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GiAedness	means	that	children	are	achieving	at	least	one-third	ahead	of	age,	in	one	or	more	

developmental	 domains.	 This	means	 that	 a	 three-year-old	will	 be	 funcSoning	more	 like	 a	

four-year	old	and	a	six-year-old	like	a	typical	eight-year-old	–	I	repeat,	in	one	developmental	

domain	or	more.	(No	one	is	giAed	at	everything.)	

The	orthodox	definiSon	is	that	three	to	five	per	cent	of	the	populaSon	fall	within	the	giAed	

category.	Another	way	that	this	is	expressed	is	that	they	have	a	percenSle	ranking	of	97	to	

99,	which	 is	 to	 say	 that	 they	 achieve	 ‘as	well	 as	 or	 be[er	 than	 97	 to	 99	 per	 cent	 of	 the	

populaSon’.	Because	this	sounds	so	extreme,	I	do	not	like	to	use	percenSle	rankings	when,	in	

a	city	of	a	million	people,	there	will	be	50,000	giAed	 learners.	Of	course,	these	 individuals	

will	be	of	all	ages	and	in	various	locaSons	and	will	not	necessarily	be	accessible	or	relevant	

to	 individual	giAed	children,	whose	staSsScal	 rarity	can	make	them	stand	out,	be	 isolated,	

and	feel	alone	and	abnormal.	

When	a[empSng	to	idenSfy	giAedness,	while	checklists	such	as	the	one	given	here	appear	

to	be	straigh^orward,	 it	 is	difficult	to	know	how	much	of	each	characterisSc	a	child	has	to	

display	in	order	to	qualify	as	being	giAed:	It	can	be	difficult	to	judge	what	‘learning	quickly’	

means,	or	what	‘most	of	the	Sme’	or	‘oAen’	mean.	

Second,	 checklists	 do	 not	 indicate	 how	 many	 of	 these	 characterisScs	 children	 have	 to	

demonstrate	in	order	for	the	judgment	to	be	made	that	their	development	is	advanced.	The	

following	checklist	indicates	that	children	can	be	giAed	in	a	single	domain,	or	across	a	range	

of	 skill	 areas.	 Even	 so,	 it	 is	 not	 certain	 how	many	 qualiSes	within	 each	 skill	 area	 children	

need	to	display.	

Third,	checklists	can	incorrectly	imply	that	all	giAed	children	are	the	same,	when	in	fact	they	

can	display	any	combinaSon	of	the	a[ributes	described.	

Finally,	 checklists	 rely	on	children’s	performances	 to	 idenSfy	giAedness,	when	many	giAed	

children	 underachieve	 or	 do	 not	 conform	 behaviourally	 and	 therefore	 would	 not	 be	

idenSfied	by	observaSon	of	their	behaviour.	

If	 aAer	 examining	 the	 following	 signs	 of	 giAedness,	 you	 remain	 unclear	 about	 a	 child’s	

abiliSes,	I	recommend	an	IQ	test	to	clarify	the	child’s	skills	and	needs.	This	will	add	to	your	

picture	of	your	child	and	allow	you	to	advocate	for	their	needs	at	school.	
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COGNITIVE (THINKING) SKILLS 

Children	who	are	intellectually	giAed	display	many	of	the	following	features:	

early	achievement	of	developmental	milestones	(at	least	one-third	sooner)	

quick	learning	

keen	observaSon	of	the	environment	

acSve	in	eliciSng	sSmulaSon	from	the	environment	

quick	and	accurate	recall	

recall	of	skills	and	informaSon	introduced	some	Sme	ago	

deeper	knowledge	than	other	children	

understanding	of	abstract	concepts	(e.g.	death	or	Sme)	

ACADEMIC GIFTEDNESS 

Not	 every	 child	 who	 is	 intellectually	 advanced	 will	 be	 academically	 giAed,	 because	

there	 are	more	ways	 to	 be	 clever	 than	 in	 reading,	 wriSng	 and	mathemaScs.	 Those	

children	who	are	both	intellectually	and	academically	giAed	might:	

