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Introduction 
Twice-exceptional (2e) children are an often 

misunderstood group, puzzling those who raise 
them, teach them, or work with them in other ca-
pacities. These children are exceptional both be-
cause of their intellectual giftedness and because of special needs such as learning disabilities, atten-
tion deficit disorder, or emotional or behavioral difficulties – any of which can cause problems at home, 
at school, and with friends.   

While twice-exceptional learners often have plenty of creativity, they tend to have a strong aver-
sion to writing – the reason this series, Writing and the 2e Learner: Issues and Strategies, came 
into being. In four articles developed for 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, administrators and faculty 
members at Bridges Academy focus on some common pitfalls that 2e students encounter and provide 
practical, teacher-friendly ways to help reduce these impediments to written communication. The se-
ries consists of: 

 Part 1: Anxiety and Writing 

 Part 2: Integration of Strengths and Interests 

 Part 3: Scaffolding the Writing Process for the 2e Learner   

 Part 4: Real-world Opportunities for Teaching Writing to 2e Students. 

Bridges Academy is a college preparatory school in Studio City, California, which serves twice-
exceptional students in grades 5 through 12. The series reflects the research and experiences of facul-
ty members and school administrators over Bridges Academy’s 16-year history. During that time, they 
have had the opportunity to evaluate educational models and practices for twice-exceptional students 
suggested by the research of Dr. Susan Baum and other leading scholars.  

Preceding the articles from this series, readers of this publication will find a brief overview of twice 
exceptionality. Following the articles is a listing of resources that includes books, websites, and other 
resources of interest and use to those who raise, teach, or work with twice-exceptional children. The 
goal of this booklet is to help readers better understand and meet the needs  of children with this 
unique blend of abilities and challenges. 

The publishers of 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter wish to thank the administrators and staff 
members of Bridges Academy who developed Writing and the 2e learner: Issues and Strategies:  

 Susan Baum, Ph.D., Director of Professional Development at Bridges Academy, Professor Emeritus 
from the College of New Rochelle, and co-author of To Be Gifted and Learning Disabled 

 Marcy Dann, M.A., BCET, Educational Therapist at Bridges Academy 

 Sharon Greene, B.A., teacher: Humanities, 7th grade 

 Ben James, M.A., teacher: Humanities, 5th/6th grades  
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For more information on Bridges Academy, visit the school’s website: www.bridges.edu.  

 

 Gregory Kacynski, B.F.A., teacher: Theater, 7th-12th grades, and Science, 8th grade  

 Adam Kaplan, M.F.A., teacher: English and Communication, 9th-12th grades 

 Stuart Matranga, B.A., teacher: Humanities, 8th grade 

 Chuck Neddermeyer, M.A.T., teacher: Humanities, 7th grade 

 Cynthia Cornell Novak, Ph.D., Middle School Director 

 Carl Sabatino, M.A., Head of School 

 Chris Wiebe, M.A., teacher: English, Communication, and Theater, 9th-12th grades  

 Gregory Zlotin, M.A., teacher: History, 9th-12th grades. 
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 Chapter 

1 What is Twice Exceptional? 
 

A Unique Profile 

Because the nature and causes of twice excep-

tionality are so varied, there’s no single profile of a 

twice-exceptional child. A 2e child may be one who 

is diagnosed with one or more learning disabilities 

such as dyslexia, visual or auditory processing disor-

der, obsessive/compulsive disorder, sensory pro-

cessing disorder, Asperger Syndrome, or Tourette 

Syndrome. The child might have a diagnosis of at-

tention deficit disorder, with or without hyperactivity, 

or a diagnosis of anxiety or depression, to name a 

few. Some 2e children, on the other hand, have no 

formal diagnosis, but do have learning differences 

of other kinds, such as in learning style or prefer-

ence, that make it hard to function in a traditional 

classroom. 

Teachers may have 2e students in their classes 

but not recognize them. It’s all too common for  

twice-exceptional children to go unidentified or to be 

misidentified. Some are obviously gifted. However, 

despite their intelligence, these students never 

seem to work up to their potential. They might seem 

disengaged in the classroom, or they might play the 

class clown. They might be given labels such as  

underachiever or lazy. Their failure to achieve may 

be seen as deliberate, not the result of conditions 

beyond their control. 

Then there are the 2e students who are easily 

identified as having learning disabilities or other 

types of learning difficulties. They often have trouble 

performing tasks that classroom work requires such 

as reading, performing calculations, or writing, the 

subject of this booklet. Or perhaps they are unable 

to sit still or pay attention. Whatever the reason, 

these students are recognized for what they cannot 

do and often have an IEP (individual learning pro-

gram) or a 504 plan that focuses on the remedia-

tion they require. The gifts and talents of these stu-

dents often go unnoticed. 

A third group of 2e students — the hardest to 

identify — seems to be average. Neither their gifts 

nor their deficits stand out because each masks the 

other. While the classroom performance of these 

students appears to be acceptable, it’s actually well 

below what they are capable of doing. Because the 

students perform at grade level, no one sees them 

as needing special attention — neither gifted pro-

gramming nor special education services or accom-

modations. What often gives these children away is 

a decline in performance when academic demands 

increase to the point where they can no longer rely 

on their giftedness to compensate for their deficits. 

It’s easy to think that twice-exceptional children 

could improve just by “trying harder.” In most cases, 

however, they can’t. Their learning challenges are 

often the result of the way their brain is “wired.” In 

many of 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 their 

classmates. 

Conflicting Traits 

Twice-exceptional children have two sets of con-

flicting traits, one related to their high capabilities, 
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the other to their limitations. Like other intellectually 

gifted children, they are likely to think in different 

ways from average children and to experience the 

world differently. Twice-exceptional children general-

ly have little difficulty grasping concepts or generat-

ing ideas. Where they might falter is in getting their 

thoughts down on paper, writing legibly, doing calcu-

lations accurately, staying organized, or following 

instructions. 

Often, 2e children display many of the charac-

teristics typical of gifted children, such as those in 

the following list. 

Unlike other gifted children, those who are twice 

exceptional find themselves hampered by deficits 

that interfere with their ability to perform many of 

the tasks classroom learning requires. The deficits, 

often invisible to others, can affect them in various 

ways, such as those shown below. (Of course, 2e 

children are a diverse group, and no one child is 

likely to display all of these characteristics.)  

How Deficits Can Affect   

Twice-exceptional Children 

 Interfere with their ability to make sense of  

visual or auditory information 

 Make it hard to correctly interpret social cues, 

like facial expressions and tone of voice 

 Limit the functioning of short-term memory 

 Take the form of language-based disorders  

that make reading, writing, mathematics, or 

verbal expression difficult 

 Appear as a mood disorder, leaving a child  

anxious or depressed, or an attention deficit 

that makes it hard to sit still and focus 

 Hamper fine or gross motor skills 

 Interfere with the brain’s ability to organize  

and interpret information taken in through the 

sensory experiences of touch, taste, smell, 

sight, sound, body placement, and movement 

(With deficits in the ability to process sensory 

input, a child reacts to the world quite differ-

ently from others. Classroom lights, sounds, 

and smells may seem painfully intense, mak-

ing concentration on lessons difficult.) 

Typical Characteristics of Gifted Children 

 Intensity and sensitivity  

 Greater asynchrony than average children 

(e.g.,  a bigger gap between mental and physi-

cal age) 

 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 
Because of deficits like these, 2e children may 

display behaviors and characteristics that can baf-

fle, annoy, or even infuriate the adults around them. 

Some examples are listed on the following page.  

Some people include leadership ability and  

motivation in the list of gifted characteristics, while 

others do not. The same is true for  

perfectionism.  
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 Some Typical Behaviors and Characteristics  

of Twice-exceptional Children 

 Are disorganized and lose track of belongings 

 Have an uneven academic pattern with ex-

treme areas of both strength and weakness  

 Have trouble remembering to do or follow 

through with tasks and sticking to a schedule  

 Have a poor sense of time and difficulty esti-

mating the time needed to complete tasks  

 Have difficulty with multi-step instructions and 

performing tasks sequentially  

 Take longer to process language and respond 

than might be expected, based on their  

intelligence 

 Find it hard to take a systematic approach to 

problem solving  

 Have difficulty with writing, including organiz-

ing thoughts, writing legibly, and spelling 

 Fear embarrassment and tend to avoid taking 

risks in the classroom 

 May have narrowly focused interests 

A combination of strengths and limitations such 

as these can lead to a child with a unique, and often 

quirky, profile. Oftentimes, 2e children have difficul-

ty finding peers and, as a result, may have a small 

number of friends or no friends at all.  

Coping with their deficits can take a toll on their 

stamina, leaving these children exhausted from the 

strain after a day at school. Furthermore, having to 

confront their deficits day in and day out in the 

classroom can take a toll on a 2e child’s self-

esteem. As psychologist and author Linda Silverman 

has stated, “It’s emotionally damaging to be unac-

ceptable in the place you spend 6 hours of every 

day for 13 critical years.” 

The Need for Understanding 

 Twice-exceptional children need adult guidance 

in coming to understand themselves. They must 

learn about who they are — where they’re strong, 

where they’re weak, and how they learn best. 2e 

children must especially understand that there are 

other people just like them, many of whom have 

grown into successful adults. Furthermore, these 

children and the adults in their lives need to under-

stand that despite the challenges they face, 2e kids 

— in the words of Susan Baum — are not “broken” 

and in need of “fixing.”  

The articles and resources included in this 

booklet are provided to help adults find the infor-

mation they need in order to help the 2e children in 

their lives gain this understanding.  
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 Introduction 

As the term twice-exceptional implies, 2e chil-

dren are unique both in the ways in which they’re 

gifted and in the types of learning challenges they 

face. However, one characteristic that seems com-

mon to many of these children, despite whatever 

other learning challenges they may have, is difficulty 

putting their thoughts in writing. The thoughts in 

their head or the ideas they express in words tend 

to be much richer than the meager output they of-

ten produce on paper.  

Some 2e children may receive a formal diagno-

sis of dysgraphia which, according to the fourth edi-

tion of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM IV), is a “Disorder of Written 

Expression” in which writing skills “are substantially 

below those expected given the person's ...age, 

measured intelligence, and age-appropriate educa-

tion.” This disorder can affect some or all of these 

abilities: forming letters and words; using correct 

spelling, grammar, and punctuation; and organizing 

thoughts and ideas into written form. 

