
Session #3: Asynchronous Development, Impostor’s Syndrome, and 
Social Development in AIG Learners 
 
Welcome to the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction’s 
second professional development series focused on refreshing our 
knowledge of the needs of gifted learners.  These AIG Booster Shots 
are a direct result of requests from school districts to better support 
teachers of AIG learners with up-to-date information about the 
characteristics and needs of the gifted.  These sessions are intended 
to be “Booster Shots” or reminders for licensed AIG teachers but 
may be used and adapted for other teachers of AIG learners as well. 
While the first Booster Shot series focused on differentiating for 
gifted learners, this series addresses the social and emotional lives 
of these students. The first session in this series provided an 
introduction to the general characteristics of gifted learners. In the 
second session, we looked at a specific and useful theory for better 
understanding our gifted learners by focusing on their over-
excitabilities or intensities. In this third session, we’ll take a look at 
just some of the social and emotional issues that our gifted students 
face. 
 
Because much of the research on the social and emotional 
development of gifted learners suggests that these students fare no 
worse than other students in these areas, discussing this topic 
would seem like we’re presenting a solution that’s in search of a 
problem. But the enormous amount of research and literature that’s 
been conducted on this topic over the past two decades would 
certainly suggest otherwise. And our own experiences as educators 
with these students would confirm, too, that they do face issues 
related to their self-concepts and their peer relationships that can 
be traced back to their intellectual and academic giftedness. It’s 
important to note as we explore these issues that the more highly 
gifted a student is then the more likely he is to experience social and 



emotional challenges related to simply being more different from 
his peers. 
 
In the first session, we touched upon the way that the characteristics 
of gifted learners can cause problems for these learners. It’s not 
hard to see that simply being different could create issues for 
learners, particularly at certain grade levels. A student who learns 
new material quickly or makes connections readily may become 
impatient when asked to work in a mixed-ability group, causing his 
peers to avoid working with him in the future. A student who has a 
sophisticated sense of humor or a deep concern for global issues 
may not be able to relate to her peers who find her jokes and 
concerns odd or weird. 
 
Likewise, if we consider the theory of over-excitability from our 
second session, a student who has a strong emotional reaction to 
particular content or a student who talks incessantly or a student 
who interrupts others repeatedly may be seen as a nuisance by his 
peers. When we take the time to genuinely understand gifted 
learners, it’s not hard to see the potential trials that they face.  
 
Spend three minutes reviewing how intensities in gifted people 
can impact their social and emotional wellbeing. Keep in mind 
that these intensities can occur in any of these five areas: 
psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, imaginational, and emotional. 
 
One of the most striking qualities of being gifted is one that we’ve 
already mentioned: asynchronous development. The reality is that 
very few gifted people are gifted in everything. In fact, most gifted 
individuals specialize in one or more areas and appear relatively 
normal, or even weak, in others. So, you might have a gifted student 
who excels in math or art but seems weak in reading or science by 
comparison. This is certainly normal, but imagine the stress that it 
can place on a gifted student who can do some things with ease but 



struggles mightily with others.  And that’s just when we consider 
performance or development in academic areas.  
 
Understanding the asynchronous development that our gifted 
students experience can help us better deal with the times when 
their social or emotional responses don’t seem to match their 
intellectual ability. Those working with young gifted children, for 
instance, often marvel at their ability to learn new concepts but then 
wonder what’s wrong with them when they can’t share easily or 
when they get upset when something doesn’t go their way or when 
they get easily frustrated when they can’t do something. The thing to 
keep in mind is that many of these behaviors are actually age 
appropriate. But these students’ intellectual talents can make us 
forget just how young they really are. To illustrate the 
developmental discrepancies that these students can experience, 
imagine three gifted Kindergarten students playing with blocks and 
trying to share them while discussing the differences among 
political ideas. It’s likely that the political discussion part of this 
situation is easier for them than the sharing part, and justifiably so 
given their age. 
 
Take four minutes to think about your gifted students, no matter 
which grade or level you teach. How do your students 
demonstrate asynchronous development? And what are the 
biggest challenges they face as a result of this quality?  
 
