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Abstract
Gifted 9-12-year-old children were compared with

non-gifted children on three paper and pencil measures
of self-concept. Additional personality and behavioral
information on each child was provided by his/her

mother and teacher. Giftedness seemed to be an
advantage for girls but not for boys. Gifted girls de-
scribed themselves as having a more positive self-
concept and a more internal locus of control than
did non-gifted girls. No such differences were found
with boys. In fact, gifted boys gave some evidence

of lower self-satisfaction, particularly in areas of physi-
cal strength and aggressiveness, when compared to

non-gifted boys. Mothers and teachers similarly re-
ported fewer problem areas for gifted girls bu t no such

differences between gifted and non-gifted boys. The
findings are discussed in the context of cultural sex-
role expectations.
As academic programs for gifted children have prolifer-

ated in recent years, so have theoretical reports and
research studies. Generally, this work has focused on

student selection procedures, program development, and
program evaluation. Most of these examinations have

emphasized the cognitive sphere, but a growing body of
literature has recognized the impact of social and per-
sonality factors on dealing with gifted children.

Perhaps the most commonly studied topic in this area
is that of self-concept, probably because of its breadth as
a personality descriptor as well as its exhaustively docu-
mented impact on other human characteristics including
the cognitive. The recent literature provides a pattern of
inconclusive findings. Many studies suggest that gifted
children have better (more positive) self-concepts than
non-gifted children (Colangelo & Pfleger, 1978; Coleman
& Fults, 1982; Karnes & Wherry, 1981; Kelly & Colangelo,
1984; Lehman & Erdwins, 1981; Maddux, Scheiber, & Bass,
1982; O’Such, Twyla, & Havertape, 1979). On the other
hand, Trotter (1971) and Klein and Cantor (1976) reported
that gifted individuals often had lower self-concepts than
did their more typical peers, while no significant difference
between the two groups on self-esteem was reported by
Cantor, Klein, and Helfort (1979) and by Bracken (1980).
Finally an extensive investigation of gifted high school
students (Tidwell, 1980a) produced higher than average
scores on one measure of self-esteem (the Piers-Harris)
and lower on another (the Coopersmith).

These inconsistent results may have occurred due to dif-
ferences among subject samples, (e.g., definitions of gifted),
measures employed, and decisions concerning data analy-
sis. Only recently have special measures been developed
for the assessment of self-concept in gifted children (Feld-
husen & Koloff, 1981). Furthermore, many reports have
failed to discuss (and perhaps not even statistically evalu-
ate) sex differences. The few studies which have addressed
gender differences provide varying results. Ross & Parker

(1980) reported that there were no sex differences in their
study. On the other hand, Kelly and Colangelo (1984) found
that in separate analyses by sex, higher self-concept scores
held up only for males. Coleman and Fults (1982) found
no significant sex differences, but they noted that gifted
girls scored somewhat higher than gifted boys. Tangential
support for these results came from a study of personal
adjustment in college students (Tomlinson-Keasy & Smith-

Winberry, 1983). This study found gifted women to be
higher in personal adjustment than control women, while
the reverse was true for males.

While the breadth of the self-concept measure makes
it an attractive means for assessing overall personality
functioning, it also limits us to global generalizations about
personality. Recently, several researchers have attempted
to gain greater specificity by distinguishing academic self-
concept from social self-concept. Ross and Parker (1980)
reported lower expectations for success in social versus
academic endeavors in a gifted sample, whereas Kelly and
Colangelo (1984) found no such differences. Though at
present the data are inconclusive, the need for such finer
discriminations is evident if useful implications are to be
drawn from the self-concept literature. More precise meas-
urement may also help account for the divergent findings
described above.
Locus of control is such a related, narrow self-concept

measure. Studies have found the gifted to be relatively
internal in locus of control; i.e., perceive themselves as
having control over the reinforcements in their own lives
(Fincham & Barling, 1978; Hontz, Denmark, Rosenfield &

Tetenbaum, 1980; Tidwell, 1980b). Thus, locus of control
appears to be worthy of additional investigation within the
context of self-concept in gifted children.
Another measure of self-concept is how satisfied a person

is with him or herself. Powell (1982) has suggested that the
gifted have a high potential for self-inflicted misery result-
ing from the discrepancy between the ideal self for which
they strive and the real self which they achieve. This theory
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can be assessed directly by means of a Q-Sort technique
(Stephenson, 1953).
The self-concept literature is replete with studies employ-

ing self-report questionnaires; far fewer in number are
studies which have employed either behavioral observa-
tions or parent/teacher ratings. One study did use teacher
ratings (Ludwig & Cullinan, 1984) and found gifted students
to be slightly lower in frequency of behavior problems. The
personality traits of parents of gifted children have been
studied (Fell, Dahlstron, & Winter, 1984), but their roles
as parents of gifted children have been treated superficially
according to Colangelo and Dettman (1983).

