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Abstract 
 
This paper outlines the issues raised through considering the needs of children with 
multiple exceptionalities. Ideas are placed in the context of the national and 
international research. General introductions are provided to many of the common 
problems faced by pupils with multiple exceptionalities. Ideas of inclusion are raised 
and the paper concludes with some suggestions for further research. 
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1. Rationale and Structure of the Paper 
 
The paper reviews literature in the field and contextualises the UK’s position on this 
issue. There is a section detailing the main combinations of difficulty encountered 
with high ability. This paper is descriptive in nature as its purpose is to recommend 
research that will expose further the findings synthesised here. The overall aim is to 
deepen our understanding of able children with potential difficulties so as to improve 
provision in and out of schools. The paper ends with some suggestions for future 
research.  
 
Throughout the paper the term ‘high ability’ is used to refer to the general notion of 
any kind of giftedness or talent, whether clearly realised, suspected and erratically 
demonstrated, or latent and as yet undiscovered. The words ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’ are 
used in the sense used by the DfES rather than interchangeably or with a range of 
meanings as found in the global literature. These are accepted conventions in UK 
literature. 
 
2. Parameters of this Paper  
 
There is a lack of clarity as to the range of difficulties that can be counted in 
describing children as doubly exceptional. This partly stems from the way that 
difficulties are related. For example, coming from a disadvantaged background can 
cause difficulties with attendance at school and completion of set work, but if social 
disadvantage is to be counted among double exceptionality it makes for a much 
broader review, taking in issues beyond the remit of this paper.  
 
Therefore, the focus of the paper is upon learning difficulties and disability with 
particular reference to the context of gifted education in the UK. 
 
3. UK and World Wide Research 
 
In reviewing the field, international research in the field of multiple exceptionalities is 
considered and so it is important to contextualise these within the broader area of 
gifted education literature. A strong focus on children with multiple exceptionalities is 
seen to be relatively recent, although some theorists have been talking about such 
pupils for more than 20 years. It is even possible to consider Binet’s ideas to be the 
first published work in the field, dating back to 1894 and dealing with concepts of 
intelligence and the needs of blind children.  Until recently, studies and reviews have 
been scattered, disparate and scant although this does not diminish their interest and 
importance. 
 
3.1 Problems inherent in the field 
 
In the following section (4) the vexed notion of defining high ability is considered, but 
it must also be mentioned here in general terms. This is because definitions of the 
highly able underpin the literature and to a certain extent dictate how it can be 
interpreted. As identified by Ziegler and Raul (2000), research studies use different 
identification strategies and definitions making general conclusions difficult to draw. 
In their review of empirical studies in the field they note that:  
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…no consistent and uniform criteria for the identification of gifted 
individuals could be isolated. […] The fact that giftedness is 
conceptualised in different manners for different investigations renders 
the relationship between their results difficult at best. To make 
deductions from these investigations in combination becomes 
dubious.  
(Ziegler & Raul, 2000, pp.128, 130) 
 

Similar difficulties arise with some of the definitions and understanding of areas of 
difficulty. There is much scepticism around conditions such as Attention Deficit / 
Hyperactivity Disorder (AD/HD) for example, and some researchers would consider 
that cognitive impairment contradicts high ability. I try, in this paper to unravel some 
of these complexities and clarify the areas for debate.  
 
3.2 Global trends in research 
 
Montgomery (2003) succinctly summarises the problems that have confronted people 
researching into children with multiple exceptionalities:  
 

Those who have tried to bridge the gifted / special gap over the years 
have had difficulty obtaining resources or research funding because 
the topic falls between two stools and could be regarded as too small 
a population to merit concern. Equally, from the intervention point of 
view, the most obvious sign of difficulty is the special need; the other, 
the giftedness, is regarded as a bonus but they can cancel each other 
out. 
(Montgomery, 2003, p.5) 

 
Despite this, there have been developments that have helped researchers, 
practitioners and policy makers widen their definition of high ability and expand the 
pool of children who might profit from provision. Reviews of research over the last 25 
years demonstrate a broadening of concepts of high ability.  
 

Whereas until fifteen or twenty years ago the field was dominated by 
one dimensional giftedness concepts and corresponding IQ 
measurements, a large majority of more recent models are based on 
multidimensional or multifactorial psychometric concepts of 
intelligence – e.g. Gardner’s (1985) theory of multiple intelligences – 
or on approaches from information theory and cognitive psychology – 
e.g. Sternberg’s (1985) triarchic intelligence model. Other models still 
include elements from socialisation theories, e.g. Monks’ (Monks et 
al., 1986) extended Renzulli model. 
(Heller & Schofield, 2000, p.123) 
 

These and other similar changes have benefited able children with difficulties who 
may not shine in academic subjects. Continuing research into psychosocial aspects 
of development and varying pedagogies has also helped show that less obviously 
able children can flourish in the right environment. This is partly through in-depth 
examination of highly able children:  
 

There has been a gratifying increase in longitudinal studies in the 
WCGT proceedings. 