Clearly, the mere existence of asynchronous development can 
impact how a gifted student sees herself. As mentioned previously, 
struggling in some areas can be especially difficult for students who 
find most things to be easy. Which leads us to another issue 
impacting how gifted students see themselves and one that we as 
teachers have direct control over: the Imposter’s Syndrome. Imagine 
being asked to do things that are quite easy for you over and over, 
each day the same with little that challenges you and asks you to 



really work or think. There are many educational psychologists and 
researchers who argue that this is the reality for gifted students and 
that these learners may be wasting a significant portion of their time 
in school with work that is not appropriate for them. 
 
The question we need to ask ourselves is this: What happens to 
these students over time? Well, certainly they fail to develop good 
study skills as they likely don’t really have to use them. And this lack 
of study skills can hurt them down the road when they do run into 
genuine challenges. These students may even begin to appear 
“ungifted” as they disappear into the mainstream of students, not 
able to show what they can do if the academic ceilings are too low. 
But most interesting is that they can develop their own faulty 
perceptions of their abilities based on the work given them. They 
can come to see themselves as imposters who are not truly gifted 
and couldn’t handle a real challenge if it was presented to them. It’s 
as if they’re thinking, “I can do what they’re giving me, but if they 
gave me something really hard, I wouldn't be able to do it. Therefore, 
I’m not as smart as they think I am.” This negative self-perception 
can have lasting impacts, particularly for gifted females who tend to 
attribute their success to effort rather than to their intelligence 
anyway. 
 
Take a few minutes to reflect on what you observe in your gifted 
students when they are genuinely challenged. How do they 
respond to work that matches their abilities? How can these 
observations inform our instructional decision making? 
 
There are other social and emotional issues to discuss related to 
gifted students. Two critical ones, perfectionism and 
underachievement, are common and complex enough to deserve 
their own time, so we’ll discuss them in our next session. Before we 
finish this session, however, it’s important that we explore one final 
concern that we as teachers have some direct impact on. Let’s begin 



with this question: How do people develop social skills? It’s likely 
that you’ll answer at least in part that people develop social skills 
through practice. It’s true that some people are simply born with 
great social intelligence, but it’s also true that we develop this type 
of intelligence over time and through interactions with others. 
While we often talk about the fact that gifted students need time 
together for intellectual and academic reasons, we overlook the fact 
that they need this time together for social development reasons as 
well. A child who is seen as odd or strange by his peers is not likely 
to have the types of interactions with them that foster social growth. 
In fact, we can likely all cite examples of students whose social skills 
suffered simply because they didn’t have anyone like themselves to 
socialize with.  
 
As educators, we tend to argue that these students will find each 
other over time, and perhaps that’s true for some of them. But we 
can make this process easier for them by being purposeful about 
how we assign students to classes and how we group students 
within classes. When we separate gifted students from one another 
by creating mixed-ability classes and groups, we’re diminishing 
their ability to practice vital social skills. If they don’t have anyone 
with whom they can genuinely relate, it’s as if we’re asking them to 
develop social skills in a vacuum.  
 
Take four minutes to brainstorm times when your gifted learners 
can and should be together, either for work or socialization. Do 
you think these students have enough time together? If not, how 
might you work to provide them with more? Also, do you have 
any students who struggle with relating to the their peers? How 
might you support these students? 
 
The majority of research studies and scholarly articles about gifted 
students focus on their academic development: How do we meet 
their intellectual needs and ensure their academic growth? However, 



many experts within the field of gifted education would argue that 
we need to be equally concerned with other aspects of their lives, 
including their social and emotional well-being. In North Carolina, 
our AIG program standards include standards related to the holistic 
development of gifted students. To that end, just as we are asked to 
provide differentiated instruction to meet their learning needs, we 
need to be prepared to provide them with differentiated counseling 
when social and emotional issues appear.  
 
For healthy social and emotional development, gifted students need 
to understand what being gifted means. They need to understand 
their individual patterns of strengths and weaknesses. They need 
time with other gifted learners who are like them, and they need 
teachers and counselors who understand how their advanced 
abilities can impact them in a variety of ways, both positive and 
negative. While they may be able to mask issues using their abilities 
or may want to solve their problems on their own, it’s critical that 
we be aware of the potential issues they can face and understand 
that they can experience these issues to varying degrees. In our next 
session, we’ll address two of the biggest challenges they typically 
face, perfectionism and underachievement. Until then, take time to 
notice where your gifted students are struggling in terms of their 
relationships with others and their own self-concepts, and consider 
ways in which you can respond to these struggles. For a review of 
the information provided in this session and for a list of useful 
resources, be sure to check out the Facilitator’s Guide for this 
session. 
 
 
  
 


