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An Uncertain 
Present

The disruption of 
traditional schooling during 
the coronavirus pandemic 

has created an 
unprecedented challenge 

for families with school-age 
children. Parents with no 

teacher training must 
figure out how to oversee 
the education of children 

stuck at home in an 
atmosphere of anxiety and 

uncertainty. 

Doing so with intentionality 
offers a welcome respite 
from disequilibrium and 

provides a much-needed 
sense of stability 

associated with school.



Welcome  to the 
Brave New Gifted 

World

Thoroughly 2020 and 
heading into 2021, 

students, parents and 
teachers have faced 
unprecedented and 

unparalleled challenges 
that test the very limits of 

human resilience. 

Owing to their unique 
cognitive and 

socioemotional makeup, 
the gifted and talented 

have been 
disproportionately 

impacted by the global 
pandemic, social upheaval 

and the uncertainties 
associated with the sudden 

shift to remote learning. 



 Positive feelings about a 
(learning) experience produce 
endorphins (euphoria) and 
dopamine (stimulates the 
prefrontal cortex). 
Neurochemistry of 
persistence.

 Negative feelings about a 
(learning) experience produce 
Norepinephrine (noradrenaline) 
and cortisol –which puts the 
brain in survival mode and 
causes anxiety. Neurochemistry 
of avoidance.



Stress and its 
Implications

As we are well aware, a 
little bit of stress can be a 
good thing as it pushes us 

forward to achieve. 
Neuroscience offers that 

the stress response is 
associated with the 

survival mechanism and 
the neurochemistry of 

focus.

Beyond impacts to the 
problem at hand, long-

term experience with Toxic 
Stress can have lasting 

physiological effects and 
serve as catalysts for 

underachievement and 
avoidance behaviors.



 Continued interference with equilibrium (struggle to find footing), absence 
of routine/structure

 Ongoing overexposure: seeing or hearing frightening news (anxieties 
about safety, especially during surges, recent events at the Capitol)

 Absence of dedicated space for school and multitude of distractions 
(transient, cluttered and crowded)

 Loneliness in lockdown especially for teens and tweens (physical distancing 
from friends and events and Fear of Missing Out -- FOMO)

 Absence of novelty and finding it in the new normal

 Lack of communication (everything is okay), suffer in silence

 Most important for those engaged in remote learning: 
consistency/predictability; stability; human connection/communication; 
novelty; clarity; flexibility; and optimism (vaccine)



 Mental health did not suffer collectively in significant ways

 Teens are sleeping more during the pandemic (may have to do with 
start times for remote learning)

 Increased family time (closer relationships with parents and siblings)

 Greatest stressors tended to be financial (anxieties around 
income/layoffs/debt and concern for parents)

 Technology use did not increase dramatically (actually less time on 
social media and gaming / texting)

 More attention to passive technologies (watching videos and movies) 
and more purposeful use of social media (meaningful connection)

 Many teens report that daily life under quarantine offered new senses 
of strength and resilience

Source: Institute for Family Studies/The Wheatley Institution, 2020



 Being gifted is a gift—unless you are the one experiencing it first hand 
(both blessing and burden): suit of emotional armor

 Gifted have a tendency to look outwardly for approval and inwardly for 
blame and may experience unique pressures to ‘perform’ as if the 
spotlight is always on—even when alone

 Solutions must be epiphany based to mitigate perceived threat against 
the social personality and attendant pushback

 The greatest risk is the social risk, and the greatest challenges for 
educators and parents alike tend to be socioemotional 

 Things come naturally—without having to work hard

 Socioemotional characteristics and striking a balance between the 
rational and emotional



One Word Says it All: 
INTENSITY

Giftedness has both 
intellectual and emotional 
elements that are complex, 
multifaceted and layered.

Intensity impacts every 
aspect of the lives of gifted 

and talented individuals. 
They tend to ‘go all out’ in 

just about everything.

It is not that they feel more 
than the non-gifted, but 

experience these feelings 
rather vividly and deeply. 
This is an experience that 
can prove alarming and 
warrants our attentions.