 5



(Heller & Schofield, 2000, p.136) 
 
Longitudinal work and case studies help to expose the failings of policy and practice 
whilst showing how children with difficulties can achieve with appropriate support 
(Freeman, 2001; Gross, 2004). 
 
3.3 The place of the UK on the world stage 
 
It has taken until 2003 for underachieving children to become a priority in terms of the 
UK government’s gifted and talented agenda. Amongst researchers in the field there 
exists a range of approaches and ideas, but some would have welcomed such a 
focus from the outset. Indeed it might have been easier to ‘sell the idea’ to teachers if 
the focus had been initially on helping able children with difficulties rather than 
children already achieving well. The head of the Gifted and Talented Education 
Department in the DfES notes:  
 

The focus is explicitly on ability rather than attainment, so 
underachieving pupils are a priority. 
(Dracup, 2003, p.112) 

 
This focus is welcome. It is worth considering for a moment, however, the historical 
reasons for the way the UK relates to global research in the field. Trends in research 
in the field of gifted education reveal the UK to have an increasing presence in the 
global arena in terms of funded research and representation in journals and other 
literature. This stems from the improved funding and priority given to the field by the 
government. This can be traced back to initial discussions and consultations of the 
House of Commons Select Committee Inquiry (1998-9), culminating in the 
establishment of the Government’s Gifted and Talented Advisory Group (1998-2001). 
This led directly to targeted Gifted and Talented provision as part of the DfEE’s 
Excellence in Cities (EiC) iniative (1999). Prior to this initiative, provision had been 
rather ad hoc, reliant on parent bodies, voluntary associations, enthusiastic 
practitioners and interested researchers. Of course key players have made very 
significant contributions to the knowledge of gifted education prior to the interest of 
the government, but it could be argued that the general contribution from the UK had 
been reliant upon a few committed individuals.  
 
Whilst the emphasis on highly able children is welcome, some of the approaches to 
provision have been contestable, in particular the working definitions of ‘gifted and 
talented’ children and the implications that follow from such notions. As the number 
of UK researchers in the field increased, it took time for practitioners to develop 
familiarity and understanding of the newer research into high ability coming from 
abroad. This has been eased through the interpretation and dissemination of current 
ideas by people working in the field, but some areas have taken longer to be 
assimilated than others.  
 
3.4 Government strategy, NAGTY and children with multiple exceptionalities 
 
In 1999, the DfEE abandoned its original preference to focus on the top one to three 
per cent of pupils and instead required schools to identify the academic achievers 
who fell into the top performing five to ten per cent. This still went against the grain 
of, many other countries which had chosen to define high ability more broadly, with 
some societies choosing a wider 15 to 20 percent of children and including potential 
achievement, as well as actual achievement. (See Tannenbaum, 2000, for a 
thorough review.)  
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As long ago as 1972, the Marland Report in the USA had broadened the definition of 
high ability to include children with ‘outstanding promise’ in certain areas, not only 
recognised achievement.  In the UK such breadth was not noted at the outset of the 
strategy. Reasons for this remain unclear. Adjusting Local Education Authorities’ 
Special Educational Needs definitions and requirements to incorporate able children 
with difficulties will help to balance the provision and silence critics (VanTassel-
Baska, 1989, cited in Feldhusen & Jarwan, 2000, p.275) 
 
DfES guidelines now include a far more inclusive understanding of high ability and a 
clearer (possibly more restrictive) definition of the terms ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’. How 
has this impacted on policy however? In a 2003 article about NAGTY, whilst children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds are invited to apply, nothing is said about those 
with learning problems. The ‘Talent Search’ focuses on children aged from 11 to 16 
years that constitute the ‘top 5% of pupils nationally in terms of their academic ability’ 
(University of Warwick, DfES, 2003, p.130). This would not be particularly 
encouraging for the underachiever as they are unlikely to fall into this category. 
Despite being highly able, their other exceptionalities can cause them to 
underachieve academically, so that they fail to meet the criteria for falling into the top 
five per cent of pupils. The rubric goes on; ‘…participants will be asked to provide 
evidence of their ability’ (p.131); a particularly difficult task for children with learning 
problems as such evidence generally constitutes the modes of self-expression with 
which the children often have difficulties, such as writing.  
 
And if the students are accepted onto a programme, what kind of experiences will 
they have? The paper reports that ‘… the normal student working day will be 
appropriately intensive and will involve 6-7 hours of structured teaching and 
independent study time’ (op cit). For a child who is struggling to cope with school, this 
could be rather off-putting. Although intensive learning is often welcome, there is 
insufficient information concerning range of learning and teaching styles and how the 
day is broken up to reassure a pupil that the work will be more appropriate than 
ordinary schooling.  
 
