
Session #4: Perfectionism, Underachievement, and 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. During our first three sessions, we reviewed some 
of the characteristics and behaviors of AIG learners, explored the 
theory of over-excitability, a unique lens through which to view 
these learners, and examined some of the social and emotional 
issues that these learners face. During this final session, we’ll look at 
two of the biggest issues associated with being gifted, perfectionism 
and underachievement. 
 
Let’s consider Maria. When she was in elementary school, Maria was 
considered a good student, one who completed her assignments on 
time and earned good grades. Occasionally, she expressed 
disappointment if she didn’t do as well on something as she hoped, 
but overall, her teachers and parents were pleased with her work 
ethic and her attitude.  
 
Now, she’s a 9th grader, and her teachers and parents are making 
very different observations about Maria. Lately, she’s been 
procrastinating with her work, saying she doesn’t have time to 
complete it. She shies away from taking risks, often selecting tasks 
that seem too easy for her, and she grows upset when presented 
with open-ended tasks that ask her to be creative. In fact, the other 
day in English, she had a meltdown when the teacher passed out a 



menu of task options for a novel study. Maria asked the teacher if 
she could just answer some questions about the novel instead. When 
her teacher asked her why she’d prefer a list of questions over more 
challenging and creative activities, Maria just said that she wanted 
to do things her way.  
 
Maria is displaying some of the hallmark characteristics of a 
perfectionist. While wanting to do well on something and setting 
high standards for oneself is a good thing, these can become 
negatives when a typically high-achieving student becomes gripped 
with fear about not achieving perfection. So, like many human 
qualities, perfectionism falls on a continuum from healthy to 
unhealthy. Healthy perfectionism pushes us to meet goals, but 
unhealthy perfectionism can stop us in our tracks. Because they are 
often accustomed to performing above average and beyond most of 
their peers, gifted learners are especially susceptible to 
perfectionism. They get used to doing well and to being recognized 
for their accomplishments. And they want to do even better. 
 
According to the National Association for Gifted Children, about 
20% of gifted learners experience problems as a result of 
perfectionism. As we can see in the case of Maria, these problems 
can include procrastination, an inability or unwillingness to take 
risks, a fear of mistakes, and a preference for doing things their way, 
particularly when their way seems easier. But perfectionism can 
also result in the refusal to share or turn in work, feelings of 
inferiority, stress, and even illness. 
 
Take 3 minutes to think about students you’re teaching now and 
have taught in the past. Which ones do you think may be or may 
have been experiencing perfectionism? What signs of 
perfectionism do you recognize in them? 
 



There are many things that both teachers and parents can do to 
counteract and respond to perfectionism. Preemptive strategies 
include: 1) calling attention to our own mistakes and failures so that 
students see that we all make mistakes and that we can move past 
them, 2) setting clear and realistic expectations for work and 
behaviors so that students begin to learn how to set realistic goals 
for themselves, 3) teaching time management and the value of down 
time, 4) teaching students how to break large projects down into 
manageable “bites” so that they don’t appear so overwhelming, 5) 
acknowledging that not everything we do in school or life demands 
100% or an A, 6) allowing students to make mistakes without 
correcting them, and 7) communicating to students the differences 
between a fixed mindset versus a growth mindset. A great mantra 
for gifted perfectionists is this quote by Einstein: “A person who 
never made a mistake never tried anything new.” 
 
How do we defuse an “in the moment” situation for a perfectionist? 
Lecturing in these moments rarely works, so better approaches 
include: 1) allowing the student to vent her frustration, 2) showing 
empathy by acknowledging the difficulty of the task, 3) providing 
help in the moment rather than asking the student to continue to try 
to figure something out for herself, and 4) using problem solving to 
try to come up with a way to save the student’s work or efforts. 
Because gifted learners tend to have a sophisticated sense of humor, 
sometime the best approach is the humorous one: “Hey, what’s the 
worst thing that can happen as a result of this situation?”  
 
Take 4 minutes to review some of the strategies provided and 
reflect on or discuss the ones that stand out to you. Which do you 
think you’d have the most success using with the perfectionists in 
your classroom? 
 
In the long run, it’s important that we help gifted perfectionists 
reframe mistakes as learning experiences and distinguish perfection 



from excellence. We can all strive for excellence, but it’s very nearly 
impossible to be perfect.   
 
