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Twice-exceptional gifted learners are a 
unique subpopulation within the microcosm of 
those learners with gifts, talents, and high abili-
ties. One special population within the group of 
highly able children consists of gifted children who 
also have Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 
(GT/ADHD). These learners are smart and recog-
nize their innate cognitive abilities, talents, and cre-
ativity, but they also experience much dissonance 
and can doubt themselves on a daily basis. Many 
experience self-talk that goes something like this: 

•• If I’m so smart, why do I always forget/lose things?
•• If I’m so smart, why do I always blurt out the 
wrong things at the wrong time? 

•• If I’m so smart, why does it take me so long to 
write a paper, finish a book, or complete a project?

•• If I’m so smart, why do the ideas inside my 
head skip from one topic to another?

•• If I’m so smart, why do I start (but not com-
plete) three separate sentences at the same 
time? 

•• If I’m so smart, why do I worry about every-
thing all of the time?

•• If I’m so smart, why can’t I do the things 
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the adults in my life want me to 
do (e.g., turn in assignments on 
time, keep my room organized, 
pay attention to things that are 
boring, etc.)?

These conversations originate because 
of the duality of the advanced cog-
nitive and intense/sensitive affective 
nature germane to giftedness, which 
occurs alongside executive function-
ing skills that have gone astray. These 
internal conversations may cause those 
who are GT/ADHD to wrestle with 
developing a positive self-concept, and 
their self-esteem may waver as if it 
were on a roller coaster ride at a theme 
park. These students can recognize the 
dissonance within themselves, and 
this recognition causes them angst, 
which can activate a whole new set of 
symptoms, such as depression or anx-
iety (Masi & Gignac, 2015). Many of 
these children do not perform at levels 
high enough to be identified for gifted 
programs because of this internal par-
adox resulting from gaps in executive 
functioning from ADHD. They often 
underachieve if identified for gifted 
programs and experience life in a per-
petual state of “Where do I belong?”

EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTIONING/ADHD

	 According to Kaufman (2010), 
“executive skills are those elements 
of cognition that allow for the self- 
regulation and self-direction of our 
day-to-day and long-term function-
ing” (p. 2). Both of the core strands of 
executive functioning—metacognitive 
and social-emotional—engage with 
and can impact both the students’ 
ability to demonstrate advanced cog-
nitive abilities of giftedness and cope 
with the intense and sensitive nature 
that goes hand-in-hand with the social 
and emotional characteristics of gift-
edness. The interaction of the strands 
of executive functioning plays a role in 
information processing for those with 
this dual exceptionality.

According to Gioia, Isquith, and 
Guy (2001; as cited in Kaufman, 2010), 
the skills within the metacognitive strand 
of executive functioning consist of com-
prehension of information and planning, 
starting, and completing tasks, which 
can steer an individual in a variety of 
ways. The metacognitive abilities allow 
for purposeful attention, selection and 
management of the strategies needed for 
understanding and recall, identification 
of goals for learning and completion of 
assignments, planning and organization 
of tasks before starting them, the ability 
to gauge the quality of progress along 
the way, and the ability to revise when 
necessary. Additionally, the purpose of 
the social-emotional strand of executive 
functioning is to act as a modulator 
that limits, guides, or directs affective 
aspects needed for conducting busi-
ness or balancing social activities in the 
day-to-day world. Response inhibition/ 
impulse control, emotional control, and 
adaptability are the elements within the 
social-emotional arena that can lead to 
gaps in metacognitive functioning for 
those with ADHD (Kaufman, 2010).

Response inhibition/impulse control 
is considered to be at the top of the 
list of executive functioning skills, and 
all humans experience varying degrees 
of ability in this skill. Humans, espe-
cially when under pressure, often say 
or do things they wish to retract. 
Someone with ADHD experiences 
this phenomenon more frequently 
and/or with greater consequences. 
Emotional control, response inhibition/
impulse control’s cousin, allows us to 
restrain many emotions that occur 
both externally and internally. Those 
who have ADHD often don’t under-
stand why people do not respond in 
the way they anticipate to what they 
say or do. These episodes of misunder-
standing accumulate and erupt inap-
propriately, at a more frequent rate, 
or with more intensity than for those 
without ADHD. 