In 2003, the fourth year of the strategy, EiC initiatives had been broadened to include 
regional aspects and to emphasise resources and opportunities for pupils. Dracup 
(2003) reports that the focus is to 
 

…support underachieving gifted and talented pupils, especially those 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. […]  
The ‘Schools Achieving Success’ policy for gifted and talented children 
is designed to … build on pupils’ particular strengths and tackle any 
weaknesses, making sure they receive a broad and balanced 
education. […]  we expect the Academy to address the needs of a 
wider population.  
2003, pp.113, 116.  

 
In the subsequent list of such a population, he suggests both younger and 
older students, but there is no mention of children with learning problems or 
disabilities. 
 
Despite defining a broader target group, England still lags behind other countries, 
notably the USA, where the 2001 ‘No Child Left Behind’ Act (NCLB) has helped to 
encourage a more inclusive agenda.  
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4.  Defining High Ability and Multiple Exceptionalities 
 
In the UK this particular language is still rather new and unfamiliar. The phrases 
‘double exceptionality’, ‘dually exceptional’, ‘gifted handicapped’ (Clark, 1992, cited 
by Feldhusen & Jarwan, 2000, p.275), ‘doubly exceptional’, ‘having multiple 
exceptionalities’ and the popular shorthand of 2E, are found through the literature. I 
have mostly referred to ‘multiple exceptionalities’ as this now seems to be the 
prevailing phrase and includes the widest group of children. In the US, thinking and 
writing in this area is far more developed, which is also true of all formal areas of 
gifted education.  
 
As ever, there are difficulties in baldly stating exactly who can be described as gifted, 
talented or highly able. Definitions vary depending on a range of factors and this is 
also true of certain disabilities, syndromes and learning difficulties. This makes 
defining people with multiple exceptionalities particularly complex.  
 
As noted above, shifting paradigms in psychology and sociology have given rise to 
newer ways of considering ability and Sternberg’s notion of giftedness as developing 
expertise is one of the more popular of these ideas (2001). Other researchers have 
found that their definitions have been challenged through examining a wide range of 
people. Here, Morelock and Feldman (2000) are discussing the impact of research 
into prodigies, savants and people with Williams Syndrome: 
 

It has become clear that to understand giftedness and talent, we must 
seek more precise articulation of the relative roles of general cognitive 
ability and domain-specific intellective capacities as well as the 
interplay between them (Morelock and Feldman, 1993). Special 
groups such as these show promise of providing this understanding.  
(Morelock and Feldman, 2000:227) 

 
Some researchers refer to dyssynchronicity (e.g. Terraiser, 1985, Montgomery, 
2003) and other distinguish sharply between those who have ‘dual’ and multiple 
exceptionalities. The full range of issues will tend to include the following:  
 

…gifted children who also have disabilities, especially learning, 
developmental, and social-economic disabilities. Dual exceptionalities 
may include: autistic savant syndrome; developmental delays in 
speech, language and motor coordination; disruptive behaviour 
(including conduct and oppositional-defiant disorders); anxieties, and 
eating disorders (Moon & Hall, 1998). Gifted children may also have 
specific learning disorders (LD), and attention deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (AD/HD) (Moon and Hall, 1998). 
(Colangelo & Assouline, 2000, p.605) 

 
Other researchers include cultural disadvantage as part of dual or multiple 
exceptionality as such backgrounds are widely understood to affect performance and 
self-esteem, sometimes even serving as the cause of a learning or behavioural 
problem. No student’s learning takes place in a vacuum and so context must also be 
taken into account. Some researchers consider this to be so important that it re-
frames the way in which we perceive the notion of difficulty.  
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Through a social constructivist lens, [however,] ‘it is impossible to 
describe adequately any one person’s actions without an adequate 
account of the contexts in which the actions take place’ (McDermott, 
1976, p.106). From a social constructivist perspective, the student is 
not the problem (a deficit perspective), nor is the teacher the problem 
(an ecological perspective). As Freedman and Combs (1996) put it, 
‘the problem is the problem’ (p.47), and rather than being the problem, 
each person ‘has a relationship with the problem’ (p.66). Therefore, 
the essential question in response to the appearance of learning 
difficulties is, What’s going on here?  
 
[To respond effectively to such issues] … it takes a complex system of 
interactions performed just in the right way, at the right time, on the 
stage we call school. And, as it turns out, this is precisely what is 
required to construct students as ‘smart’.  
(Dudley-Marling, 2004, p.489) 

 
A simple definition would be that a child with multiple exceptionalities, in this context, 
would be highly able and also have some kind of difficulty that will be likely to hinder 
them from expressing their high ability. 
 
5. Multiple Exceptionalities and Underachievement 
 
This paper is not about underachievement per se, and so important work in the area 
cannot be discussed here, although it should be recognised that it is a concept that is 
tightly intertwined with multiple exceptionalities and one of the areas for further 
research.  
 