Not all children with writing difficulties are for-

mally diagnosed with dysgraphia. Some may be 

identified as having other learning disorders that 

can interfere with their ability to express thoughts in 

writing. Examples of these disorders include: 

 Dyslexia (reading disability) 

 Oral and written language learning disability 

(also referred to as selective language impair-

ment) 

 Attention deficit disorder 

 Asperger Syndrome. 

Still other children lack a diagnosis but nonetheless 

are hampered in expressing themselves in writing. 

Issues such as perfectionism and anxiety can be 

responsible for hampering their willingness and abil-

ity to produce written output. 

A Complex Process 

Expressing ideas in writing is a highly complex 

process that involves various senses, muscles, and 

parts of the brain. Problems in any of these can re-

sult in writing difficulties.  

The writing process places an especially heavy 

burden on the frontal lobes of the brain, the seat of 

executive functions and working memory. Our abili-

ties to plan, organize, and carry out tasks are all 

examples of executive functions. Working memory is 

what allows us to hold information in our mind and 

manipulate it. One example is recalling facts and 

organizing them into a logical sequence. Another is  

applying rules of spelling to the words or applying 

rules of grammar to the sentences we are writing. 

Weakness in executive functions and working 

memory are issues with which many twice-

exceptional children contend.  

In his book, Developmental Variation and 

Learning Disorders, Dr. Mel Levine examined caus-

es of writing difficulties, viewing them through a 

neuro-developmental lens. (Neuro-development 

refers to the development of the brain and central 

nervous system that takes place as a child grows.) 

Levine, in the PBS program and website Misunder-

stood Minds,  identified the seven categories of 

problems shown in the  chart on the following pages 

and their effects on writing. 

 Chapter 

2 What Makes Writing So Hard? 
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Sources of Writing Problems  

Types of  

Neuro-developmental 

Problems that  

Affect Writing 

 

Commonly Appear As: 
 

May Result in  

These Writing Difficulties 

Graphomotor 
 
  

Trouble coordinating the small muscles of 
the fingers and hand to manipulate writing 
instruments, especially as assignment 
length increases 

 Minimal written output 
 Writing very slowly and with  

great effort 
 An awkward and tiring pencil grip 
 Lack of fluidity in cursive writing 
 A hard time forming letters 
 Inability to match writing speed with 

the flow of ideas 

Spatial Ordering Challenged in organizing letters, words, or 
sentences on a page 

 Poor use of lines on the paper 
 Organizational problems 
 Uneven spacing between letters 
 Many misspelled words 

Sequential  
Ordering 

Difficulty determining the correct or  
logical order of letters, ideas, etc. 

 Poor letter formation 
 Transposed letters and spelling 

omissions 
 Poor narrative sequencing 
 Lack of transitions 

Attention  Finding it hard to plan, initiate, and com-
plete writing tasks 

 Mental fatigue from writing 

 Difficulty getting started on  
writing assignments 

 Easily distracted from writing 
 Inconsistent legibility in writing 
 Uneven writing tempo 
 Many careless errors 
 Poorly planned papers and  

reports 

Language Difficulty constructing sentences and de-
scribing or explaining ideas due to: 
 Difficulty with word sounds and spelling 
 Limited comprehension of words and 

their meanings 
 Limited vocabulary 
 Poor grasp of word order and  

grammar 

 Awkward phrasing and unconven-
tional grammar 

 Trouble reading back what is  
written 

 Inappropriate use of colloquial  
language 
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Sources of Writing Problems (continued) 

Types of  

Neuro-developmental 

Problems that  

Affect Writing 

 

Commonly Appear As: 
 

May Result in  

These Writing Difficulties 

Memory Difficulty remembering what should come 
automatically in the writing process such as: 
 Recalling spelling, grammar, and punc-

tuation rules 
 Organizing ideas 
 Accessing prior knowledge while writing  

 Many misspellings 
 Frequent capitalization, punctuation, 

and grammar errors 
 Limited vocabulary 
 Ideas and facts presented out of  

order 
  

Higher-order  
Cognition 
(often essential to 
successful writing in 
the upper grades) 
  

A hard time bringing original thought, crea-
tivity, or critical thinking skills to the writing 
task 

 Trouble generating ideas or  
elaborating on them 

 Difficulty organizing ideas 
 Lack of opinion or sense of  

audience 
 Difficulty with writing tasks that re-

quire creativity and/or critical thinking 
  

Inconsistency 

Given the demanding nature of the writing task, 

it’s no surprise that a twice-exceptional student’s 

written output might be inconsistent. A child might 

be able to print very neatly, but doing so takes far 

more time and energy than the child has available. 

Or the child might be able to write a well crafted and 

thought-out paragraph one day and labor over a 

simplistic sentence or two the next. It would be easy 

for an observer to conclude that this child is just 

being lazy or contrary. In an online interview, clinical 

psychologists John and Pamela McCaskill provided 

insight into a more likely explanation for such a 

young writer’s disappointing output: 

…for people with a disorder of written expres-

sion, written output typically requires more 

conscious, deliberate mental effort...and 

physical energies than for most of their 

peers….[T]hey simply have more trouble 

"turning their skills on and off" fluently, and 

using their skills reliably and consistently, 

than most people their age. Therefore, [they] 

often are more easily/quickly fatigued…and… 

frustrated with writing tasks than most of 

their peers. This type of performance variabil-

ity…can give the impression that the person 

is fully capable of doing the work, but simply 

doesn't want to put forth the effort (or is 

“choosing not to do so”), giving the impres-

sion of laziness or willful non-compliance; 

however, nothing could be further from the 

truth. Rather, the moments of "on" perfor-

mances reflect genuine motivations to com-

ply and to succeed, as well as the person's 

conscious, deliberate efforts to do so; howev-

er, they simply cannot sustain these levels of 

performance over the long haul, given the 

extensive amount of energy and effort re-

quired to do so, and still attend to all of the 

rest of life's demands. 

The Emotional Toll 

Children with written output challenges often 

suffer emotional stress. They are likely to feel frus-

tration over their inability to do what their class-

mates can do; and they may be unfairly criticized, 

not only for being lazy but also for being inattentive, 

careless, or sloppy in their assignments. Students 
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are also likely to fall behind with schoolwork, which 

may lead not only to poor grades but also to anxiety 

or depression. 

It’s not only the child who suffers from inade-

quate written output. The stress often spreads to 

the family as well, as Dr. Demitri and Janice Papolos 

described in the article “Why Johnny and Jenny 

Can’t Write”: 

Parents find themselves increasingly anxious, 

frustrated, and angry at the child who puts 

off any written assignment until the last mi-

nute. They may first try to motivate the child, 

and when this doesn’t do the trick, negative 

feelings quickly arise as evenings and week-

ends go sour – or worse. These events are 

exhausting and demoralizing for the child 

and the parent. 

Writing and the 2e Learner  

When faced with writing tasks, 2e learners en-

counter many of the challenges described in this 

chapter. Exacerbating these challenges are the 2e 

students’ combination of strengths and weakness-

es. With their high levels of intellectual potential in 

their areas of giftedness, these students are likely 

to be acutely aware of the large discrepancy that 

exists between what they can and cannot do. As a 

result, they tend to experience anxiety to a greater 

degree than do other students, an emotion that can 

be paralyzing and result in non-productivity. Further-

more, the 2e students’ depth of knowledge and 

complexity of thought can tax an already compro-

mised working memory and processing speed, mak-

ing it impossible for them to organize information 

and sequence ideas.   

The next chapter focuses on these and other 

issues unique to this population of challenged writ-

ers. It contains a series of four articles developed 

for 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter by administra-

tors and faculty members at Bridges Academy. The 

articles provide further insight into the writing diffi-

culties that many twice-exceptional students face, 

and they offer successful strategies used at Bridges 

Academy to minimize and overcome these difficul-

ties. The goal of this series is to provide both par-

ents and teachers with the information they need to 

help 2e children free themselves of the impedi-

ments that have kept them from fully engaging in 

the writing process.   

 

References for Chapter 2 
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Papolos, D. and Papolos, J. (June, 2004). Why Johnny and Jenny can’t write. The Bipolar Child Newsletter, 17. 

Retrieved April 10, 2012, from www.bipolarchild.com/newsletters/0406.html. 

Understanding dysgraphia. Retrieved April 10, 2012, from  www.interdys.org/ewebeditpro5/upload/

Understanding Dysgraphia_Fact_Sheet_12-01-08.pdf.    
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 Chapter 

3 
Helping 2e Learners Overcome 
Impediments to Writing  

At Bridges Academy, we have often sat across 

from apprehensive students who insist they “just 

can’t write.” We know many of these students have 

verbal IQs in the superior range, read voraciously, 

and inhale knowledge through computers, DVDs, 

and television. They are often able to discuss ideas 

with passion; and most can easily recite typical writ-

ing process steps: brainstorm, draft, revise, edit and 

polish. To suggest that they are lazy makes little 

sense, yet their writing paralysis baffles teachers 

and parents. What, we have wondered collectively, 

lies at the root of their lack of written productivity?   

An analysis of writing blocks among twice-

exceptional (2e) students uncovers a myriad of is-

sues, both neurological and psychological, that 

make writing difficult. The Bridges Academy faculty 

have been systematically studying the factors that 

both impede writing production (in some cases, all 

production) and the strategies that have proven 

successful in helping 2e students overcome their 

individual obstacles to writing.  

Factors Contributing to Writing  

Disabilities 

With 2e students, the pattern of non-

productivity often starts in early elementary school 

and may include one or more of these obstacles. 

 Asynchronous development. 2e students often 

evidence advanced cognitive abilities that far 

exceed their motor development. As a result, 

they may find it impossible to record their ideas 

on paper, especially when authoring involves 

handwriting. The frustration they can feel, cou-

pled with a likely developmental delay in emo-

tional maturity, often makes it hard for 2e chil-

dren to “stay in the writing struggle.”   

 Executive Processing. Difficulties with time man-

agement, attention, and organization may cause 

these bright students problems in structuring 

complex ideas quickly and sequentially.  

 Perfectionism. Some of these students have 

exceptionally high standards, and any discrepan-

cy between the quality of their thinking and the 

quality of their written work may cause them to 

procrastinate or simply refuse to do the work.  

