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Introduction 

On the outside, these students might seem distracted, uninterested, 
disruptive, or lazy. It’s easy to think that they could improve  just by 
“trying harder.” In most cases they  can’t. Their learning challenges are 
often the result of the way their brain is “wired.” In these individuals, 
messages traveling from the senses to the brain encounter 
“interference” of one sort or another along the way, making it hard for 
the brain to quickly and easily make sense of the signals it receives. As 
a result, twice-exceptional students can be trying very hard but, despite 
their intelligence, not getting the same results as the other students 
around them. 

The focus of this booklet is twice-exceptional children with Asper-
ger Syndrome. Its purpose is to help readers better understand and 
meet the challenge of raising and teaching children with this unique 
blend of abilities and limitations. 

What comes to mind when you hear the word gifted? The image 
that most people see is the superachiever who sits in the front row, who 
always has a hand raised, who always gets the A’s. Sometimes that’s 
true, but not always. 

Some gifted children have learning difficulties of one kind or anoth-
er. Estimates of how many vary greatly, anywhere from 2 to 5 percent 
to as high as 20 percent of gifted children. One term applied to these 
children is GT/LD – gifted and talented/learning disabled. Another com-
mon term – one that encompasses a broader range of learning prob-
lems – is twice-exceptional, or 2e for short. This term refers to the fact 
that some gifted children are exceptional both because of their intellec-
tual giftedness and because of special needs such as learning disabili-
ties, attention deficit disorder, Asperger Syndrome, or other emotional 
or behavior difficulties – any of which can cause problems both aca-
demically and in social or family settings. 

Twice-exceptional children generally have little difficulty grasping 
concepts or generating ideas. Where they might falter is in getting their 
thoughts down on paper, writing legibly, doing calculations accurately, 
staying organized, or following instructions step by step. 
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 Chapter 

1 
A Blend of Giftedness  
and Asperger’s  

Introduction 

The relationship between giftedness and 
Asperger Syndrome (AS) is not a simple one, 
as various experts have noted. Among them 
are Drs. Brock and Fernette Eide, who in 
their book The Mislabeled Child explain that 
gifted children, especially those with learning 
challenges, are often mislabeled as having 
an autism spectrum disorder like Asperger’s. 
The mislabeling can be the result of behav-
iors that gifted children may exhibit such as 
intense and specialized interests or social 
awkwardness that can mimic behaviors of a 
child with Asperger’s.  

Raising or teaching children who have 
two sets of traits that sometimes overlap and 
sometimes conflict with one another can be 
quite a challenge. Understanding and meet-
ing the needs of a twice-exceptional child 
with AS takes knowledge of giftedness, of 
Asperger’s, and of how the two can combine 
in a single individual, all topics covered in this 
chapter. 

Gifted Children 

Discussions of giftedness are often con-
troversial because there is little agreement 
on what giftedness is and who qualifies as 
gifted. We don’t even know how many gifted 
children there are. By some estimates they 
make up 10 to 15 percent of the population, 
although it’s possible to find numbers as low 
as 1 percent and as high as 20 percent.  

Furthermore, children are gifted in differ-

ent ways and at different levels. A small 
number of children are gifted “across the 
board,” showing outstanding ability in multi-
ple areas. The majority display their gifted-
ness in particular areas, excelling perhaps in 
science and mathematics but not in language 
arts.  

The results of intelligence testing place 
some children at the lower levels of gifted-
ness, ranking them as moderately or highly 
gifted, while placing others at the exception-
ally and profoundly gifted levels. The differ-
ences between levels are not clearly defined; 
but it is probably safe to say that the higher a 
child’s level of giftedness, the faster and 
more in-depth the child’s learning must be to 
satisfy his or her intellectual needs.  

A Definition of Giftedness 

There is no one definition of giftedness, 
and not all children labeled as gifted have the 
same characteristics. To many people, gifted 
means smart and high achieving; and, in the 
past, definitions of giftedness focused on 
these traits. More recently, however, our 
view of giftedness has broadened.  

 In 1991 a group of individuals who 
worked with, studied, and raised gifted chil-
dren came up with a definition of giftedness 
that goes beyond intelligence and achieve-
ment. It takes into account the inner com-
plexity and unique needs of high-ability  
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children. The members of this group, known 
as the Columbus Group, issued the following 
definition: 

"Giftedness is 'asynchronous develop-
ment' in which advanced cognitive abil-
ities and heightened intensity combine 
to create inner experiences and aware-
ness that are qualitatively different from 
the norm. This asynchrony increases 
with higher intellectual capacity. The 
uniqueness of the gifted renders them 
particularly vulnerable and requires 
modifications in parenting, teaching 
and counseling in order for them to de-
velop optimally." 

The term asynchronous development 
used in the definition refers to the uneven 
way in which these children mature. Their 
mental and physical growth proceed at differ-
ent rates, leaving them “out of synch,” both 
within themselves and in relation to what oth-
ers expect of them.  

The Columbus Group definition also re-

Traits of Gifted Children 

Given their heightened intensity and the 
unevenness of their mental and physical de-
velopment, gifted children are likely to think 
in different ways from average children and 
to experience the world differently. Often, 
they display many of the characteristics 
shown on the following page.    

Dabrowski’s Overexciteabilities 
(Adapted from Piechowski, 2006) 

 Psychomotor: a surplus of energy that might 

appear as rapid speech, impulsive actions, 

nervous habits, or competitiveness 

 Sensual: sensory and aesthetic pleasure 

gained through seeing, smelling, tasting, 

touching, hearing, appreciation of beautiful 

objects, writing, etc. 

 Intellectual: learning and problem solving typi-

cally displayed through curiosity, concentra-

tion, analytical thinking, introspection, and 

moral thinking  

 Imaginational: spontaneous imagery that re-

sults in a facility for invention and fantasy, 

poetic and dramatic perception, elaborate 

dreams, fears of the unknown 

 Emotional: an intensity of feeling that produc-

es complex emotions, identification with the 

feelings of others, extremes of emotion, and 

difficulty adjusting to change 

fers to heightened intensity, the emotional 
side of giftedness. Polish psychiatrist and 
psychologist Kazimierz Dabrowski (1902 -
1980) studied this intensity in gifted individu-
als, and he developed the Theory of Positive 
Disintegration as a way to understand it. Ac-
cording to this theory, the intensity that gifted 
individuals exhibit is actually overexcitability 
in each of the five areas shown here. 
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 name in the 1940s. It was included in the 

DSM in 1994, a relatively recent addition. 

Current estimates are that about 1 in 150 
children have an autism spectrum disorder. 
More boys than girls are diagnosed with 
ASDs by a margin of about four to one. The 
incidence of Asperger’s is often given as 2 or 
3 in every 10,000 children, a figure that may 
seem very low to those who come into con-
tact with children on a regular basis.  

Signs and Symptoms of Asperger’s  

Parents usually sense there is something 
unusual about a child with Asperger Syn-
drome by the time of the third birthday, alt-
hough some children may show symptoms 
as early as infancy. Motor development de-
lays, such as crawling or walking late, or 
clumsiness, may be the first signs of the dis-
order. Parents may also notice that their child  
avoids eye contact or fails to use gestures 
like pointing.  

Typical Characteristics of Gifted Children 

 Highly developed curiosity  

 Precocious development and use of language  

 Active imagination 

 A tendency toward divergent (creative and  

unusual) thinking  

 Keen observation skills 

 The ability, from an early age, to remember 

large amounts of information  

 An unusual sense of humor  

 Advanced moral reasoning about issues  

related to fairness and justice  

 High-level reasoning powers and problem-  

solving abilities 

Some people include leadership ability and 
motivation in the list of gifted characteristics, 
while others do not. The same is true for  
perfectionism.  

Asperger Syndrome 

Many people think of Asperger’s as a so-
cial skills disorder. Children who have it find 
the give and take of social interaction diffi-
cult. They have a hard time interpreting facial 
expressions or reading body language, and 
their speech can seem stiff and unnatural. 

AS is categorized as a developmental 
disorder. The cause is unknown, although 
researchers see a genetic component. The 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-IV) lists it as one of five au-
tism spectrum disorders (ASDs), which range 
from the mild Asperger’s to the severe Autis-
tic Disorder. Unlike children with some other 
ASDs, those with Asperger’s have normal to 
above-average intelligence; and they devel-
op language skills at the appropriate time, 
and retain them. 

Dr Hans Asperger, an Austrian pediatri-
cian, identified the syndrome that bears his 
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Typical Characteristics of Children 

with Asperger Syndrome 

 An intense preoccupation with a particular 

object or topic 

 Repetitive routines or rituals 

 Peculiarities in their use of language, such as 

taking figures of speech literally 

 Socially and emotionally inappropriate behav-

ior and an inability to interact successfully 

with peers 

 Problems with nonverbal communication, in-

cluding limited or inappropriate facial expres-

sions and difficulty making eye contact 

 Difficulties with gross motor skills such as 

walking and balance, and with fine motor 

skills such as handwriting and using scissors  

 Self-calming behaviors, called stims (for self-

stimulation), which can include rocking and 

flapping motions, humming or other sound 

making, spinning, staring at lights, or leg  

tapping 

 Attention and organization difficulties 

 Sensory sensitivity  

As they grow, children with AS display 
other characteristics and behaviors such as 
those shown here. 