The relationship between all of 
these strands or elements of executive 
skills come together and intervene 

in the ways that information is pro-
cessed. When attention is not focused 
adequately, the information that 
enters short-term memory is incom-
plete or distorted. As this incomplete 
information progresses into working 
memory, both auditory/verbal and 
visual/nonverbal information may 
be distorted because of the distorted 
input. Therefore, the working mem-
ory or “cognitive workshop” is unable 
to transmit and store accurate data 
needed for learning in the long-term 
memory of the brain. ADHD impacts 
individuals through the accumulation 
of incomplete data (resulting from 
data not fully processed in the “work-
space”) affecting long-term memory, 
the output or products generated in 
the process, and the ability to retrieve 
that information (Kaufman, 2010).  

GIFTEDNESS
Clark (2013) provided a com-

prehensive collection of gifted traits 
organized according to the following 
domains: cognitive function, affective 
function, and physical/sensing func-
tion. Although all three domains of 
gifted functioning can be impacted 
by the metacognitive and social/ 
emotional impacts of deficits in exec-
utive functioning, the focus here will 
be on the first two: cognitive and 
affective functioning. Table 1 shows a 
crosswalk of characteristics of ADHD 
and of giftedness, showing how con
comitant issues can result for individ-
uals with giftedness and ADHD.  
	 The combination of the cognitive 
and affective traits of giftedness alone 
can be the source of concomitant prob-
lems for gifted learners. For example, 
when a gifted child’s high level of ver-
bal ability results in his or her “domi-
nation of discussions with information 
and questions deemed negative by 
teachers and fellow students” (Clark, 
2013, p. 47) and is coupled with the 
affective trait of having an “unusual 
sensitivity to the expectations and feel-
ings of others” (Clark, 2013, p. 49), 
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there is internal dissonance. A gifted 
learner does not understand the result-
ing “vibes” generated by those who do 
not understand the connections made 
by the gifted learner nor the gifted stu-
dent’s intensity and need to be heard. 
When this occurs too many times, the 
gifted learner may select isolation as a 
form of coping with the dissonance.

TWICE-EXCEPTIONAL 
GIFTED/ADHD

In addition to gifted learners’ 
vulnerability based upon their gifts 
and talents in the cognitive and affec-
tive domains, imagine the additional 
internal dissonance those learners deal 
with while struggling significantly 
and often without adequate adult 
support. The roller coaster ride they 
attempt to deal with creates an addi-
tional layer of complications, resulting 
from the lack of understanding of the 
impact of malfunctioning executive 
skills in metacognitive areas and the 
social-emotional impacts of executive 
functioning skills, such as response 
inhibition/impulse control, emotional 
control, and adaptability (Kaufman, 
2010).

Of particular interest in this 
tango of twice-exceptionality is a 
characteristic trait common to both 
cognitive and affective functions of 
giftedness—intensity. In the cogni-
tive domain, intensity is revealed as 
“Unusual intensity; persistent goal- 
directed behavior” (Clark, 2013, p. 
48). Likewise, in the affective domain, 
intensity appears once again in the list 
as, “Unusual emotional depth and 
intensity” (Clark, 2013, p. 49). In a 
twice-exceptional child, it is often dif-
ficult to determine if this intensity is 
the “H” in the acronym of ADHD, 
or the dance that results from the 
impact of interaction of the develop-
mental domains of giftedness. Dealing 
with intensity is something twice- 
exceptional gifted learners need help 
with in order to modulate the twists 
and turns of life’s roller coaster ride, 

TABLE 1
Crosswalk of Characteristics of ADHD and Giftedness

ADHD Metacognitive Strand
(Kaufman, 2010, pp. 4–7)

PROBLEMS WITH

Affective Functions of Giftedness
(Clark, 2013, pp. 49–50)