In summary, the existing literature fails to provide clearly
differentiated measures of self-concept, has not adequately
studied certain key subject variables (especially gender),
and has generally relied solely on self-report measures. In
contrast, the present study uses a multi-method approach
including three self-report measures of various aspects of
self-concept, as well as both mother and teacher ratings.

Methods

Subjects
The subjects were 227 children between 9 and 12 years

of age (X =10.72) from the schools in three predominantly
white, middle-class suburbs. All students enrolled in fourth
through sixth grade gifted programs of the three school
districts were eligible to participate. These gifted programs
selected the students based on scores on standardized
aptitude and achievement tests and teachers’ recommen-
dations. Two of the programs are full time, while students
in the third are partially mainstreamed. The three school
districts provided 125 (60 male, 65 female) gifted students.
Control subjects (non-gifted) were selected from the regu-
lar classes in the same schools and provided 102 (46 male,
56 female) students.

Procedure

Two experimenters conducted each testing session.
Each child took part in a small group administration (2-15
children) of the two personality scales, while the remainder
of the procedure was conducted individually. All testing
took place at the children’s schools.
The group testing procedure began with a shortened

form of the Nowicki-Strickland Children’s Locus of Control
Scale (Nowicki & Strickland, 1973). This scale consists of 19
yes/no items each of which has an internal and external
response from which the respondent makes a choice. The
total number of external responses is calculated to deter-
mine a locus of control score which can range fro 0 to 19.
A higher score reflects a more external locus of control
(subject feels that he/she does not control the reinforce-
ments in his/her life), while a lower score reflects a more
internal locus of control (a greater feeling of control over
the reinforcements in his/her life.)

All subjects then completed the Piers-Harris Children’s

Self-Concept Scale (Piers & Harris, 1964) which provides
a general measure of self-esteem as well as cluster scores
on six components of self-concept (behavior, intellectual,
physical, anxiety, popularity, and happiness) (Piers, 1969).
This inventory consists of 80 statements to which the sub-
jects indicate whether each item describes how they feel
about themselves. Scores can range from 0 to 80, with
higher scores reflecting a more positive self-concept.

Subjects were regularly asked if they understood the
questions, and they were watched for signs of confusion
or fatigue. Standardized alternative forms of all questions,
including concrete examples, were available when needed.
Brief rest periods were also provided as necessary.
The individual testing procedure began with a Q-Sort

task which was used to provide a measure of self-satisfac-
tion. This task required the child to sort 15 cards containing
descriptions of human characteristics (e.g., smart, happy)
into five piles ranging from &dquo;most like&dquo; to &dquo;least like&dquo; self
(Actual Sort). The subjects repeated this card sorting task
describing next how they &dquo;would like to be&dquo; (Ideal Sort).
The greater the Actual Sort-Ideal Sort discrepancy, the less
satisfied the subject is with him/herself.

Testing took 35-45 minutes varying by how quickly the
child responded to the tasks. At the end of all testing, the
children were given stickers as a token of appreciation.

Personality and behavioral information was also provided
by teachers and mothers. The teachers rated their students
using a five-point scale from no problems (1) to a lot
of problems (5) on seven potential problem areas for chil-
dren (e.g., shyness). Mothers provided both demographic
(e.g., child’s birth order) and historical (e.g., past educa-
tional problems) information, as well as ratings much like
those of the teachers. They also described their child-
rearing strategies by marking an &dquo;X&dquo; along continua on four
parenting options; i.e., help child vs.. encourage inde-
pendence, permissive vs. strict, rely on physical communi-
cation vs. verbal communication, and stress obedience vs.
independence. A total of 210 mothers (92%) participated
in this phase of the study.

Results

It should first be noted that the gifted and the non-gifted
samples did not significantly differ in family size, child’s birth
order, number of parents in the home, parents’ marital
status, or maternal employment. There were also no dif-
ferences based on age of subjects or on school district (type
of gifted program).