 Insufficient Grasp of Topic Depth and Complexi-

ty. To write something of value, 2e students 

must grapple deeply with the material, under-

stand it thoroughly, and have something to say 

about it. The teacher must consider the stu-

dent’s learning differences (i.e., auditory sequen-

tial, highly visual, bodily kinesthetic); disabilities 

if there are any; and other potential obstacles to 

writing. The goal is to make certain there is a 

match between the instructional approach to the 

material and the cognitive and intellectual 

strengths of the student. For example, 2e stu-

dents who are highly spatial or bodily kinesthetic 

benefit from engaging in non-verbal, visual, and 

2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, September, 2011 

Part 1: Anxiety and Writing 
By Administrators and Faculty Members of Bridges Academy 
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experiential pre-writing activities. The activities 

serve to stimulate idea formation as well as met-

aphoric thinking in these students.  

 Lack of Purpose or Relevance. Students who 

find writing cumbersome often cannot relate to 

the importance of the topic in their world. Target-

ing student strengths in an effort to create rele-

vance is an important way to “amp up” student 

motivation. 

Then, of course, there’s anxiety. Psychological 

and neurological issues combined with the complex-

ity of the writing process can cause 2e students to 

become extremely anxious about writing. Anxiety 

can sometimes be the taproot of their non-

productivity. 

Because anxiety is pervasive among 2e writers, 

we will focus on its role in the writing process of 2e 

students.  The rest of this article offers some practi-

cal suggestions for initial ways to reduce anxiety so 

that 2e students will be receptive to the writing  

process. 

Anxiety 

Teachers and parents alike know that anxiety 

results in a range of behaviors from subtle (head 

down on desk, face grim) to extremely emotional 

(crying, vocally refusing to work, self-deprecating 

remarks: “I’m dumb.”). Anxiety plays havoc with cog-

nitive functioning and confidence in performance. 

An increasing number of studies show that anxiety 

may have a negative effect on learning. It interferes 

with attention, perseverance, critical thinking, com-

prehension, and decision-making (Economic and 

Social Research Council, 2009; Medina, 2008). 

Students may know they are smart because 

they can read and digest ideas far beyond their 

years. However, if the writing they produce is too far 

afield from the complex images or concepts they 

entertain in their mind’s eye, they may develop a 

fear of committing their thoughts to paper, an ap-

prehension that is exacerbated with each subse-

quent assignment. Consider these two vignettes. 

Vignette 1: Michael 

When Michael entered sixth grade at Bridges 

Academy, we knew he had a superior verbal IQ and 

read texts far beyond what one would expect of an 

11-year-old. When he participated in field trips to 

the Huntington Library and the University of South-

ern California Special Collections Library, he was 

visibly touched — almost reverential — as he closely 

examined the 13th century vellum manuscript and 

first edition book by Johannes Kepler.  

Despite his high verbal ability and obvious joy at 

in-depth class discussions, Michael experienced 

severe anxiety when he was confronted with tasks 

that required writing. His sixth-grade teacher, Ben 

James, reports:  

From the first humanities classes, I could see 

that Michael had incredible verbal and ana-

lytical abilities. His abilities were evidenced 

through comprehension evaluations and 

class discussion. However, the mere mention 

of written test, writing, or essay made him 

panic. He would hyperventilate, scream at a 

high pitch, plug his ears, rock back and forth, 

run out of the room, or hide under a desk.   

In seventh grade, Michael’s anxiety, though less 

pronounced, persisted as assignments became 

more complex. His teachers, Chuck Neddermeyer 

and Sharon Greene, explain:   

Getting Michael to write anything was initially 

a challenge. He would shriek when we men-

tioned an extended written task, even when 

the deadline was announced far in advance 

and we explained how we would break the 

assignment into chunks. Michael would hide 

under his desk or run into the hallway. We 

had to disguise the assignment by making it 

technology-based first, and then turn it into a 

more formal written text.  

For example, one class assignment was de-

veloping a persuasive essay on the Chinese 

dynasties. Students began by creating a Pow-

erPoint presentation, outlining information 

about the topic on each slide (i.e., introducto-

ry slide, achievements of the selected dynas-

ty, how the dynasty contributed to modern 

society). When Michael saw that this presen-

tation was actually the skeleton of his essay, 

he was less anxious about approaching the full 



12 

writing task. He knew he could rely on the 

slides as a built-in outline.   

With another assignment, based on the book 

Life of Pi, Michael benefited from creating a 

visual before tackling the writing. First he 

built Lego robots representing characters 

from the book. Then he took pictures of the 

robots and wrote a few sentences or bullet 

points explaining a scene they were involved 

in. Michael was able to use these annotated 

visuals as an outline to complete his written 

report for the novel. 

Vignette 2: Allen 

High school English teacher Chris Wiebe de-

scribes what it was like to work with Allen, a ninth-

grade student with high verbal skills but little or no 

written output. 

When I met Allen, I found him to be a bright, 

sensitive, and intuitive student with a pas-

sionate interest in the sciences. His IEP 

(Individualized Education Program) indicated 

superior verbal comprehension skills, above-

average perceptual organization, and aver-

age working memory skills. Among Allen’s 

challenges were a slow processing speed, 

dysgraphia, and a short attention span. Any-

one who spends more than two minutes with 

Allen will realize how ridiculously intelligent 

he is — his IQ probably exceeds 140. But Alex 

made no bones about the fact that he had a 

lot of trouble with writing. The introduction of 

even the smallest writing task would cause 

Alex to freeze up, sometimes triggering anxiety-

driven scratching and picking at himself.  

While both Michael and Allen demonstrated 

strong emotional responses to writing, other anxious 

2e writers may quietly resist or simply refuse to en-

gage in the process. These behaviors can earn them 

the reputation of being oppositional, lazy, or defiant. 

At Bridges Academy, we see teachers as the critical 

“first responders” when signs of anxiety appear,  

and we believe that addressing the student’s anxie-

ty is the important first step in improving writing 

productivity. 

Strategies to Consider 

At Bridges Academy, we have developed strate-

gies that have proven effective in reducing 2e stu-

dents’ anxiety. Most of the strategies offered here 

and in subsequent articles are the result of the ef-

forts of the Bridges humanities and writing teachers 

listed at the end of this article.  

Establish Safe Places. Plan with students ahead of 

time a safe place where or safe ways in which they 

can calm down with dignity when they become up-

set. Examples of what worked particularly well for 

Michael as well as other students are: 

 Taking frequent breaks 

 Verbalizing fears and frustrations to teachers 

and the staff psychologist 

 Taking a walk 

 Using noise-cancelling headphones 

 Engaging in role-playing games  

 Doing yoga 

 Practicing breathing exercises 

 Stretching.  

Through the use of coping mechanisms like 

these, Michael’s number of meltdowns decreased 

gradually over sixth grade. His teachers in the next 

grade, Chuck and Sharon, continued to help Mi-

chael learn to control his emotional outbursts during 

the school year, as Chuck recounts:   

We explained to Michael that, while we un-

derstood his anxiety, we did not expect him 

to disrespect our quiet classroom environ-

ment. Because he has an intense respect for 

education, this seemed to strike a chord with 

him. We told Michael that if he was feeling 

discomfort, all he had to do was look at us or 

give a signal and we would escort him into 

the hall. This system caught on, and soon 

Michael was better able to manage his anxie-

ty in class. 

Reframe Wording. Students are natural storytellers, 

but the word writing itself can trigger a negative 

emotional reaction. Using a substitute word such as 
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authoring or producing can be effective, as well as 

renaming your writing center author’s corner. Make 

it a place where students can submit podcasts, sto-

ryboards, letters, and multi-media products as well 

as more traditional pieces.  

Develop Trust. Take time to develop a trusting rela-

tionship with students. Bridges teachers spend a 

significant amount of energy showing students that 

they care about them. A ninth-grade Roman history 

teacher at Bridges emphasizes the importance of 

this facet of teaching when he relates the story of 

Ed, who was extraordinarily quiet and shy, some-

times even aggressive.  

Ed would begrudgingly produce work and 

participate in class. Over the years, I’ve lis-

tened to his jokes and stories, relating to him 

and his interests; and I’ve offered extra time 

out of school to read projects not associated 

with class that he is working on and give him 

feedback. I have given Ed a forum to talk 

about things that interest him in my class-

room, while doing my best to keep him on 

task and focused. Sometimes if Ed is unhap-

py in class, I ask him directly what the issue 

is; and if he asks to talk to me privately in the 

hallway, I do that. These efforts seem to have 

earned his trust and increased his comfort.  

Focus on Strengths and Interests. Encourage stu-

dents to develop their ideas in an area of strength 

first. Teachers Chuck and Sharon integrate writing 

into humanities projects, having students first re-

search a topic and then create a PowerPoint slide 

show to share their research. For students like Mi-

chael, this approach is far less threatening than 

writing a traditional expository paper. (We will dis-

cuss how to use strengths as a bridge to writing in a 

later article in this series.) 

Puncture Perfectionism. One creative approach to 

breaking the perfectionist ice is to encourage anx-

ious students to do their “worst writing” first and 

then toss it. Stuart, our eighth-grade humanities 

teacher, is an expert at minimizing the stress of  

writing through this technique. Once they have a 

throw-away draft completed, he instructs them to 

“discard that draft and be done with it.” Somehow 

going through that low-stakes process rids the stu-

dents of overflowing anxiety and allows them to 

begin a more appropriate piece of writing. 

Build Confidence. An important anxiety-reduction 

technique is to express to students that you believe 

in them and their ability to write. Adam, a tenth- and 

eleventh-grade English teacher, tells his reluctant 

writers not to worry if they can’t write since it’s Ad-

am’s job as a teacher to give them the skills they 

need. He sits down next to each student, giving  

reassurance on a one-to-one basis. According to 

Adam,  the main secrets to developing good writers 

are giving students precise directions in assign-

ments, breaking the task into manageable chunks, 

and providing specific times for completion of each 

task. Adam believes that anxious students benefit 

from tightly constrained time periods to complete 

short, clearly defined tasks.  

