social relationships. This program occurs weekly 
outside normal school hours and comprises activities designed to foster 
the development of creativity, leadership, critical thinking, reasoning 
ability, and creative use of advanced technology. 

Several alternatives are presented during the weekly modules, 
ranging from robotics to the discovery of feelings through the creation of 
comic strips, and from microelectronics to the production of maquettes 
representing the student’s “Ideal City” during a course designed to develop 
leadership and critical thinking. This program represents an institutional 
territory established with the aim of seeking and fostering the particular 
skills of each student, in terms of both potential interests and personal 
learning pace. 

The core concern in extracurricular courses is the search for a 
balance between challenging the students, eliciting maximum performance, 
and fostering self-acceptance. In no matter what activity students are 
involved, they are constantly stimulated to do their best, while at the same 
time learning to distinguish what is relevant to their development in 
accordance with criteria of their own. A key aspect of all activities is to 
help students make distinctions between what must be done in response to 
external requirements (in order to comply with school routine, for example) 
and what they themselves choose as a priority based on their innate 
aptitudes and, above all, their desires. 

 

The necessary approach to self-esteem  

 

Although self-knowledge and self-esteem are constantly in the 
forefront of all activities, they require a specific space in which they can be 
the principal focus. Underlying the activity in question is our own 
observation and that mentioned by Hickson (1992), among others, of the 
need for specific counseling and orientation for gifted school students. 
This statement is based in the possibility that mental health can and should 
be handled by preventive programs before problems crop up, rather than 
through reactive and remedial attitudes. 
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“Appropriate developmental principles can be used, and the 
educational curriculum itself should promote the affective process and 
fulfillment of potential. A preventive program for the gifted should 
accommodate their special affective needs and focus on the following 
issues, among others: 

1. Development of healthy emotions and attitudes; 

2. Self-knowledge, self-understanding and self-acceptance, as well 
as the promotion of a positive self-image; 

3. Training in communication skills and interpersonal competencies; 

4. Management of stress and adequate strategies for dealing with it; 

5. Education of parents and teachers.” (Hickson, op.cit. , p. 93) 

 

The activity proper 

 

To create a space in which to deal with the conflicts inherent in being 
gifted, we invested in this activity, which we termed “My Potential”. The 
“course” is for seventh-grade students who meet once a week for three 
hours during the entire school year. At these meetings they undertake a 
variety of activities designed above all to confront them with a range of 
experiences. They may perform well or poorly. The idea is precisely to 
allow them to experience both success and failure. At the same time they 
can identify the skills that have most personal importance for them, among 
all those they possess as gifted children.  

We call the activity “My Potential” because it aims to enable students 
to discover and solidify their potential in various fields in the face of 
pressure from external or self-imposed demands for excellence. 
Depending on the module, the fields covered range from the plastic arts 
(painting, sculpture, drawing, engraving, photography), to the scenic arts 
(theater, comic strips) and literature (creative writing, poetry, journalism). 

It is important to note that all activities encompass both creative and 
technical aspects, such as lighting and sound, or the use of computer 
technology. Thus a very wide range of situations is offered for the 
exploration of skills (or lack of them). At regular intervals we propose 
exercises in creativity and leadership, working on such issues as 
cooperation, respect for others vs freedom, responsibility for oneself and 
others etc. Examples of some such activities are set out below. 

These subjects are constantly dealt with in all the extracurricular 
courses in the POIT project. The need to introduce “My Potential”, 
nevertheless, arose from a number of conclusions drawn from direct 
observation of students in their routine school activities and also in the 
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POIT courses. Backed up by the literature, these conclusions relate directly 
to the perceived significance of being gifted. The following section 
discusses them, accompanied by illustrations of situations observed in 
some of the activities. 

 

Acceptance and use of potential 

 

Remembering the above guidelines for management of groups, some 
experiences stand out for their signi ficance to the activities involved. The 
first is the identification of an individual as gifted or talented. This is a 
necessary precondition for any project designed to provide for special 
needs. Recognition of these characteristics affords relief for the subject, 
who is thereby able to feel understood in many manifestations. On the 
other hand, depending on the environment in which individuals find 
themselves, being identified means becoming the object of a number of 
prejudices, initially manifested by others and eventually introjected by the 
individuals themselves. 

In Brazil, social and academic interest in abilities classed as above 
average is openly contested in some instances. This attitude derives from 
two classic prejudices about talents or “gifts”. One of these regards 
special treatment for the gifted as elitist. The other, a byproduct of the 
former, assumes that individuals who have already been blessed with 
superior abilities should take care of themselves and do not require social 
support or appropriate educational conditions. 