ADVANCED ABILITY IN

•	 Goal-setting
•	 Planning/strategizing
•	 Sequencing/ordering
•	 Organization of materials
•	 Time management
•	 Task initiation
•	 Task persistence
•	 Executive (goal-directed) attention
•	 Self-monitoring
•	 Working memory
•	 Set shifting

•	 Extraordinary quantity of information, unusual 
retentiveness

•	 Advanced comprehension
•	 Unusually varied interest and curiosity
•	 High level of verbal ability
•	 Unusual capacity for processing information
•	 Accelerated pace of thought processes
•	 Flexible thought processes
•	 Comprehension synthesis
•	 Early ability to delay closure
•	 Heightened capacity for seeing unusual and 

diverse relationships, integration of ideas and 
disciplines

•	 Ability to generate original ideas and solutions
•	 Early differential thought processing (e.g., 

thinking in alternatives, abstract terms; sensing 
consequences; generalizing; thinking visually; 
using metaphors and analogies)

•	 Early ability to use and form conceptual 
frameworks

•	 An evaluative approach toward self and others
•	 Unusual intensity; persistent goal-directed 

behavior

ADHD Social/Emotional Strand
(Kaufman, 2010, pp. 4–7)

PROBLEMS WITH

Characteristics of Giftedness
(Clark, 2013, pp. 47–48)

ADVANCED ABILITY IN

•	 Response inhibition/impulse 
control

•	 Emotional control
•	 Adaptability

•	 Large accumulation of information about emo-
tions that has not been brought to awareness

•	 Unusual sensitivity to the expectations and 
feelings of others

•	 Keen sense of humor—may be gentle or hostile
•	 Heightened self-awareness accompanied by 

feelings of being different
•	 Idealism and sense of justice, which appear 

at an early age
•	 Earlier development of an inner locus of con-

trol and satisfaction
•	 Unusual emotional depth and intensity
•	 High expectations of self and others, often 

leading to high levels of frustration with self, 
others, and situations; perfectionism

•	 Strong need for consistency between abstract 
values and personal actions

•	 Advanced levels of moral judgment
•	 Strongly motivated by self-actualization needs
•	 Advanced cognitive and affective capacity for 

conceptualizing and solving societal problems
•	 Leadership ability
•	 Solutions to social and environmental problems
•	 Involvement with the metaneeds of society 

(e.g., justice, beauty, truth)
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regardless of whether the intensity is 
due to cognitive and affective func-
tions of giftedness or gaps in executive 
skills.

SUPPORTING THE TWICE-
EXCEPTIONAL LEARNER

	 Regrettably, many adults, includ-
ing teachers, are unaware that a child 
or adolescent can be bright and capable 
and also struggle with ADHD. Those 
who are GT/ADHD often hear the 
adults in their lives mirror or model the 
statements similar to their own internal 
dialogue. Many parents of these bright 
and able-minded youth are GT/ADHD 
themselves and have spent their lives 
without adequate understanding of 
themselves and without any idea of 
how to support their children. Teachers 
without any training in gifted educa-
tion or teachers who have never heard 
of twice-exceptional gifted children are 
often perplexed by these learners, don’t 
identify them for gifted services, and 
focus on the learners’ struggles while 
ignoring their strengths.
	 These learners present a unique 
challenge in classrooms. In turn, 
schools provide a unique challenge to 
GT/ADHD learners. Helping these 
learners develop good self-concepts 
and self-esteem is not an easy task, 
and as with all populations of twice- 
exceptional learners, solutions for 
righting the trajectory of these learn-
ers are as unique as the learners them-
selves. There are no recipes, instant 
cures, or formulas that can be applied 
across the board for helping GT/
ADHD learners. However, the follow-
ing suggestions can make a significant 
difference.

The best and first thing parents 
and teachers can do for GT/ADHD 
learners is to help them realize that 
they are not broken and are not in need 
of being fixed. Helping them accept 
themselves—both their strengths and 
struggles—is key to students being 
able to silence the destructive inner 
conversations that are so detrimental. 

Once this self-realization occurs, the 
damaging internal conversations can 
be replaced with comments that will 
allow them to blossom into who they 
can become. 

