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he underachievement of gifted students is a perplex-
ing phenomenon. Too often, for no apparent rea-
son, students who show great academic promise fail
to perform at a level commensurate with their abil-
ities, frustrating both parents and teachers
(Whitmore, 1986). Many gifted students continue
to do well on achievement or reasoning tests, but, in
their failure to tn in assignments or to attend or
participate in class, demonstrate their disengage-
ment from the educational process. Issues con-
cerned with defining underachievement, identifying
underachieving gifted students, and esplaining the
reasons for this underachievement continue to stir
controversy among practitioners, researchers, and
clinicians. Legitimate problems exist in determining
whether or not these students are at greater risk for
social or emotional problems than other students,
and, to date, most interventions to reverse under-
achievement have met with limited success.




Defining Underachievement in Gifted Students

Any discussion of issues refating to underachievement in gifted
students must carefully define both the constructs of giftedness and
underachievement. The most common component of the various
definitions of underachievement in gifted students involves identi-
fying a discrepancy between ability and achievement (Baum,
Renzulli, & Hébert, 19952, 1995b; Butler-Por, 1987; Dowdall &
Colangelo, 1982; Emerick, 1992; Rimm, 1997a, 1997b; Supplee,
1990; Whitmore, 1980; Wolfle, 1991).

Identifying Underachievers

Criteria for identifying gifted underachievers should include a
method for determining observable discrepancies between ability
and achievement over a substantial period of time (Mandel &
Marcus, 1995). Although students may experience shore-term 1ag}s
that may not indicate a long-term problem, whenew?r a s‘tuden.ts
performance drops substantially over a short time period, it merits
the attention of a teacher or a counselor.

Some professionals may try to gauge an age/performance
discrepancy when identifying underachievers (Mandel &
Marcus, 1995). In other words, they may not identify a student
as an underachiever unless performance in at least one major
subject area is at least one year below grade level. Although _this
may be a suitable method for the general school Population,
such an age/performance discrepancy may only identify the most
severely underachieving gifted students. Rimm, Cornale, Manos,
and Behrend (1989) suggested using longitudinal test dara to
screen for possible underachievement. IQ test scores, achieve-
ment percentile scores, or grades that have declined ffor three
years in a row are strong indicators of an underachievement
problem. However, using such a formula may not only underes-
timate the number of students who are falling into patterns of
underachievement (Rimm et al.), but do so too late for effective
intervention.

Causes of Underachievement

Underachievement constitutes a symprom that may be indica-
tive of any—often a combination—of a number of causes. Some of
these originate in the environment, some in the child, some in a
mismatch of the two (Baker, Bridger, & Evans, 1998; Reis &
McCoach, 2000). The following are examples of an almost infinite
number of possibilities:

Environmental causes

chronically underchallenging, slow-moving classroom
experiences (Whitmore, 1986), or moving from a regular
classroom to an appropriately challenging one (Krissman,
1989);

peer pressure to conform to “regular” norms, to “be like
everyone else,” which may be particularly intense for stu-
dents from underrepresented minorities (Diaz, 1998; Ford,
1992, 1996);

loneliness, isolation from classmates and the educational
enterprise (Mandel & Marcus, 1988, 1995); and

family dynamics (family conflict drains energies; parents’
centering on the underachieving child masks other con-
flicts; (Green, Fine, & Tollefson, 1988); family has too-low,
too-variable, or too-rigid expectations (Rimm, 1995;
Rimm & Lowe, 1988).

Factors within the individual (may be generalized traits or
responses fo the above)

internalizing issues: depression, anxiety, petfectionisr, fail-
ure-avoidance, low self-esteem (Bruns, 1992; Mandel &
Marcus, 1988; Supplee, 1990);

externalizing issues: rebelliousness, irritability, nonconfor-
mity, anger (Bricklin & Bricklin, 1967; Bruns, 1992;
Rimm, 1995);

unrecognized learning deficits that interfere with learn-
ing/performance (Vail, 1987):
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nontraditional gifts {e.g., spatial reasoning) that do not fit
teachers’ expectations (Gohm, Humphreys, & Yao, 1998);
deficits in seif-regulation: disorganization, impulsivity,
attention deficit (Baum, Olenchak, & Owen, 1998;
Borkowski & Thorpe, 1994; Krouse & Krouse, 1981;
Schunk, 1998);

maladaptive strategies, such as failure to set realistic goals
{(Van Boxtel & Ménks, 1992), short-term rather than long-
term coping strategies (Galfagher, 1991); and

social immaturity (Whitmore, 1980) or overemphasis on
social, as opposed to academic, pursuits (Mandel &
Marcus, 1988; Van Boxtel & Ménks, 1992),

Iinterventions

Although conducting case studies and qualitative rescarch on
underachieving gifted students has become quite popular, very few
researchers have attempted to utilize true quasi-experimental designs
to study the efficacy of various interventions. Most of the interven-
tions reported in the literature (Supplee, 1990; Whitmore, 1980)
were designed to effect immediate results with a group of acutely
underachieving gifred students. The documented effectiveness of
most interventions designed to reverse underachievement in gifted
students has been inconsistent and inconclusive (Emerick, 1988),
with limited long-term success (Dowdall & Colangelo, 1982;
Emerick, 1992). Interventions aimed at reversing gifted under-
achievement fall into two general categories: counseling and instruc-
tional interventions (Butler-Por, 1993; Dowdall & Colangelo, 1982).

