
Session #2: Over-Excitability 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. During 
this second session, we’ll explore a unique lens through which to 
view gifted learners, providing further insight into their varied 
needs.  
 
But first, take three minutes to list what you think are the top-
five most distinguishing characteristics of gifted learners. If you 
had to narrow down the list of characteristics to just five, which 
ones would you choose? Which ones genuinely seem to set these 
students apart? 
 
Imagine a typical day for a fourth grader we’ll call James. He arrives 
at his classroom a bit early and begins working on a computer. As 
other students arrive, they all begin socializing. One of his friends 
greets James with, “Hey! Having a bad hair day?” Next, math begins. 
James’ teacher passes out yesterday’s test, and James notes a “C” on 
the top of his. When he reviews his test, he finds that some of his 
answers are actually correct. When he points this out to his teacher, 
she notes that some of his 4’s look like 9’s, but she offers him a 
retake. 
 



As lunch approaches, James realizes that he forgot his lunch, and he 
can’t get ahold of his parents. His classmates share with him, but he 
still feels hungry. During recess, his whole class has to sit out for 10 
minutes because of some behavior issues from the previous 
afternoon. When recess actually begins, James plays goalie during a 
soccer game, but he doesn’t see much action because both defenses 
are strong. During his science class after recess, his group is ready to 
present its solar system project, but James realizes that he left his 
part of it at home. His teacher offers to let him present tomorrow. As 
the day ends, James goes home to prepare for the next day. 
 
How might different students respond to the events of this day? 
Certainly, some might be thrilled to be able to take a retest or to 
postpone a presentation until the next day. Others might take a 
friendly comment about their hair quite lightly. In fact, some 
students might describe this day as just fine. However, other 
students might experience it in a totally different way. Let’s look at a 
theory that can help us understand why some students, particularly 
gifted students, might have a tough time handling some seemingly 
normal events. 
 
First proposed by Dabrowksi and then later expanded on by 
Piechowski and other psychologists and educators, the theory of 
over-excitability in gifted people provides an eye-opening lens for 
understanding and responding to the needs of our gifted students. 
Over-excitabilities are defined as intensities, and they can typically 
be found in five areas: psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, 
imaginational, and emotional. We’ll address each in turn, but it’s 
important to note that a gifted individual may demonstrate 
excitability or intensity in one or more of these areas and that gifted 
people demonstrate these intensities to varying degrees.   
 
Picture the student who’s in almost constant motion. Whether he’s 
always popping up out of his chair, fiddling with classroom 



materials, or just talking non-stop, you probably want to ask this 
student to stop moving and quit talking. And his need for physical 
activity and his chatter likely ramp up when he’s nervous. But this 
behavior can also be seen as enthusiasm for what’s happening 
around him. This student may be exhibiting psychomotor 
excitability, a quality that is often misidentified as ADD. Students 
possessing psychomotor over-excitability need opportunities to 
move and speak freely. For them, we need to consider ways to build 
movement into lessons and provide free times when movement and 
talk are acceptable. It’s important to keep in mind that movement 
for these types of students can enhance learning rather then hamper 
it and that trying to limit their movement can lead to stress for both 
them and their teachers. So perhaps we can provide ways for them 
to fidget discreetly or give them limited space within the classroom 
where they can move freely and work at the same time. 
 
People demonstrating sensual over-excitability can be almost 
overcome by the sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures around 
them. Imagine the student who takes extraordinary and unexpected 
pleasure in a particular piece of artwork or music. Or perhaps it’s an 
intense response to a place or a smell. These students can get easily 
over-stimulated by an outside stimulus, for example a sound or a 
smell, and can become distracted from the task at hand. For them, 
we might provide headphones to limit noise or a particular place in 
the classroom that offers both comfort and fewer distractions. They 
might even need a space outside of the classroom in order to work 
effectively. In addition to finding accommodations for these students, 
we can also provide them with opportunities to share their 
responses with others. So, for example, if a student finds a piece of 
music or art to be especially moving, she can share her experience of 
it with her classmates or some adults in the building. 
 
The intellectually over-excitable strive to know. They demonstrate 
intense curiosity and seek to solve problems. In the classroom, this 



may be the student who is constantly asking questions and wanting 
to conduct independent research. He may pursue further studies 
outside of school. This is the student who wants to know more about 
what’s he’s learning and the world around him. But he may also be 
the student who is critical of his peers and exhibits great impatience 
with them, interrupting during class discussions with his own 
thoughts and opinions. In this way, this student can be exhausting to 
those around him. He needs time to pursue his interests, instruction 
on how to find answers and solve problems in particular fields, and 
specific feedback about how to interact with his peers and teachers. 
 
