
Session #1: Characteristics of Gifted and Talented Students 
 
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 is an introduction to 
the general characteristics of gifted learners. We’ll develop an 
understanding of who the gifted are and how to distinguish them 
from other high-functioning learners, establishing the groundwork 
for exploring their specific needs in later sessions.  
 
According to the official head count data for the state of North 
Carolina, the gifted population here comprises 12 percent of the 
total school population, but that number can vary greatly across 
districts. A typical mixed-ability classroom may include as many as 3 
to 5 gifted students, whether they’ve been formally identified or not, 
but the actual number depends on how students are grouped across 
classes. Many gifted students actually go unidentified in their 
schools and districts because their giftedness may be masked by 
environmental situations such as poverty, disabilities, and social and 
emotional issues. In order to understand the issues that can lead to 
difficulties in school for these students, it’s first necessary to 
understand how the students are generally characterized. 
 
Take three minutes to brainstorm characteristics of gifted 
learners. How would you describe these learners? What qualities 
do they consistently demonstrate? If it helps to consider specific 



students who you’re currently teaching and have taught in the 
past, feel free to do so.  
 
When you look at your list of gifted characteristics, what do you 
notice? Do you see predominantly positive characteristics? Or have 
you identified more negative characteristics? As educators, we all 
have opinions about and responses to teaching gifted learners. Some 
of us welcome the challenges that they present, while others of us 
feel somewhat intimidated by them. Regardless of how we feel, it’s 
important that we understand that gifted students bring a wide 
variety of characteristics to our classrooms. Some of these 
characteristics make our jobs easier while others make our jobs 
harder. Let’s look at some of the most widely–accepted 
characteristics of gifted learners. Then, we’ll discuss the range of 
gifted students that we serve in North Carolina. 
 
First and foremost, gifted learners pick up on information very 
quickly. They use their strong memory and advanced thinking skills 
to make interesting and insightful connections. They are both 
curious and persistent, asking questions and seeking answers to 
them. They tend to possess a large vocabulary, even at a very early 
age, and some begin reading as early as three or four years old. As 
well, they tend to gravitate toward older students and even adults, 
those who might share their knack for quick thinking and 
sophisticated humor, and they can possess great creativity. 
 
While all of this sounds quite ideal in terms of what we hope 
students will achieve in school, these characteristics, along with 
some others we’ll discuss here, can make these students hard to 
teach. For example, gifted learners have a strong sense of right and 
wrong and are unusually interested in social problems and issues. 
As well, they can be highly sensitive and experience intense 
reactions to events around them. It’s not hard to see where these 



types of qualities might cause challenges for students and teachers 
in a classroom.  
 
Now, take five minutes to consider your list of characteristics of 
gifted learners. What can you now add to your list? Also, what 
issues might arise from these characteristics? Which 
characteristics might actually present difficulties for gifted 
learners and how might these difficulties be manifested in a 
classroom? For example, how might learning quickly actually 
pose problems for a student in a regular, mixed-ability classroom 
and require a response from a teacher? 
 
For those who haven’t studied gifted education or taught gifted 
students for some time, a gifted student might be that student who 
readily complies with classroom rules and routines, completes all of 
his work in a timely manner, shows mastery and earns good grades 
across subject areas, and gets along well with others. But when we 
really delve into what it means to be gifted, we see that this is often 
not the case.  
 
In her book Gifted Children: Myths and Realities, Ellen Winner 
narrows down the list of characteristics of gifted children to just 
three: 1) precocity, 2) a rage to learn, and 3) an insistence on 
marching to their own drummer. If we look through this lens, what 
are we to make of the student who wants to do things her own way, 
who doesn’t complete assignments because she’s busy pursuing her 
own interests, and who isn’t particularly interested in learning 
anything outside of those interests?  
 
As those who make instructional decisions on behalf of our learners, 
including the gifted, every day, it’s important that we fully 
understand who we’re dealing with in our classrooms. One way to 
better understand gifted learners is to examine the range that 
occurs within the population of gifted learners.  



 
Some gifted learners are generally more likely than others to play 
the school game and, thus, are more likely to be successful in school. 
And it’s typically these successful ones that teachers are most apt to 
identify as gifted over those who are less likely to behave well in the 
classroom and perform as we most often expect gifted learners to 
perform. 
 