The concept of underachievement is rather woolly; indeed almost all of us could be 
said to be underachievers in some sense, since we can never prove that we have 
reached our potential achievement in every field. However, the concept of 
underachievement can be made useful in the context of schooling, particularly 
concerning able children who seem to have a large disparity between their actual 
output of work and their abilities in understanding and thinking about the 
underpinning and related ideas. It is impossible to measure potential, but some 
psychological and other methods can indicate when children have very high ability in 
one area and very low performance in others. Discerning the strengths and 
limitations of able underachievers is particularly complex. In an attempt to clarify 
these issues, Freeman (1995) has differentiated between underachievers and non-
producers. She notes that underachievers have low self-esteem and emotional 
distress; there seems to be a barrier to their performance. Non-producers tend to be 
self confident, choosing not to conform, but can achieve highly when they are 
motivated. It is most likely that children with multiple exceptionalities fall into the first 
of these categories  
 
Not every child with high ability and some kind of learning difficulty or disability will be 
an underachiever. However the chances of children with dual exceptionality being 
unable to express their abilities are greater than for children without problems.  
 
Montgomery identified clear links between dual exceptionality and underachievement 
particularly clearly in her 2000 publication, ‘Able Underachievers’. She recommends 
that educational provision be targeted at a wide group of pupils in order not to miss 
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those with learning problems that could affect the manifestation of their high ability. 
She is echoing a view expressed by Kellmer-Pringle (1970) and Silverman (1989) 
who identified a recommendation of a ten-point drop in minimum level of attainment 
to get on to a programme for those with learning disabilities.  
 
Colangelo and Assouline point out the differences and similarities between 
underachievers and children with multiple exceptionalities, and the importance of 
distinguishing between psychological difficulties and dual exceptionality.  
 

While the psychological issues have clearly been shown to play a role 
in underachievement, it is critical to note that not all underachievement 
behaviours have a psychological root.  
(Colangelo & Assouline 2000, p.604) 

 
What is required is a shift in attitude to underachievement:  
 

Historically, underachieving gifted students in the classroom have 
been viewed as defective merchandise in need of repair. … Future 
research needs to move away from the ‘fix the broken’ mentality of 
working on students, to one of working with students to develop 
understanding and learning. … Alleviating tendencies leading to 
learner marginalisation and perceived underachievement is the goal.  
(Schultz, 2002, p.204-5) 

 
6.0 Specific Instances of Multiple Exceptionalities 
 
In this section a very broad overview is presented of some of the key areas of high 
ability with a range of difficulties. Some are more prevalent than others, but all are 
relevant to this paper as they are to be found among the population of highly able 
children in the UK. There is no discussion here of the difficulties caused by long-term 
and chronic illnesses such as epilepsy, asthma and sickle cell anaemia, but all of 
these (and other) conditions are likely to result in absence from school. This, in turn, 
will also inhibit children in terms of their development and learning possibly resulting 
in performance that falls well below their abilities.  
 
For practical classroom issues and an in-depth examination of most of the areas 
noted in this section, see Montgomery (2003). The following sections are no more 
than a very brief outline of the main difficulties and issues raised by each 
exceptionality in relation to high ability.  
 
6.1 High ability, mobility and sensory impairments 
 
That people with mobility and sensory impairments can also be highly able has never 
been in doubt. Scattered through history are high achievers and increasingly society 
encourages better participation of all its members (such as in the media and politics), 
providing role models for able children with such difficulties.  
 
All of the conditions noted in this section are contentious in their own fields. Mobility 
problems, blindness and deafness all exist on a continuum and as such present 
definitional problems in trying to identify the incidence of the difficulty, even more so 
when this comes together with high ability. Often, people have to cope with more 
than one difficulty, particularly blindness, that tends to be an accompaniment to 
another exceptionality.  
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People with visual impairment constitute one per thousand of the 
school population, or 0.1 per cent, therefore to be gifted with visual 
impairment would occur in one per twenty thousand. However, […] 
there may be proportionally as many gifted among those with a 
disability as among the general population, but their gifts are obscured 
by their disability. 
(Starr, 2003, p.94) 
 
There are eight million people in the UK with some form of hearing 
loss. […] The quality of provision is variable … There is no standard 
nationally of what should be the minimum qualification for tutors. … 
Overall there are two few resources for tutors and deaf students.  
(DfES, 2002, paragraphs 25 and 37, from lifelong learning website)  

 
There are no clear figures for the incidence of people with mobility difficulties as there 
is such an enormous range of concerns from those who are immobile, to wheelchair 
users and people with minor movement difficulties. As with sensory impairment, 
mobility problems can also be part of a cluster of difficulties. The Disability 
Discrimination Act (2004) has forced schools and universities to address any areas of 
difficult access for people, but there is still a real need for development in this area.  
 