The first characteristic on the list, an in-
tense preoccupation with a particular object 
or topic, is a very common one. The subject 
of their interest might be something mechani-
cal, like a vacuum cleaner; an event in histo-
ry, like the Civil War; or a subject like trains 
or dinosaurs. They want to know all about it, 
gathering large amounts of information and 
talking about it incessantly.  

The last characteristic listed, sensory 
sensitivity, can affect any or all of the senses 
and can cause real discomfort and stress. 
For a child with AS, lights might be too 
bright; sounds too loud; physical contact too 

intense; and smells, tastes, and food tex-
tures too unpleasant. These sensations can 
lead to “meltdowns,” or extreme emotional 
reactions. 

Conditions that Often Co-exist with  

Asperger’s  

A child with Asperger’s is more likely than 
the average child to have other conditions as 
well, although there are those who believe 
that instead of calling them conditions, they 
should be referred to as side-effects. Among 
the most common are: 
 Anxiety and depression 
 AD/HD 
 Bipolar or mood disorder 
 Obsessive-compulsive disorder 
 Tourette’s syndrome 
 Learning disabilites. 

While there is no “cure” for AS, children 
may receive treatment for these related con-
ditions. The types of treatments that may be 
used include: occupational and physical ther-
apy, speech therapy, cognitive behavioral 
therapy, special education, social skills train-
ing, and sensory integration therapy. Medica-
tions may be effective in treating problematic 
symptoms and behaviors such as anxious or 
distraught feelings; aggressive behavior; ob-
sessive, repetitive behavior; inattention; and 
hyperactivity. 

The Gifted Child with Asperger Syndrome 

Differentiating gifted behaviors from AS 
behaviors can be a challenge. In fact, Brian 
Hughes, a graduate of the Massachussetts 
Institute of Technology, writing for the MIT 
alumni association, hypothesized that Asper-
ger’s syndrome “is remarkably similar to the 
‘normal’ functioning of an engineer’s mind.” 
Asperger-like behaviors are notoriously com-
mon at institutions such as MIT, and, as 
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Hughes noted, the condition has been called 
“engineer’s disorder.”  

In analyzing the characteristics of aver-
age gifted children and gifted children with 

Asperger’s, researchers and educators have 
come up with the comparisons shown below.  

 
 

 Gifted Gifted with AS  
Memory  Excellent memory and comprehension  Excellent rote memory; relatively poor compre-

hension  

Attention Disturbed more often by external distractors Disturbed more often by internal distractors 

Interests Highly focused and may be broad Highly focused and tend to be narrow 

Knowledge Extensive base of knowledge, deep and  

complex 

Extensive base of knowledge, deep but not 

always complex 

Speech Develops early; is normal sounding with ver-

bal fluency 

Develops early; shows verbal fluency but has 

a formal and monotonous tone 

Vocabulary Usually sophisticated Usually sophisticated, but may be specific to 

interest area 

Humor Often unusual or quirky; engages in socially 

reciprocal humor 

Often unusual or quirky; able to engage in 

wordplay but unable to understand humor 

that requires social give and take 

Reaction to 

Change 

Generally flexible but may be less so with par-

ticular issues such as perfectionism, fairness, 

or social injustice 

Uncomfortable with change; rigid in thought 

and behavior 

Coordina-

tion 

Normal range of variability Commonly displays motor difficulties 

Social May prefer a small circle of friends Is often socially isolated due to lack of social 

skills and empathy 

Sensitivity Hypersensitive to stimuli Hypersensitive to stimuli 

Insight Aware of the feelings and needs of others and 

of how others see them 

Oblivious to the feelings and needs of others 

and of how others see them 

Maturity Often above age level Often below age level 

This chart is based on information from the following sources: 

 The Belin-Blank International Center for Gifted Education and Talent Development 

 Different Minds: Gifted Children With AD/HD, Asperger Syndrome, and other Learning Deficits, by Deirdre Lovecky 

(Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2004). 

 The Misdiagnosis and Dual Diagnoses of Gifted Children and Adults: ADHD, Bipolar, OCD, Asperger's, Depression, and 

Other Disorders, by James Webb and others (Great Potential Press, 2005). 

 Neihart, M. (2000, Fall). Gifted children with Asperger's Syndrome. Gifted Child Quarterly, 44, 222-230. 
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Identifying Gifted Children with  

Asperger Syndrome 

Because AS behaviors can mimic gifted 
behaviors and vice versa, getting an accu-
rate diagnosis is essential. Identifying only 
the gifts or only the disability can deprive a  
child of the understanding and support need-
ed to thrive.  

It takes parents working with an experi-
enced team of professionals to get an accu-
rate diagnosis of AS in a gifted child. Parents  
provide the  developmental history as well as 
input on the child’s strengths and talents. 
The professional team performs a diagnostic 

evaluation that includes both testing and ob-
servation of the child. Testing performed 
should include achievement and intelligence 
testing along with assessment of motor skills, 
and observation of how the child interacts 
socially and uses language.  

Among the professionals that might be 
represented on the team are a psychologist, 
neurologist, psychiatrist, and speech thera-
pist. All should have expertise in diagnosing 
children with AS and experience in working 
with gifted children.  
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Further Readings from  

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter 

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter,  June, 2005 

Autism Spectrum Disorders Q&A 

Q: What are Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs)? 

A: They are a continuum of related developmental 

disorders that range from a severe form, called au-

tistic disorder, to a milder form, called Asperger Syn-

drome. You won’t find the term Autism Spectrum 

Disorders in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders (the DSM). Instead, you’ll find 

the disorders listed under their official name, Perva-

sive Developmental Disorders, or PDD. People with 

ASDs can range in intelligence from mentally chal-

lenged to highly gifted. A few have savant abilities 

(abilities far beyond ordinary). Certain characteris-

tics are common among individuals with ASDs: 

 Difficulty with social interaction 

 Deficits in verbal and nonverbal communication 

 Repetitive behaviors 

 Narrowly focused interests 

 Unusual responses to sensory experiences,  

such as certain sounds or the way objects look. 

Q: Are more boys than girls diagnosed with 

Autism Spectrum Disorders? 

A: Yes. Boys outnumber girls four to one. 

Q: What causes ASDs? 

A: According to the BBC News (November 15, 

2004): 

The condition has a strong genetic compo-

nent…. However, the number of children with 

autism appears to be increasing more than 

expected for a genetic disorder. This suggests, 

too, that genetic abnormalities require the 

influence of other factors to cause the disor-

der. Birth complications, toxins, diet, and vi-

ruses and other pathogens have been sug-

gested, though there is no strong evidence for 

any of these. 

(For more information, see http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/

health/4004075.stm.) 

Q: How are Autism Spectrum Disorders treated? 

A: There is no “cure” for ASDs; and because the 

symptoms and behaviors vary with each individual, 

there is no one treatment plan that works for every-

one. Among the treatments that may be used are: 

occupational and physical therapy, speech therapy, 

cognitive behavioral therapy, special education, so-

cial skills training, vision and auditory integration 

therapy, and sensory integration therapy. Medica-

tions may also be used, although no medication can 

correct the brain structures or impaired nerve con-

nections that seem to underlie autism. Scientists 

have found, however, that drugs used to treat other 

disorders may be effective in treating problematic 

symptoms and behaviors resulting from ASDs. For 

example, the following table shows some types of 

medications that can benefit people with ASDs. 

MEDICATIONS USED FOR: CAN BENEFIT THOSE WITH:  

Anxiety and depres-

sion  

Distraught feelings and 

aggressive behavior  

Obsessive-

compulsive disorder  

Obsessive, repetitive 

behavior  

AD/HD Hyperactive behavior  

(For more information, see the National Institute of Mental 
Health Publication No. 97-4023, printed 1997.)  

Q: How does having an ASD affect children 

socially? 

A: They find it hard to develop relationships with 

other children and adults. A main cause is their diffi-

culty with nonverbal behaviors. Making and keeping 

eye contact and interpreting facial expressions and 

body language are skills these children lack. The 

ability to respond to the emotions of others and the 

urge to share emotions such as excitement or joy 

are also missing. In addition, these children tend 

not to engage in the types of pretend play typical of 
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others at their level of development. 

Q: What effect does having an ASD have on 

communication? 

A: The development of spoken language is delayed 

or not present in children with an ASD (although this 

may not be true of gifted children, such as those 

with Asperger’s). Those who are able to speak often 

fail to initiate or sustain conversations. Their speech 

is commonly marked by the use of repetitive words 

and phrases. Their style of speech tends to be the 

same – often formal – whether they’re talking to 

strangers or to familiar people. 

Q: What types of behaviors and interests do kids 

with an ASD display? 

A: They might engage in repetitive behaviors such as 

hand flapping and finger flicking, especially when 

feeling anxious. They might show an intense focus 

on a particular subject, such as dinosaurs. Or they 

might become preoccupied with parts of objects 

rather than with whole objects. For example a child 

might focus on one wheel of a toy car, spinning it 

repeatedly, while the child’s peers are playing with 

the car as a toy vehicle. In addition, people with 

ASDs often find it hard to be flexible. Small changes 

in their routines can cause significant distress. 

Q: How do children with an ASD respond to sensory 

experiences? 

A: They tend to have heightened sensory responses. 

In addition, they commonly show a high tolerance 

for pain but a high sensitivity to light touch. 

Q: What other physical characteristics do these chil-

dren display? 