Traditional educational approaches do not favor identification of 
specific talents and adequate provision for them. At best they are 
neglected; at worst they are objects of discrimination. This context 
permeated by non-acceptance, ends up causing children and adolescents 
a number of problems. They feel trapped between the need for personal 
development and the equally unavoidable urge to feel that they belong to 
their social environment. Some of these individuals will eventually sacrifice 
any attempt to manifest their abilities to the need to feel accepted 
(Landau, 1990). 

Marianne, 13-year-old, experienced this conflict.6 When she joined 
our program, she had attended three schools, which she had left because 
of difficulties with relationships. Since her early years she had borne the 
brunt of sarcasm and discrimination in many forms, addressed to her by 
fellow students because of her superior abilities. Concerned above all with 

                                                 
6 Fictitious names are used throughout for the sake of privacy. I have also omitted 
details that might help identify the students mentioned.  
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teaching the syllabus on schedule, her teachers had failed to give her the 
emotional support she needed to learn to handle these situations. 

The changes triggered by puberty made this state of affairs worse. 
We received a shy, obese teenager who neglected herself even in terms of 
personal hygiene and was prepared to be made the scapegoat of the 
group yet again. She came to a group that was working with various 
drawing and painting techniques, such as pencil, pastel, crayon and 
different kinds of paint. 

Rather than training painters, this activity is designed to bring into 
focus an array of means of expression as a metaphor for the diversity with 
which we coexist in our daily lives. Differences in results are highlighted 
according to the basis on which the work is done as an approximation to 
the various forms of human expression. Having fulfilled this function, the 
work is considered complete. But this does not stop us from coming into 
contact in some cases with genuine artistic talent. The individuals 
identified may continue to develop this specific ability in a technical sense 
as well. 

Marianne’s first project was a pencil drawing. It expressed her inner 
mood: a tiny constricted circle, adrift in white space on the sheet of paper, 
and surrounded by scribbling indicating successive attempts to produce a 
drawing to  her satisfaction. Only the teacher saw the end product, which 
Marianne quickly removed from the sight of her classmates. Realizing that 
she felt vulnerable, the teacher at once took steps to support her and 
mediate her relationship with the group.  

Marianne began to feel less threatened and gradually relaxed. Her 
work now seemed to express the aggressiveness that she had turned 
against herself for so many years. This opportunity made her bring out her 
feelings. With a painstaking process of intermediation by the teacher, she 
was able to show her work to others just as her classmates did, receiving 
praise or criticism depending on its quality. 

Work is routinely shared in every group. Members of the group first 
evaluate their work and then show it to classmates for comment. Our 
intention here is to foster critical thinking by encouraging students to 
express their reasons for liking or disliking their work and that of others. 
This procedure also provides an opportunity to develop respect for others 
and an awareness of the importance of responsible criticism of others’ 
work. Personality issues will often crop up in such discussions, and these 
are also analyzed with the group. 

The turning point in Marianne’s story occurred during a meeting when 
the students had been invited to draw a self-portrait inspired by their 
reflection in a mirror. This exercise, designed to enable individuals to 
focus on their self-image, usually has a profound emotional effect on 
adolescents. This was indeed the case with Marianne. Seeing herself 
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reflected in a mirror (and apparently disliking the experience) for a time 
long enough for her to draw herself caused the necessary breakthrough. 

We seemed to be observing a person who was seeing herself for the 
first time in a long period. Like a blind person removing the bandages after 
an operation on their eyesight, Marianne began recovering the ability to 
look at herself. Her approach to life changed as a result. Timidly to begin 
with, she began working out at a health club, aiming both to become more 
attractive and make new friends. In extracurricular courses she expressed 
her views more frequently and took a more active part in group activities. In 
regular classes, she sometimes answered teachers’ questions and visited 
classmates at home to work on projects. Previously she had avoided 
participation for fear of rejection. She began asking the family for help 
more frequently, showing that she needed their support to solve her 
problems and develop her abilities in areas she considered important. 

Marianne’s story illustrates how gifted children make better use of 
their internal resources once they are recognized by being placed in a 
more sensitive and welcoming environment. There, they can face obstacles 
and find their own way forward. As their sense of security grows, they 
become capable of assuming positions and making choices on their 
account. These issues bring us to the second conclusion on which the 
activity discussed here is based. 