But, as with all human qualities, giftedness occurs on a continuum. 
So while some gifted learners know the answers, others ask 
questions…and question the answers. While some do the work 
needed to earn good grades, others often don’t care about grades 
and are more invested in pursuing their own interests. Many gifted 
learners can learn the material quickly and easily, so they don’t need 
to work as hard at learning. This ease of learning can have lasting 
negative consequences on gifted learners’ abilities to attack a real 
challenge when one is presented. But others don’t learn or process 
information quickly and need time to reflect and make sense of 
material. 
 
Some gifted learners take in information while others manipulate 
information to create something new. Some enjoy school and their 
peers. Others enjoy learning and often prefer the company of older 
students and adults. While one gifted learner may be interested and 
attentive, another might be intensely absorbed in content, so much 
so that he or she can struggle with having to focus on multiple 
content areas at once. For example, a gifted learner might become so 
absorbed with math that he or she fails to attend to other subject 
areas. 
 
Take five minutes to consider the students you are currently 
teaching or ones who you’ve taught in the past. If you apply this 
notion of a continuum of giftedness, what differences do you see 



within the population of gifted learners? What ramifications do 
these differences have on our work with gifted learners? 
 
Like many labels, distinguishing between levels of giftedness may 
not matter much if we’re differentiating our instruction effectively 
by using ongoing assessment and flexible grouping. Where it does 
matter quite a lot, though, is in helping us as educators look beyond 
grades and behavior to develop complete pictures of our students. 
So, might that student who never seems to be paying attention, who 
earns poor grades on class work, who doesn't seem to have many 
friends, but who manages to earn high scores on tests actually be 
gifted? Understanding a student’s giftedness, however it is 
manifested, can help us get to know that student and meet her needs. 
 
To further understand the challenges that gifted learners present, it 
helps to examine the many myths surrounding giftedness.  Probably 
the most significant myth to address is the myth of homogeneity. 
Like all groups of people, gifted learners differ greatly. While we can 
and should explore general characteristics of gifted learners as 
we’ve already done earlier in this session, we must also understand 
that students will demonstrate these characteristics to varying 
degrees. For example, not all gifted learners begin to read at an early 
age. In fact, some begin reading much later than expected based on 
their speaking vocabularies. The connection between giftedness and 
early reading is in itself a myth. 
 
Second myth: Gifted students do well in school. We’ve already 
debunked this myth a bit, but it’s important to note that gifted 
students often struggle mightily in school and many are at risk for 
dropping out. Consider this: During the 2014-2015 school year, 
North Carolina saw 321 gifted students drop out of school. That’s an 
alarming number, particularly because the very idea that any gifted 
student would choose to leave school certainly goes against our 
long-held belief that the gifted do well in school and enjoy school. In 



fact, gifted dropouts often report that they left school because school 
is boring and does not meet their needs. This finding dovetails nicely 
into yet another myth: that gifted students will make it on their own. 
Clearly, many of them won’t. 
 
A fourth myth is that gifted learners are happy and well adjusted. In 
fact, many gifted learners demonstrate great issues related to their 
social and emotional development. And these issues are further 
exacerbated when we as adults in their lives believe that a gifted 
learner’s social and emotional development should be in line with 
his academic abilities. Asynchronous development, when students’ 
growth across different areas doesn’t align, is a hallmark of 
giftedness and causes us to have unreasonable expectations about 
students and creates additional problems for them. We’ll address 
specific social and emotional issues related to giftedness more 
deeply in upcoming sessions.   
 
For now, take five minutes to review the myths addressed and 
add to the list of myths as you see fit. What other myths about 
giftedness and gifted learners do you see demonstrated in our 
schools? And what impact do you think these myths have on how 
we view gifted learners and provide for their needs? 
 
As you’ve probably noted, what we believe about our students has a 
huge impact on how we respond to them and what we expect of 
them. Understanding the real and varied challenges that gifted 
learners bring to our classrooms can help us to better meet their 
needs, whether those needs are academic, social, or emotional. In 
our next session, we’ll look at a useful and unique lens for 
understanding our gifted learners more deeply. 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. 
 