•	 read,	write	or	use	numbers	in	advanced	ways	

•	 show	advanced	preferences	for	books	and	films	(unless	sensiSve	to	older	themes).	
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LEARNING STYLE 

Many	 giAed	 children	 not	 only	 achieve	more	 than	 average,	 they	 also	 approach	 tasks	

with	a	sophisScated	style.	However,	their	applicaSon	to	tasks	is	responsive	to	faSgue,	

discouragement	(immediate	or	long	term)	and	the	degree	of	challenge.	Nevertheless,	

when	highly	achieving,	they	display:	

alertness	

responsivity	to	novel	sSmuli	

speed	and	efficiency	of	informaSon	processing	

willingness	to	reflect	when	necessary	in	order	to	maintain	accuracy	

openness	to	new	ideas	and	experiences	

moSvaSon	and	curiosity	in	a	search	for	understandings	

wide-ranging	interests	

an	intense	focus	on	or	the	ability	to	immerse	themselves	in	an	area	of	interest,	in	order	to	

achieve	a	depth	of	understanding	

longer	than	usual	concentraSon	span	on	challenging	topics	of	 interest	(but	may	‘flit’	from	

one	acSvity	to	another	if	acSviSes	are	not	challenging	enough)	

early	use	of	metacogniSve	skills	to	manage	their	own	thinking	processes	 internal	 locus	 of	

control	

independence	at	challenging,	non-rouSne	tasks	

willingness	to	take	risks	

perseverance	in	the	face	of	obstacles	

tolerance	of	ambiguity.	
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CREATIVE THINKING STYLE 

Children	 who	 are	 intellectually	 and	 creaSvely	 giAed	 might	 display	 the	 following	

learning	 styles,	 applying	 these	 across	 domains	 or	 in	 a	 single	 domain	 in	 which	 they	

excel:	

imaginaSon	

creaSve	problem	solving	

use	of	intuiSon	(that	is,	allowing	some	of	their	thinking	to	occur	at	a	preconscious	level)	

fluency,	which	reflects	an	ability	to	employ	a	range	or	quanSty	of	ideas	

flexibility,	which	refers	both	to	the	quality	of	ideas	brought	to	bear	on	the	problem	and	to	

skill	at	adapSng	their	learning	style	to	the	task	demands	and	goals	

being	nonconforming	and	rejecSng	limits.	
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AUDITORY-SEQUENTIAL STYLE 

Children	 who	 learn	 by	 listening	 typically	 become	 competent	 at	 doing	 tasks	

sequenSally,	 because	 words	 convey	 one	 idea	 at	 a	 Sme.	 These	 children	 are	 easily	

recognised	 as	 giAed	 because	 they	 conform	 to	 stereotypes	 about	 typical	 giAedness.	

They	usually:	

learn	sequenSally:	one	idea	at	a	Sme	

are	analyScal:	are	able	to	break	problems	down	into	their	parts	

a[end	well	to	details	

learn	well	from	verbal	instrucSons	

are	able	to	carry	out	instrucSons	to	do	several	things	in	succession	

think	logically	

have	good	planning	skills	

are	organised	

are	less	impulsive	than	agemates	

have	a	clear	understanding	of	cause-and-effect	

use	rehearsal	to	remember	

once	in	school,	earn	reasonably	even	grades	across	all	subject	areas.	

