
	T exas Association for the Gifted & Talented  17



18	 Tempo • Vol. XXXVI, No. 3, 2015

Researchers and practitioners have become increasingly 
interested in studying resilience to understand the high 
performance of gifted students who encounter difficult 

situations or pressures as well as those students’ develop-
mental paths and characteristics (Noble, Subotnik, & Arnold, 
1999). Although studies on resilience have investigated risk 
and protective factors that result in adaptive consequences 
in the presence of adversity, there is no single agreed-upon 
definition of resilience. Researchers have approached the 
concept of resilience in different ways, depending on their 
purposes. In any case, resilience tends to involve connections 
between conditions of risk and apparent competence and 
is referred to as an ability to make appropriate behavioral 
choices and achieve emotional health and social competence 
regardless of adversity or stress (Dole, 2000; Neihart, 1999; 
Reis, Colbert, & Hébert, 2004; Werner & Smith, 1982). Studies 
on the resilience of gifted students have tended to examine 
academic resilience and factors impacting academic success.

Morales and Trotman (2004) 
defined academic resilience as “the 
process and results that are part of 
the life story of an individual who has 
been academically successful, despite 
obstacles that prevent the majority of 
others with the same background from 
succeeding” (p. 8). Academic resilience 
is often intertwined with emotional 
and behavioral aspects as well. The 
mature development of emotional and 
behavioral characteristics allows stu-
dents to be resilient in the area of aca-
demics. Many high-achieving students 
have demonstrated their capability of 
overcoming problems involving their 
families, schools, and environment 
(Hébert, 2011). With this conception, 
resilience implies two conditions. The 
first is that students are exposed to 
a significant threat or adversity, and 
the second is that they make a positive 
adjustment despite major threats to (or 
adversities related to) their develop-
mental process (Luthar, Cicchetti, & 
Becker, 2000). These two conditions of 
resilience—risk factors and protective 
mechanisms—need to be discussed 
within all of the biological, psycho-

logical, and sociological developments 
of individuals and their environments.

RISK FACTORS
Studies on resilience have exam-

ined at-risk populations to under-
stand factors impacting students’ life 
decisions and their developmental 
pathways because resiliency is both 
individually and culturally specific. 
What may be considered risk fac-
tors for one individual may not be 
for another individual with a differ-
ent predisposition in terms of char-
acteristics and environment (Chess, 
1989). For example, a grade of a C 
on a test may be viewed as a success 
to one individual and a failure to 
another, depending on their situations. 
Therefore, the concept of at-risk pop-
ulations is represented in various ways 
in gifted education (e.g., disabled stu-
dents, students from different cultures, 
and students from underrepresented or 
low-SES populations; Morales, 2010). 
However, resilience is not a fixed trait. 
When the situation is changed, a cer-
tain risk factor at one point may not be 
a risk factor at another point (Rutter, 

1981). Therefore, risk factors should 
be considered in the context of the 
interactions among different aspects 
of situations along with the individual, 
family, school, peer, and community 
(Luthar et al., 2000 Neihart, 2002).

Many gifted students are sur-
rounded by disadvantaged envi-
ronments, such as poverty, family 
dysfunction, and violent neighbor-
hoods (Luthar et al., 2000; Neihart, 
2002). Disadvantaged environments 
can contribute to students’ under-
achievement and failure to have per-
sonal goals for their lives. Although 
personal characteristics are often 
referred to as a protective factor for 
resilient individuals, the environment 
may influence personal characteris-
tics and patterns of behaviors, mak-
ing them risk factors. For example, 
Fordham (1988) found that economi-
cally disadvantaged minority children 
in particular may be pressured by their 
nongifted peers not to do well academ-
ically. Anti-achievement works as a 
strategy to maintain their racial and 
cultural identity so that disadvantaged 
minority students may be pushed to 
perform poorly to avoid social iso-
lation and ostracism (Ford, 1992, 
1994; Lindstrom & Van Sant, 1986). 
In many cases, only sports can create 
an opportunity for these students to 
fit into the school community and 
enhance their self-efficacy (Nettles, 
1989). The notion of giftedness results 
in confusion for such students regard-
ing their identity, has a negative effect 
on their self-esteem, and works as a 
vulnerable factor.