Van Gerven (2018) described 
some helpful tips for teachers that 
can improve the classroom learning 
environment for GT/ADHD learners. 
She suggested the following:

•• apply the KISS acronym: Keep 
it Simple and Small approach to 
remediation strategies;

•• lose the need for a label;
•• stimulate, compensate, remediate, 
and dismiss (StiCoRDi); and,

•• respect the disability as equally as 
you respect the IQ (pp. 8–9).

StiCoRDI, according to van 
Gerven (2018) and van Gerven and 
Troxclair (2017), is an acronym to 
remind educators to “stimulate” the use 
of both strengths and weaknesses with 
GT/ADHD learners. Often, a task that 
displays a student’s weakness results in 
avoidance behavior. When this occurs, 
teachers need to challenge the student 
(stimulate) to try the task using one of 
their areas of strengths. Teachers can 
help the learner compensate or cope 
with their areas of struggle by provid-
ing the student with the scaffolding 
needed. In addition to modifying the 
learning environment, gifted learners’ 
advanced cognitive abilities can be 
used to reinforce their understanding 
of many aspects of their gaps in execu-
tive skills via appropriate instructional 
strategies.

One way to help these learners 
with this transformation is to teach 
them about neurodiversity. According 
to The National Symposium on 
Neurodiversity at Syracuse University 
(n.d.), “neurodiversity is a concept 
where neurological differences are to 
be recognized and respected as any 
other human variation. These differ-
ences can include those labeled with 
Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder, Dyscalculia, 
Autistic Spectrum, Tourette Syndrome, 

and others” (para. 1). It is very accept-
able and even politically correct to 
recognize diversity related to ethnicity, 
national origin, socioeconomic status, 
race, etc. As such, the concept of neu-
rodiversity fits into this spectrum of 
diversity that I have always personally 
labeled as cognitive diversity. 

The first step in accommodating 
those with neurodiverse traits is to 
create the right “fit” for them in class-
rooms. A proper learning environment 
is essential in order for all learners to be 
successful, but being in a learning envi-
ronment that meets the needs of GT/
ADHD and other neurodiverse popula-
tions reaches far beyond the basic essen-
tials provided in most general education 
classrooms, or even in classrooms in 
which gifted learners are provided spe-
cial services. Twice-exceptional gifted 
children can learn more about them-
selves as they investigate the content 
surrounding neurodiversity.

A common error in addressing 
the needs of twice-exceptional gifted 
learners is to only address the “strug-
gles” these students encounter using 
remediation tactics. Strategies known 
to stimulate the development of gifts 
and talents need to be used with these 
learners to address their understanding 
of the struggles they encounter with 
ADHD issues. 
	 Honeybourne (2018) provided 
information about neurodiversity 
appropriate for elementary/middle 
school children to begin an investiga-
tion of the concept. After an introduc-
tion to neurodiversity, Honeybourne 
made a case for understanding neu-
rodiversity, and discussed the impor-
tance of communication, teaching 
and learning, and student well-being. 
Creating the right learning environ-
ment and a whole-school approach 
appropriate to all neurodiverse pop-
ulations is part of the solution to 
supporting neurodiverse learners. 
Teachers can digest and integrate the 
ideas found in this book to introduce 
the concept of neurodiversity with 
GT/ADHD learners.
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An instructional model that pro-
vides support for the development of 
coping skills within gifted learners is 
Betts’s (Betts, Carey, & Kapushion, 
2017) Autonomous Learner Model. 
The components of this model include 
student-driven activities arranged 
within the following components: 
orientation, individual development, 
enrichment, seminars, and in-depth 
study. Embedded within two com-
ponents of this model—orientation 
and individual development—are 
two overlapping strategies that are 
appropriate for gifted learners. Those 
strategies are thematic, interdisciplin-
ary, conceptual units and independent 
study (Karnes & Bean, 2015). Figure 
1 represents an initial schematic for 
creation of a thematic interdisciplinary 
conceptual unit on neurodiversity. 