A: According to psychologist and author Tony Att-

wood, these kids are more likely to display motor 

difficulties. They tend to show clumsiness in gross 

motor skills, such as walking and balance, as well 

as in fine motor skills, such as handwriting and us-

ing scissors. Other common characteristics are fear 

of crowds, sleep disturbances, and limited food pref-

erences. 

Q: How do the traits of giftedness combine with 

those of an ASD? 

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter,  November, 2007 

Gifted/Talented Students on the Au-

tism Spectrum: Empirically-based 

Recommendations for Intervention 

Presenters: Megan Foley Nicpon, Susan Assouline, 

and Matt O’Brien, all from the Belin-Blank Center, 

University of Iowa  

Event: National Association for Gifted Children 

Annual Convention, November, 2007 

Going where few researchers have gone before, a 

team at the Belin-Blank Center used a Javits grant 

to analyze a group of gifted students on the autism 

spectrum and to formulate a set of interventions for 

academics, social skills, and other areas. As she 

introduced the session and the research project, 

Susan Assouline, Associate Director of the Center, 

said that the team focused on students with autism 

spectrum disorders (ASDs) because of the increas-

ing numbers of students receiving such a diagnosis 

in the past 10 years. Also, she added, research on 

gifted ASD children is limited.  

For this project, the Belin-Blank team received  

 

A: In her article “Gifted Children with Asperger’s Syn-

drome” (Gifted Child Quarterly, Fall 2000, pp. 222-

230), Maureen Neihart states:  

Able autistic individuals can rise to eminent 

positions and perform with such outstanding 

success that one may even conclude that only 

such people are capable of certain achieve-

ments. It is as if they had compensatory abili-

ties to counterbalance their deficiencies. Their 

unswerving determination and penetrating 

intellectual powers, part of their spontaneous 

and original mental activity, their narrowness 

and single-mindedness, as manifested in their 

special interests, can be immensely valuable 

and can lead to outstanding achievements in 

their chosen areas.  

(For the complete article, see www.gt-cybersource.org/

Record.aspx?NavID=2_0&rid =11381.)  
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special training from the University of Michigan on 

diagnosing ASDs. Megan Foley Nicpon, the center’s 

lead psychologist, described the tools used to 

screen for giftedness and for ASDs. These included 

tests; observation; interviews; and reporting from 

parents, subjects, and teachers. Using these tools, 

the team identified 26 boys and 6 girls as gifted and 

as fitting into one of the categories of autism.  

The chart on this page summarizes the general and 

specific skills exhibited by the students in the study. 

It shows that while many cognitive skills were in the 

high range, reading comprehension (as opposed to 

word reading), match computation, and written ex-

pression were all relatively weak. Verbal and nonver-

bal reasoning skills were typically much stronger 

than working memory and processing speed skills, 

both of which affect academic functioning.  

Students scored in the middle range in these areas: 

working memory, math speed, writing speed, pro-

cessing speed, fine motor skills, communication, 

and daily living skills. Overall, socialization is ranked 

as low, with no students scoring in the average 

range or above.  

For the students they raised or taught, parents and 

teachers alike reported difficulties adapting to 

change, unusual behaviors, and withdrawal symp-

toms. Self-perception by the students, however, was 

at odds with the teachers’ and parents’ reports. 

While 29% of the subjects reported anxiety or atypi-

cality symptoms, 82% did not report interpersonal 

concerns, 92% felt self-reliant, and 83% had aver-

age self-esteem scores. As Dr Nicpon noted, “The 

students think they’re just fine.”  

Overall, the researchers uncovered what they call 

“extremely large discrepancies” in the various pro-

files assessed (cognitive, academic, adaptive func-

tioning, and psychosocial). The team reasons that 

these discrepancies are confusing to the students 

and to those who raise and teach them.  

PhD candidate Matt O’Brien offered potential inter-

ventions and accommodations addressed at aca-

demics as well as at processing speed, writing and 

fine-motor skills, social skills, language and commu-

nication, and behavior. Stressing that an individual 

approach is required for each gifted/ASD student, 

O’Brien none-the-less presented tips for dealing with 

issues common to the group. Among these were: 

offer suggestions for relating to others, and intro-

duce peers with similar interests. He gave additional 

tips that apply equally as well to all gifted/LD stu-

dents: avoid timed tests, consider assistive technol-

ogy, and allow an “escape plan” for learners with 

sensory issues who need to calm themselves. 

Illustration courtesy of the Belin-Blank Center. The handouts 
from this and other Belin-Blank presentations at NAGC are 

available at www.education.uiowa.edu/belinblank.  
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 Chapter 

2 

The Challenges of Twice-exceptional 

Children 

As the parent of a twice-exceptional child, 
you find yourself with a foot in each of two 
worlds: giftedness and special needs. Strad-
dling these two worlds is what makes the ex-
perience of raising a 2e child so unique, and 
it’s often what leaves parents feeling so un-
certain. Having this combined gifted/special 
needs perspective affects many aspects of 
parenting, including what to ask for and ex-
pect of a child’s relatives, peers, teachers, 
coaches, and other professionals who work 
with the child. It often makes parents of 2e 
kids feel that they need to explain their 
child’s differences to others as well as pro-
tect their son or daughter from the opinions 
and judgments of those who can’t see what’s 
hidden, be it the child’s gifts or disabilities. 

A major challenge that parents of 2e chil-
dren face is trying to make sense of what 
they’re seeing – the uneven performance at 
school, the low self-esteem, the difficult be-
havior. These children are easy to label and 
pigeonhole. People do it all the time with 
statements like these: they’re geeks; they’re 
just lazy; they’re just troublemakers; they’re 
disabled and we can’t expect too much from 
them. Once parents have a diagnosis, it be-
comes easier for them to understand why  
2e children act as they do. However, the  
children’s behavior may still be puzzling to 
others around them. 

Finding the right diagnosis can be a 
daunting task for parents. They can spend 
plenty of time and money searching for pro-
fessionals with the skills, experience, and 
insight needed to accurately assess and di-
agnose these children and then give them 
the help they need. Often, the search goes 
on through elementary school, high school, 
and even into college. 

Another of the challenges that parents 
face is coming to terms with their child’s 
twice-exceptionality. It’s often a matter of let-
ting go of the child you thought you had and 
learning to celebrate the child you do have. 
For instance, parents may see from early on 
that their child is very bright and creative. 
They might imagine what the school years 
will bring – the outstanding report cards, the 
honors and awards, the full scholarship. 
However, few 2e kids match that stereotypi-
cal image of a gifted child; and for parents, it 
may be hard to give up that traditional view 
of success.  

It may be even harder to continually an-
swer the question that puzzled relatives and 
others in the children’s lives often ask, “If that 
child is so smart, then why…?” –  the type of 
question that most parents of 2e kids proba-
bly ask themselves from time to time. There 
can be difficult emotions for parents to deal 
with as well – grief from knowing that their 
child has a disability and guilt that comes 
from not seeing it sooner or, on the other 
hand, from not recognizing the child’s gifts 

Raising the 2e Child  
with Asperger’s 



12 

 

sooner. Guilt can also result when parents 
feel responsible for passing on to their chil-
dren the traits or disabilities with which the 
parents or other relatives have struggled. 

A third challenge for parents is finding the 
right learning environment for their children. 
According to the book To Be Gifted and 
Learning Disabled (Baum & Owen, 2004), 
this environment is one that provides 
“educational experiences that assure appro-
priate challenge, while offering instruction, 
accommodations, and compensation strate-
gies that minimize the effects of the learning 
disability.” 

Some parents may be fortunate to live in 
public school districts with programs that 
meet this description, specifically designed 
for twice-exceptional students. Most parents 
are not that fortunate. For those in the latter 
group, finding the right learning environment 
can be an elusive dream. Some years the 
mix of teachers, administrators, classmates, 
curriculum, and services works better for 
their child than other years. For some chil-
dren, it never works at all. When the blend is 
right, the child is happy, the parents are 
grateful, and the year goes well. When it  
isn’t, grades can plummet along with the 
child’s self-esteem, and stress can plague 
the family. 

Guidelines for Parents 

Unfortunately, there is no handbook on 
the market titled Successfully Raising Your 
Twice-Exceptional Child. However, following 
some general guidelines can help parents 
meet the challenges they face. 

1. Follow your instincts. You know your 
child better than anyone, as the old say-
ing goes. Be skeptical of those who are 
quick to label him or her lazy. Use your 

own knowledge of your child to question 
what might underlie problematic behav-
ior. Keep in mind, however, that seeking 
the opinions and advice of professionals 
is often necessary; and listening to what  
they say with an open mind is essential. 

2. Be willing to deviate from the accept-
ed path. What’s right for many gifted chil-
dren may not work for your twice-
exceptional child. Consider alternatives, 
despite the raised eyebrows or doubtful 
comments that others might offer. For 
example, you may find that you need to 
follow some of the options shown below. 

Possible Options for 

Twice-exceptional Children 

 Consider leaving the public school system for a 

private school if your child’s learning or emo-

tional needs are not being met. 

 Find ways for your non-athletic child to compete 

and excel, such as the arts, science and math 

competitions, or chess tournaments. 

 Abandon the pressures of structured schedules 

and homework for the more relaxed pace of 

homeschooling. 

 Seek out alternative means of learning – virtual 

(online) schools, tutoring, mentorships, Talent 

Search classes, and specialty summer camps. 