VISUAL-CONCEPTUAL STYLE 

Children	who	learn	by	forming	visual	 images	of	concepts	may	be	later	than	others	to	

excel,	 and	 are	 oAen	 accused	 of	 being	 capable	 ‘When	 he	 tries’…	 ‘When	 she	 puts	 in	

effort’…	‘When	he	wants	to’	and	so	on.	Their	giAedness	is	overlooked	because	they	are	

less	 capable	 at	 sequences	 and	 verbal	 skills	 than	 those	 with	 an	 auditory-sequenSal	

style.	 Nevertheless	 they	 are	 efficient	 learners	 once	 ‘the	 penny	 drops’:	 that	 is,	 once	

they	understand	a	concept.	They	typically:	

learn	concepts	all	at	once	(holisScally)	

synthesise	ideas:	that	is,	put	them	together	

see	the	big	picture	and,	correspondingly,	may	miss	details	

learn	intuiSvely	

have	what	can	only	be	termed	‘quirky’	organisaSonal	systems	

learn	instantly	and	so	do	not	benefit	from	rehearsal	or	repeSSon	

once	in	school,	obtain	uneven	grades	across	subject	areas.	
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SPEECH AND LANGUAGE SKILLS 

Intellectually	 giAed	 children	 with	 advanced	 verbal	 skills	 are	 the	 most	 obvious	 to	

observers.	However,	 advanced	 speech	has	 social	 repercussions	 in	 that	 age	mates	do	

not	 understand	 them	 and	 therefore	 they	 can	 become	 socially	 isolated,	 which	 can	

cause	educators	 to	 think	of	 them	as	having	 social	delays	and	 therefore	of	not	being	

‘ready’	for	school.	They	oAen	show:	

early	comprehension	

advanced	speech,	in	terms	of	vocabulary,	grammar	and	clear	arSculaSon	

use	of	metaphors	and	analogies	

ability	to	make	up	songs	or	stories	spontaneously	

ability	to	modify	language	for	less	mature	children	

use	of	language	for	a	real	exchange	of	ideas	and	informaSon	at	an	early	age	

pleasure	at	playing	with	words,	rhymes	and	rhythms	

a	sophisScated	sense	of	humour	(because	humour	is	about	detecSng	the	unexpected).	
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MOTOR ABILITIES 

Many	 intellectually	 giAed	 children	 have	 fine	 motor	 skills	 that	 lag	 behind	 their	

intellectual	 level.	Their	hand	cannot	keep	up	with	the	speed	of	their	thoughts,	which	

can	be	frustraSng	for	them	and	cause	them	to	avoid	these	tasks.	On	the	other	hand,	

those	 who	 are	 giAed	 in	 the	 motor	 domain	 can	 show	 a	 range	 of	 the	 following	

characterisScs:	

early	 motor	 development,	 parScularly	 in	 skills	 that	 are	 under	 cogniSve	 control	 such	 as	

balance	

ability	to	locate	themselves	within	the	environment	

early	awareness	of	leA	and	right	

facility	at	pukng	together	new	or	difficult	puzzles	

ability	to	take	apart	and	reassemble	objects	with	unusual	skill	

ability	to	make	interesSng	shapes	or	pa[erns	with	objects	

(for	some)	advanced	drawing	or	handwriSng	

high	levels	of	physical	energy.	

Photo	by	Mari	Kanezaki	on	Pixabay Photo	by	Goumbik	from	Pixabay

Photo	by	Alteredego	on	Pixabay

https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=4790959
https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=4790959


8

ARTISTIC EXPRESSION 

Although	 most	 young	 children	 may	 not	 yet	 have	 been	 exposed	 to	 the	 arts	 in	 any	

formal	 way	 and	 so	 may	 not	 be	 showing	 arSsSc	 talent,	 some	 display	 early	 signs	 of	

insSncSve	art	skill,	such	as:	

excepSonal	visual	memory	

engaging	with	an	imaginary	playmate	in	elaborate	conversaSons	and	games	

assigning	elaborate	characters	to	dolls	or	teddies	

creaSng	and	performing	in	plays	

enjoyment	of	drama,	role	playing	

advanced	skill	at	drawing,	painSng	or	other	arSsSc	modaliSes.	

MUSICAL SKILLS 

Musical	giAedness	may	be	among	the	earliest	 to	emerge	–	by	 the	age	of	one	year	–	

although	 very	 young	 children’s	 motor	 ability	 can	 block	 their	 musical	 performance.	