 

Living with success and demanding excellence of oneself  

 

Our experience with gifted students shows that highly talented 
individuals who seek to develop their potential often place very heavy 
demands on themselves  (in some cases, unbearably so). This observation 
is not confined to students who participate in our groups but relates to an 
inherent characteristic of gifted individuals, as shown in the literature. 
Hannel (1991), for example, notes that “intellectually capable children 
prove highly skilled in comparing and contrasting their own performance 
with objective standards in a more systematic, complex and maybe critical 
manner than less capable children would” (p. 126). 

Gifted children judge their performance by the highest standards 
because they seek to analyze phenomena using a more complex scale of 
values than ordinary children can perceive. Gifted adolescents behave like 
adults in the sense that when considering their future, they are more 
acutely aware of the required commitment and of the situations involved. 

Thus talented individuals have excessively high expectations of 
themselves, no matter what context they are in. Our students are part of an 
institution in which they do not trigger adverse reactions. Despite the 
freedom they enjoy in extracurricular courses, they nevertheless feel under 
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pressure, as if they were obliged to perform exceptionally well because of 
their exceptional talent. They have considerable individual leeway in 
making choices and are individually assessed; yet they still feel in some 
way lacking and obliged to produce more. 

These conclusions confirm Hannel’s comment that “a child with 
average ability can be satisfied with a more than adequate performance; a 
child of high ability may be dissatisfied with a less than perfect 
performance”(p. 126). 

Moreover, precisely because talented individuals demand so much of 
themselves, as already stressed, they usually have insufficient experience 
of failure . Most such individuals are good students and perform 
outstandingly in regular classes. They take schoolwork in their stride, often 
achieving excellent grades without having to study hard.  

Here, too, Hannel has a relevant comment: “Since children with high 
ability generally feel that things come to them relatively easily, there is 
often a marked emphasis on ‘success’, ‘performance’, ‘results’. It is no t 
necessarily a case of parents or the school deliberately molding a child for 
success, but on the contrary it seems to be something the child develops 
naturally” (p. 127). This conclusion also confirms many of our observations. 
We have often heard parents  refer at meetings to a concern about their 
children’s’ need to succeed even if the family does not pressure them to do 
so. 

The story of Camila, another student of ours, clearly exemplifies how 
gifted children can demand so much of themselves that they become 
paralyzed. Camila was pretty and intelligent. She was accustomed to 
succeeding in all her school activities, but extremely reluctant to undertake 
any proposed activity that did not fit the pattern in which she was sure of 
success. This included our invitation to try out some artwork.  

Her first response was to avoid doing what was suggested. For 
several weeks, the group leader respected her wish. She tried to show her 
the link between this refusal and insecurity about exposing herself to kinds 
of work to which she was not accustomed, owing to a fear of failure. As 
time went on, Camila began experimenting timidly with drawing and 
painting. In the opinion of her classmates and the group leader, she did 
fairly well. But Camila herself was hypercritical of her work and seemed 
deaf to everything positive the other members of the group had to say.  

She continued to show dissatisfaction when working with sculpture, 
in a module during which we systematically observed students at work. 
Camila did not in fact produce very good work in the sculpture sessions, 
but she was excessively negative in her self-assessment. For the first time 
since she joined the program, her opinion coincided with those of her 
classmates. Also for the first time, she seemed genuinely to listen to what 
they said, since she was not alone in criticizing her work. 
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Thus the feeling of being a failure affected her very deeply, not least 
because it seemed to be echoed by the group. She soon found out that this 
echo was an illusion. When her classmates, many of who had experienced 
similar frustration, immediately recalled several situations in which she had 
succeeded, she refused to acknowledge these successes. Thus they 
helped her distinguish internally between feeling successful, evaluating her 
work as average, and simply not knowing how to do something, as in the 
case of sculpture. 

When a module is over, we usually help students sort through their 
work in order to choose what they want to keep and what can be thrown 
away. This is an important process, especially for students who 
systematically devalue their work. When the time comes to throw work 
away, many of these individuals balk at the idea and are therefore induced 
to change their mind about their own self-assessment. 

This procedure took Camila by surprise. Her reaction to what 
happened was to look for a hammer and destroy her work, displaying a 
blend of relief, fear and humor. She knew she was breaking a piece of 
sculpture, not herself. 

This case suggests that the behavior of our talented students, who 
are accustomed to competence, depends on a number of factors. Some 
focus on what they do well, prioritizing the intellectual aspects and 
neglecting the rest. Others like Camila are systematically self-deprecating. 
There are also those who deliberately take on a vast amount of activities 
considered “productive”. They strive as hard as they can to perform close 
to perfection in all these concurrent tasks, even if they have to sacrifice 
leisure, sports and free time for socializing with fellow-students. 