There are specific needs and issues associated with all the different difficulties and 
combinations thereof. The most pressing concern here, though, is the problems 
raised by identifying and then providing for the able student with sensory or mobility 
difficulties. It is vital, early on, to employ testing methods that account, for example, 
for the language delay of the hearing impaired, that provide technology to support 
learning, and to observe people in a wide range of activities in which their chances of 
success are not affected by their physical difference. Only then can fair assessment 
be made of their abilities. Starr (2003), here is talking about the evaluation of children 
with visual impairment, but the principles she espouses are applicable to a variety of 
related contexts.  
 

This would involve input from special education staff, skilled in 
teaching those with visual impairment, and specialist psychologists 
who are involved with the identification of the gifted. Objective 
measures and student observation and checklists, completed by 
teachers and parents, would assist in gaining full assessment of skills 
and adaptive behaviours.  
(Starr, 2003, p.107) 

 
What is needed, then, is an approach informed by the experience and consultation of 
specialists.  
 
6.2 High ability and learning difficulties     
  
Amongst children in schools there is much evidence of issues in this extensive 
matter. Learning problems include dyslexia, dysgraphia, dysorthographia, dyscalculia 
and non-verbal problems such as dyspraxia. Each of these areas merits its own 
paper and there are other learning difficulties beyond the tentative list here.  
 
 
 

 11



 
 
 
The key problem concerns the invisibility of the learning problem and / or the high 
ability . Three types are commonly encountered:  
 

1 Behaviour problems due to lack of diagnosis of a learning problem;  
2 Learning problems have been diagnosed, but not high ability;  
3 Functioning at just below grade level and therefore assumed to be 

satisfactorily achieving their potential;  
(Brody and Mills, 1997, p.282-3) 

 
Many problems remain unnoticed, particularly among highly able children who often 
compensate for their weaknesses with strengths in other areas.  
 

When giftedness and learning difficulties co-occur, they can cancel 
each other out and to all intents and purposes the pupil appears 
average in ability and attainment. There is evidence to suggest that 
some 50 per cent of pupils are affected by these silent difficulties. 
(Montgomery, 2003, p.7) 

 
Perhaps the most significant areas of difficulty concern reading and writing as these 
activities make up so much of a school day and the National Curriculum. Dyslexia is 
a processing difficulty, not a reading problem as commonly thought and although 
reading problems may manifest themselves, related remediation is only part of the 
help that people with dyslexia may require. General ability affects the strategies 
children use in learning to read and these are worth investigating as part of the 
identification process of children who seem less than able due to weak reading. 
However, the main method we have for examining such abilities is a test of 
intelligence giving an I.Q.  
 

… the effect of IQ on reading is partially mediated by decoding in the 
children with reading disability. The results point to the importance of 
the role of IQ in predicting reading comprehension. […] Decoding 
ability was the best single predictor of reading comprehension.  
(Tui et al, 2003, pp.424, 434) 

 
Tests can prove problematic though: 
 

There is no agreement on a cutoff score or on what part of the test 
counts as “real potential”. […] One common formula … is the 
calculation of the difference between a student’s actual achievement 
and his or her measured potential (as determined by an IQ test). If the 
discrepancy is sufficiently large then the child is said to have a 
learning disability. 
(Siegel, 2003, p.2) 

 
This is not always the case, however, such as in bilingual children (reviewed 
by Jimenez et al, 2003) due to the different strategies required for success in 
reading in different contexts and languages. The area is a minefield, but must 
be tackled as:  

 
Ignoring learning disabilities has profound and negative social effects. 
[…]In the interest of providing remedial help for all children and adults 
who have a learning disability, we should abandon the concept of IQ 
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and turn our efforts toward early identification, early intervention and 
remediation. 
(Siegel, L.S. 2003, p.2, 3) 
 

Many teachers are aware that a problem exists, however. Teachers of able children 
with learning difficulties are frequently searching for useful tactics to help and 
encourage pupils, demonstrating recognition of the abilities, but they lack effective 
strategies to follow this through.  
 
6.3 High ability and autism / Asperger’s Syndrome 
 
Autistic Spectrum Disorders (ASD) are developmental dysfunctions, identifiable as 36 
in ten thousand at the mildest and four in ten thousand in the most severe cases 
(Wing, 1995). High functioning autism is known as Asperger’s Syndrome (or AS, with 
the current convention being ‘Asperger Syndrome’). At whatever level of severity, 
people with ASD manifest a triad of impairments in social communication, reciprocal 
social interaction, and imagination and empathy (first identified by Kanner in 1944, 
since adapted by many people, notably Wing, 2003 and Baron-Cohen, 2000).  
 
