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Understanding 
Giftedness via the 
Gordian Knot

The origins of the “Gordian knot,” a 
term commonly used to describe a 
complex or unsolvable problem, can 
be traced back to a legendary chapter 
in the life of Alexander the Great. As 
the story goes, in 333 B.C. the 
Macedonian conqueror marched his 
army into the Phrygian capital of 
Gordium in modern day Turkey. 

Upon arriving in the city, he 
encountered an ancient wagon, its 
yoke tied with what one Roman 
historian later described as “several 
knots all so tightly entangled that it 
was impossible to see how they were 
fastened.” Phrygian tradition held 
that the wagon had once belonged to 
Gordius, the father of the celebrated 
King Midas. An oracle had declared 
that any man who could unravel its 
elaborate knots was destined to 
become ruler of all of Asia. 

From the History Channel



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

 Gifted have a tendency to look outwardly for approval and inwardly for 
blame

 May experience unique pressures to ‘perform’ as if the spotlight is always 
on—even when alone

 The gifted individual employs a somewhat bifurcated approach to life 
(rational and emotional) 

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

 The greatest risk is the social risk, and the greatest challenges for educators 
and parents alike are socioemotional 

 Gifted tend to be great starters, but at times lack discipline for follow 
through (beginnings are always fun!)

 Things come naturally—without having to work hard.



Giftedness happens 24 hours a day, 7 days per 
week and 365 days per year. These characteristics 

become magnified through the lifespan and 
pronounced during adolescence. 

Thus, we must attend to the cognitive and 
affective needs of the gifted throughout the day, 

both at school and at home (pullout opportunities 
may enhance, but do not replace a more 

holistic/robust approach).



Understanding 
Giftedness as a 
Measure of Potential

It is important to remember 
that there is a real difference 
between giftedness and high 
achievement, although the two 
may overlap in ideal 
circumstances. Giftedness is 
about potential, and things 
come quite organically. 

Conversely, high achievers 
achieve highly because they 
have the organizational and 
metacognitive skills—those 
sound habits of practice that 
serve as a roadmap to an 
ultimate destination.

This is a rationale for 
cultivating executive 
functioning skills: not solely to 
forge a path, but to help still 
turbulent cognitive waters. 



The gifted brain is

much like a volcano

on the verge of

eruption.

Chaotic, swirling, yet 

somehow controlled

unconsciously

seeking order and

release.

The same neurochemistry

that fuels all we love about

our gifted and talented 

students cognitively also 

tends to wreak tremendous 

affective havoc. 



Into the Light: 
Understanding the Gifted 
Using Plato’s Allegory of 
the Cave

In many ways, the gifted 
and talented are akin to the 
imprisoned featured in 
Plato’s Allegory. Their 
perceptions are shaped by 
shadow, distortion and 
exaggerated interpretation 
emerging from their unique 
neurobiology and socio-
affective characteristics. 

Thus, one of the most 
important duties parents of 
the gifted have is to help 
bring them into daylight and 
offer them a quality of life 
with a lesser degree of 
anxiety and intensity. 



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.

Source (in part): SENG, 2015



 Emotional extremes that may change 
frequently

 Body mirrors (headache, nausea, rapid 
heartbeat)

 Inhibition, timidity, shyness
 Feeling of being ‘out of control’
 Exaggerated concerns and depressive moods
 Feelings of inadequacy, inferiority
 Obsessive attachments



 Asynchrony: chronological 

age, and social, emotional, 

physical and intellectual 

development are out of sync 

with one another

 Difficulty finding friends with 

similar interests, ability, drive

 Lack of challenge

 Question of “fit” within larger 

school society



 Emotional intensity/deep emotional reactions
 Well developed senses of justice and fairness (albeit 

black and white and idealized)
 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)

Source: Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training, 2008



 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

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

 Social pressures to moderate achievements in front of 
peers

 Perfectionism

Source: Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training, 2008



 Enjoy complexity 
 Can be flexible thinkers
 Creative and original thinkers
 Can see relationships easily
 Enjoy hypotheses, what ifs, etc.
 Enjoy problem solving
 Are keen on aesthetics 
 Engage in fantasy, role playing
 Intellectual curiosity

Source: Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training, 2008



 Have a keen understanding of synthesis of 
ideas

 Skeptical, critical, evaluative 
 Quick to understand underlying principles
 Have a readily accessible mental database of 

facts and ideas
 Can think abstractly

Source: Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training, 2008



Cross Cutting: 

Perfectionism and 

Stress

Perfectionism takes on any 
number of forms in school and in 
the world outside of campus. It 
is not universal.

In many ways, perfectionism is 
driven by anxieties over approval 
and rejection by others versus 
envisioning positive outcomes.

Many behavioral scientists have 
suggested that the difference 
between a producer (or high 
achiever) and a perfectionist is 
that the former has drive and 
the latter is driven (Joelson, 
2018). 

In many cases, it is a matter of 
motivations behind actions and 
the ability to find a sense of 
solace and satisfaction in one’s 
efforts.



 Depression
 Performance anxiety
 Test anxiety
 Social anxiety
 Writer’s block
 Obsession 
 Compulsiveness
 Gloominess
 Loneliness
 Impatience
 Frustration 
 Anger 
 Rigidity
 Low motivation

The best project is a done project. We 

know perfectionists focus on outcomes

not processes, act in fits and spurts

and only find temporary satisfaction in

achievements because there is always

more to do.



 Creating a “safe” environment 
for gifted pupils (remove the 
spotlight: help me help you)

 Infuse flexibility and challenge
 Teach stress management and 

time management skills
 Teach pro-social skills and 

encourage non-academic 
activities

 Bibliotherapy (dates back to 
Ancient Greece)—using books 
to solve problems, address 
issues



 Be aware that with the gifted 
talents present over time

 Model the behavior you wish to see 
take place

 Reinforce engagement and learning 
at home—but not 24 hours per day

 Provide opportunities for down 
time

 Use integrated, holistic and 
practical (real-world) 

 Push out of comfort zone
 Use of moral dilemmas 

(contextually grounded—what 
would you do?) to empower 
broader viewpoints and choice



 Allow for time and non-
threatening environment to 
discuss those issues 
confronting gifted pupils 
(expectations, perfectionism, 
etc.)

 Emotional/Rational
 Working with the gifted is an 

epiphany based process—and 
they remain miles ahead!

 LOVE them, REASSURE 
them—appreciate difference
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