This excessive burden of work, albeit self-imposed, demands so 
much of the individual that he or she will almost inevitably fail. The result is 
disappointment and damage to the student’s self-esteem. Confident of 
performing well in an intellectual field where they expect to succeed, 
students project their desire for acceptance on to this activity and neglect 
important affective and social dimensions of the task. In our view, owing to 
a lack of emotional maturity for dealing with these issues, they only feel 
reassured whenever they feel accepted. Even if they fail to achieve the 
excellence they themselves regard as necessary.  

 

Multiple competencies and the difficulty of choosing 

 

A complementary facet of the experience of being gifted, and one 
with which we  set out to deal by means of the activity described, is the fact 
that a talented individual has gifts in many fields rather than one only. This 
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can make it difficult to exercise choice, although such individuals are 
regularly obliged to do so, and may therefore feel paralyzed. 

Every day we observe students riven by conflict because of pressure 
to start thinking about a career as early as the end of elementary school. 
Here it must be stressed that this is an important crossroads in our 
educational system, since it is at this time that students are required to opt 
for humanities, physics/chemistry, or biology.  

Students often come to us for help with this choice. Sometimes they 
suggest as a solution the possibility of taking two or sometimes three 
subject areas at the same time, since they perform well in virtually all 
subjects and feel they might be jeopardized if they do not study them all. 
An option such as this would mean devoting themselves solely to school 
and giving up any other activity. 

This was Bruno’s main concern during his contact with us in the 
program. As he was about to complete elementary school, we were able to 
observe clearly the rise in his anxiety because of the need to choose the 
area in which he would specialize. Bruno’s life at school had always been 
marked by individualism. He took on too much work because he was 
unable to share. He believed group projects would never be so well done 
as when he did them alone.  

This characteristic was also uppermost when he thought about his 
future career. Through lack of confidence in others, he felt he would be 
successful only if he studied all three areas of knowledge in secondary 
school, guaranteeing what he considered “total knowledge” and enabling 
him to avoid depending on anyone in adult life.  

While on the one hand this was a rational choice, deep down Bruno 
knew he would never be capable of acquiring “total knowledge”. His 
intelligence told him this was impossible. Faced with this dichotomy, he 
grew steadily more anxious as time passed and the moment of decision 
approached. His work began to fall off both at school and in extracurricular 
courses, to the point when he felt paralyzed and unable to undertake any 
activities. 

In Bruno’s case it was not a specific activity but his classmates who 
facilitate d the painful but important process of self-awareness. Previously 
he had been confident of his performance, but he was now unreliable for 
group activities, because there was always a reason for not doing what 
had to be done. At first Bruno’s classmates were angry, but they soon 
realized that his behavior was in effect a cry for help, expressing a need to 
allow himself to depend on someone else for once. When conversations 
with friends showed him he suffered from omnipotence, he asked to see a 
psychotherapist and is still in therapy today. 
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In such situations as these, our approach focuses on helping 
students to identify the activities for which they have a preference, to find 
out what they like most. We lay emphasis on the limitations of a life 
directed solely to study and individualistic problem solving. Participation in 
“My Potential” at such a time can help them understand the value of 
interdisciplinary work, in which they develop an ability to collaborate with 
others in various tasks. This is the opposite attitude of setting out to 
master all existing knowledge on their own in an individualistic attitude as 
if they alone could achieve good performance. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

We thus agree with Niebrzydowsi (undated) that the great 
expectations that gifted students have about their own performance, if not 
adequately worked out, generate problems of self-esteem in so far as they 
are never capable of attaining the ideal standard they have set to 
themselves. Individuals are damaged by this diminished self-image 
because they lose confidence in their own abilities and motivation. 
Moreover, they affect others, as they become overcritical and self-
deprecating, distancing themselves in order to feel reassured, since their 
self-esteem is threatened. Hence the importance of work ing on these 
aspects in a program for the gifted. 

As I hope to have explained, we are concerned to offer a wide range 
of varied possibilities for students to perform well or badly in equivalent 
proportions in whatever they do, so that they can handle success and 
failure equally well. We believe that we are thereby giving them a chance to 
discover more comfortably what interests them, what they like doing, what 
is different from the activities they are good at.  

Thus by incorporating into their lives a set of criteria for self-
assessment based on an affective commitment to their abilities and 
interpersonal exchanges, we believe students can build relationships 
without too much pressure, using the abilities in which they decide to invest 
and developing these abilities more satisfactorily. 
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