A rare extreme is that of the savant, with extreme skills in a very limited range of 
activities and with severe difficulties in other areas. Morelock and Feldman (2000) 
summarise the documented abilities of the savant as follows:  
 

calendar calculating; lightning calculating (the ability to do 
extraordinary rapid mathematical calculations); art; mechanical ability; 
prodigious memory (mnemonism). 
(Morelock & Feldman, 2000, p.229) 

 
People with such savant abilities are generally very impaired in other areas and 
unable to manage without long-term care. Similarly, people with severe autism are 
unlikely to be receiving mainstream schooling. Far more common is AS. Neihart’s 
work (2000) is of some significance in this area as he noted some characteristics of 
children with AS that are confusingly, but commonly used as indicators of high ability, 
such as:  
 

1 verbal fluency and an excellent memory; 
2 fascination with letters and / or numbers; 
3 having an absorbing interest in a specific topic and memorising vast 

quantities of information; 
4 annoying peers with limitless talk about own interests; 
5 asking awkward questions and giving lengthy discourses in answer to 

questions; 
6 hypersensitivity to sensory stimulation and refusal to eat or wear certain 

things; 
7 dyssynchronicity in abilities with extraordinary skill in some areas and 

average ability in others. 
(Adapted from Neihart, 2000) 

  
He has also identified differences however, exclusive to people with AS:  
 

1 pedantic seamless speech in which they run on, mixing fact and personal 
detail; 

2 low tolerance to change, may ignore class and school routines completely; 
3 does not understand humour, understanding is literal;  
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4 clumsiness in 50-90 per cent; 
5 inappropriate affect and lack of insight; 
6 frequently has stereotypic behaviours and rituals. 

(Cited in Montgomery, 2003:161) 
 
Many people with AS are actually or potentially high achievers and would clearly 
benefit the group they work with as well as helping their own development, if they can 
be helped with managing their autism.  
 
 
6.4 High ability and AD/HD 
 
People with AD/HD are characterised by impulsivity, inattention and hyperactivity and 
the issue of AD/HD is in turn, characterised by controversy.  
 

Some authors (Lind, 1993; Cramond, 1995; Baum, Olenchak and 
Owen, 1989; Rimm, 1999) have questioned whether ADHD in high 
ability students is just a misinterpretation of gifted, creative or 
‘overexcitable’ behaviours or a mismatch between curriculum and 
child.  
(Kaufmann and Castellanos, 2000:, p.621) 

 
The controversy also centres around the treatment of AD/HD with severe dietary 
restrictions and / or the stimulant drug Ritalin, which is prescribed usually when the 
hyperactivity is particularly disruptive (not often being used to treat AD without 
hyperactivity). As with the difficulties already noted, symptoms cross all contexts and 
can be found in all academic settings, regardless of socio-economic background, 
cultural difference, gender etc. Due to its controversial nature and similarity with other 
difficulties, the prevalence of AD/HD is impossible to pin down and estimates range 
from zero per cent to 16 per cent (Lahey et al., 1999 cited in ibid). Colangelo and 
Assouline note that there are no empirical data on high ability and AD/HD despite the 
contention that:  
 

The most common disorder in gifted children is AD/HD (Moon and 
Hall, 1998) which can interfere with academic and social functioning.  
(Colangelo & Assouline 2000, p.605) 

 
Children with AD/HD are less efficient learners than those without, even where the 
children with AD/HD have not been diagnosed as having a learning disability. The 
incidence of AD/HD is higher in boys than girls and both groups perform differently.   
 

…girls [also] outperformed boys in terms of overall performance 
despite lower verbal IQ scores. These findings show that children with 
ADHD can exhibit unexpected weaknesses in learning even without a 
formal learning disability.  
(Cutting et al., 2003, p.259) 

 
Some researchers see AD/HD as a potentially positive characteristic.  
 

… we do not believe that ADHD is a defect that must be ‘cured’. In 
fact, we have often observed that ADHD can enhance as well as 
inhibit the realisation of talents.  
(Kaufman & Castellano, 2000, p.638) 
 

Suggestions to help children with AD/HD incorporate behaviour management and 
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adjustment of pedagogy and tasks to allow for their particular ways of learning 
(Kaufman and Castellano, 2000; Montgomery, 2003).  
6.5 High ability and social / behavioural difficulties  
 
Most children with difficulties in these areas will fall into one of the other sections 
here, their behaviour problems caused by their learning problems or the lack of fit 
within their schooling context. Oppositional and conduct disorders can be seen in 
some children without any other problems but this rare. The most useful way to think 
about this area is probably the concept of dyssynchronicity which was usefully 
explored by Terraiser (1985) who split the concept into two aspects; internal and 
social.  
 
The internal aspect refers to rates of development in areas such as the physical, 
cognitive and affective, whilst the social aspect concerns the context in which the 
child is functioning. Children feeling dyssynchronous in either of these ways are likely 
to exhibit behaviours that cause harm to themselves, or disruption to the social 
setting. When taken to extremes, this can result in violence, eating disorders, 
aggression, physical and mental self-harm to the point of suicide.  
 