Narrow the Focus. Help students keep their focus 

on the immediate chunk of the task at hand and not 

on the big picture. Some teachers don’t even men-

tion the fact that each chunk is part of a bigger pro-

ject. Then, after a few weeks, students are surprised 

to pull their small chunks together and see that they 

are the building blocks for a large product. 

 

Conclusion 

If we can make writing a relevant experience  

for our 2e students, we will find much lower levels  

of anxiety. The next three articles in this series will 

focus on this theme by exploring how to adapt the 
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writing process for 2e students. Specific topics will 

include: 

 Using students’ strengths and interests 

 Making writing joyful, purposeful, and relevant 

 Using appropriate scaffolding, including technol-

ogy, to help with the mechanics and organization 

of ideas. 
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2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, November, 2011 

Part 2: Integration of Strengths and Interests 
By Administrators and Faculty Members of Bridges Academy 

Part 1 of this series looked at some reasons 

why twice-exceptional students find writing difficult, 

and it addressed ways in which anxiety can some-

times interfere with 2e students’ thought processes 

and feelings of competence when they are asked to 

put their ideas on paper. In this article, we’ll discuss 

the importance of using intellectual strengths and 

interests as entry points so that 2e learners can 

more successfully engage in the authoring process. 

Entry Points to Writing 

Howard Gardner, well known for developing the 

theory of multiple intelligences, uses the term entry 

points to describe how individuals with different 

intelligences are drawn to different kinds of content 

and use different methods to store information 

(1991, 2006). Those students high in linguistic in-

telligence, for example, are likely to be drawn to rich 

language that allows them to play with words as 

devices for recording and describing. For students 

with strengths in mathematical intelligence, on the 

other hand, numbers organize their thinking. They 

see the world as if it were a math problem and life 

as an equation where information can be quantified 

and predicted.  

Likewise for students with musical strengths. 

Ideas become melodic strands with certain kinds of 

tempos and beats; and these students may want to 

record their ideas rhythmically. One young musician 

said his reading improved when he realized that 

words and sentences were like notes on a page, and 

he just had to play them together to make music.  

Spatial and bodily kinesthetic intelligences are 

present in other children. They process information 

in pictures and movement, and their ideas evolve 

from images created in the mind’s eye or from mem-

ories of a lived experience.  

All students have clusters of intelligences — 

some at promise while others may be at risk. This 

jagged intellectual profile describes many in the 2e 

population. 
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To engage students who manifest diverse intel-

ligence clusters, Gardner suggests that educators 

need to provide appropriate initiating activities or 

entry points. Grounded in the idea that there are 

many doors into the room of understanding, Gard-

ner’s approach suggests types of pre-writing activi-

ties that allow students to connect to the topic at 

hand by providing a lens through which students 

can understand the content required to initiate and 

organize their thinking.  

Pre-writing Activities 

Pre-writing activities offer a natural pathway into 

an assignment. They serve an important purpose, 

allowing students to use their intellectual strengths 

and interests to process the material more fully and 

to naturally ease the students into the writing itself. 

The type of activity one chooses may be most effec-

tive if it relates to the kinds of intellectual or multiple-

intelligence strength the student demonstrates.   

Understanding Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences 

At the National Association of Gifted Children conference in 2009, Harvard education professor and au-

thor Howard Gardner spoke about the theory of multiple intelligences, which he developed nearly three 

decades ago. He explained that, according to traditional contemporary thinking on the topic, our intelli-

gence is determined to a large extent by our genes. It is a single intelligence that is, for the most part, 

fixed; and it can be measured by administering tests designed to determine how smart a person is. 

Gardner further explained that he was not a proponent of this singular view of intelligence because he felt 

that traditional intelligence measures could not “sufficiently encompass the wide variety of abilities that 

humans display.” Gardner, therefore, sought to find what he described as a “pluralistic view of intelli-

gence.” By considering a wider range of perspectives on the subject and by drawing on many different 

disciplines, including biology and anthropology, Gardner came up with his own way of defining intelli-

gence. He saw it as:    

The bio-psychological potential to process information in certain ways, in order to solve prob-

lems or fashion products that are valued in a culture or community.  

Gardner also identified different types of intelligence that humans possess, comparing them to multiple, 

relatively independent computers, rather than a single, all-purpose computer. The eight intelligences that 

he has defined so far are: 

 Linguistic: facility with language 

 Logical: facility with numbers and reasoning  

 Spatial: the ability to “think in pictures” 

 Musical: the ability to understand, create, or critique music 

 Bodily-kinesthetic: the ability to use the body and handle objects skillfully  

 Naturalist: the ability to recognize and classify living things or artifacts 

 Interpersonal: the ability to understand people and relationships  

 Intrapersonal: the ability to understand one’s own emotional life as a means to gaining insight into one-

self and others. 

In his presentation, Gardner admitted that there may be more than these eight. One he is considering 

adding to the list an existential, or spiritual, intelligence. He described it as the ability to deal with things 

too big to fully understand. 

According to Gardner, no one is strong in all of these intelligences. We all have our own unique profile of 

strengths and weaknesses, plus our own levels of motivation and interests. While Gardner intended his 

theory for psychologists, this way of defining intelligence has influenced many fields, perhaps especially 

education. —  By Linda C. Neumann, Editor, 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter  
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However, any of the pre-writing activities shown in 

the table below may be helpful to an individual 

learner who shows interest in the activity.  

 Many 2e students who appear to have the 

most difficulty writing are highly spatial and kines-

thetic. These students are often the artists, builders, 

actors, geographers, architects, and engineers in 

our classrooms. At Bridges Academy, teachers have 

found that pre-writing activities based on the aes-

thetic and experiential entry points are highly suc-

cessful in encouraging their spatial/kinesthetic 

learners to engage in the writing process. Indeed, 

these approaches tap into the natural ways this 

group of students process information. The nature 

of these activities helps these students make sense 

of their worlds. The approach gives them a way to 

organize their complex abstract ideas into some 

linear explanation.  

Next, we’ll look at how this approach to teach-

ing writing worked with two Bridges students. Their 

stories are told by high school English teacher Chris 

Wiebe.  

Pre-writing Activities 

Type of Learner Type of Entry Point Sample Pre-Writing Activities 

Spatial 
  

Aesthetic: These entry points are experiences that 
evoke visual images, abstract thought, creativity and 
innovative ideas. 

Example: Conducting a guided imagery experience 
to create a setting for a story 

 Film 
 Works of art 
 Maps 
 Storyboard 
 Guided imagery 

Spatial,  
kinesthetic 
  

Experiential: These entry points are experiences 
that engage the learner firsthand, often physically as 
well as emotionally. Students’ ideas flow while en-
gaged in the experience. 

Example: Using improvisation or character inter-
views as a pre-writing activity to discuss relationship 
of character to plot 

 Engineering and design 
 Role play 
 Field trips 
 Experimentation 
 Dance/Movement 
 Simulations 

Mathematical,  
logical 
  

Mathematical: These entry points show quantitative 
aspects of a topic or event which can make the 
learner see possibilities or relationships. 

Example: Discussing the wealth of the main charac-
ters in The Great Gatsby to provide a lens through 
which to bring perspective to the story. Students can  
first create a chart or graph of the finances as a pre-
writing activity. Their discussion of it can provide 
fodder for their writing. 

 Timelines 
 Equations 
 Graphs 
 Charts and tables 

  

Linguistic,  
interpersonal,  
intrapersonal 
  

Narrative: These entry points provide opportunities 
to hear another’s story, engaging learners through 
awareness, empathy, and plot. Others’ stories can 
inspire questions, lead to insights, and motivate 
learners to pursue different aspects of a topic. 
Example:  Inviting a storyteller to class to introduce 
the idea of folk tales and cultural identity. These 
stories can encourage students to tell their own sto-
ries using props, storyboards, artifacts, and photo-
graphs to create a personal narrative. 

 Guest speakers 
 Attending a debate or political 

speech 
 Listening, viewing, or  

reading biography, memoirs, 
and poetry 
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Pre-writing Activities (continued) 

Type of Learner Type of Entry Point Sample Pre-Writing Activities 

Musical,  
kinesthetic 

Musical: These entry points allow the learner to 
experience how music can evoke emotion, create 
mood, and inspire action. 
Example: Playing an emotional piece of music (such 
as “Cloudburst” from the Grand Canyon Suite) to 
evoke verbal phrases and images and then turn 
them into powerful written descriptions (such as of a 
sudden, fierce rainstorm) 

 Listening to musical scores 
 Attending a concert 
 Having a jazz musician come 

as a guest speaker to discuss 
musical improvisation 

 Composing a piece of music 
 Developing a sound track from 

a storyboard 

Linguistic,  
interpersonal,  
intrapersonal 
(can be combined 
with aesthetic en-
try point to include 
spatial learners) 

Social and Foundational: These entry points allow 
students to interact together to challenge assump-
tions and philosophical underpinnings of ideas to 
create persuasive arguments and points of view. 
Example: Using a video clip to challenge ethics, 
such as a scene from the movie the Emperor’s 
Club, in which the teacher is considering changing a 
grade of a student, and conducting a moral dilemma 
activity in which students form opinion groups about 
what they would do in a similar situation 

 Discussions of moral dilemmas 
 Formal and informal debates 
 Group discussions of editorials 
 Speakers invited to present a 

panel discussion about a cur-
rent issue 

  

The Story of Allen 

Let’s remember Allen from the previous article 

in this series. I described him as a bright, sensitive, 

and intuitive student with a passionate interest in 

the sciences, one with superior verbal comprehen-

sion skills, above-average perceptual organization, 

and average working memory skills. I also described 

the challenges Allen faced, including slow pro-

cessing speed, dysgraphia, and a short attention 

span. I saw Allen as a student who had a lot of trou-

ble with writing; and I learned that the introduction 

of even the smallest writing task would cause him to 

freeze up, sometimes triggering anxiety-driven 

scratching and picking at himself. 

But Allen also showed outstanding interest and 

talent in spatial/kinesthetic activities. His behavior 

in class demonstrated a fondness for teasing out 

spatial relationships. He played with puzzles, mold-

ed clay, even arranged pencil erasers with a meticu-

lousness that suggested he was playing chess or 

building an intricate model. 