It’s not unusual for perfectionism to lead to underachievement in 
gifted learners. Because they can’t be perfect, they just stop trying 
altogether. But underachievement has its roots elsewhere as well.  
 
First, let’s define underachievement. Basically, it’s a discrepancy 
between what a student can do and what a student is doing. By 
definition, this discrepancy must have been observed over a period 
of time and cannot be attributed to a learning disability. Typically, 
we identify underachievement by comparing scores on standardized 
measures of achievement to grades and teacher observations. It’s 
interesting to note that underachievement most often begins in 
middle school and continues into high school.  
 
While the data is hard to nail down, studies indicate that anywhere 
from 10% to 50% of gifted students are underachievers. These 
students demonstrate a remarkably consistent set of characteristics: 
low self-esteem, lack of effort and motivation, negative attitude 
about school, social isolation, and disruptive behavior.  In fact, most 
teachers identify these students as “rebellious” rather than “gifted” 
because we equate giftedness with achievement. And yet, despite all 
of these negative qualities and behaviors, there’s often an indication 
that a student possesses more in terms of intellect and ability than 
he’s letting on. 
 
Take 3 minutes to identify students you know who may be 
suffering from underachievement. Which of these students’ 
characteristics stand out to you? How do they behave in classes? 
And what indications are there that they are capable of doing 
more than they have been? 
 



So where does underachievement begin? It’s often the result of peer 
interactions. Picture the gifted female who wants to be accepted by 
her peers, particularly those who she might want to date. Or picture 
the high-achiever whose friends are encouraging him to go out for a 
night of fun rather than studying. Peers can have a big influence on 
students’ achievement, and according to research, that influence can 
be positive or negative depending on the achievement levels of 
those peers.  
 
Underachievement also has its roots in the home. Studies have 
shown for many years that underachievers are more likely than 
achievers to come from homes in which the parenting is 
inconsistent. A home in which one parent adopts one parenting style 
while another adopts a very different one can result in 
underachievement in a child, as can a home in which both parents 
are inconsistent in their parenting styles. 
 
And of course, a mismatch in the classroom between what a student 
can actually do and what a teacher expects of that student can lead 
to underachievement. Low teacher expectations are an important 
factor. So, underachievement can be brought on by peers, home, or 
school…or some combination of the three. 
 
As difficult as it can be to diagnose underachievement in gifted 
learners because underachievement itself masks giftedness, it’s even 
more challenging to respond to it. Due to the complexity of 
underachievement in terms of its causes, responses to it should be 
individualized. If the issue is one of only non-productivity, then 
typically teachers can respond by providing differentiated 
experiences for students that fit with their readiness levels, interests, 
and learning profiles.  
 
But with genuine and severe underachievement, the problems 
extend beyond just the lack of production in the classroom. In these 



cases, in combination with classroom-based responses through 
differentiation, teachers and parents must work together to 
understand and support the student. What are the student’s 
strengths? And what are the student’s weaknesses? How can we use 
his interests to engage him in the learning process? Often, school 
and home must collaborate to create a goal-based plan for the 
student that focuses on the student’s strengths and interests and 
may even provide incentives for meeting goals. And sometimes, 
gifted underachievers require outside counseling with a counselor 
who understands their needs. 
 
Take 3 minutes to consider a student who you’ve taught in the 
past or who you’re currently teaching who you now recognize as 
an underachiever. What supports could you put in place for this 
student? How might you better respond to his or her needs? 
 
Perfectionism and underachievement present difficulties for gifted 
learners, but these difficulties are preventable with early and 
effective responses to students’ needs before these issues emerge. 
We can mitigate these challenges by first understanding the general 
characteristics and needs of gifted learners and then working to get 
to know our students as individuals. This knowledge helps us to 
respond to them in ways that honor their differences and their need 
for growth. 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. 
 
Over the course of these AIG Booster Sessions, we’ve explored many 
potential issues that our highest-level learners face. We’re hopeful 
that you’ll continue to use this information to benefit the learners in 
your classrooms and that you’ll also continue to look for additional 
ways to ensure the social and emotional wellbeing of your AIG 
students. Thank you for your participation in this important work. 
 