 Forget about traditional school timelines. Your 

child may need to take longer to finish high 

school or college; or, on the other hand, your 

child may benefit from acceleration, given the 

proper support and accommodations.     
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with others who’ve veered off the tradi-
tional path of educating their children – 
and found success – you may feel less 
fear about doing the same. 

Strategies for Parenting a 2e Child  

with Asperger’s  

As the parent of a gifted child with AS, 
you have a dual responsibility to help your 
child develop strengths and talents while 
providing or finding the support your child 
needs to compensate for deficits. With As-
perger Syndrome, a common tendency is to 
focus on the deficits and forget that there are 
strengths. In her book Different Minds: Gifted 
Children with ADHD, Asperger Syndrome, 
and other Learning Deficits (Jessica Kings-
ley, 2004), psychologist Deirdre Lovecky lists 
many positive traits of AS. Among them are: 

 Complete loyalty and dependability in 
personal relationships 

 Direct and honest speech 
 Trust in others 
 A clever sense of humor 
 An ability to note and recall details 
 A passion for gathering and cataloging 

information. 

Building on positive traits such as these 
and on a child’s interests and abilities can 
lead to success in a career and in other are-
as of adult life. Equally important, however, is 
helping your child find ways to compensate 
for the deficits that can present challenges  
both in home life and at school. The chart on 
the following page lists issues that can chal-
lenge parents and possible strategies for ad-
dressing them  
 

3. Educate yourself. One way to make dif-
ficult or unorthodox decisions concerning 
your child and feel comfortable about 
them is to learn as much as you can 
about who your child is, what he or she 
needs, who can help, and what options 
are available. Armed with a solid under-
standing of these factors, you’ll be better 
equipped to take the necessary steps. 

Building this store of knowledge takes 
some time and effort, and it requires a 
three-pronged approach. One is learning  
how their gifts and talents shape these 
children. Another is coming to understand 
their limitations – their lack of social skills,  
attention deficit, or other type of learning 
difficulty. The third, and probably most 
important, is gaining an understanding of 
how these two sets of characteristics 
come together – the blending of the 
child’s strengths and deficits. Important 
sources of this information are your own 
observations of your child, the research 
you do, and the professional evaluations 
done of your child. 

4. Find support. Sharing with other parents 
is perhaps the most important thing you 
can do for yourself and your child. Just as  
2e children benefit from having true 
peers, so do their parents. Groups that 
focus just on the gifted or just on learning 
disabilities probably won’t provide the 
best support. Parents of 2e children are 
likely to feel isolated in such groups be-
cause the gifted parents don’t want to talk 
about accommodations, for instance, and 
the LD parents aren’t concerned with is-
sues like acceleration. Parent support 
groups and online discussion groups  
exist that focus directly on the needs of 
2e children. Joining them can open up 
possibilities for your child that you never 
considered before. When you connect 



14 

 

Issues to Address Possible Strategies 

Anxiety  Try to identify stress triggers and avoid them if possible. 

 Use distraction. 

 Practice techniques for dealing with stress (i.e., breathing deeply, counting to 20). 

 Consider medication if techniques are unsuccessful in controlling anxiety. 

Rigidity  Encourage tolerance for change by occasionally altering daily routines. 

 Brainstorm ways to adapt to changes in routines. 

 Give advanced warning of changes or upcoming deadlines (i.e., You have five 

minutes to finish and then it will be time to leave.). 

Social Behavior  Practice manners and turn-taking at home. 

 Practice making small talk. 

 Teach the difference between what is acceptable to do in public and what should 

be done in private. 

 Role play ways to cope with difficult situations like teasing or bullying. 

 Teach alternatives to direct eye contact, such as looking just above the eyes. 

Obsessive Interests  Set limits on how much time can be spent on a special interest each day. 

 Use extra special-interest time as a reward. 

 Keep in mind that these interests often lead to careers in later life and should be 

nurtured as well as balanced with other activities. 

Sensory  

Defensiveness 
 Observe your child to identify sensory sensitivities and to determine what might be 

beneficial. For example, an under-responsive child might welcome deep-pressure 

touch, such as rolling, hugging, or squeezing. An over-responsive child is likely to 

be uncomfortable with physical contact such as hugging. 

 Consider occupational therapy to reduce sensory sensitivity. 

Opposition  Keep instructions clear and straightforward since people with AS tend to interpret 

statements literally. 

 Use lists or pictures to make instructions clear and easy to follow.  

 Limit choices to two or three options. 

 Give advanced warning of changes in routine. 

 Ignore oppositional behavior when possible. 

 Try to introduce positive alternative behavior choices. 

 Identify triggers of oppositional behavior and try to avoid them. 

 Use distraction. 

 Offer praise and rewards for compliant behavior. 

Sources of information for this chart include:  

 “Asperger Syndrome: Symptoms and Parenting Strategies,” by Rosalyn Lord (www.education.com/reference/article/

Ref_Asperger_Short/) 

 School Success for Kids with Asperger’s Syndrome, by Stephan M. Silverman and  Rich Weinfeld (Prufrock Press, 2007) 
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Meeting Your Child’s Unique Needs  

As mentioned earlier, some gifted chil-
dren with AS are fortunate enough to attend 
schools that meet their unique needs; but 
many are not. Even programs designed spe-
cifically for children with Asperger’s may fo-
cus more on remediating deficits than on 
helping these children develop their talents.  

In her article “Gifted Children With Asper-
ger Syndrome” (2e: Twice-Exceptional 
Newsletter, June, 2005), psychologist Deir-
dre Lovecky identified areas where parents 
can work to fill in the gaps and help their chil-
dren develop the skills and confidence they 
will need to have a job, form relationships, 
and live an independent adult life. Areas for 
parents to focus on include: 
 Social skills. Teach your child how to 

negotiate social situations. Gifted children 
with AS need help in understanding how 
others think and feel, in solving social 
dilemmas, in learning social reciprocity, 
and in increasing empathy. 

 Talent development. Provide opportuni-
ties outside of school to develop interests 
and gifts. Because completing school 

work takes so much of their time and en-
ergy, these children risk have none left 
for doing their own work. The result, ac-
cording to Lovecky, is that “children who 
once delighted in learning everything they 
could spend all of their time playing video 
games,” too depleted to pursue the inter-
ests they once had. Finding a mentor in 
their area of interest who understands 
how to work with bright AS children can 
be an effective way to help these children 
pursue their interests. 

 Acceleration. Support your gifted AS 
child in accelerating his or her pace of 
learning in areas of strength, despite defi-
cits in other areas. Lovecky observes that 
“many can spell any word, have exten-
sive vocabularies, and can easily learn to 
speak a foreign language.” Therefore, 
she states, if they have the interest and 
ability, they should be allowed to move 
ahead by subject or grade, just like gifted 
children without AS. To be successful, 
however, they may need the types of 
supports described in the next chapter.  

 

 



16 

Further Readings from  

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter 

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter,  April, 2008 

An excerpt from: 

Finding the Keys: Meeting the  

Challenges of Advocating for  

and Supporting the Twice-

exceptional Child 

Presenter: Elizabeth Abeel 

Event: AEGUS 2008 Conference 

Elizabeth Abeel began her AEGUS session with a 

demonstration. She showed how she writes as a left

-hander. None of the lefty’s usual arm and hand 

contortions for her. Instead, she positions her hand 

and arm properly but writes from right to left with 

the paper turned upside down. Although it sounds 

impossible, it works. The point she was making? 

Don’t underestimate the need for people to do 

things in their own way rather than the way we think 

they should. “If it works,” she says, “it’s OK.” 

Abeel explained how this perspective served her 

well in raising her twice-exceptional daughter. Sa-

mantha Abeel, who has become known for her writ-

ing, poetry, and public speaking, faced years of 

struggle in school due to undiagnosed dyscalculia, a 

learning disability that made it hard to learn skills 

based on sequential processing such as math, 

spelling, and grammar. Even once the diagnosis was 

made, when Samantha was 13, the child’s experi-

ences in a public school system unable to meet her 

unique needs left her suffering from anxiety and 

depression. 

In sharing tips with attendees, Elizabeth Abeel stat-

ed that her understanding of what it takes to parent 

a 2e child came after she lived through it. At the 

time her daughter, now 30, was growing up, Eliza-

beth said she figured out some of it intuitively, prob-

ably because of her work teaching creativity. By 

teaching newcomers to art how to draw, she had 

learned the value of nurturing talent and letting it 

develop in its own way. Using this approach with 

Samantha, she encouraged and supported her 

daughter as she developed her artistic and writing 

talents. Elizabeth felt validated in this approach 

when Samantha, despite her learning problems and 

school struggles, published her first book, a collec-

tion of poems, at age 15. 

Among the tips that Elizabeth Abeel has for parents 

of 2e kids are the following: 

 Let your kids to be who they are. It only makes 

children feel worse when you put pressure on 

them to be what they’re not. 

 Don’t get caught up in denial. Move beyond it. 

The longer you’re stuck with the idea of having a 

perfect child, the longer it will take to make pro-

gress. 

 Recognize that kids can be in denial as well. Mid-

dle and high schoolers especially  don’t want to 

be different. Understand that they have to reach 

the developmental stage where they can face it.  

 Ask yourself whose needs are being met by what 

you’re doing, yours or your child’s.  

 Focus on what your child can do. Remember that 

it doesn’t have to be school related; and once 

found, it often leads to a career. 