Allen had a lot of trouble connecting with Fitz-

gerald’s The Great Gatsby. While the use of an au-

dio book version enabled him to participate in class 

discussions, the moment a worksheet or written 

response was assigned, Allen was paralyzed. As a 

stopgap, I allowed him to complete many of his writ-

ten assignments orally, but my long-term goal was 

to foster independence and cultivate skills that al-

lowed Allen to communicate his ideas in writing. In 

other words, I needed to find another path into the 

material for him. 

During class activities, I noticed that an underly-

ing curiosity about the geography of the novel influ-

enced a great deal of Allen’s verbal contributions. 

When Gatsby gazed across the Sound at Daisy Bu-

chanan’s dock, Allen wanted to know how far away 

it was. When the characters drove through the Val-

ley of Ashes to reach the big, bright city, Allen was 

not all that interested in the thematic significance of 

the desolate wasteland — he just wanted to know 

what it looked like. 

Here was an entry point to the novel for Allen. I 

appointed him class cartographer, charged with 
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crafting a visual representation of Gatsby’s world, 

replete with East Egg, West Egg, the Sound, the Val-

ley of Ashes, and the burgeoning city. The novel it-

self became less a work of fiction and more a collec-

tion of creatively phrased data that he tapped as a 

source. He all but abandoned the audio book and 

reopened the novel with new eyes. He was a practi-

cal scientist with a concrete purpose — and, boy, did 

that excite him! 

Allen spent a lot of class time tending to his 

map and gradually his work ushered in an intimacy 

with the material that I could use to push him to 

express himself in writing. If he drew the Valley of 

Ashes and indicated it as such on the map key, I 

asked him to expand the key a bit, listing just a few 

adjectives to describe the location. Naturally, these 

adjectives were stepping stones to reaching literary 

notions of theme and message. Before long, the 

notes he scribbled on his map became fodder for 

graphic organizers that grew into sentences and 

paragraphs. Allen used the images and sprawling 

shorthand on his map to complete worksheets and 

written responses that were too daunting earlier in 

the unit.  

By the end of the unit, Allen’s map was a chaot-

ic tapestry of bird’s eye views, magnified views, 

scratch outs, slips of paper, and doctored photocop-

ies of the real-life places Fitzgerald had fictionalized. 

If I were looking for a final product, the map was 

merely a first draft; but the map project enabled 

Allen to express himself in writing. His anxiety dimin-

ished as his enthusiasm for the material grew.  

When I had Allen again in the 10th grade, he 

wrote at a slow pace, but he was writing — on his 

own. The introduction of a writing assignment pro-

duced no shock or hesitation. He was genuinely in-

vested in the activity of sharing his ideas through his 

writing. The success of his work with The Great 

Gatsby showed him that the final product was re-

warding enough to struggle through his challenges. 

The Story of Simone 

Simone, a 10th-grader when I first met her, had 

flat-out refused to complete written assignments in 

class. Writing had always been a struggle for her, 

and she had begun only recently to get her thoughts 

down on paper with the help of a private tutor.  

General defiance was a recurring pattern in 

Simone’s history; but she also had a steadily in-

creasing awareness of how intelligent she was and 

how that intelligence could reap rewards in a class-

room setting. Simone’s major strength was in her 

oral contributions in class. During discussions, she 

was an articulate and insightful contributor who 

seemed to treat her answers as foregone conclu-

sions that she was merely restating for the benefit 

of her peers. She spoke clearly and logically, fram-

ing her answers in the sort of “main idea-detail/

support-application” sequence that all but eluded 

her on the written page. I anticipated very early that 

getting Simone to write would mean convincing her 

that the words that came out of her mouth were 

basically a first draft of the writing assignments that 

seemed so daunting to her. 

Simone had another strength as well — her gift-

edness as a visual artist. I had some concern that 

Simone was paying more attention to her pen and 

sketchbook drawings than to classroom activities. 

As she demonstrated time and time again that this 

was not the case, I became quite comfortable with 

her laboring over her latest artwork in the midst of 

class discussions. 

Early on, Simone would politely refuse to do 

even the shortest in-class writing task with an “I’ll 

work on this later with Gail (her tutor).” I learned 
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quickly that confronting her on this caused Simone 

to get irritable and vindictive, and to eventually shut 

down completely. Over time, Simone agreed to use 

class time set aside for writing to prepare for her 

sessions with Gail. She would tackle the assignment 

with a drawing that she would subsequently label 

with short passages here and there. Now this could 

be perceived as a great way to shirk responsibility 

and avoid writing, but it was clear that Simone was 

producing sophisticated and abstract ideas related 

to class material. After meeting with her tutor, Simo-

ne’s ideas would come back to me in writing, albeit 

in a more concise and packaged form than the 

sprawling nature of her visual images.  

When time permitted, I also allowed Simone to 

dictate her responses to me as a first draft. I printed 

it out and had Simone edit, reshape, and revise the 

draft. She had a similar strategy going on with her 

tutor, so she readily took to this approach.  

Did these strategies transform Simone into the 

12th-grade Simone that I will describe shortly? I 

can’t say for sure. My sense is that writing must 

have frightened Simone. If all she got was criticism 

when she wrote but could marvel audiences when 

she spoke, why on earth would she bother strug-

gling with the written word? Getting Simone to write 

meant showing her that there was also satisfaction 

in writing well, and that there was a dynamic to ex-

pressing one’s self in writing that oratory cannot 

achieve. Moreover, the use of dictation, visual 

graphic organizers, etc, provided a path for Simone 

to discover that everything she needed to write ef-

fectively was present in her thoughts and the words 

she spoke aloud.  

So 12th-grade Simone received writing assign-

ments as if they were an exciting secret that only 

she and I were in on. Her gregariousness and extro-

version would dissolve into a pensive glance at a 

blank sheet of paper — the look that was usually 

reserved for her art projects. The confidence she 

built during 10th and 11th grades enabled her to 

decrease her reliance on her private tutor and to 

better handle her writing assignments. 

Some Entry Points Used By the  

Bridges’ Faculty 

At Bridges, we recognize the importance of 

getting students personally involved with their writ-

ing in order to motivate them to tackle the very 

things they find difficult. Understanding their intel-

lectual strengths and interests is key to providing 

the context for writing; and allowing students to en-

gage in pre-writing activities that interest them re-

sults in better language, more creative ideas, and a 

willingness to put their ideas on paper.  

Seventh-grade humanities teachers Sharon 

Greene and Chuck Neddermeyer ask students to 

write a Chinese folk tale early in the year as they 

study ancient Chinese civilization. Accompanying 

this assignment is the requirement that they find an 

artifact to symbolize the essence of the story. The 

spatial students spend much time thinking about 

and creating their artifact before they complete their 

tale. The artifact helps them add detail and sustain 

interest in the topic.  

Stuart Matranga allows his eighth-grade stu-

dents to first engage in a response to a writing  

piece in ways that are most comfortable for them. 

For instance, one of his young builders decided to 

construct a model of a pirate ship when reading 
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2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, January, 2012 

Part 3: From Ideas to Product — Scaffolding the  
Writing Process for the 2e Learner   
By Administrators and Faculty Members of Bridges Academy 

In Parts 1 and 2 of this series, we described 

some of the reasons why twice-exceptional students 

find writing difficult, for example due to anxiety. We 

then covered writing for the spatial learner. In Part  

3, we’ll discuss the use of “scaffolding” to support 

the 2e student. 

Excerpt from “The Box,” by Mitchell   
Our hero was walking down the curved con-

crete path, when all of a sudden he came 

upon a cardboard box. He looked at it, won-

dering what wonders it could hold. Would 

they be fragile? Would they be apocalyptic? 

Were they valuable, or were they worthless? 

Our hero kept on wondering until the sus-

pense was too great for him. He slowly ap-

proached the box, planning his strategies on 

how to open it, revealing its precious con-

tents. Finally, after hours of work, he looked 

into the box. The empty cardboard box.  

 

excerpts from Treasure Island and learning about 

Blackbeard and 18th-century piracy. Building the ship 

first allowed interesting speculation about the story’s 

plot. Many spatial learners get inspired by the set-

ting, which offers them possibilities for plots, charac-

ters, and themes. Stuart’s student was able to use 

this model as a springboard to descriptive writing as 

he envisioned what it was like to live on a ship.  

Ben James asks his 5th/6th -grade students to 

develop a movie trailer for the unit they are studying 

in humanities. Before writing the script for the trailer, 

they are taught how to develop a storyboard, or a 

pictorial account of major events they wish to use in 

their trailer. The storyboard is similar to what 

filmmakers use to plan their movies and allows the 

filmmaker to identify main ideas and sequence the 

plot accordingly. 

Conclusion 

Reluctant writers whose intellectual strengths 

are not necessarily linguistic need to connect to the 

material in ways that match their unique cognitive 

strengths and multiple intelligences profiles. We  

focused on the spatial learner in this article to 

demonstrate the importance — and sometimes the  

necessity — of using a variety of entry points as  

pre-writing experiences in order to generate ideas 

and encourage motivation. For more information on 

this approach, please see the references that follow. 

In our next article, we’ll focus on the use of scaffold-

ing and technology to enhance student productivity. 
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Stuart Matranga, an 8th-grade humanities 

teacher, explains the preceding writing piece creat-

ed by his student Mitchell: 

To me, this is symbolic of the writing process. 

Confronting the non-linear (curved path) of 

school, we are surprised by a writing assign-

ment (the box). We think about it (wondering 

about the wonders) and those thoughts lead 

to a mixture of anxiety and insecurity. (Will 

our ideas prove dangerously “apocalyptic” or 

valuable?) When our thoughts reach a critical 

mass (the suspense was too great), we make 

a mental or written outline (slowly approach-

ing, planning strategies) and (after hours of 

work), we discover the contents of our 

thoughts (the box).  

Mitchell describes the box as empty, which 

indicates that, although he’s aware that he 

has something to say, he’s not quite sure 

how to access those ideas. There is a certain 

amount of anxiety or suspense in determin-

ing whether it’s even possible — or desirable 

— to open the box. Perhaps more dreadful, he 

wonders if he will be able to communicate 

the found contents to others. However, the 

ironic twist is that by writing about not being 

able to write, he’s found something quite 

profound to write about. In short, the assign-

ment came from a feeling level and enabled 

the words to emerge.  

Introduction 

Language development begins with listening 

and progresses to speaking, reading, and finally to 

the most complex task, writing. The complexity 

comes from the need to demonstrate the ability  

to do the following simultaneously in order to be 

successful: 

 Activate and sustain attention throughout the 

brainstorming and writing stages. 