Musically	giAed	children:	

are	enthralled	by	musical	sounds	

have	 a	 deep	 appreciaSon	 and	 understanding	 of	 music	 (with	 or	 without	 musical	

performance	skills)	

are	sensiSve	to	musical	structure	–	tonality,	key,	harmony	and	rhythm	

appreciate	the	expressive	properSes	of	music	–	Smbre,	loudness,	arSculaSon	and	phrasing	

have	 a	 strong	musical	 memory	 that	 permits	 them	 to	 recall	 music	 and	 play	 it	 back	 later	

either	by	singing	or	through	an	instrument.	
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SOCIAL SKILLS 

Intellectually	and	verbally	advanced	young	children	typically	are	also	advanced	in	their	

social	 skills,	 although	 their	 play	mates	might	 not	 share	 their	 interests	 or	 be	 able	 to	

engage	 in	 their	 sophisScated	 play.	 In	 reverse,	 giAed	 learners	 can	 find	 agemates’	

interests	shallow	and	uninteresSng,	in	which	case	they	will	seek	adult	companionship,	

which	 is	not	 always	available	or	 appropriate,	 and	 can	be	misinterpreted	as	 a	 lack	of	

social	 skills	 when,	 instead,	 the	 children	 lack	 social	 peers.	 Their	 advanced	 sense	 of	

jusSce	can	cause	them	to	react	with	hurt	to	being	bullied,	a	response	that	is	graSfying	

to	the	insSgators	and,	therefore,	encourages	further	vicSmisaSon.	

Those	who	are	socially	giAed	display	some	of	the	following	characterisScs:	

highly	developed	empathy	for	others	

less	egocentricity:	they	can	deduce	the	cause	of	others’	emoSons	

advanced	play	interests	

early	ability	to	play	games	with	rules	

early	ability	to	form	close	friendships	

seek	out	older	children	or	adults	for	companionship	

withdraw	to	solitary	play	if	intellectual	peers	are	not	available	

are	oAen	sought	out	by	other	children	for	their	play	ideas	and	sense	of	fairness	

leadership	skills	

early	development	of	moral	reasoning	and	judgment	

early	interest	in	social	issues	involving	injusSces.	
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EMOTIONAL AND BEHAVIOURAL CHARACTERISTICS 

The	 majority	 of	 intellectually	 giAed	 children	 are	 emoSonally	 giAed	 as	 well.	 Their	

emoSonal	development	does	not	reach	the	 level	of	their	mental	age	(or	 IQ)	because	

they	 have	 not	 had	 that	 much	 life	 experience	 yet,	 but	 their	 emoSonal	 and	 social	

awareness	 and	 problem-solving	 skills	 will	 cause	 their	 emoSonal	 development	 to	 be	

ahead	their	actual	(or	chronological)	age.	These	children	might	display:	

emoSonal	sensiSvity,	intensity	and	responsiveness	

for	some,	early	spiritual	awareness	

early	development	of	fears	

early	development	of	self-concept	and	awareness	of	being	different	

self-confidence	in	their	strong	domains	

perfecSonism,	in	the	sense	of	having	high	standards	

over-sensiSvity	to	criScism	

frustraSon,	which	can	lead	to	emoSonal	or	behavioural	outbursts	

acceptance	of	responsibility	usually	given	only	to	older	children	

non-conformity.
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Our deepest fear 
is not that we are inadequate. 

Our deepest fear is that 
we are powerful beyond measure. 

It is our light, not our darkness 
that most frightens us. 

We ask ourselves: 
‘Who am I to be brilliant, 

gorgeous, talented and fabulous?’ 

Actually, who are you not to be?… 

Your playing small 
does not serve the world. 

There is nothing enlightened 
about shrinking so that other people 

won’t feel insecure around you… 

We were born to make manifest 
the glory … that is within us…  

And as we let our own light shine, 
we unconsciously give other people 

permission to do the same. 

Williamson, M. (1997). A return to love:  
Reflections on the principles of a course in miracles. 
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