 Look for mentors outside the home. Those rela-

tionships validate a child’s talents. 

 Be persistent. Abeel used the example of how, 

for a long time, her daughter’s school refused to 

identify the child as learning disabled. Abeel per-

sisted, returning to the school over and over 

again, while striving not to alienate anyone there.  

 Develop patience. “You have to reinvent the 

wheel every year,” Abeel stated. “Put the frustra-

tion thing away and accept that you have to do 

your song and dance and figure out how to work 

with each new teacher.” 

 Pace yourself. Remember that “it’s a marathon, 

not a sprint.” Her advice is to take time out to 

laugh and enjoy life. She stated that “I was wor-

ried sick 99 percent of the time, but I couldn’t let 

it consume me.” 

 Give the gift of your time. Validating and support-

ing your child builds his or her self-esteem.   
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 Chapter 

3 
Teaching the 2e Child  
with Asperger’s 

Meeting their Learning Needs  

There is no simple formula for meeting  
the learning needs of twice-exceptional     
students in general, and gifted AS students 
in particular. The ways in which children are 
gifted and the ways in which each child dis-
plays AS characteristics can vary widely. 
This chapter looks first at approaches aimed 
at teaching the general population of 2e stu-
dents; then it focuses specifically on teaching 
2e students with Asperger’s. 

Teaching Twice-exceptional Students 

Successful approaches to meeting the 
learning needs of twice-exceptional students 
often have in common the characteristics 
shown in the following chart. 

Finding the teaching strategies that work 
best for an individual 2e child can take crea-
tivity and flexibility, along with some experi-
menting. The strategies should play to the 
child’s strengths and interests, while provid-
ing support in the areas where the child has 
deficits. 

The chart on the following page suggests 
some strategies for classroom teachers to 
try. The strategies have been adapted from 
the article, “Giftedness and Learning Disabili-
ties,” by C. June Maker and Anne Jo Udall 
(ERIC EC Digest #E42).  

Successful Approaches to Teaching 

Twice-exceptional Children 

 Involve teamwork between gifted and special 

education teachers 

 Build on students’ strengths and interests 

 Challenge the students’ intellectual abilities 

 Include hands-on instruction 

 Incorporate the arts to provide outlets for stu-

dents’ creative abilities 

 Provide support for students’ areas of weak-

ness in the form of accommodations and com-

pensation strategies 

 Are flexible in the ways they allow students to 

receive instruction and produce output  

 Make provisions for someone to serve in the 

role of advocate for 2e students, coordinating 

services and ensuring that everyone involved in 

their education is aware of the nature and 

needs of twice-exceptional learners 
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Suggested Strategies for: 

Addressing Academic  

Problems 

Developing Compensatory 

Skills 
Addressing Affective Needs 

 Present material in a variety 

of ways (visually, orally, kin-

esthetically). 

 Give students opportunities 

to demonstrate their 

knowledge in different ways 

(taped reports, oral quizzes 

or tests, class demonstra-

tions). 

 Provide alternative learning 

experiences not dependent 

on reading or writing (i.e., 

math manipulatives, puz-

zles, tangrams, logic 

games). 

 Use learning contracts. 

 Place the child where the 

board and teacher are easy 

to see. 

 Give realistic deadlines for 

completing assignments 

(often longer than for other 

students). 

 Teach organizational and 

problem-solving strategies 

using cognitive behavior-

modification techniques. 

 Encourage the use of technol-

ogy (i.e., calculators, audio 

recorders, and electronic key-

boards, and spell checkers). 

 Teach keyboarding and com-

puter literacy. 

 

 Reduce academic pressures as a 

way to lessen frustration and lack 

of motivation. 

 Discuss what it’s like to be gifted 

and learning disabled and work 

toward having the 2e student learn 

to value her/himself as a strong, 

intelligent human being. 

 Bring successful 2e adults into the 

classroom to serve as role models. 

 Use values clarification and role-

playing activities. 

 Use games such as The Ungame to 

encourage students to talk, and 

hold class meetings to discuss 

feelings and problems. 

Combining Challenge and Support  

Twice-exceptional students thrive in a 
learning environment where their giftedness 
is recognized first, not their disability. Despite 
the difficulties they may have in reading, writ-
ing, or attending to the task at hand, these 
children must be allowed to engage in work 
that challenges them.  

To get 2e students to accept academic 
challenge, however, instruction must play to 
their strengths. These students are far more 
likely to be motivated to work for a teacher 
who gives them options based on their inter-
ests, talents, and learning style. In the book 
Creative Home Schooling (Great Potential 

Press, 2002) author Lisa Rivero explains the 
role that learning style plays in this way: 

Visual learners prefer to use their eyes 
to learn and auditory learners their 
ears. Kinesthetic learners prefer to use 
their bodies to learn [through move-
ment], while tactile learners prefer to 
use their sense of touch. Allowing stu-
dents to use their preferred learning 
style results in deeper, more meaning-
ful learning. Being prohibited from us-
ing it often leads to frustration, de-
creased learning, underachievement, 
and lowered self-concept.  
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2e students have the creativity and prob-
lem-solving abilities of other gifted children, 
and they are equally capable of high-level 
abstract thinking. Offering learning experi-
ences that draw on these characteristics and 
abilities is likely to engage 2e students and 
give them opportunities for success.  

However, caution is essential when set-
ting the level of challenge for these students. 
It needs to be appropriate – high enough so 
that they must stretch to meet the challenge, 
but not so high that they will fail. Here’s 
where support comes into play.  

Twice-exceptional students need plenty 
of support. Along with generous amounts of 
encouragement, they benefit from receiving 
accommodations and learning compensation 
strategies. In combination, these help mini-
mize the effects of the children’s disabilities 
or deficits and move them toward independ-
ence. Here are some ways for teachers to 
support twice-exceptional learners. 

Ways to Support Twice-exceptional Students  
(Adapted from Trail, 2003) 

 Provide extra time to complete work and tests. 

 Encourage effort. Help them develop a “can do” 

attitude. 

 Emphasize that mistakes are part of learning. 

 Promote use of tools/techniques to help 2e 

students, and other students, be successful 

(i.e., electronic keyboards, graphic organizers). 

 Teach them the skills and strategies they need 

to succeed: problem-solving and study skills; 

test-taking, learning, and coping strategies. 

 Help students learn how to plan and how to set 

realistic goals. 

 Give them the structure they need to be suc-

cessful, but make it a “flexible structure.” 

 Help them accept responsibility and seek sup-

port (e.g. self-advocate). 

The items on this list comprise what 
many consider to be “good teaching.” All stu-
dents, not just those who are twice-
exceptional, can benefit from this support.  

Often, 2e children require more formal-
ized support to be successful students. In the 
U.S. two federal laws are designed to ensure 
that children with disabilities receive the help 
they need in school. The laws are commonly 
known as Section 504 (of the Vocational Re-
habilitation Act ) and IDEA (the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act).  

Section 504 is a civil rights law that ap-
plies to all individuals, regardless of age. Its 
purpose is to “level the playing field" by elimi-
nating barriers that exclude individuals with 
disabilities. A 504 plan documents the stu-
dent’s disability and describes the accommo-
dations and/or services the student will re-
ceive. There are no provisions in the law for 
periodic reviews of the plan. 
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IDEA is an education and funding law 
that applies to individuals through age 21 
who have a disability. The disability must fit 
one of the established categories and ad-
versely affect the student’s educational per-
formance. Under IDEA, a student gets an 
Individualized Education Program (IEP), 
which documents the student’s disability, the 
educational program designed to meet the 
student’s needs, and annual goals set for the 

student. This plan must be regularly re-
viewed. 

Teaching 2e Students with Asperger’s  

The following chart lists areas in which 
gifted children with AS face unique challeng-
es. For each, the chart provides suggested 
teaching strategies that can be effective in 
helping these students to overcome  their 
challenges.  

Suggested Strategies for Teaching Gifted Students with AS 

Area of 

Difficulty 

Indicated by... Classroom Strategies to Try 

Language  Making irrelevant comments 

 Interrupting 

 Not understanding complex language 

 Not following directions 

 Having trouble correctly interpreting words 

with multiple meanings 

 Teach conversational skills in small group 

settings. 

 Explain metaphors and words with double 

meanings. 

 Avoid verbal overload, giving short, direct 

instructions instead. 

Social 

Skills 
 A lack of tact 

 Difficulty understanding rules of social in-

teraction and personal space 

 Trouble reading emotions and body lan-

guage of others 

 Provide clear expectations and rules for 

behavior. 

 Teach rules of social conduct using role-

playing and resources like social stories to 

help the student interpret social situations. 

 Teach the student how to monitor his/her 

own behavior. 

 Provide supervision and support, including 

a “buddy,” during unstructured times such 

as recess. 

 Create social groups to provide opportuni-

ties for direct instruction on specific social 

skills and to practice actual events. 

 Educate peers about how to respond to 

this disability in social interaction. 

Continued... 
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Area of 

Difficulty 

Indicated by... Classroom Strategies to Try 

Rigidity  Narrow range of interests 

 Insistence on routines 

 Set firm expectations on the amount of 

time the student can devote to and discuss 

a particular interest in class, but find ways 

to allow the student to pursue the interest 

through projects and activities. 

 Prepare the student ahead of time for 

changes using pictures, schedules, and 

resources like social stories. 