Dabrowski’s work in the 1960s on overexcitabilities (OE) is often the basis for 
researchers considering the features of high ability that may lead to behaviour 
problems. For example, see here the list provided by Sisk in her chapter on gifted 
children with behaviour disorders. She highlights ‘selected characteristics that cause 
concern for gifted students’ focusing entirely on OE, with the addition of the first two 
categories below:  
 

1 persistence – can be negative when it interferes with set routines or school 
responsibilities; 

2 perfectionism – dissatisfaction with quality of own work often materialising in a 
refusal to start a task or destruction of completed tasks due to fear of failure 
and frustration; 

3 intensity:  
 

intellectual intensity – children can be preoccupied with theoretical 
problems and display an avid desire for knowledge about a given topic; 
independence of thought; sharp sense of observation; 
emotional intensity – can result in anxiety stemming from concern for 
others, depression and preoccupation with death;  
sensual intensity – seeking sensual outlets and sometimes also a desire 
for the limelight;  
psychomotor intensity – love of movement, restlessness and impulsive 
activity;  
imaginational intensity – inventiveness, use of images and metaphor. 
(Adapted from Sisk, 2003, p.133-4) 

 
The vulnerability and resilience of highly able students has been widely investigated 
in research papers mainly within psychology and psychoanalysis and it has been 
concluded that gifted children generally have the same incidence of difficulty as most 
other children (Neihart et al., 2002). Whilst this may be true, it should also be 
recognised that:  

… ill-fitting environments whether they be school, family, peers or 
culture greatly impact on the social and emotional development of 
gifted children and adults. Numerous researchers agree that gifted 
students are subject to unique stressors, and that they are vulnerable 
to difficulties with social and emotional adjustment.  
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(Sisk, 2003, p.152) 
 
These different views demonstrate the need for further research and the 
inappropriateness of broad brush generalisations.  
 
6.6 High ability and cognitive impairment  
 
This area seems almost contradictory; how can people with cognitive impairment be 
described as able? The work of pioneers such as Feuerstein (1980 and 1987, see 
Sharron, 1987) has helped to show that children with global developmental delay can 
be helped to demonstrate remarkable achievements and abilities. As the concepts of 
ability broaden to include areas defined in the UK as ‘talent’, more possibilities unfold 
for children with issues such as Williams Syndrome.  
 
These children (known as Williams People) typically have cognitive impairment that 
would result in failure of standard Piagetian intellectual tasks, but also have particular 
pockets of high ability, in some cases recorded as extraordinary. They tend to exhibit, 
for example, a proclivity for unusual words, very adept social behaviour, fluent 
speech and advanced musical ability and sensitivity. 
 
Children with Down’s Syndrome are a heterogenous group with widely varying 
abilities and strengths. As research deepens into the difficulties such people face, 
improved pedagogies emerge and with the strategy of inclusion, new opportunities 
have been created. Children often have clusters of problems that can include hearing 
impairment, fine or gross motor skills problems, reading and writing problems and 
language delay or difficulty with speech. 
 

When dealing with pupils with complex special needs, the approach to 
differentiation must be child-centred, taking into account the particular 
nature of those needs.  
(Alton, 2003, p.189) 

 
Research is needed to see what kind of contribution could be made to help children 
with cognitive impairment better explore their own abilities.  
 
6.7 High Ability and Cultural Disadvantage  
 
As this area is not central to the remit of the paper, it will receive only a cursory 
mention here. It must be noted, however, that cultural disadvantage could be 
considered a cause of some learning problems and certainly serves to exacerbate 
many of the difficulties already described.  
 
Cultural disadvantage includes a range of difficulties:  
 
economic disadvantage;  
social disadvantage; 
minority backgrounds; 
having a different language from the mainstream; 
where parents have little education.  
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Borland and Wright (2003) summarise the issue. Although they use data from the 
US, the principles are relevant in broader contexts: 
 

It has been a commonplace observation, usually accompanied by 
sincere but ineffectual expressions of concern, that certain children 
have been and continue to be chronically and systematically, if 
unintentionally under-represented in programmes for gifted students.  
(Borland and Wright 2003:587) 

 
Slack (2003) reinforces this, identifying that:  
 

…the largest potential for growth in student numbers comes from 
young people from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 
(Slack, 2003:325) 

 
Generally, cultural disadvantage is not used among the descriptors for children with 
multiple exceptionalities, but its role and influence is undeniable and should be 
considered.  
 
7. Inclusion 
 
It would be a significant omission if inclusion were not mentioned here. This is no 
more than a section to raise some issues that can be summarised as follows:  
 

A truly inclusive approach in fact results in higher quality, since the 
pool of talent is wider, broader and deeper. […] living as we do in an 
environment that values the academic over the practical, the challenge 
for schools is to create an environment where talent can flourish. How 
we deal with our preconceptions about the talent realm – and our 
views on the concept of ‘innate ability’ in general – has the potential to 
transform our perspective on the education of all our pupils, whatever 
their gifts and talents. 
(Gray-Fow, 2005, p.123) 

 
Despite the success of girls and underachievement of boys, the high ability 
population still rather marginalises girls.  
 