All dependent variables were analyzed in two-way (gifted
versus non-gifted, male versus female) analyses of variance.
The teachers of gifted students generally rated them as
having fewer problems in almost all areas than did the
teachers of the control students (See Table 1). Control
subjects were more often reported as having problems with
aggressiveness, depression, lack of confidence, school
work, getting along with other children, and getting along
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with adults. These individual items should be interpreted
cautiously as they are not independent measures. It is the
pattern of results that is most meaningful.
While there were no main effects for gender, significant

classroom placement by gender interaction effects for both
confidence and school work reflected the fact that the gifted
only had substantially fewer problems in these areas if they
happened to be female. Furthermore, in comparing means
(t-tests) for males and females separately, all six of the

problem areas were significantly lower (less problematic)
for gifted girls (See Table 2). Only one (getting along with
adults) was significantly lower for gifted boys.
Fewer differences between gifted and control subjects

were reported by mothers than by teachers, but the

pattern was consistent (See Table 3). Mothers of gifted
children less frequently reported educational or learning
problems among their children than did the mothers of
control children. There was also a significant interaction
effect for aggressiveness which resulted from gifted boys
having fewer aggressive problems while gifted girls had
slightly more.
On approaches to child rearing, two of the four topics

resulted in significant differences (See Table 3). Mothers
of gifted children reported relying relatively more on verbal
communication like talking, while mothers of control chil-
dren more often reported using physical communication
techniques such as touching. Mothers of the gifted also
claimed to place more emphasis on independence, while
mothers of controls claimed to place greater emphasis on
obedience. On both variables the differences are greater for

girls than for boys.
On the children’s self ratings, there were no significant

main effects or interaction effects on the measures of self-

concept (Piers-Harris), locus of control (Nowicki-Strick-

Table 1

Teachers’ Ratings of Student Problems Among Gifted
and Controls: Means and F Values for Classroom
Main Effect and Classroom by Gender Intervention Effect

Table 2

Teachers’ Ratings of Student Problems Among Gifted
and Controls: Means, Standard Deviations, and
t Values Reported Separately by Gender

Table 3

Means and F Values of Mothers’ Ratings of Their
Children’s Problems and of Their Child Rearing
Approaches With Gifted and Controls
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land), or satisfaction with self (Q-Sort). Given the focus
on sex differences, separate one-way analyses of variance
(gifted vs. control) were performed for males and for
females. The patterns of results were strikingly different for
the two sexes (see Table 4). Gifted girls proved to have
a better (higher) self-concept than control girls on the
Piers-Harris scale. This difference resulted from more posi-
tive self-concept responses from gifted girls on such items
as being smart, being good at making things with their
hands, not doing bad things, not getting into trouble, and
not forgetting what they had learned. There were no such
group differences for boys.

Gifted girls also scored more internal (a lower number)
in locus of control than control girls, whereas there was
no significant difference between the two groups of boys.
Several of these items dealt with physical strength; i.e.,
gifted girls more frequently described themselves as strong
whereas gifted boys did not often report a self-image
of strength. Gifted boys also described themselves as less
satisfied with themselves than the control boys, based
on the higher difference beteen their actual and their ideal
scores on the Q-sort. For example, gifted boys saw them-
selves as much less helpful than they would like to be, while
control boys placed their actual ranking of helpfulness
at about the same ranking as their ideal.

Discussion

The impact of giftedness on children can apparently best
be understood in the context of the children’s gender.
In American society, being identified as a &dquo;gifted&dquo; child
(operationally defined as successful on cognitive tests and
classroom performance as well as being in an explicitly-
defined gifted program) means one thing for pre-teen girls
and quite another for pre-teen boys. For girls, classroom
success appears to be congruent with a positive self-image.
The traditional feminine ideal seems to involve being well-
behaved, conscientious, and obedient. Academic success,
as well as high scores on standardized mental tests, may

Table 4

Means, Standard Deviations, and F Values on
Self-report Scores for Gifted and Control Girls and Boys

ensue from the need for &dquo;achievement through conform-
ance&dquo; associated with this traditional female personality
profile, at least in the elementary grades. Thus, the achiev-
ing young female develops a positive sense of self and feel-
ings of control over her life space. This conclusion may
be related to the higher verbal fluency generally associated
with young females. Verbal fluency in children is reportedly
associated with an internal locus of control and positive
self-esteem according to Hontz, et al. (1980). Additionally,
the effect may simultaneously work in the opposite direc-
tion ; i.e., a positive self-concept aids and encourages the
girls in their efforts towards academic excellence.