Sensory  

Sensitivity 

 Bothered by sensory input such as lights or 

colors, sounds, smells, tastes, or physical 

contact 

 Overwhelmed by confusing, multiple 

sounds, like those of a crowded hallway at 

school 

 Minimize noise levels when possible. 

 Provide a quiet place where the student 

can go to work or calm down. 

 Teach relaxation techniques. 

Emotional 

Vulnerabil-

ity 

 Easily stressed 

 Perfectionistic 

 Prone to anxiety and depression 

 May be bullied 

 May have emotional outbursts 

 Teach relaxation techniques and strategies 

for coping with difficult situations. 

 Use peer supports like the “buddy system.” 

 Help the student understand how his/her 

behavior may be seen by other students 

and how they might be likely to react. 

 Use rehearsal strategies to teach coping 

skills. 

 Educate peers. 

The information in this chart was adapted from the information sheet “Teachers Aids” from the Asper-
ger’s Syndrome Foundation (www.aspergerfoundation.org.uk).  
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Further Readings from  

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter 

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, November, 2007 

Social Skills Interventions for Chil-

dren with High-functioning Autism 

Spectrum Disorders 

Presenter: Catherine Schreiber, University of  

Georgia  

Event: National Association for Gifted Children 

Annual Convention, November, 2007 

Between 2000 and 2007, Catherine Schreiber did 

research on the literature of social skills in children 

with high functioning autism spectrum disorder 

(ASD) and Asperger Syndrome. She reviewed empiri-

cally-based articles published in peer-reviewed jour-

nals and in this session reported on the effective-

ness of seven types of social skills interventions, 

shown below. 

Based on her review of the literature, Schreiber rec-

ommends that in order for social skills to be main-

tained and generalized, an intervention should take 

place in a naturalistic setting with adults available 

for “scaffolding.” Furthermore, it should include 

both peers who have and do not have ASDs, and it 

should be individualized to the participant’s 

strengths and interests.  

Interventions Description Effectiveness according  

to Schreiber 

Social Story  

Interventions 
 Simple, short stories describing eve-

ryday situations 

 Might illustrate how to recognize an 

emotion and what the appropriate 

responses are 

 Can promote positive social behavior 

 Work best when stories are perceived 

as relevant to the recipient 

 Appear not to be maintained or gener-

alized to other situations 

Instructional 

Programs 
 Somewhat like social stories but 

scripted on a card and adapted to 

the recipient’s special interest 

 May be individualized or done in a 

group setting 

 Example program: SODA (for stop, 

observe, deliberate, act), in which 

participants are given a situation in 

a naturalistic setting and choose 

what to do or say from a list of op-

tions 

 Effective overall in teaching social 

skills 

 Enjoyable for participants 

 Facilitate making friends when done 

in a group setting 

 Difficult for skills to transfer to real-life 

settings unless the intervention in-

cludes a naturalistic component 

Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy 
 A multi-modal intervention that uses 

naturalistic settings 

 Example: Relationship Development 

Intervention, in which parents are 

trained to intervene when appropri-

ate by sharing experiences and 

teaching their children how to re-

spond to situations 

 Extremely effective when parents “are 

trained to scaffold and reinforce the 

therapy” 

 

Continued... 
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Interventions Description Effectiveness according  

to Schreiber 

Group Interventions  Groups for teaching or support 

 

 Highly rated by participants and par-

ents for teaching social skills, alt-

hough the skills might not transfer to 

other situations 

 Increase participants’ self-esteem and 

social confidence 

Peer-mediated  

Interventions 
 Uses trained or untrained peers who 

are familiar to the participant 

 Can be combined with social sto-

ries  

 Successful in teaching social skills 

and increasing the number of social 

interactions by the participant 

 Results in generalization to other situ-

ations over time 

Activity-based  

Interventions 
 Builds on a natural interest such as 

Legos® or computers, leveraging 

the participant’s strengths 

 Typical strategy: include an hour of 

therapy and a 90-minute Lego ses-

sion  

 At its best, leads to increased self-

efficacy and social skills 

 Can lead to a situation in which the 

participant can teach others, thus 

gaining social status 

Adventure Therapy  Makes use of activities such as hik-

ing, camping, or sailing 

 Is interest-based, individualized, 

and involves peers 

 Takes advantage of a naturalistic 

setting with adults available to help 

“scaffold” appropriate behavior 

 Can increase self-esteem, self-

efficacy, control, and the ability to 

make friends 

 Can decrease depression and anxiety 
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2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter website, April, 

2004 

Helping Multi-exceptional Students 

Succeed  
Presenter: Maureen Neihart, licensed clinical child 

psychologist, consultant, and former teacher, school 

counselor, and coordinator of gifted programs 

Event: Illinois Association for Gifted Children Annual 

Convention, February, 2004 

In Maureen Neihart’s opinion the term twice-

exceptional may not be the most accurate. “These 

kids usually don’t have just one problem,” she ex-

plained. They often have “a menu of things that are 

happening, especially at the adolescent level.” For 

that reason, she uses the term multi-exceptional to 

describe them. In her presentation, Dr. Neihart ad-

dressed these issues: 

Social and Emotional Keys to Success  

When listed in the literature, the social/emotional 

characteristics of multi-exceptional children are al-

ways negative, placing the focus on remediation 

rather than development. Addressing the social/

emotional aspect is the key to helping these kids 

succeed. Neihart explained that by success, she 

means getting them to college and having them 

finish college. Because it can be such a struggle for 

them, many multi-exceptional kids start college but 

don’t finish.  

Providing social and emotional support involves en-

couraging these children to: 

 Develop perseverance – the will to succeed. 

 Adjust and adapt. They often have just one set-

ting, either they’re on full volume or shut off.  

 Develop strong social networks.  

Talent Development   

When working with multi-exceptional students, the 

focus should be on developing their talents. This 

approach, backed up by research, is often a new 

one for special education teachers, whose focus is 

normally on fixing problems.  

Should Their Behaviors Keep Them Out of the 

Gifted Program? 

Placement in the gifted program is not for everyone. 

There are some kids for whom it just doesn’t work. 

What these children do need is access to true peers 

and challenge at an appropriate level. How you 

meet these needs can vary widely; however, many 

gifted teachers aren’t skilled in how to accommo-

date multi-exceptional students. It’s essential to 

help those teachers learn how. 

Identifying Multi-Exceptional Students 

Because multi-exceptional students usually don’t 

get identified until later in their education, they tend 

to go through years of school in which they work 

hard but don’t see the success that others expect 

them to have. As a result, they develop the idea that 

nothing they do makes a difference, so why try?  

To combat this problem, it’s important to identify 

multi-exceptional students early, before they be-

come victims of learned helplessness. Those who 

are not identified early tend to experience intense 

frustration. By adolescence, the incidence of mood 

disorders among these children is very high. It’s 

common for multi-exceptional children to be strug-

gling with anxiety and depression. Furthermore, 

these children may also have AD/HD. Some studies 

put the coincidence of AD/HD with learning disabili-

ties as high as 60 percent.  

It’s easy to identify one problem and then, because 

you think you found the answer, stop looking for the 

cause. That’s how LDs gets overlooked. If you have 

a child with AD/HD who is still struggling, have that 

child evaluated for a learning disability. 

Accommodating for Attention 

Most people can stick with a book that becomes 

boring in parts. Kids with AD/HD can’t. They need 

immediate reinforcement. Without it, their focus 

drops off precipitously. That means teachers have to 

look for ways to engage them in immediate rein-

forcement, activities that take a lot of assistance    

to create.  

Ways for Parents and Teachers to Help Multi-

Exceptional Students Succeed 

 For parents, forge and nurture a relationship with 

one person at your child’s school and maintain it 

over time instead of starting new each year. That 

person can help parents advocate.  
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 Help multi-exceptional children develop their 

talent. 

 Nurture self-control by teaching them techniques 

such as deep breathing and by providing sensory 

stimulation if it’s needed, such as balance balls, 

a wedge in their chair, or massage.  

 Teach children self-advocacy skills starting by 

junior high school. It’s essential for them to be 

able to acknowledge their learning needs and 

ask for what they need.  

 Teach them skills for success. They need to rec-

ognize that they’re going to have to work harder 

to succeed. 

 Use assistive technology to help multi-

exceptional kids succeed. For instance, provide 

visual supports for those who are strong visual 

thinkers, such as children with autism spectrum 

disorders who have difficulty translating auditory 

information into sequenced behavior. (An exam-

ple: Take a picture of a child’s desk when it’s 

clean and say “Make your desk look like this.”) 

 Always assume that college is a possibility and 

help children prepare. Don’t shelter them from 

challenging classes. Let them take honors and 

AP classes to learn how to meet the challenge.  

 Teach them college coping skills. Give them prac-

tice in using the kinds of services that are of-

fered in college, like note taking. While in high 

school they should train with a note taker.  

 Provide them with social skills training, including: 

   How to initiate a social contact 

   How to maintain a conversation 

   Conflict resolution 

   Anger management. 

Some multi-exceptional kids have the hardest 

time in this area. Often there’s no plan to help 

them get social skills training. We tend to jump 

into fixing social problems by going right to anger 

management, when we really need to address all 

four areas. 

 Provide coaching for kids who are capable and 

motivated but who get into trouble with organiza-

tion and time management.  

 Teach them to set realistic goals.  

