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CHAPTER 1

Twice-Exceptionality

Evolving Definitions and Perceptions

Howcan some smadents appear “lazy” and “distracred” in the class-
room, applying licde or no effore to school rasks, but then successfully
pursue demanding and creative actvities outside of school withour
missing a beat? Why, despite years of rescarch findings, do educa-
tors, parents, relatives, and other professionals have such a hard dme
accepring the idea thar children can have both high abilities and learn-
ing disabilites? These questions emphasize thar many scudents face
not only an obstacle course of intemal and environmenral challenges
thar chreaten cheir academic achievement, bur also a host of widely
shared beliefs at home and ac school that can obstruce their progress.
Exploring the realities underlying chese ardtudes can help us under-
stand chis unique group of children, nearly all of whom have been
unabk to successfully learn in a radicional classroom setring,

The Story of Neil

A rurning point in the life of the first author of this book occurred
when she crossed paths with a student named Neil in 1978, Susan was
a learning disability “reacher consulant™ specializing in “diagnosis
and prescriprive teaching,” which is whar it was called chen. Neil was a
highly crearive, unproducrive, and woubled high school scudent with
learning disabilities who had threatened suicide. Irwas at this juncrure
thar Susan was called in to idenrify his leaming issues and ro help him
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with his academic producrivity. The story of his roundabour joumey to success has
inspired an ongoing inquiry into the lives of smdents like him. Working wich Neil
led Susan to realize, for che firsc cime, thar many scudents with learning disabilicies
have exceprional abilites in cerrain areas, aswell.

“School is like a basketball game, toally irrelevant o life!” murered Neil in
frustration. Ar the time, he was failing all of his classes as a high school sophomore.
His observation was actually completely accurare. For him, neither school nor bas-
ketball was meaningful for neicher connecred with any of his needs or interests.

Convinced thar Neil had the capacity to do berrer if only he applied himself,
his teachers described him as lazy. “When I wlk to Neil, he has so much to offer,
buche just doesn't produce,” one said. Neil’s classmares, applanding his moments of
cleverness, viewed him as the class clown. Bur Neil saw himself as a misfic He was
baffled and frustrated by the inconsistencies berween whart he knew he was capable
of achieving and people’s perceprions of him. Whar resulted were growing feelings
of inadequacy.

Neil began ro have academic difficulry in fourch grade. Each year, as he drifred
upward, he accomplished less and less. Evenrually, he was in such a depressed emo-
tonal state char weekly psychological counseling became necessary. His psychol-
ogist suggested an educarional evaluadon for Neil; the resules indicared leaming
disabilities in writing, organizarion, and scquenrial rasks, such as those required in
linear mach.

With thar knowledge, Neil's academic program was adjusted. He began receiv-
ing supplemental instruction from the learning specialist (Susan), and his reachers
made special provisions for testing and assignments—procedures usually recom-
mended for studencs with learning disabiliries. However, unlike those students with
disabilities who begin to feel berrer abour themselves when cthey experience success
through modified assignments or additional dme, Neil's depression worsened. In
spite of his improved grades, Neil discounred and dismissed his progress, atributng
it to factors ourtside of his control—a less rigorous curriculum, accommodatons,
and extra support from a wiror. He clearly did nort view his new academic accom-
plishments as personal successes.

Yer, alchough failing ar school, Neil had independendy amassed a wealth of
knowledge about music, religion, psychology, and phortography. He also pursued
extracurricalar incerests wich enthusiasm and commitment, ranning his own small
business as a photographer. His photos won awards in amateur contests, and he was
asked to phorograph weddings and social evenrs. Litde wonder he was confused
abour the school's claim of impaired ability to kam when he was obviously leaming
so much through other channels. To add to the confusion, Neil's family placed a high
prioriry on academic achievement that would lead o an evenrual college degree. His
facher was highly accomplished, and the school idendfied his younger brocher as a
gifted studenc
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Neil best expressed his creative and insighcful self through phorography. The
starements that he made wich the camera were powerful and showed che depth of his

feelings. Could using photography as a substitute for wricren schoolwork ease Neil's
conflice? Surprisingly, when Neil was encouraged to submirc photographic essays
instead of written papers, he stopped taking pictures altogecher, declaring, “Why
can't I be like the piano player in Salinger’s Carcher in the Rye, who used the piano
for his own pleasure #* Photography was Neil's escape, an activicy over which he had
complete control. He didn't want reachers to use his work for cheir purposes or eval-
uare his phorography by their standards. In essence, Neil was asking for arcendon
to his screngths in their own right, not as a means to work through his weaknesses.
Neil demonstrared clearly thar the solution to overcoming the challenges of leaming
disabilities is nor as simplk as discovering and using the interests of these students,