 Understand the expectations of the writing 

prompt. 

 Have an inner experience or knowledge of the 

topic. 

 Keep the audience in mind. 

 Remember the rules of conventional writing, in-

cluding word order or grammar, punctuation, 

capitalization, spelling, and formatting. 

 Clearly organize thoughts in a sequence. 

 Describe visual imagery. 

 Use specific vocabulary. 

 Set a tone. 

When writing by hand, an additional skill is re-

quired: maintaining motor planning for consistent 

letter formation and spacing without fatigue.  

The editing stage has its own requirements: 

trusting the source of constructive feedback and a 

willingness to make suggested changes to enhance 

the final product. Plus, of course, editing one’s writ-

ing means re-engaging the writing skills just listed. 

These simultaneous demands of written language 

are a challenge for the 2e author, who may be easily 

overwhelmed with any one skill, much less all of 

them together.  

As explained in the first two articles in this se-

ries, anxiety and a lack of purpose or motivation to 

write can block writing from the beginning. Even if 

we use strategies to alleviate the stress of writing 

and provide a purpose or motivation to engage in 

the process, students can still be blocked because 

they feel overwhelmed and their “box” feels empty 

or inaccessible. To overcome this hurdle, teachers 

must provide the key to open that box: support over 
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the course of the writing process. In this article we 

will look at how teachers at Bridges provide support 

by using scaffolding along with direct instruction 

and bypass strategies. 

Planning for 2e Writing Success at 

Bridges 

A great deal of planning, as well as serendipity, 

are involved in the writing process throughout the 

middle school years, grades 5-8. Students progress 

from writing expository essays based on readings to 

persuasive essays, and they learn to use parenthe-

tical citations in MLA format. Teachers present the 

curriculum and move from student to student 

providing individualized instruction, depending on 

the needs of each student. Bypass strategies in-

clude one-to-one instruction, use of a computer, 

extended time, a rubric with task expectations and 

time-line, electronic graphic organizers, and teacher 

and peer feedback. 

By 8th grade, teacher Stuart Matranga feels 

strongly about the need for students to identify  

their voice. Stuart believes, “Writing in the highest 

sense begins and ends with thinking and feeling. 

The conveyance of information is secondary to the 

thoughts and feelings that information is intended 

to develop.”  

Once in high school, Bridges students are ex-

pected to be able to compose writing pieces that are 

sequential, detailed, and include commentary and 

analysis. Scaffolded instruction at the high-school 

level continues to focus on the higher-level cognitive 

skills involving interpretation, cause and effect, 

comparison and contrast, fact versus opinion and 

research papers. Bypass strategies continue to be 

offered. 

During their years at Bridges, our twice-

exceptional students have repeated opportunities to 

express their ideas in writing. Over time, and with 

the support our program provides, students’ final 

products become more closely aligned with their 

cognitive ability.  

Identifying the Steps in the Writing  

Process 

Writing often involves a series of sequential 

steps to lead the writer to convey his or her ideas. 

The first step requires the young author to have 

something valuable to say. At Bridges Academy, 

writing evolves from some meaningful content. Mid-

dle school students often use a topic from a novel 

or a humanities unit to craft a written critical essay 

or opinion piece. High school students participate in 

both a readers’ and a writers’ workshop. In readers’ 

workshop they learn how to grasp and analyze liter-

ary concepts and themes. In writers’ workshop they 

receive direct instruction and scaffolding on how to 

express these ideas in writing.  

Once concepts have become tangible through a 

brainstorming workshop or activity, students require 

strategies to organize the information into main ide-

as, evidence, and analysis. These are skills taught 

directly and in context. At all levels, teachers follow 

a sequential process to guide students in their 

thinking and writing. Figure 1 on the next page out-

lines the process at both the middle school and high 

school levels. What distinguishes process at the 

lower level from that at the higher level is the de-

gree of complexity and amount of elaboration in-

volved.  

Navigating the Writing Process 

The steps to the process shown in Figure 1 may 

seem familiar and logical, yet the difference be-

tween assigning writing tasks to 2e and non-2e  

students is in the role the teacher plays. For 2e  

students, the teacher is integral in guiding them 

Some Definitions 

 Direct instruction: instruction led by the 

teacher 

 Scaffolding: support that builds on what the 

learners already know and helps them ac-

complish what they would otherwise be una-

ble to do 

 Bypass strategies: the means provided to all 

students for getting around typical hurdles 

such as handwriting, organization, slow pro-

cessing speed, and attention issues 
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through the process, knowing each student’s learn-

ing profile and using that knowledge to plan appro-

priate bypass and support during each of the writing 

steps. For instance, all students have a keyboard to 

type their responses, enabling them to easily bypass 

grapho-motor weaknesses and processing speed 

delays. Our teachers are skilled in adjusting the 

amount of writing required from an individual stu-

dent and are easily able to provide extended time to 

all students as needed. By creating a rubric of con-

tent and time-line expectations, the simultaneous 

demands on attention, memory, language, organiza-

tion, and motor skills can be segmented so that stu-

dents need only focus on a few aspects of writing at 

any given stage of the process. Our teachers priori-

tize content, knowing that they can shift the focus to 

writing conventions at a later time.  

Teachers next design graphic organizers, often 

in electronic form, to reduce the memory load. An 

organizer may consist of guided questions, brain-

storming templates, or data collection formats. The 

use of graphic organizers enhances students’ plan-

ning skills and aids them in organizing their 

thoughts.  

Class discussion and individualized research 

provide access to the content that students will  

enter into the graphic organizer. Students follow 

specific steps — one at a time over the course of the 

weeks allotted to the writing assignment. Ongoing 

teacher and peer feedback provide both encourage-

ment and skill building as well as strengthen the 

students’ sense of audience.  

Our teachers use the strategy of “sneaking up” 

Figure 1:  Scaffold Steps to Writing a Critical Essay  

Scaffold Steps  

Steps to Writing a  

Critical Essay  
Middle School  

Application 
High School  

Application 

1. Frontload information 
by using novel study  
or humanities topic. 

Start with content analysis through novel 
study: vocabulary, guided questions, analy-
sis, and evaluation (moral dilemma or is-
sue). 

In Readers’ Workshop: 
 Analyze character and themes. 
 Explore essential ideas. 

2. Bridge ideas to  
writing. 

Take a position on the issue or dilemma (the 
start of developing a thesis statement). 

Discuss style and theme. 

3. Scaffold data gathering 
by using a graphic or-
ganizer, which evolves 
into an outline. 

Brainstorm ideas for crafting an argument.  Seek evidence. 
 Identify quotes. 

4. Develop thesis.  Develop thesis statement. 
 Identify the grounds for evidence and 

quotes. 

Develop thesis statement. 

  

5. Expand outline. Turn outline into paragraphs with topic sen-
tence, grounds, and quotes. 

Turn outline into paragraphs with 
thesis statement and supporting 
paragraphs. 

6. Provide evidence/
analysis that explicitly 
connects to the thesis. 

Develop the conclusion. Develop the conclusion. 

7. Review. Make necessary revisions. Make necessary revisions. 



24 

 

on students, proving to them that writing isn’t as 

complex or onerous when the assignment is broken 

down into manageable chunks. These chunks, now 

recorded on the various organizers, can be cut and 

pasted into an essay format. All of a sudden, the 

bits and pieces come together to form the skeletal 

essay. Students, especially those who hadn’t previ-

ously learned how to write reports, are often sur-

prised that their notes from the organizer actually 

become a first draft of the end product. In some 

cases, teachers support 2e students through the 

lengthy writing process by allowing them to dictate 

the draft.  

As teachers purposefully segment the simulta-

neous skills of writing, they also provide students 

with scaffolded instruction and implement bypass 

strategies. In addition, teachers work to remove 

potential writing blocks and strengthen skills. As 

students progress, they see that they have already 

met several of the simultaneous demands of writ-

ing, leaving them feeling less overwhelmed and en-

joying a higher degree of autonomy. The process 

itself is often fueled by the emotional connection 

between the teachers and students on one hand 

and between the students and their intended audi-

ence on the other. With each new writing experi-

ence, students find that initial period of inertia and 

their resistance to the task of writing reduced. The 

following case studies illustrate how the process 

has worked for three of our students. 

John 

John stared at his computer, played with a fidg-

et, and occasionally typed a word or two with consid-

erable effort. He produced roughly one to two sim-

ple, factual sentences in a 15-minute block of writ-

ing. Even when his teacher provided clear and con-

cise directions and checked in to ask guided ques-

tions, John still did not respond. From class discus-

sions John’s teacher, Ben James, knew that John 

had strong reading comprehension and oral analysis 

skills; yet John still dawdled at his keyboard, unable 

to type his thoughts. For John, facing the expecta-

tion that he would independently write a paragraph, 

much less a book report, was daunting.  

John, a 5th-grade twice-exceptional student, is 

on the autism spectrum. He has high verbal abili-

ties, but he’s at a loss when asked to start novel 

tasks such as writing. Plus, John has difficulty an-

swering open-ended questions. Furthermore, John 

comes from a family background of non-native Eng-

lish speakers. His difficulty with organizing ideas 

and choosing what to write, at even the sentence 

level, was not surprising.  

Grapho-motor weaknesses were at the heart of 

John’s lack of production with paper-and-pencil 

tasks. Although we encouraged him to use his lap-

top to overcome this obstacle, his unfamiliarity with 

the keyboard initially increased John’s anxiety. Then 

there was the issue of how John struggled to under-

stand characters and themes in the books he was 

reading, difficulty that stemmed from his weakness-

es in processing speed, sustaining attention, and 

social awareness. No wonder he had a hard time 

identifying and elaborating his ideas; and no wonder 

he dreaded having to write a book report.  

John’s teacher Ben approached his student’s 

struggles by allowing John to dictate his ideas as he 

responded to the prompts on the graphic organiz-

ers. Once John’s spoken words were down in written 

form, John and Ben reviewed and edited them to-

gether. Finally, John was able to cut and paste his 

written thoughts into the report format, which was 

taught separately. These integral, chunked steps 

were repeated as more data was collected. The 

teacher provided the scaffolding that John required 

to write multiple paragraphs in his final book report. 