 

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, October, 2004 

Accommodating 2e Students  

By Linda C. Neumann 

Most twice-exceptional students have little difficulty 

grasping concepts or generating ideas. What trips 

them up might be writing their ideas legibly, or doing 

calculations accurately, or following all of the steps 

in the instructions. 

Here’s where two federal laws come into play: IDEA 

(Individuals with Disabilities Education Act) and the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504). These 

laws make it possible for 2e kids in public schools 

to have the support they need to deal with their 

learning disabilities or differences in the regular 

classroom.  

Students protected under IDEA are required to have 

an IEP, an Individualized Education Program 

(sometimes referred to as an Individualized Educa-

tion Plan). Teachers, parents, and perhaps other 

team members come together to create and later 

update this written plan. It documents the student’s 

disability along with the educational program de-

signed to meet the student’s unique needs. Includ-

ed in the IEP are annual goals. 

Students protected under Section 504 can also 

have a written plan. The contents of 504 plans tend 

to vary more than IEPs because there are no legal 

requirements for what the plan should contain or 

how often it should be updated. In general, a 504 

plan documents the student’s disability and de-

scribes what will be done to accommodate it.  

What follows is a listing of common accommoda-

tions that can be helpful to 2e students. Use this list 

as a starting point in creating an IEP or a 504 Plan. 

Or use it to spark ideas for ways to accommodate 

students in the classroom who might be struggling, 

2e and non-2e alike. 
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Issue Accommodation 

Keeping the Student     

Engaged 
 Minimize repetitive work. 

 Provide alternative challenging activities when the class is working on content 

the student has already mastered. 

 Use visual aids such as charts and graphs. 

 Offer hands-on activities whenever possible. 

 Offer alternate ways to demonstrate knowledge, express ideas, and create 

products (i.e., create a videotape instead of a written report). 

Please note that these are general accommodations. Specific learning disabilities or difficulties will require 

specialized accommodations. 

Test Anxiety or        

Difficulty 
 Provide training in how to take tests. 

 Make tests oral rather than written. 

 Allow extra time to complete tests. 

 Allow a distraction-free place for testing. 

 Reduce the length of tests (for example, by reducing the number of math  

problems that must be completed from 10 to 5). 

Distraction  Seat the student near the teacher. 

 Seat the student away from the window or other distracting stimuli (i.e., air 

conditioner). 

 Seat the student near a positive role model. 

 Let the student choose the location of his/her seat. 

 Avoid seating the student near specified children. 

 Cue the student with a private signal to regain his/her attention. 

 Stand near the student when giving instructions or presenting lessons. 

 When the student is working independently, allow the use of a music system 

with headphones to help him/her focus. 

 Provide guided lecture notes or a note-taker to keep the student from getting 

distracted by taking notes.  

Incomplete, Sloppy 

Work 
 Provide clear and concise directions, verbally as well as in writing. 

 Allow the use of assistive technology and teach the skills needed to use it  

(i.e., electronic keyboard and word processing skills). 

 Have the student verbalize instructions before beginning an assignment. 

 Provide concrete examples for homework or project assignments and clearly 

state expectations. 

 Reduce the number and/or length of assignments. 

 Have peer helpers read directions to the student and check understanding. 

 Avoid penalizing the student for poor handwriting. 
Continued... 
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Unwillingness to Ask 

for Help 
 Set up a private way for the student to indicate the need for help without hav-

ing to raise his/her hand. 

 Meet with the student weekly to track progress and identify problem areas. 

Issue Accommodation 

Difficulty Staying on 

Task 
 Seat the student close to the teacher. 

 Establish the relevancy and purpose of the task. 

 Use physical proximity and/or touch to help the student refocus. 

 Use praise or immediate feedback to provide direct reinforcement of desired 

behaviors. 

 Check frequently for signs of progress on assigned work. 

 Use a timer to facilitate task completion. 

 Allow short breaks between assignments. 

Disorganization and  

Late or Missing  

Assignments 

 Let the student use technology to keep track of assignments (i.e., PDA or pock-

et tape recorder). 

 Have parents and teachers review and sign the planner to ensure that assign-

ments have been entered and work completed. 

 Give frequent reminders of due dates. 

 Provide or help the student develop checklists. 

 Assign the student a volunteer “homework buddy.” 

 Provide peer assistance with organizational skills. 

 Allow the student to have an extra set of books at home. 

 Send parents frequent progress reports. 

 Implement a reward system for completing schoolwork and homework. 

 Assign homework for a week at a time and provide that information to parents. 

 Make use of e-mail to send assignments home and to allow the student to sub-

mit completed work. 

 Allow extra time for completing homework without penalty. 

 Reduce the number and/or length of homework assignments. 

 Provide a mentor (teacher, counselor, etc.) to spend time at the end of each 

day to help organize papers and assignments. 

 Allow time during class for desk organizing. 

 Provide training in time management. 

 Provide training in study skills. 

Continued... 
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Issue Accommodation 

Trouble Getting Start-

ed 
 Divide a large assignment into smaller units. 

 Give the student a checklist of tasks to be completed. 

 Work with the student to develop time estimates for each task. 

 Make sure the student has the necessary materials. 

 Verify that the student understands the instructions. 

 Give the student a private signal to get to work. 

 Check on progress often in the first few minutes of work. 

 Provide regular reinforcement and feedback. 

Inappropriate  

Behavior 
 Set clear expectations and consequences and adhere to them consistently. 

 Avoid power struggles and the use of confrontational techniques. 

 Offer the student alternatives. 

 Use praise generously. 

 Speak to the student in private about inappropriate behavior. 

 Ignore minor inappropriate behaviors when possible. 

 Monitor the student for signs of frustration. 

 Provide a place in the classroom where a student can go to regain control. 

 Allow the student time out of his/her seat to run errands, etc. 

 Assign activities that require movement. 

 Let the student stand if he/she chooses. 

 Maintain frequent communication with parents, including regular reports on 

behavioral issues. 

 Inform all personnel who work with the student of his/her disabilities and how 

they affect behavior. 

 Structure transitional and unstructured times, such as hallway passing time 

and recess. 

 Provide the student with formal social skills training.  

 Contract with the student and provide rewards for completing the contract.  
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 Chapter 

4 Resources and References 

Books for Adults 

 Academic Advocacy for Gifted Children: A Parent's Complete Guide , by Barbara Jackson Gilman 

(Great Potential Press, revised edition, 2008) 

 Asperger Syndrome and Adolescence: Helping Preteens and Teens Get Ready for the Real 

World, by Teresa Bolick (Fair Winds Press, 2004)  

 Asperger Syndrome and Young Children: Building Skills for the Real World, by Teresa Bolick (Fair 

Winds Press, 2004)  

 Asperger's and Girls, by Tony Attwood, Temple Grandin, Teresa Bolick, and Catherine Faherty (Future  

Horizons, 2006) 

 The Complete Guide to Asperger's Syndrome, by Tony Attwood (Jessica Kingsley, 2008) 

 Creative Home Schooling: A Resource Guide for Smart Families, by Lisa Rivero (Great Potential Press, 

2002) 

 Crossover Children: A Sourcebook for Helping Children Who Are Gifted and Learning Disabled, by Mar-

lene Bireley (Council for Exceptional Children, 1995) 

 Developing Talents: Careers for Individuals with Asperger Syndrome and High-Functioning Autism, by 

Temple Grandin and Kate Duffy (Autism Asperger Publishing Company, 2004) 

 Different Minds: Gifted Children With AD/HD, Asperger Syndrome, and other Learning Deficits, by Deirdre 

Lovecky (Jessica Kingsley, 2004) 

 Educational Care: A System for Understanding and Helping Children With Learning Problems at Home 

and in School, by Mel Levine (Educators Publishing Service, 1994) 

 From Emotions to Advocacy: The Special Education Survival Guide, by Pam and Pete Wright (Harbor 

House Law Press, 2006) 

 The Highly Sensitive Person and The Highly Sensitive Child, by Elaine Aron (Broadway, 1997 and 2002) 

 Homeschooling Your Struggling Learner, by Kathy Kuhl, (Learn Differently, 2009) 

 Late, Lost, and Unprepared: A Parent’s Guide to Helping Children with Executive Functioning, by Joyce 

Cooper-Kahn and Laurie Dietzel (Woodbine House, 2008) 

 Look Me in the Eye: My Life with Asperger’s, by John Elder Robison (Crown, 2007) 

 The Misdiagnosis and Dual Diagnoses of Gifted Children and Adults: ADHD, Bipolar, OCD, Asperger's, 

Depression, and Other Disorders, by James Webb, Edward Amend, Nadia Webb, Jean Goerss, Paul Bel-

jan, and Richard Olenchak (Great Potential Press, 2005) 

 The Mislabeled Child, by Brock and Fernette Eide (Hyperion, 2006) 
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 The Myth of Laziness, by Mel Levine (Simon & Schuster, 2002) 

 Neurodiversity: Discovering the Extraordinary Gifts of Autism, ADHD, Dyslexia, and Other Brain Differ-

ences, by Thomas Armstrong ( Da Capo Press, 2010) 

 The OASIS Guide to Asperger Syndrome, by Patricia Romanowski Bashe, Barbara L. Kirby, Simon Baron-

Cohen, and Tony Attwood (Crown, 2005) 

 The Organized Student, by Donna Goldberg with Jennifer Zwiebel (Fireside, 2005)  

