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Underachievement and How it Develops 
Underachievement is a term that unsettles both parents and educators. It is 
also a term that is both poorly defined and incorrectly used. Often, it is 
described by comparing performance scores on standardized tests versus 
academic achievement in school. Furthermore, the label is often used 
broadly to describe performance rather than narrowly targeting the area of 
underachievement. For example, used broadly, “she is an underachiever.” 
Used, in a narrow context, “she is underachieving in math.” By applying the 
term broadly, accomplishments are not given the credit they deserve.  

Some experts believe that underachievement is a behavior… one that is 
learned and may be modified. So how are underachieving behaviors learned? 
The answer is simple. If children are not challenged, they turn off. Why 
apply yourself to a task that is too simple for your advanced mind? 

How do parents deal with these behaviors? There are three strategies: 
•  Supportive strategies designed to affirm the worth of the child. To affirm a 
child is to communicate things that we know to be true about them. Think 
of the movie The Help…. “You is kind. You is smart. You is important.” 
Grammar aside, this is a great affirmation.

•  Intrinsic strategies designed to develop self-motivation. Author Daniel 
Pink calls out three main forces… autonomy (the need to self-direct), 
mastery (the intrinsic motivation to get better, to master a skill) and purpose 
(the ability to connect to a larger cause).  

•   Remedial strategies designed to close gaps and improve performance in  
an academic area include evidence based instruction, progress monitoring, 
and increased or targeted instructional time.

Keep reading for another form of underachievement: selective consumerism.

Selective 
Consumerism 
While selective consumers are  
often lumped together with 
underachievers, their basic 
motivation is quite different. These 
kids pick and choose what they 
want to learn. One day they are 
highly engaged in a lesson and the 
next day they could just be sitting 
in class without any intention of 
participating.

This student knows what to do but 
chooses not to do so because he 
either sees little purpose in the 
activity or is intimidated by the 
challenge. 

The ways to deal with selective 
consumers are essentially the same 
as with underachievers: supportive, 
intrinsic, and remedial strategies. 
Another important part of dealing 
with selective consumers is 
rigorous, challenging and 
differentiated learning experiences 
for all students. In Allen ISD, we 
are committed to this level of 
instruction and teachers will gladly 
explain how they are working to 
meet individual student needs. 

If you think your child is either an 
underachiever or selective 
consumer, please talk with your 
gifted and talented teacher. We are 
here to help. 

Here is another great resource: 
When Gifted Kids Don't Have All the 
Answers by Judy Galbraith and Jim 
Delisle.
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Perseverance, Resiliency and Grit 
Take a guess… what percentage of success is attributable to intelligence and 
what percentage of success is attributable to psychosocial skills like 
perseverance, resiliency, grit and tenacity?

The answer, based on 2013 research (Olszewski-Kubilius) shows that only 
25% of success is attributable to innate intelligence while the other 75% is 
based on skills that can be modeled and learned… the psychosocial skills.

The U.S. Department of Education lists three primary areas where students 
should focus awareness:
• Academic mindsets- how they think as learners
• Effortful control- how they stay motivated to achieve long-term goals
• Strategies and tactics- plans and methods for dealing with setbacks

We should expect children to face and overcome obstacles. Lots of gifted 
kids sail through school and rarely have to work hard to achieve goals. Then, 
when it’s time for college, they are unprepared for classes where everyone is 
as smart as they are. They lack the resilience necessary to tackle challenges. 
Productive struggle builds resiliency (keep that in mind the next time you 
are tempted to bail your child out of a problem).

So does failure. Ugh! Failure sounds like an awful word but it isn’t. When 
you fail, you learn far more that when you succeed. If you walk by a GT 
classroom you’ll often hear classes celebrating a failure. Why? Because 
they’ve learned something valuable from the experience. When children 
consciously approach a new task with the experience of overcoming 
obstacles they will apply more effort and different tactics to problems.

So, the next time your child starts on a new task, step back, breathe and let 
them try it their own way. Let them struggle, solve problems and make 
mistakes. Give them the gift of time to experiment and learn. It may not 
come easy but you are becoming a better parent and they are becoming a 
more resilient, persistent and gritty learner.

Why Simulations?  
Simulations are among the most often 
used methods of teaching in industry 
and government. Imagine flying with a 
pilot that hadn’t spent years behind a 
flight simulator practicing his or her 
skills… frightening! 

Gifted teachers incorporate a lot of 
simulations and hands-on activities in 
our classes. Why are simulations such 
great learning tools for GT kids? By 
design, they are active… kids select 
parameter values, must anticipate 
outcomes and formulate new questions 
to ask.  They require a student to 
transfer knowledge and apply it. A good 
simulation allows time for reflective 
thinking so the student can examine his 
or her performance in the simulation and 
re-think decisions. 

Finally, they create tremendous  
opportunities for social interaction. 
Being a follower is as important as being 
a leader. Teaching GT kids social skills to 
interact in groups is one of the primary 
objectives of gifted services.

Hydrate, hydrate, hydrate 
A lack of adequate hydration has been 
linked to lower cognitive performance in 
children and adults. It can also lead to 
headaches, which can affect children’s 
ability to concentrate. The amount of 
water kids need varies by age, activity 
level, outside temperature, and other 
factors, but aim for a minimum of six 
glasses of water per day. A reusable water 
bottle can help children drink enough 
water wherever they are.

Strengths That May Become Problems 
It’s common that GT kids have excessive energy, not just mentally but 
physically too. They may be seen as hyperactive. 

What to do:  Structured activities like ballet, karate, soccer or basketball 
can be great ways for children to release energy and learn some self-
regulation skills.  Stay away from television and video games which tend to 
overstimulate kids. Set limits and reward positive behavior. Watch food 
intake for a good balance. Increase play and art activities to encourage 
creative thinking. and use more brain energy. 