Learning disabilities among gifted 
students are also considered barriers 
to their academic success. Learning 
disabilities create vulnerability among 
individuals, and biased interactions 
with their environment may increase 
their vulnerability. In addition, per-
ceptions about students caused by 
discrepancies between academic 
achievement and intellectual abilities 
often influence students’ academic 
achievement, resulting in academic 
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failures (Gardynik & McDonald, 
2005). Gifted students with learn-
ing disabilities can have problems 
with underachievement, high drop-
out rates, low self-esteem, emotional 
problems, and a lack of social skills 
impacting them across their life span 
(Dole, 2000). Gifted students with 
learning disabilities may not have a 
peer group to share their experience 
with and are often exposed to stress 
from the school environment as 
well (Bender, Rosenkrans, & Crane, 
1999; Gardynik & McDonald, 2005). 
Without appropriate support from an 
early age, gifted students with learning 
disabilities may struggle with a lack of 
social interaction skills as well as aca-
demic failure, reducing their academic 
self-concept and leading to behavioral 
issues in school and lower social accep-
tance (Wiener & Tardif, 2004).

PROTECTIVE FACTORS
Gifted students exist among all 

cultures and backgrounds; however, 
high academic achievement does 
not tend to span across all cultures 
and backgrounds (Reis et al., 2004). 
Therefore, a large body of literature 
has examined protective factors that 
encourage resilience and success 
among gifted students from disadvan-
taged backgrounds and students with 
learning disabilities. Different factors 
encouraging the high performance 
of at-risk gifted students have been 
recognized throughout the literature. 
Although individuals’ characteristics 
are considered a critical protective fac-
tor to enhance resilience, three factors 
are closely related to the development 
of resilience: the characteristics of 
the students themselves, the family 
environment, and the wider social 
environment. 

Individual Characteristics
There is some consensus in the lit-

erature regarding favorable personality 
and intellectual ability factors linked 
to resilience (Kitano & Lewis, 2005). 

Studies of resilient students have 
indicated that average or above aver-
age intellectual development contrib-
utes to reducing the manifestation of 
socially problematic profiles (Arellano 
& Padilla, 1996; Doll & Ryon, 1998; 
Kitano & Lewis, 2005; Neihart, 2002 
Reis et al., 2005; Stamm, 2013). High 
cognitive skills appear to be a psycho-
logical strength for resilience because 
cognitive skills provide capability of 
solving problems when individuals 
face challenging situations (Stamm, 
2013; Sternberg, 2008). A study of 
gifted students conducted by López 
and Sotillo (2009) supports the idea 
that giftedness works as a protective 
factor that helps students to be con-
fident about themselves more so than 
nongifted students. 

In addition to their intellec-
tual capability, resilient adults often 
demonstrate greater maturity, posi-
tivity, responsibility, understanding 
of themselves, and an internal locus 
of control, risk-taking, and high 
self-concept (Clark, 1992; Garmezy, 
1985; Maker & Nielson, 1996; Rutter, 
1987; Werner, 2000; Werner & Smith, 
1982). The personal attributes of indi-
viduals who understand themselves 
well and possess a high locus of con-
trol demonstrate academic resilience 
regardless of adversity or risk factors. 
Hébert (2011) defined the locus of con-
trol or motivation as a construct that 
explains how well each individual per-
ceives a relationship between his or her 
own behavior and the consequences 
of that behavior. An internal locus of 
control encourages at-risk 
s t u d e n t s 
to make 
appropri-
ate decisions 
when they 
encounter a dif-
ficult situation. For 
example, a study of 
Latino gifted students 
from an urban environment 
demonstrated that aspirations 
and a passion for success in their 

lives played an important role in over-
coming their risk factors (Hébert, 
1996). The development of the opti-
mism of individuals along with an 
internal locus of control enables stu-
dents to have a positive interaction 
with environment.