 School Success for Kids with Asperger’s Syndrome, by Stephan M. Silverman and Rich Weinfeld 

(Prufrock Press, 2007) 

 Sensational Kids, by Lucy Jane Miller (G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 2006) 

 Smart Kids with Learning Difficulties: Overcoming Obstacles and Realizing Potential, by Rich-

ard Weinfeld, Sue Jeweler, Linda Barnes-Robinson, and Betty Shevitz (Prufrock Press, 2006) 

 Smart Kids with School Problems: Things to Know and Ways to Help, by Priscilla Vail (Plume, 1989) 

 Teaching Gifted Kids in the Regular Classroom and Teaching Kids with Learning Difficulties in the Regu-

lar Classroom, by Susan Winebrenner (Free Spirit Publishing, 2000 and 1996) 

 To Be Gifted & Learning Disabled: Strategies for Helping Bright Students with LD, ADHD, and More, by 

Susan Baum and Steven Owen (Creative Learning Press, 2004) 

 Twice-Exceptional Gifted Children: Understanding, Teaching, and Counseling Gifted Students, by Beverly 

Trail, (Prufrock Press, 2010) 

 Understanding Your Child’s Puzzling Behavior, by Steven E. Curtis (Lifespan Press, 2008) 

 Upside-Down Brilliance, by Linda Silverman (DeLeon Publishing, Inc., 2002) 

 When the Labels Don’t Fit: A New Approach to Raising a Challenging Child, by Barbara Probst (Three Riv-

ers Press, 2008) 

Books for Children and Teens 

 Adam's Alternative Sports Day: An Asperger Story, by Jude Welton (Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2005) 

 Asperger Adventures Series, by Kathy Hoopmann, (Jessica Kingsley Publishers) 

 Baj and the Word Launcher, by Pamela Victor (Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2006)  

 Bones and Duchess Mystery Series, by Alexandra Eden (Allen A. Knoll Publishers) 

 Buster and the Amazing Daisy: Adventures with Asperger Syndrome, by Nancy Ogaz (Jessica Kingsley 

Publishers, 2002) 

 The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, by Mark Haddon (Doubleday, 2003) 

 Haze, by Kathy Hoopmann (Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2003) 

 The London Eye Mystery, by Siobhan Dowd (David Fickling Books, 2008) 

 Mockingbird, Kathryn Erskine, (2010, Philomel) 

 The Truth Out There, by Celia Rees ( DK Children, 2000) 

Publications  

 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, www.2eNewsletter.com 
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 Autism/Asperger’s Digest, www.autismdigest.com  

Articles 

 “A Profile of Gifted Individuals with Autism: The Twice-Exceptional Learner,” by Abbey B. Cash, Roeper 

Review, 9/1/1999 

 “Asperger Syndrome: Symptoms and Parenting Strategies,” by Rosalyn Lord, www.education.com/

reference/article/Ref_Asperger_Short 

 “Asperger's Syndrome Guide For Teachers,” www.aspergersyndrome.org/Articles/Asperger-s-

Syndrome-Guide-For-Teachers.aspx 

 “Asperger Syndrome in Your Classroom,” www.autism.org.uk/working-with/education/educational-

professionals-in-schools/lessons-and-breaktimes/asperger-syndrome-in-your-classroom-information-

for-classmates.aspx 

 “Gifted Children with Asperger's Syndrome,” by Maureen Neihart, www.davidsongifted.org/db/

Articles_id_10167.aspx 

 Interview about Asperger Syndrome with researcher Dr. Fred Volkmar of the Yale Childstudy Center, 

NPR Fresh Air program: www.npr.org/templates/rundowns/rundown.php?prgId=13&prgDate=5-5-

2004 

 “No One Said It was Easy – Challenges of Parenting Twice-Exceptional Children,” by Linda C. Neu-

mann, Gifted Education Communicator (Fall/Winter 2005)  

 “Which Is It? Asperger's Syndrome or Giftedness? Defining the Difference,” by Cindy Little, Gifted Child 

Today Magazine (Winter, 2002) 

Organizations 

 AEGUS (Association for the Education of Gifted Underachieving Students), www.AEGUS1.org 

 Autism Speaks, www.AutismSpeaks.org  

 CEC (Council for Exceptional Children), www.cec.sped.org 

 GRASP (The Global and Regional Asperger Syndrome Partnership), www.grasp.org  

 NAGC (National Association for Gifted Children), www.nagc.org 

 SENG (Supporting Emotional Needs of the Gifted), www.sengifted.org 

E-mail Discussion Lists 

 Gifted but Learning Disabled: e-mail discussion list for families with twice-exceptional children, 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/gifted_but_learning_disabled 

 GT-Spec-Home: e-mail discussion list for families homeschooling gifted/special needs children,  

http://gtworld.org/gtspechome.htm  

 GT-Special: e-mail discussion list for families with twice-exceptional children, www. gtworld.org/

gtspeclist.html  

 LDonline's discussion boards: multiple parent and teacher forums on learning disabilities, AD/HD, senso-

ry integration, social skills, and other issues, www.ldonline.org/xarbb/?catid=769 

 O.A.S.I.S. @ MAPP support groups, www.aspergersyndrome.org/Forums.aspx 
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Websites 

 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, www.2eNewsletter.com 

 A Nation Deceived (where the 2004 Templeton National Report on Acceleration is available for down-

load), www.nationdeceived.org (See Vol. 2, Chapter 11 on twice-exceptional children.) 

 ASPEN (Asperger Syndrome Education Network), www.aspennj.org/index.asp 

 Assistive Technology Training Online Project (ATTO), http://atto.buffalo.edu 

 Autism Asperger’s Advocacy Australia (A4), http://a4.org.au/a4/ 

 Autism Resources, www.autism-resources.com   

 Carol Gray's Social Stories, http://www.thegraycenter.org/social-stories/carol-gray 

 The Davidson Institute’s Gifted Database: www.davidsongifted.org/db 

 Gifted Homeschoolers Forum, http://giftedhomeschoolers.org 

 Hoagies Gifted: Asperger’s, www.hoagiesgifted.org/aspergers.htm 

 Hoagies Gifted: recommendations for books on gifted topics (www.hoagiesgifted.org/

professional_books.htm) 

 LD Online’s articles on gifted/LD, www.ldonline.org/article/c670 

 The Mislabeled Child, http://mislabeledchild.com, and the Eide Neurolearning Blog, http://

eideneurolearningblog.blogspot.com 

 Misunderstood Minds www.pbs.org/wgbh/misunderstoodminds/about.html 

 National Institute of Twice Exceptionality, www.education.uiowa.edu/belinblank/clinic/nite.aspx  

 O.A.S.I.S. (Online Asperger Syndrome Information and Support) @ MAAP, www.aspergersyndrome.org 

 The Out-of-Sync Child, www.out-of-sync-child.com  

 The SPD (Sensory Processing Disorder) Foundation, www.spdfoundation.net 

 Temple Grandin (author, speaker, and person with autism), www.templegrandin.org  

 Tony Attwood (psychologist and author), www.tonyattwood.com.au 

 Uniquely Gifted, www.uniquelygifted.org/autism_spectrum.htm 

 The Visual-Spatial Resource, www.visualspatial.org 

 Wrightslaw: twice-exceptional, www.wrightslaw.com/info/2e.index.htm 

Free Downloads 

 A Guidebook for Twice-Exceptional Students: Supporting the Achievement of Gifted Students with Special 

Needs, http://wrightslaw.com/info/2e.guidebook.pdf 

 Gifted and Learning Disabled Guide, www.vsb.bc.ca/sites/default/files/school-files/Programs/

GiftedLDHandbook.pdf 

 The Twice-Exceptional Dilemma, www.nea.org/assets/docs/twiceexceptional.pdf 

 Twice-Exceptional Students, Gifted Students with Disabilities: An Introductory Resource Book, 

www.cde.state.co.us/gt/download/pdf/TwiceExceptionalResourceHandbook.pdf 

 Twice-Exceptional: Students with Both Gifts and Challenges or Disabilities, www.sde.idaho.gov/site/

gifted_talented/twice-exceptional 

http://www.2eNewsletter.com
http://www.education.uiowa.edu/belinblank/clinic/nite.aspx
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Spotlight on 2e Series 
This series of publications is intended to help parents, educators, advocates, and other 
professionals better meet the needs of gifted children with learning difficulties. Each pro-
vides easy-to-understand information on how to recognize and address the combination 
of giftedness and learning deficits or disorders in children. Included are articles, check-
lists, charts, and resource listings. 

Other booklets in this series include:  

 Parenting Your Twice-exceptional Child 

 Understanding Your Twice-exceptional Student 

 Understanding  the Gifted Child with Attention Deficit 

 The Twice-exceptional Child with Dyslexia  

 Caring for the Mental Health of the Twice-exceptional Child  

 The Mythology of Learning: Understanding Common Myths about  

2e Learners  

 Writing and the 2e Learner: Issues and Strategies 

 The 2e Reading Guide: Essential Books for Understanding the  

Twice-exceptional Child  

 Guiding the Twice-exceptional Child: A Collection of Columns by  

Meredith Warshaw 

 Bob Seney on Books for 2e Readers: A Collection of Columns 

 

From The 2e Resource. . . 

 Part of Glen Ellyn Media, former publisher of 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter 

 For more information on these and other offerings, visit us at:  
https://2eResource.com 
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