Counseling interventions concentrate on changing the per-
sonal, family, or ambition of both dynamics that contribute to a stu-
dent’s underachievement. Counseling interventions may include
individual, group, or family, or some combination of ali three (Jeon,
1990). Many early attempts to improve underachievers’ academic
achievement through counseling treatments were unsuccessful
(Baymur & Patterson, 1965; Broedel, Ohlsen, Proff, & Southard,
1965). In most counseling situarions, the counselor’s goal is not to
force the underachiever to become a more successful student, but

rather to help the student decide whether success is a desirable goal
and, if 5o, to help reverse counterproductive habits and cognitions.

Certain treatments aimed at combating underachievement
combine counseling and school-centered interventions. For exam-
ple, Rimnts (1995; Rimm et al, 1989) trifocal model is an
approach that involves parents and school personnel in an effort to
reverse student underachievement. This plan involves assessing stu-
dents’ underachievement; changing student, parent, and teacher
expectations for these underachievers; and providing differentiaced
modifications for these students both at home and art school.

The best-known school-based educarional interventions for
gifted students have established either part-time or full-time special
classrooms for gifted underachievers (e.g.. Butler-Por, 1987;
Fehrenbach, 1993; Supplee, 1990; Whitmore, 1980). Usualfy, a
smaller student-to-teacher ratio exists, teachers create less conven-
tional types of teaching and learning activities, teachers give stu-
dents some choice and freedom in exercising control, and students
are encouraged to utilize different learning strategies. Whitmore, for
example, designed and implemented a full-time elementary pro-
gram for gifted underachievers. Supplee instituted a part-time pro-
gram for gifted elementary underachievers. Both programs stressed
the importance of addressing affective education, as well as the
necessity of creating student-centered classroom environments.

The literature is lacking a group of studies that urilize a control
or comparison group or a truly longitudinal design, and investigators
have yet to track on a long-term basis the progress of students once
they leave a program. Although some underachieving students appear
to progress during academic interventions, the long-term effects of
such programs are less clear. What happens when the student re-
enters the regular class and is once again faced with nonstimulating
schoolwork? How can the underachievement of older students be
reversed? These and many other questions remain unanswered.

Emerick (1992) investigated the reasons that some students are
able to reverse their academic underachievement without the assis-
tance of formal interventions. Her qualitative research study exam-
ined the patterns of underachievement and subsequent achievement
of 10 young adults. Several common factors appeared to play a part
in the students’ reversal of underachievement. Participants in
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Emerick’s study perceived that out-of-school interests and thmtacz
i i teachers, an
oals associated with grades, .
arents, development of g § asso : d
Ehange; in “selves” had a positive impact on achieverent. In‘ addCE
i ievement-oriente
i ici ost likely to develop achiev
tion, participants wete m | : :
beh;veors when they were stimulated in class and given the oppor
i ics of interest to them.
tunity to pursue topics o . )
t'l)jhis study indicates that one type of effective 1f1tervent1Ron mlg
be based on students’ strengths and interests (Renzulli, 1977; I_ff:n;u
i thert
& Reis, 1985, 1997). In a recent study (Baum, Renzulli, &’ he ;
, <
1995a, 1995b), researchers used self-selected Tyie II en.réc dm n
: ic i i ieving gified stu-
i terveniion fof uﬂdef&c J.CVl.ng g
rojects as a systematic interv: . :
fier:ts This approach (Renzulli) specifically targets szu;ifm strentgth
and interests in order to help reverse academic underac 1e:;emen..fes
Because the factors influencing the development anc mar%ii A
i will be
tation of underachievement vary, no one type c.)f mterventlonR o
effective for the full range of underachieving gifted Studﬁl:lgs. at ; )
i i if we are to
i and services may be necessary :
a continuum of strategies : ;
address this problem systematically. Therefore, future researcie;lfs Onf
this field will not only need to posit coherent, comp%ete mo is
ifted underachievement and design interventions in ac;o;l ance
. e o
i’ith their proposed models, but take into account individual st

dent needs.