 Emotional intensities/deep emotional reactions

 Well developed (idealized) senses of justice and fairness

 Strong sense of empathy, with both children and adults

 Interest in advanced subject matter/materials (can’t 
seem to understand why age peers are not interested)

 Have a readily accessible mental database of facts and 
ideas (multiple diverse sources)

 Can think abstractly



 Mature, highly developed sense of humor (dry wit, satire)—
prefers verbal over visual humor

 Enjoys spending time with older children (even young adults)

 Different conceptions and expectations of friendships than 
their peers (obsessiveness)

 Strong attachments to a few friends (versus having many 
friends and acquaintances) 

 Social pressures to moderate achievements in front of peers

 Perfectionism and Impostor Syndrome

 Isolationism



 Individual versus group identity
 Depression and resultant anxiety/withdrawal
 Questions authority
 Underachievement
 Boredom
 Enjoy complexity 
 Can be flexible thinkers
 Creative and original thinkers



 Quick to understand underlying principles

 Can see relationships easily and have a keen understanding 
of synthesis of ideas

 Enjoy hypotheses, ‘what ifs?’, etc. (socioemotional impacts—
thoughts gone wild)

 Enjoy problem solving 

 Are keen on aesthetics and live in Pixar (consider the current 
aesthetic narrative)

 Engage in fantasy, role playing (detachment)

 Intellectual curiosity

 Skeptical, critical, evaluative (in extreme can prove harmful)



 Heightened sensitivities associated with school closures/isolation: 
pronounced intensities that are context specific (roller coaster)

 Frustration at lack of ability to move and associate freely and 
irresponsible behaviors of others 

 Asynchrony in Extremus: appear to be different ages in different 
situations (versus typical asynchronous development)

 Amplified concerns over inadequate information about 
expectations and structure of school, return from quarantine, fear of 
infection, global deaths and availability of supplies 

 Critical role of parental support in stemming the flow of cognitive 
lava (helping to sense make the flood of extremely troubling and 
often contradictory information) and finding sense of purpose

Source:  Hyseni-Duraku, Z., & Hoxha, N., 2020.



Gifted Reactions to 
Crisis in Older School

(Ages 9-12)

Powerlessness/
Anger at situation

Body mirrors (stress and 
anxiety)

Trouble with friends and 
classmates, often for no 

reason

Worries for others, 
including family, friends, 

pets

Research on the pandemic 
and other factors 

impacting the world

Sleeping, eating 
disruptions



Gifted Reactions to 
Crisis in Adolescents

(Ages 13-18)

Trouble with 
schoolwork/classmates

Depression

Anger, turn toward 
unhealthy behaviors

Grieving over loss of social 
events, in-school time, fear 

of missing out  

Worry about inability to 
help or make a difference

Sleeping, eating 
disruptions

Worry about health and 
safety of others



Gifted Reactions to 
Crisis in Post High 
School or College

Quickness to anger

Disproportionate 
reactions to situations 
(big reactions to small 

stressors)

Increased emotional 
responses

Challenging authority, 
making potentially 
unhealthy choices

Fear of missing out

Worry about health and 
safety of others



Remote Learning:
Challenges and 
Opportunities

The move toward 
effective remote 

learning is nothing new. 

It has been described as 
uniquely suited to work 

with the gifted and 
talented, many of who 

are used to social 
interaction at a 

distance. The 
technology isn’t the 

issue.

If this is the case, what 
is different in this 

context?



 Generally negative opinions—perceptions that format is inadequate, 
unstable and information is difficult to acquire (versus others)

 Paucity of meaningful interaction with teachers and peers, 
especially with respect to free-flowing discourse and organic 
interface (although some thrive)

 Lack of competition in class (incompatibility with format)—a 
motivational driver for many gifted and talented students

 Perception that the school day became easier online owing to the 
shift in format and ‘breaking-in period’ (low motivation to study / lack 
of challenge—pointless and boring)

 Concerns about finishing the school year. Free time is often spent in 
independent research pursuits geared toward interests and passions

Source:  Hyseni-Duraku, Z., & Hoxha, N., 2020.