It is quite a different picture for the traditional ideal male.
He is aggressive, self-reliant, and individualistic, a pattern
more often associated with &dquo;achievement via independ-
ence&dquo; (See Gough, 1964, for discussion of the two types
of achievement orientation). While such an intellectual
orientation may serve him well at a later stage of educa-
tional training, it is one ill-suited for the elementary grades.
There is evidence that the predominance of female teachers
at these levels contributes to the perception of early edu-
cation as &dquo;feminized&dquo; (see Loeb & Horst, 1978). Thus,
academic success, and particularly when it results in being
labeled &dquo;gifted&dquo;, may foster feelings of self-doubt, weakness,
and lack of control in the young boy.

This gender pattern appears to undergo a shift during
adolescence. High schools may be more supportive of the
masculine achievement style than elementary schools. The
positive ties between early education and femininity may
reverse themselves during adolescence when girls are con-
fronted by conflicts between their identity as gifted stu-
dents and their emerging identity as women (Rodenstein,
Pfleger, & Colangelo, 1977). Gifted adolescent female
students who were analytic and who preferred original to
conventional approaches (considered unfeminine orienta-
tions) were given very low ratings by their teachers (Welsh,
1977). This developmental shift may account for the Kelly
and Colangelo (1984) results which found giftedness more
problematic for females than males in an adolescent sample
(see also Blaubergs, 1980). That age may be an interacting
variable with gender differences among the gifted has been
suggested by Callahan (1980).
The negative image of the bookish, young boy is further

supported in the present study by the one finding at odds
with the overall negative pattern for gifted boys, namely
aggression. According to both mothers and teachers, gifted
boys had fewer problems with aggressiveness than did
control boys. Gifted boys were also more likely to see
themselves as external in locus of control concerning
issues of physical power than were non-gifted boys. Thus,
even the gifted boys’ &dquo;advantage&dquo; of fewer problems in
aggressiveness can be seen as a failure to measure up to the
masculine image. Such sex-role expectations and their
interactions with being gifted reflect the impact of peers and
its growing import as the child matures. The role of peers
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in determining standards of acceptability and/or desirability
of child behaviors should not be underestimated.
Assuming our society values and wishes to foster both

giftedness and positive self-concept, what changes should
be considered based on the present findings? Apparently
changes are most needed in dealing with gifted males and
non-gifted females, at least in this pre-adolescent period.
The first set of changes for the gifted males involves
the defeminization of early education: more male teachers
in the elementary grades (intellectual role models), more
tolerance for independent thought and behavior in elemen-
tary classrooms, and inclusion of more traditionally mas-
culine interests (e.g., mechanics, outer space) in teachers’
presentations. Indirect support for such recommendations
comes from a study by Flesher and Pressey (1955) which
reported improved achievement in accelerated mathe-
matics among girls if the classes were taught by women.

Secondly, efforts need to be made in the direction of

positive evaluation of pre-teen boys for early academic suc-
cess. Parents and educators need to lead the way to a new

definition of the masculine ideal which would encompass
academic striving and academic excellence in the elemen-
tary school years. Ford (1978) found that middle-school
gifted students (boys and girls) wanted to be in gifted pro-
grams, but only if it did not lead to conflict with peers.
Negative peer pressure is likely to be felt by boys unless
such programs can become part of a successful male image.

Third, while gifted pre-adolescent females appear to have
satisfactory self-perceptions, it is important not to overlook
the difficulties of the non-gifted girls. Attention from parents
and teachers must be given to such girls in order to avoid
the negative cycle of less than excellent academic per-
formance producing a poor self image followed by poorer
school performance, etc. The strengths and positive attri-
butes of females not described as gifted must be valued and
explicitly appreciated if society is to receive and to promote
maximal behaviors and attitudes for all of its women and
its men.

Finally, the findings that mothers of gifted children

describe their child-rearing approaches differently from
mothers of non-gifted (relying more on verbal than physical
mode and emphasizing independence over obedience) sug-
gests that such styles may encourage academic success.
A widely-cited study on families of gifted (Getzels and
Jackson, 1962) similarly described fathers of the gifted
as more permissive than fathers in other families. While
these studies imply that such parental behaviors foster
or, at least, encourage giftedness, it should be noted that
the direction of effect may work in the opposite direction
as well. That is, gifted children may be more verbal and
more amenable to verbal communication as well as more

able to behave successfully in an independent fashion, com-
pared to the non-gifted children. Thus gifted children may
modify their parents’ behavior as well as parental behaviors
impacting on the potential for giftedness in their children.
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