Areas for Future Research

We do not know how many talented studefnts underacitai.eve,
but we know that this issue is foremost in the minds of pra;nn(:lr:;
ers (Renzulli, Reid, & Gubbins, 1992). Futurc? reszarc Chx:;vew
attempt to unravel the complex causes of academlzl un g.ravemem
ment and provide interventions that he%p reverse un 1ﬁ:rztc 1; <
behavior. Several lines of research remain madequatle y e);p 0 .On

We need o move beyond correlational stu‘dms o Icom?; ”
characteristics of underachieving students‘ and begin to explore 1:n y
ages and flow of causality among these dxffefcnt characte;';sucih nd
student achievement., For eﬁam{)sl;,;@lczfdmgl 9{2;{3;1 ﬁsau1 e

89; Bricklin ricklin, : , 1992;
g.ii’, ?gézsg;’wfiils& Colangelo, 1982; Fine & Pitts, 1980; Fink,

1965; Ford, 1996; Kanoy, Johnson, & Kanoy, 1980; Schunk, 1998;
Supplee, 1990; Van Boxrel & Ménks, 1992, Whitmore, 1980), pos-
itive self-concepr appears to correlate with student achievement,
raising an interesting but unanswered question: Does low self-con-
cept cause underachievement, or does unders

deterioration of self-concepr, or does a third exogenous variable
influence both self-concept and scholastic achievement? If low self-
concept causes underachievement, interventions such as counseling
approaches designed to raise self-concept should enhance student
achievement. However, counseling treatments have met with lim-
ited success. Research on the flow of causality between srudent
achievement and self-efficacy, self-regulation, student attitudes, peer
attitudes, and other factors believed to influence underachievement
will help researchers to develop more effective intervention strate-
gies to combar underachievement in gifred students.

Another area for research involyes studying whether or not gifted

underachievers differ significantly from other underachievers and, if
$0, how MecCall, Evahn, and Krarzer (1992) observed thar most of the
comparison-group research within this area compares gifted under-
achievers to their achieving mental-ability cohorts, often finding qual-
itative differences between the groups. However, an interesting,
though less studied, line of research involves comparing gified under-
achievers to other students at the same achievement level according to
GPA, achievement test scores, and similar measures regardless of their
measuted mental ability, Do gifted underachievers have more i com-

mon with gifted students who do achieve or low-achieving students

who are not gifted? Dowdall and Colangelo (1982) observed thar

gifted underachievers seem 1o shate more characteristics with other

underachievers than they do with gifred achievers, Whether gifted

students require interventions that age qualitatively different from

nongifted underachievers has yet 1o be determined.

Finally, researchers must translate insights about causes and cor-
relates of underachievement into models and strategies that educa-
tors can use to develop more effective prevention and intervention
programs. If unchallenging scholastic environments produce under-
achieving gifted students, then providing inteilectyal challenge and
stimulation at all grade levels should decrease underachievement.
Do schools thar differentiare instruction, provide gifted program-

Underachievement



Reis & McCoach

ming, or both for high-ability students have lower incidencgs (;f
underachievement? Is providing intellecFLial chalienge‘ es.pec:lal y
critical during a particular age range? Bnght, unlde.rachlev;}?gl stu-
dents might benefit from curriculum _diﬁeren.matton tec. mcglucs
(Reis, Burns, & Renzuili, 1992; Renzulli & Sn'nth, 1978), suc as
curriculum compacting, interesting Type II1 enrichmenF opportuni-
ties, and acceleration, The literature also presents a variety of othe(;
classroom designs, such as self-contained classrooms and hom}jan
school partnerships. Because causes and correlates of Pnderac ieve-
ment differ, no single intervention reverses I'mderach;evement pat-
terns in the full specrrum of gifted underachievers. Further research
in this area must focus on developing multiple approaches to both
preventing and reversing underachievement. Such ai?pmaches
would differentiate among different types of under‘achzcver_nent,
incorporating both proactive and preventative counseling and mn;z
vative instructional interventions. In addm.on, resegr.chers shou
incorporate the knowledge gained from social cognitive theory t(?
combat vnderachievement (Dai, Moon, & _’Eelcihusen, 1998;
Schunk, 1998; Zimmerman, 1989). Interventions that en}.xance
self-efficacy or develop self-regulation may compfem‘ent other mter;
vention strategies and increase their effecnvenes.s. Different types o
underachievers may require different proportions of couns§11ng,
self-regulation training, and instructional or curricular modifica-
tions.

Conclusion

The concept of underachievement, tbough often discussed, 1sf
still vaguely defined in the professional hteraturc':. The absence' o
any clear, precise definition of gifted underachlevemtfns restricts
research-based comparisons and hinders the quest for suita%)ie inter-
ventions. Precise operational definitions _Of gifted underachfever'r;:ndt
may prevent the identification of certain types of ;‘)(?tentiai gifte
underachievers, while more flexible, inclusive déﬁnmons of gfftcd
underachievement may not adequately distinguish between gifted
students who achieve and those who underachieve. The psycholog-
ical characteristics ascribed to gifted underachievers vary and some-

times contradict each other, Further, more adequate research is
needed in this area in order to unravel the mystery of why gifted stu-
dents underachieve and how we can help them to succeed.
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