 Increased degrees of flexibility and resilience (growth 
mindset)

 Build tolerance of change and ambiguity 

 Enhanced emotional intelligence and interactions 

 Thoughtful communications and ‘lengthening the fuse’: 
executive function and perfectionism

 Catalyst for creative expression and enrichment of 
metacognitive skills 

 Opportunities to see things realistically 



 Creating a Secure Home Environment that is welcoming and 
supportive for all involved, cognizant of difference between working 
at home and living at work (lessen the degree of chaos) 

 Understanding Cognitive and Socioemotional Imbalance 
Processing Information: appeal to the rational to mitigate anxieties 
and ‘spooling up’ (identify, challenge, modify, replace)

 Making Dedicated Time for Listening: the importance of being heard
before being reassured. Do this daily without downplaying the 
intensities they feel or minimizing concerns

 Providing Opportunities for Regular (Virtual) Communication: with 
peers, grandparents, cousins, and other members of circle of support 
(socioemotional reassurance and stability)

Sources: National Association for Gifted Children, 2020; myschoolcdn.com, 2020



 Accuracy: Deliver developmentally appropriate and accurate 
information, being sure to ask about any questions children and 
young adults may have

 Tone: Reassuring and supportive, acknowledging your own concerns 
but highlighting resilience and light at the end of the tunnel 
(thoughtful optimism)

 Channeling Anxieties and Intensities in a Healthy Way through 
service to others (letters to first responders, etc.)

 Navigating Uncertainty, Control and Related Emotions: positive 
attitudes, gratitude practice, kindness, having fun

 Parents’ Own Perfectionism and Self Care: Control and related 
emotions

Source: National Association for Gifted Children, 2020



Priority Support Strategies

 Consistent schedule, rules and predictability 
 Discuss feelings and normalize them
 Video chats with friends and loved ones 
 Journaling and Bibliotherapy (turn the spotlight 

away from the individual and demonstrate 
resilience by those with whom they identify)

Source: National Association for Gifted Children, 2020



Priority Support Strategies

 Assist in finding ways to discuss anxieties, listen to 
complaints without reaction/judgement/saving

 Respect teens’ feelings and be honest about your own
 Be wary of burdening teens with your anxieties
 Create schedules and routines with their input
 Arrange for virtual communication with peers
 Mental health checks (regular)/ checks on perfectionism
 Help find safe opportunities for community service

Source: National Association for Gifted Children, 2020



Priority Support Strategies

 Consistent schedule, rules and predictability 
 Discuss feelings and normalize them
 Video chats with friends and loved ones 
 Journaling and Bibliotherapy (turn the spotlight 

away from the individual and demonstrate 
resilience by those with whom they identify)

Source: National Association for Gifted Children, 2020



 Self Awareness

 Need to support self so you may do the same 
for others

 Intentional Movement

 Mindfulness Practice (formal or informal)

 For more information, please see 
https://www.uctv.tv/education/search-
details.aspx?showID=35911

https://www.uctv.tv/education/search-details.aspx?showID=35911


 Appreciate the shock to the system. Even if your gifted student has been 
engaged in online pursuits previously, the sudden shift in routine is likely to 
cause a degree of uncertainty and anxiety (help find footing)

 Help attend to socioemotional first (sense of stability): enrich before 
accelerating to reacclimatize and find a new sense of normal

 Move the brain out of survival mode and understand that some 
characteristics of giftedness may seem intensified

 Remember that working from home (even for kids) is still work. Encourage 
brain breaks and time away from screen. Work from home versus living at 
work

 Stay organized and keep eyes on the prize. Remote learning offers unique 
occasion to build out essential metacognitive skills using free resources



 Stay in touch with friends using video chat on Zoom, Skype and 
other platforms (meaningful socialization remains imperative)

 Stay in touch with teachers to clearly understand expectations for 
students and parents (including online and offline work). Clarity 
continues to reign supreme

 Realize that not everything will be perfect as everyone negotiates 
the new world in which we live: great lesson in building resilience and 
celebrating failure. Mind bandwidth  (literal and figurative)

 Remote learning need not be the exclusive domain of the school:
great opportunities for expanded learning and physical education 
(independent work maintains and enhances love of learning)



 UC San Diego Extension: A Parent’s Guide to Distance 
Learning (English) and Spanish

 The Education Channel at University of California 
Television (UCTV) – Parent Page

 Greater Los Angeles Gifted Children's Association

 California Association for the Gifted

 Hoagies Gifted Education Page

https://extension.ucsd.edu/getattachment/community-and-research/serving-the-community/UC-Professional-Development-Institute-UCPDI/A-Parents-Guide-to-Remote-Learning.pdf.aspx
https://extension.ucsd.edu/getattachment/community-and-research/serving-the-community/UC-Professional-Development-Institute-UCPDI/EDUCACION-DISTANCIA2020.pdf.aspx
https://www.uctv.tv/education/default.aspx
http://www.giftedchildrenla.org/
https://cagifted.org/
https://www.hoagiesgifted.org/
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