Betts et al.’s (2017) model has 
as its objective learner empower-
ment, which is exactly what twice- 
exceptional gifted learners require 
to escape from the wrestling match 
occurring inside their minds. Several 
of the strategies described by Betts et 
al. provide great vehicles for delivery 
of information for GT/ADHD gifted 
learners to become more comfortable 
with their gifts, including: 

•• a pre-/postassessment of the 
understanding of giftedness, tal-
ent, intelligence, and creativity;

•• group-building activities, 
•• self/personal development activities; 
•• activities that provide oppor-
tunity for inter-/intrapersonal 
development;

•• activities that focus on creative 
learning skill development which 
span the range of thinking; and, 

•• the use of technology to improve 
organization skills. 

Additionally, students can learn about 
their neurodiversity via seminars and/or 
in-depth studies. Betts et al. described 
a seminar as a “short-term project for 
learners to pursue in small groups of 
three to five members, who research a 
topic, prepare the seminar, and present 
the interactive seminar to classmates or 
even community members” (p. 243). 
They shared five categories of semi-
nars: futuristic, problematic, contro-
versial, general interest, and advanced 
knowledge. In this case, a seminar on 
neurodiversity could be considered a 
controversial seminar or an advanced 
knowledge seminar.
	 An in-depth study provides for 
learning at its most advanced level. 

“Students define a passion area, develop 
a series of steps to be followed to access 
their goals and participation in the 
study. In-depth studies conclude with 
the learners presenting their findings 
to the other members of their learning 
communities” (Betts et al., 2017, p. 267).

CONCLUSIONS
Serving both the students’ 

strengths and weaknesses is vital to 
supporting the duality of the twice- 
exceptional learner (Reis, Baum, & 
Burke, 2014). Remediation of either 
executive skills alone or strength-
ening of advanced cognitive and 
affective development does not ade-
quately address the needs of this spe-
cial subpopulation of gifted learners. 
Consistently attending to both strug-
gles and strengths can also reduce the 
internal dissonance and the internal 
paradoxical chatter GT/ADHD learn-
ers experience.

Given the right environment and 
instructional strategies, paradoxical 
questions of “If I’m so smart, why do 
I . . .?” can be answered, and affirma-
tions can be constructed. Questions 
such as “If I’m so smart, why do I 
always forget/lose things?” shift to a 
self-accepting affirmation or acknowl-
edgment, such as “Losing things does 
not mean I am dumb or stupid. I for-
get or lose things because I am not 
paying enough attention to adhering 
to my organizational strategies/plans. 
I need to pay more attention to where 
I place important items.” 
	 Providing GT/ADHD learners 
with information about the duality 
of their neurodiversity via the use of 
appropriate remediation strategies, cou-
pled with providing the opportunity to 
gain knowledge and understanding of 
their neurodiversity via the use of appli-
cable gifted education strategies, will 
be a lifelong gift that will assist these 
learners in self-actualization.

Neurodiversity

Reading

Language 
Arts

Math

Social 
Sciences

Figure 1. Thematic-interdisciplinary-conceptual unit: Neurodiversity.

Continued on page 37
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rating scales. Scales were completed 
by 26 parents and seven teachers, pro-
viding comparisons for 21 second and 
third grade identified gifted students 
(76% male) who were “not thriving” 
(p. 197). Although none of the stu-
dents had met school criteria for LD, 
five (24%) had been diagnosed with 
ADHD. Although the sample was 
purposefully selected because they 

were suspected of having LD that pre-
vented them from thriving in gifted 
programming, average group scores 
on learning problems did not indi-
cate atypical levels for inattention, 
hyperactive-impulsive behaviors, and 
executive function. The researchers 
suggested two explanations for these 
surprisingly average scores—either 
gifted students can mask their true 

disability by compensating with 
their intellectual giftedness (indicat-
ing that the assessment may not be 
valid for gifted students) or that the 
screening criteria used in this study 
to select participants overidentified 
learning problems. The researchers 
noted, however, that the generaliz-
ability of findings is limited because 
of the small sample size.
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