[There are …] relatively few programmes designed for gifted girls and 
little empirical review of such provision. Recommendations include: 
the development of a multifaceted, integrated program which is readily 
and publicly available. […] Early intervention is preferable and the 
program must include parental involvement as well as teacher 
education. Career counselling and work on increasing and / or 
maintaining self esteem are essential. […] program should be adapted 
to the local culture or subculture […] need for the general mores of our 
community to be changed.. 
(White, 2000, p.127) 

 
In general, recent research into inclusion focuses on the notion of raising aspirations 
(in the UK, the Select Committee Report, 2001; the Excellence Challenge, DfEE, 
2000; and in the US the NCLB initiative, Baglieri & Knopf, 2004).  
 
Slack (2003) is concerned here with children from lower socio-economic 
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backgrounds, but the issues raised are also applicable to children with other types of 
multiple exceptionalities.  
 

Many pupils felt that the activities involved in the project were imposed 
from an adult (and middle class) perspective and of interest to pupils 
primarily already well-motivated and achieving educationally. The 
focus on these activities potentially excluded working class pupils from 
the outset. […] Finally, additional questions must be asked in relation 
to aspiration-raising initiatives themselves: to raise aspirations and not 
increase opportunities realistically available is both demoralising and 
unfair.  
(Slack, 2003, p.333) 

 
Notions of inclusion exist as a backdrop to discussions of children with multiple 
exceptionalities, a kind of watermark impinging on the overall picture of the 
experience of highly able pupils with problems. 
 
8.  Future Directions – Suggestions for Research 
 
In collating some recommendations and directions for future research, it is necessary 
to firstly note the limitations of the field: 

 
In summary, the results of this review build the image of a research 
field, which is more or less fragmented and whose results cannot 
easily be compared to one another. 
(Ziegler and Raul, 2000, p.131) 

 
It may be inevitable therefore, that research has to be closely tailored to a particular 
population and that generalisation is less easy in this field than in others. 
Constructing research that focuses on the specific needs of the UK population, or 
indeed a narrower group, may be the short term answer. This may differ from other 
more obviously generalisable research projects, but if it helps to meet the needs of 
able children then we may have to accept this and run several smaller carefully 
tailored projects.  
 

In general a stronger emphasis on interdisciplinary research – above 
and beyond the boundaries of the strongly pedagogical-psychological 
dominated field of research – is essential in order to discover more 
about the nature of giftedness and talent. 
(Heller and Schofield, 2000, p.137) 

 
This implies a multi-dimensional approach that may draw upon the specialist 
knowledge of therapists, psychologists and counsellors, as well as practitioners from 
special education.  
 
General directions are noted here:  
 

1 an investigation of current NAGTY members’ profiles and consideration of the 
representation of children with multiple exceptionalities amongst this 
population compared to the national statistics; 

2 the above review with international comparisons; 
3 a review of NAGTY policy in reference to children with multiple 

exceptionalities; 
4 research into teachers’ understanding of children with multiple 
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exceptionalities; 
5 including experienced teachers of children with multiple exceptionalities in 

discussions and helping them disseminate useful strategies for helping 
children;  

6 invitations to national organisations to participate and consult in planning and 
policy (e.g. the National Deaf Children’s Society and the National Association 
of Special Educational Needs); 

7 research into underachievement in relation to children with multiple 
exceptionalities; 

8 investigation into the notion of cognitive impairment and high ability, in 
particular ‘talent’; 

9 review international research on teacher bias in nominating children for 
programmes for the gifted and recommendations for application procedures 
(see, for example, Borland and Wright, 2000; Siegle and Powell, 2004); 

10 review of the application procedures for summer school with particular 
reference to the difficulties current formats present for children with multiple 
exceptionalities;  

11 review of the pedagogies and structures of summer schools and workshops 
to consider how well these take account of the needs of children with multiple 
exceptionalities; 

12 consideration of the expansion of technology should be undertaken, with 
particular reference to new technologies that help children with sensory 
impairment and learning problems (this also implies some kind of audit of the 
access to technology in target groups); 

13 consideration of children who have had to withdraw from the school system 
due to the rigidity of pedagogy, structures and curriculum (as noted by Kay 
2000). Research projects should therefore be certain to look outside of both 
maintained and independent schooling to see what can be done to help 
support home educated children; 

14 tracking of multiply exceptional students who apply and are not accepted and 
any that leave summer school or NAGTY for reasons pertinent to their 
particular cluster of abilities and difficulties.  

 
In any of this research, wherever possible, the student voice should be sought and 
encouraged.  
 
9. Conclusion 
 
This paper has set out to outline the issues raised through considering the needs of 
children with multiple exceptionalities. The political context has been demonstrated 
as an important aspect of this area. Specific types of problems faced by pupils with 
multiple exceptionalities have been introduced and notions of inclusion have been 
raised.  
 
The paper concludes with some suggestions for further research. If even one or two 
of the areas could be followed up and acted upon this would make a palpable 
difference to highly able children who would benefit immeasurably from the 
opportunity to express their latent abilities.  
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