The 5th-grade students used the organizer shown  

in Figure 2 to guide them in completing this first 

book report. 
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Figure 2:  Graphic Organizer for Character Analysis  

for 5th-Grade Book Report 

Big question: How do main characters develop through the course of the book? 
Let’s do this activity: Be the detective. Think about the main character and how he or she develops during the 
book. Give two examples of: 

 How the character acts, thinks, or feels at the beginning 
 How the character acts, thinks, or feels at the end 

1. In the beginning… 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Where did you find this in the book? Give example page number. 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. In the beginning… 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Where did you find this in the book? Give example page number. 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. At the end… 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Where did you find this in the book? Give example page number. 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. At the end… 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Where did you find this in the book? Give example page number. 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

“When I realized that the physical task of get-

ting his ideas on paper was blocking John’s produc-

tion,” said his teacher Ben, “I began to scribe for 

John and occasionally redirected him with a guided 

question.” When dictating, John’s production was 

significantly higher than when he used the key-

board. With additional one-to-one instruction, John 

was able to produce a 500-word book report on his 

summer reading.  

While Ben continues to scribe for his student, 

John’s attention to task, understanding of the writ-

ing process, and ability to keyboard are all showing 

gains. He even initiates writing tasks on his own that 

include quizzes, journal entries, and other short-

answer activities. John is on the path towards auton-

omy as a writer, although he still requires one-to-one 

instruction on longer writing tasks such as reports. 

Most likely, he will still need scaffolded instruction 

on upcoming tasks that require inference. Neverthe-

less, we can say that, for now, John has mastered 
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the writing routine.  

Mitchell 

We know that Mitchell is often overwhelmed 

when confronted with any writing task. His para-

graph at the beginning of this article reveals his ina-

bility to confront the process of generating ideas 

and recording them on paper. Despite his superior 

language abilities, this paralyzing mind-set initially 

kept Mitchell from expressing himself in writing,  

Because Mitchell’s teacher Stuart understands 

that Mitchell is not his only student overwhelmed by 

essay writing, the teacher has developed a unique 

system for getting students to organize their ideas 

for a written essay. He uses short-answer quizzes, 

often on history topics. What his students don’t 

know is that their quiz answers, once they’ve been 

reviewed and corrected, will serve as a graphic or-

ganizer for an essay.  

Figure 3 is an example of quiz questions on the 

strengths and weaknesses of the U.S. Constitution. 

The answers are Mitchell’s, whose perfectionism, 

high anxiety, and lack of confidence led him to be-

lieve that he has nothing important to say.   

Mark 

Mark is a high-school stu-

dent, an 11th grader who 

would spend an entire class 

period manipulating a Rubik’s 

cube or solving a complex visu-

al spatial puzzle if left to his 

own devices. Along with superior visual-spatial skills, 

he has below-average verbal abilities and seems 

inattentive in class. Initially, he needed repeated 

verbal directions and prompts to attend to class 

discussions. Over time, with repetition and review of 

content, Mark was better able to attend to, compre-

hend, and recall information. Mark’s progress ap-

peared first in his oral language. Once he was able 

to accurately answer questions during class discus-

sion, the next step was writing.  

At first, Mark froze whenever he encountered a 

worksheet, no matter how straightforward or short. 

The obstacle he faced was a combination of limited 

attentional skills, weak language skills, and the anxi-

ety of not knowing what was expected of him. Over 

time, with one-on-one scaffolded instruction and 

bypass strategies in place, Mark’s confidence grew. 

He discovered that he was a fairly competent writer 

1. How does the US Constitution divide power between the three branches of government?  

The Constitution divides power between the Legislative, Executive, and Judicial branches by giving partial 
control of them to the other branches to avoid one branch from becoming too powerful. 

2.  What are the three greatest strengths of the Constitution?  

The Constitution’s three greatest strengths are: 

a. Its division of power so that no branch is too powerful. 

b. Its balance of power between the federal government and the states. 

c. Its flexibility to be changed and reinterpreted, so that the government does not become unchangeable 
and so that it does not become outmoded from the course of history. 

3. What are the three greatest weaknesses of the Constitution?  

The three greatest weaknesses are that: 

a. It does not mention the rights of the people.  

b. It caves in to the racism and sexism of the time. 

c. The Senate’s equal representation (Article 1) blocks majority will for the sake of smaller states that are 
afraid their interests will be hurt, slowing progress. 

Figure 3: Short-answer Quiz as a Graphic Organizer  
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who could communicate meaningful ideas and even 

adhere to standard writing conventions. 

The heavily scaffolded writing process we use at 

Bridges to guide our students continued to work well 

for Mark, eventually leading him to complete a so-

phisticated literary analysis essay. In the readers’ 

workshop Mark and his fellow students studied liter-

ary elements of style. Classroom activities and dis-

cussions helped the students develop an awareness 

of the themes at play in writings by Hemingway and 

Faulkner (whose styles were at opposite ends of the 

spectrum). At the conclusion of the readers’ work-

shop, students moved on to the writers’ workshop, 

where they were to write a critical analysis that ad-

dressed the following question: How does the au-

thor’s style enforce the main themes at work in the 

short story/novel? 

To guide students through this process, English 

teachers Chris Wiebe and Adam Kaplan distributed 

a packet that contained the series of templates 

shown in Figure 4. These two teachers often team 

together to supply the overall structure to writing 

and to give individual support to students who need 

it. 

Students moved from step to step of the writing 

process, using information on previous templates to 

complete subsequent tasks. When it came to writing 

the first draft, having the completed templates in 

front of them helped the students incorporate all of 

their ideas into their writing in an organized way. 

Templates  

Type of Template Use 

Brainstorming Allows students to explore stylistic features and dominant themes, typically through 
class discussion 

Gathering Content Connects what students know about style with evidence or observations of these 
elements in the authors’ writing through both primary and secondary sources 

Initial Thesis A barebones fill-in-the-blank sentence: “Hemingway’s/Faulkner’s (circle one) use of 
____________________________ reinforces the dominant theme in the work, that 
_____________________________. 

First Paragraph  
Step-by-Step 

Guidelines for developing a first paragraph 

Writing Topic Sentences 
and Paragraphs  

  

Guides students in: 
 Using observations from their preliminary outline to construct topic sentences for 

all body paragraphs in the essay 
 Locating specific examples within the text that provide evidence for their asser-

tions in the first draft. 
 Restating the thesis in the conclusion in a way that expands its scope. 

Revision Template  Customized revision suggestions from the teacher along with targeted questions 
to guide the student in completing a self-revision and peer revision. Revision 
suggestions include sentence-level issues such as variety, word choice, and the 
use of conventions; beyond the sentence, holistic issues such as maintaining 
focus on the thesis, organizing ideas, and constructing paragraphs within the 
expected structure. 

 A guide for incorporating revisions into a second draft and proofreading it for 
final submission 

Figure 4: Templates to Guide High School Writers 



28 

Whether students have difficulty generating ideas, 

organizing ideas, expressing ideas, or relating their 

ideas to an overarching thesis, this process enjoys 

widespread success accommodating their areas of 

need.  

To complete even the individual prompts on 

each template, Mark needed hands-on teacher in-

tervention. However, through this one-to-one instruc-

tion, Mark came to understand the structure of the 

completed templates. Once he had this understand-

ing, Mark was able to write a first draft of the essay 

with minimal teacher prompting and support.  

Conclusion 

2e students, with their asynchronous skills,  

are especially challenged with the simultaneous 

demands of written language tasks. As our exam-

ples have shown, whether they are 5th graders or 

11th graders, 2e students often require and benefit 

from receiving extensive support at the various stag-

es in the writing process in order to be successful. 

Teacher support during the extended writing  

process helps alleviate the inertia created by feel-

ing overwhelmed by the demands of writing  

assignments.  

Our teachers serve as trusted guides for emerg-

ing 2e authors. Students who initially lacked skills 

learn through explicit and often one-on-one instruc-

tion. The students are well aware of the teachers’ 

commitment to helping them overcome writing  

issues and to be there to offer encouragement,  

specific suggestions, and guidance. Over time, with 

positive feedback and many writing opportunities, 

autonomous 2e authors emerge with a purpose, a 

”voice,” a trusted audience, and written products 

that match their cognitive abilities. 
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Part 4: Real-world Opportunities for Teaching Writing to  
2e Students  
By Susan Baum, Ph.D., and Cynthia Novak, Ph.D.  

The earlier articles of this series described 

some of the reasons why twice-exceptional students 

find writing difficult, for example due to anxiety. 

They also covered writing for the spatial learner and 

the use of “scaffolding” to support the 2e student. 

In this final article in the series, we show how real-

world writing can help 2e students. 

The Bridges’ Writer’s Group  
The time is 4:30 p.m. Snacks in hand, mem-

bers of the Bridges Academy Talent Develop-

ment Writers’ Group convene for their weekly 

gathering. The group members, rather than 

appearing exhausted from the stress of the 

school day, enthusiastically begin to share 

their writing. I listen as members offer specif-

ic comments about what they liked about 

each piece and suggestions for improvement. 

I note how respectful they are to each other 

and how they thank each other for com-

ments. I marvel that these 2e high school 
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students — who often outside of this group 

barely interact with each other — have 

formed an authors’ roundtable. At any given 

moment during the school day, members of 

this group might be found off task, unproduc-

tive, or disinterested. However, in this setting 

and under these circumstances, they act like 

professional writers, preparing their pieces 

for a reading at a local coffeehouse. They are 

doing what writers do — writing.  

— Susan Baum’s observation of the 

Bridges’ Writer’s Group, Fall, 2010 

What was special about this circumstance that 

engendered such positive energy and professional-

ism? The key was its authenticity in both purpose 

and process. Authenticity, or real-world purpose, is 

often what stimulates the writing process and en-

hances students’ willingness to stay in the struggle 

as they craft their words to tell their story. In the 

case described above, the group of students loved 

to write. Having the chance to meet with others with 

similar interests and talents was both stimulating 

and reinforcing. To share their work though coffee-

house performances provided them an opportunity 

to be heard.  

But what about 2e students who don’t like writ-

ing and have great difficulty making the effort to put 

their thoughts on paper? For these students, au-

thentic writing opportunities may be even more criti-

cal. Finding a real-world purpose for written commu-

nication can often propel reluctant 2e writers to 

enter the writing arena.  