Family Environment
Various environmental factors 

may result in the underachievement 
of high-ability students, and family 
environment plays a critical role in stu-
dents’ academic resiliency. Among dif-
ferent environmental factors, support 
from families appears to be a key pro-
tective factor for academic resilience. 
Active parental input and high expec-
tations are significant contributors to 
the academic success of at-risk gifted 
students, as demonstrated in several 
studies (e.g., Hébert, 1996). Having 
affective ties within the extended fam-
ily provides support in times of stress 
and works as a protective factor, alle-
viating pressure from the risk factors. 
It is evident from the literature that 
gifted individuals with learning dis-
abilities or from disadvantaged back-
grounds have achieved success in spite 
of their barriers because of parents’ 
involvement, ongoing understanding, 
and high expectations (Dole, 2000; 
Hébert, 1996).

School and Community 
Environment

To enhance academic resilience, 
social support from adults and peers 
in and out of 

school 
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is also a strong protective factor, as por-
trayed from individual life stories of 
those in disadvantaged environments 
(Reis et al., 2004). Resilient gifted stu-
dents appeared to have mentors such 
as religious leaders, coaches, teachers, 
or counselors. Having external support 
systems at school or church provides 

competence for youth (Werner, 1989; 
Werner & Smith, 1982, 1992). Worrell 
(1997) examined the differences 
between academically talented stu-
dents who were not at risk and a group 
of resilient at-risk students in light of 
individual and environmental risk and 
protective factors. The results of the 
study suggested that resilient at-risk 
groups have the ability to compensate 
for problematic home environments 
by reaching out to persons outside 
the home for help. Moreover, resilient 
at-risk students spend more time in 
extracurricular activities, which can 
promote identification with school and 
healthy psychosocial development. 
Extracurricular activities, both in- and 
outside of school, enhance academic 
motivation and achievement. They 
provide students with opportunities 
to explore their passions and to set 
the goals for the future. Continuous 
external support can promote emo-
tional stability and social competence 
(Stamm, 2013). 

IMPLICATIONS
The large body of literature 

on resilience provides strategies to 
enhance the academic success of 
at-risk gifted students. 

•• It is important for such students to 

understand themselves to improve 
their self-efficacy and reduce their 
identity issues. One major com-
ponent of developing resilience is 
self-understanding. Students need 
to be knowledgeable regarding 
their strengths and weaknesses 
and understand their current 

environment. Having knowledge 
about themselves and their envi-
ronment will help them set future 
goals to overcome their current 
adversities. School counseling 
programs need to address stu-
dents’ developmental needs and 
offer activities to boost academic 
resilience (Reis et al., 2004). In 
addition, teaching a range of cul-
turally sensitive coping strategies 
will help students to effectively 
face adversity. 

•• Social support from adults outside 
the home environment is a signifi-
cant factor to encourage high aca-
demic achievement among gifted 
students. Supporting students 
with meaningful relationships 
will impact them throughout 
their lives. The development of 
a network for mentors to sup-
port at-risk gifted students will 
help them to be emotionally and 
socially stable.

•• The early identification of individ-
ual students’ risk factors is essen-
tial to initiate programs to assist 
those students. The proper iden-
tification of risk factors helps to 
increase students’ self-concept and 
motivation for academics. The 
development of more informed 
initiatives designed to assist 

at-risk students, including extra-
curricular activities both inside 
and outside of the school during 
elementary and secondary school 
years, will enhance various pro-
tective factors (Nettles & Jones, 
2000).

•• Ongoing parental understanding 
and support is perhaps the most 
important protective factor, as it 
is most frequently mentioned in 
resiliency studies. Parent edu-
cation programs related to par-
enting issues, communication 
skills, information about various 
activities to support at-risk stu-
dents, and information about 
risk factors and protective factors 
for academic resilience will help 
parents to assist their children in 
being successful regardless of the 
adversities they encounter.

Understanding the ways of enhancing 
resilience would be effective to address 
the social and emotional needs of 
gifted students (Neihart, 1999, 2002), 
and to influence adolescents’ health 
and well-being positively.
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