We will return to Neil a bir later, bur for now, the imporrant message of his
story is chat it represents chose of many other bright and creative students with
learning, arcendon, and social issues. It is far from unique. Described as 2¢ voday,
young people like Neil experience frustration on a daily basis when wying w cope
with the discrepancy berween whar they can and cannot do. Fortunarely, continuing
research has given us new ways of understanding these students, new terminology
for describing them, and new approaches for helping chem.

Twice-Exceptional: The Term and Its History

For many people, the terms learning disabilities and high abilities occupy oppo-
site poles of a conrinuum of capabilides. The werm mvice-exceptional (2¢) describes
someone whose leaming patterns have characteristics on both ends of the scale. On
the surface, this combinaron mighr seem illogical for, as Assouline and Whiteman
(2011) argued, the term rwice-exceptional unites two scemingly disconnecred special
education caregories. To resolve the apparent contradiction of thinking of someone
as having boch “high abilites” and “disabilities” simulrancously, ks look ar a few
notable observations from clinical psychologists, educarors, and wrirers, some writ-
ten prior w either the passing of special education laws or legisladon on the gifred
and taknred.

Origins of Twice-Exceptionality in Education

The idea of public schools for all came to the forefront when Horace Mann
founded The Common School Journal in 1838. In his adaprarion of the industrial
producton model, there was an assumprion chat everyone should leam ar the same
pace within a classroom context, and children were placed in classrooms by age
rather than abilicy. Ac char time, most “disabled” children (also described as “men-
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tally defective” or “fecble minded®) were instirurionalized and were not included in
public schools.

By the carly 1920s, Leta Hollingwordh (a psychologist, educaror, and rescarcher
known roday primarily for her early contributions to the recognition and educa-
don of highly intellecrually gifted children) had become interested in the distn-
guishing characreristics of students outside the norm. Her beliefs included che idea
thar schools should offer opportunircies for all scudents to develop their abilities as
complerely and as rapidly as possible, and chat included students who were highly
advanced, as well as those who were below the norm. Hollingworth had starced
her work at the Clearinghouse for Mental Defecrives and Bellevue Hospiral, where
she became the principal of the School for Exceprional Children. In her founda-
tonal work, Special Talents and Defects: Thar Significance for Education (1923),
Hollingworch explicidy included descriprions of students who exhibited both high
abilities yer limiting deficiencies in areas such as reading, basic arichmeric, spelling,
and handwridng. And she hinted ar varying reasons why children of superior gen-
eral inwelligence mighr not succeed in school, staring, “All children cannor casily
learn o read by the method that serves the majoricy” (p. 65). Providing examples
such as a study of seven nonreaders with IQs ranging from 94 to 130, she wrote char
all of them leamed ro read but chrough methods not regularly used in che classroom.
She also noted, “Occasionally a very inwelligent child is found who does not readily
learn arichmertic, and on the other hand chere exist children whose abilicy ac calcula-
ton far exceeds expecrarion from other performances” (p. 114).

Nor only did she observe and record examples of whar is now called “twice-
exceprionality.” she also remarked on the need for personalized learning! She wrote,

The most important single cause of wruancy is thar the curricalum
does not provide for individual differences. .. . Not only is the cur-
riculum not adapred o individual differences in general ineelli-
genee, bur ic is far less adapred wo individual differences in special
defecrs and aprirudes. (p. 200)

In che same vein, Samuel Orton (1925) wested a group of 88 students who were
unablk o learn to read. Using the Smanford-Biner IQ test, he observed a wide range
of individual differences—from full scale lows berween 70 and 80 ro a high of 122.
From this work, he questioned whether the IQ score always reflected ue intellec-
tual abiliry in scudents wich reading disabiliries. Describing a “rypical case,” he wrore:

I was scrongly impressed with the feeling char this estimace did noc
do justice to the boy’s mental equipment, and char the low ratng
was o be explained by the fact thar the test is inadequare to gange
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the equipment in a case of such a special disabilivy. (as cited in
Hallahan & Mercer, 2001, p. 3)

In the carly 1940s, Austrian pediacrician Hans Asperger described and labeled
a set of behaviors in patients he referred o as “litle professors.” They frequencly
showed intense, focused areas of interest and highJevel, buc rigid chinking pro-
cesses. These children also had difficulcy with environmental demands. Failing to
read social cues, their play, as well as cheir speech patwerns, appeared reperitve and
pedantic. They were rarely educated in public settings (Asperger, 1944). Across the
ocean, at Johns Hopkins Hospiral in Baltimore, Leo Kanner first published the term
aurism and, in a 1944 issuc of Pediarrics, oudined two characreriscics of the condi-
tion—elaborare rirualistic behavior and auristic aloneness—bur also noved “good
cognitive porenrial® (as cived in Silberman, 2015, p. 184).

Strauss and Lehrinen (1947) wrote abour children who exhibired “disturbances
in perceprion, thinking, and emotional behavior either separarely or in combina-
tion. These disturbances prevenr or impede a normal learning process™ even among
children with ar least normal intelligence (p. 4). Intelligence level, it was noted, was
nor a sufficient explanadion for why a child was not able to learn conventionally. The
focus, however, was on understanding or working with che neurological disorder(s)
rather than developing the normal or high intelligence.

Dissarisfied with atcributing menral retardation as the cause of learning difficul-
ties in school, educarional psychologists inroduced new terminology to describe
deficits in learning. For instance, in 1961, Cruickshank, Benwen, Rawzeburg, and
Tannhaoser conducred a pilot study of educarional options for children wich brain
injuries and hyperacrivity, including those without brain injury but whose behav-
iors were considered rypical of the brain injured. Their work opened the door
a distincr field of leaming disabilides. The following year, Samuel Kirk published
Educating Exceptional Children (1962), clarifying thar a learning disabiliry could
interfere with academic learning, describing it as

a retardadion, disorder, or delayed development in one or more
of the processes of speech, language, reading, writing, arithme-
tic, or other school subjects resultng from a psychological handi-
cap caused by a possible cerebral dysfuncrion and/or emotdonal or
behavioral disturbances. (p. 263)

Other rescarchers were focused on understanding the development of gifted-
ness. Terman and Oden published dheir firse volume of Gemetic Studies of Genius
in 1947 bur did noc address the possibility of any learning disabilities among their
subjects. However, when Mildred and Vicror Goerrzel (1962) reviewed the biogra-
phies of 400 eminent adulrs, they discovered that some of the highly accomplished



1o Be Gifted and Learning Disabled is one of the most popular resources
available on identifying and meeting the needs of twice-exceptional
students. This updated third edition provides a comprehensive look at the
complex world of students with remarkable gifts, talents, and interests,
who simultancously face learning, attention, or social challenges from
LD, ADHD, ASD, and other disorders. Through case studies and years
of research, the authors present a rationale for using a strength-based,
talent-focused approach to meeting the needs of this special population.
From a thorough description of twice-exceptionality and the unique
learning patterns of these students, to strategies for identification,
comprehensive programming, talent development, and instructional
strategics, this book explores the distinguishing strengths (yellows) and
complex challenges (blues) that these sadents face. In painting, greenisa
mix of yellow and blue—and, because of their individual characteristics,
twice-exceptional students come in a remarkable range of greens.

Susan M, Bsum, Ph.D,, is the director of the 2¢ Center for Research and Professional Development at
Buodges Academy. Robin M, Schader, PhuD.. is a trustee of Bridges Academy, a school for twice-exceptional
students, and serves on the executive board of the 2¢ Center for Research and Professional Development.
After 30 years teaching Educational Psychology at the University of Connecticut, Steven V. Owen, Ph.D.
became a biostatistician at the University of Texas. After a decade he retired to Northem California.
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