Before we move on to the last two areas of over-excitability, take 
six minutes to consider your students. Which of them seem to be 
exhibiting intensity in one or more of the areas we’ve already 
discussed: psychomotor, sensual, and intellectual? Do you have 
students who are always on the move or who seem highly 
attuned to the world around them or who are intensely curious 
about particular topics? How does understanding their over-
excitabilities change your thinking about these students? 
 
The fourth area of over-excitability is imaginational. If you’ve ever 
had a student who spent lots of time daydreaming or who had 
developed an imaginary world with complete imaginary friends, 
then you may be familiar with imaginational over-excitability. 
People experiencing this type of over-excitability can be highly 
creative and will often use their creativity to curb their boredom by 
creating elaborate stories or drawings during class. This isn’t such a 
bad thing if you consider that the alternative could be to create more 
chaos in the classroom. However, this fantasizing can become an 
issue if a student isn’t able to see the difference between fantasy and 
reality. It’s important that we give these students opportunities to 
express their natural creativity but that we also ask them to 
distinguish fact from fiction along the way.  
 



And now we come to the final over-excitability and the one that is 
often most easily identified but also misunderstood: emotional over-
excitability. Students possessing this type of over-excitability may 
experience intense emotional reactions, sometimes even physical 
ones, to events around them. In fact, their responses may seem out 
of step with what we consider to be normal responses, causing us to 
label them as overdramatic or immature or to think that they’re 
seeking attention. On the positive side, these students can be 
incredibly empathetic and compassionate because they can read 
others’ feelings quite readily. They tend to have strong reactions to 
events in the news, and when combined with intellectual over-
excitability, can see connections and outcomes related to these 
events that others may miss. These students need opportunities to 
express their feelings but also benefit from learning ways to do so 
appropriately. They may also need help predicting what types of 
things trigger their emotional responses so that they can better 
prepare for their responses.  
 
Now, take four minutes to identify some of your students who 
may be exhibiting imaginational or emotional over-excitability. 
How are they expressing these over-excitabilities? What are 
some things you can do to support them? 
 
So let’s revisit James and his day in fourth grade. Recall that he 
experienced different events over the course of the day: as students 
were arriving in the classroom, in math, at lunch, during recess, and 
in science. Now let’s assume that James possesses all of the five 
types of over-excitability. How might he respond to the day’s 
events? And what might his teacher be able to do to support him as 
he moves through his day? 
 
Spend several minutes listing James’ possible responses to the 
day and the ways that a teacher might help him make it through 
it more successfully. PROVIDE CHART TO BE COMPLETED IN PPT 



 
Assuming James has needs in each of the areas of over-excitability, 
we might begin by greeting him at the classroom door before his 
peers have had a chance to comment on his hair. In fact, we might 
invite him to visit the restroom to quickly give it a fix. In terms of his 
math test, rather than asking him to retake the entire test, we might 
ask him to rework only a couple of the problems that he missed, 
making sure to write his numbers more clearly. In this way, we’re 
allowing him to show what he knows without taking too much time 
to do it. Clearly, the issue here is not one of James not knowing the 
material or not caring about it.  
 
Because he didn’t get enough movement during recess, we might 
also consider letting him stand or walk during class after recess so 
that he can better focus on others’ presentations. And finally, 
acknowledging that we’re sure he’s done ample research for his 
presentation, but perhaps inviting him to do more if he wants to, 
may help alleviate his stress about forgetting to bring in his portion 
of it. While there are certainly other ways we might respond to the 
stressors that James may face, the key is to be sensitive to his 
intensities and ready to step in as needed.  
 
Once we understand this particular theory of giftedness, we can 
better help our gifted students as they deal with problems, and we 
can help them come to know themselves more fully. It’s important to 
note that most often when we talk about over-excitabilities in 
people, we tend to focus on the negative implications of these types 
of intensities, but students demonstrate these intensities across a 
range, with some being more intense than others. And the reality is 
that these intensities can be quite positive. They allow our students 
to express enthusiasm, think deeply, be moved by the world around 
them, ask questions and seek answers, develop close relationships, 
and create interesting solutions to the problems around them.  
 



As educators we need to ensure that students have the opportunity 
to learn about this theory of over-excitability and to explore their 
own intensities. While we may not all possess these over-
excitabilities, we can certainly appreciate them in others and help 
others use them to their advantage. During our next session, we’ll 
look at some more social and emotional issues that can impact gifted 
learners. 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. 
 