This article will describe four authentic catego-

ries for real-world writing at Bridges Academy and 

the benefits such writing accrues:  

 Audiences and outlets for the talented writer 

 Extracurricular writing 

 Writing within the curriculum 

 Personal writing. 

Finding Authentic Audiences and Outlets 

for the Talented Writer 

For talented writers, establishing a writer’s com-

munity is essential for their sense of belonging and 

self-actualization. In the Bridges Writers’ Talent De-

velopment Group, students share their excitement, 

ideas, and creativity with each other. They can de-

velop their voices and find appropriate genres and 

audiences for words and ideas.  

We offer opportunities for talented writers at 

Bridges in intersession courses and enrichment 

clusters (Renzulli, 2000). As Joseph Renzulli ex-

plains, “During enrichment clusters, non-graded 

groups of students come together for approximately 

one-half day per week because they share common 

interests that bind them together and a willingness 

to work cooperatively within a relatively unstruc-

tured learning environment.” For instance, there 

may be a course or cluster particularly designed for 

students who want to write plays or develop perfor-

mance poetry slams. 

Finally, we encourage our young authors to seek 

out contests or publishing companies who will pro-

vide an outlet and audience for their original work. 

We are fortunate to have on our faculty published 

authors who will mentor any budding author who 

has identified one of these opportunities. 

Extracurricular writing 

Other enrichment clusters and extracurricular 

opportunities at Bridges offer students a wide varie-

ty of topics in which they can explore their interests 

and develop their talents. While writing is not the 

main object of these experiences, it may become a 

necessary component of the process. For example, 

this year Bridges students were invited to become 

part of a robotics team that entered the FIRST robot-

ic competition. [See the sidebar on the next page.] 

Given that many of our students are drawn to tech-

nology, excitement abounded. This newly-found 

challenge brought together a multi-aged group of 

youngsters from grades 5 through 12 who were 

highly motivated to be part of the adventure.  

As part of the program, the students needed to 

write grant proposals to secure funding. Following 

FIRST requirements, they also had to write and sub-

mit a business plan and develop a brochure. When 
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our students were fortunate enough to receive a 

small grant from NASA, they were then required  

to write an essay about the value of FIRST to the 

community. 

The students knew there needed to be a divi-

sion of labor; not all of them could be the actual 

builders of the robot. Because they realized that 

each of the tasks related to the competition was 

essential to success, some students volunteered  

to be on the writing team. Here is an excerpt from 

their essay.  

FIRST opened many doors for our population 

of students at Bridges Academy. As a school 

dedicated to gifted children with learning 

disabilities, we did not know if it was possible 

to successfully run a team-building program. 

When we learned of the FIRST competition, it 

sounded different and exciting. We worked 

hard with our mentor and Team leader Dr. 

Aidyl Gonzalez to bring the FIRST program to 

our little school. Not only did our dedication 

pay off, but it expanded options of what we 

could achieve as career goals. 

FIRST Team 4019 became the heart of Bridg-

es Academy. Students became more excited 

to be at school to see the progress of the 

robot or work on the robot. From fifth grade 

to twelfth grade, students were willing to help 

out in all ways to make our team successful 

during competition. The competition promot-

ed many of our groups’ talents — in anima-

tion, web design, art, and management. A 

new vitality and unity enveloped the school 

when the robot moved, when the animation 

was completed and especially when we wore 

our team shirts to show our pride. This new 

heart-beat in our school is still very new to us, 

and we are so proud that we have kids lining 

up to join our team next year. 

FIRST has allowed us to become a more  

united school and also a friendlier group of 

people. It has created many opportunities for 

our school’s students and also has created 

interests in many others. The FIRST program 

has helped our school on many levels and 

has made a big difference in our community.  

Howie, a tenth grader, volunteered to organize 

the students handling the writing components of the 

project. Although Howie is primarily gifted in math, 

science, and programming, he felt the best way he 

could contribute to the success of the robotics team 

was by leading the writing effort. Howie explained 

that his own struggles with writing in the past gave 

him the experience needed to help the others. He 

understood the challenges and the support neces-

sary for getting the others to write. “I chunked the 

project into smaller steps,” he explained, “and I 

gave each member one small piece to do. I also 

provided a thesis statement for them. All they had to 

do was find evidence for their statement.”  

Another writing opportunity for Bridges students 

FIRST Robotics Competition 

Dean Kamen is an inventor, entrepreneur, and 

tireless advocate  for science and technology. His 

passion and determination to help young people 

discover the excitement and rewards of science 

and technology are the cornerstones of FIRST 

(For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and 

Technology). 

FIRST was founded in 1989 to inspire young peo-

ple's interest and participation in science and 

technology. Based in Manchester, NH, the 501 

(c) (3) not-for-profit public charity designs acces-

sible, innovative programs that motivate young 

people to pursue education and career opportu-

nities in science, technology, engineering, and 

math, while building self-confidence, knowledge, 

and life skills. 
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grew out of the year-long enrichment cluster focus-

ing on the National History Day Contest. Four 7th 

and 8th graders took part. All shared a passion for 

history and a deficit in their ability to produce work 

in a timely manner. One of the students, Michael 

(whom we met in an earlier article in this series), 

had serious melt-downs when asked to write in pre-

vious years. Over time, this situation improved; but 

there were still moments when, if he felt particularly 

stressed, he could revert to former behaviors.  

Ben James, their advisor, said he never saw 

these boys more motivated, even Michael. The boys 

decided to develop a short documentary video using 

satire. They began the project by writing the docu-

mentary script, which turned out to be a compelling 

argument for their position. At first, Michael put his 

head on his desk; he seemed to be overcome by 

anxiety. However, when Ben asked him what was 

wrong, Michael replied, “Nothing. I’m just thinking of 

what I want to say. I’m fine.”  

What’s surprising is that these youngsters con-

tinued to work on their scripts at home. They sought 

out the teacher, Ben, excited to show him what they 

had written on days when the cluster was not meet-

ing. Their writing is filled with allusions to historical 

events, humor, and strong convincing evidence. 

Ben, who had these same students in class when 

they were younger, was pleased to see how well 

they were able to apply the skills they had learned 

with a new sense of independence.  

Curricular Writing 

Sometimes there is opportunity within the regu-

lar curriculum to find authentic avenues for writing. 

When this happens, the teachers have noted similar 

motivation and a willingness on the part of reluctant 

writers to stay in the struggle. Such is the case in 

the sustainability class at Bridges. This class is 

headed by Ian Kenney, a teacher whose passion for 

the topic spearheaded its development. Six stu-

dents from grades 9 through 12 selected this 

course as an elective, all mischievous, reluctant, 

and non-producers in any given moment. The curric-

ulum consisted of finding ways to create a closed 

sustainable system at Bridges.  

This authentic problem-based curriculum con-

sisted of tasks such as designing and planting an 

organic garden, developing a business plan to link 

up with the local farmer’s market, and inventing 

methods to catch rain. Over the course of this class, 

the students developed expertise as environmental 

scientists as they defined projects based on helping 

Bridges meet the sustainability goals defined in its 

strategic plan.  

As they brainstormed ideas, the students came 

to realize that they needed to support their projects 

by soliciting grants. Ian noted that when it came to 

writing the grants, the group was much more re-

sponsive than they had ever been to traditional 

classroom writing assignments. The students need-

ed little prompting to meet the deadlines. They re-

sponded to feedback and willingly revised their 

work, recognizing that receiving funding depended 

on submitting work of the highest quality. 

Personal Writing 

Finally, one of the most compelling kinds of au-

thentic writing occurs when the writing is personally 

relevant. One example is writing as a therapeutic 

outlet; another is defining oneself in a college appli-

cation essay. 

Rena, an eighth-grade poet, writes best when 

she is filled with emotion. She often feels misunder-

stood and under-appreciated. Rena explained that 

she writes best when alone and with no one watch-

ing. Her themes are often expressions of sadness 

and frustration. Once, when in session with Leslie 

Preuss, Bridges clinical psychologist, Rena shared 

the following poem:  
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A social life I have not for it is the opening 

gates to the dawn of my own personal inferno 

As I stand I hear the roaring echo of the war-

den’s mischievous laugh 

His fingers curl up, arms raised above head 

in victorious triumph 

The smaller laughs, caused by his minions, 

were peculiarly high 

No matter the fear building up in my spine, I 

continue walking, eyes on the ground and 

how I wish I could drop into the dirt, complet-

ing whatever obstacles come my way, getting 

away from it all 

Ha. If only I were that strong 

I’ve thought of tigers, bears, dinosaurs, drag-

ons even and figured that they would run like 

hell if encountering what I must encounter 

If only my unfaithful guardians had known of 

the suffering I must confront due to their lack 

of ears and eyes 

My reverenced keepers allege and defend 

and every moment I see them I feel adulation 

though it would bring much satisfaction if 

they could have a bit less vocalization and a 

bit more auditory 

My parents had hired a maid to clean up my 

screwed up life although no treatment or 

analysis could ever help 

At this inferno I mustn’t cry for the punish-

ments of such actions would be dreadfully 

bloodcurdling 

I examine the sign reading “Middle School,” 

and continue through the door. 

Understanding that this poem showcased Re-

na’s verbal talents and recognizing that it  

would be therapeutic for her to be recognized as a 

poet, Leslie suggested that she submit the poem to 

an online contest. The poem got published and  

provided for Rena a source of recognition and  

reinforcement of her talent. Furthermore, writing 

does provide a therapeutic outlet for Rena to re-

lease her anxieties, as is the case for many creative 

2e students. 

Perhaps the most important piece of personal 

writing that our 2e students produce is their letter 

for college admission. In this letter, they must por-

tray who they are and be able to describe their 

struggles in the most positive light. Indeed, this  

writing can be their bridge to their post-secondary 

experiences.  

Caroline Maxwell, the artist who works with 

Bridges secondary art students, explained the pro-

cess of helping Simone, whose struggles with writing 

were discussed by English teacher Chris Wiebe in 

the previous article in this series. As he explained, 

Simone is a highly-talented artist who needed to 

sketch in order to process her ideas. Caroline, her 

art mentor, was instrumental in getting Simone to 

organize her jumbled ideas into a coherent piece  

of writing. At the start, Simone was almost paralyzed 

with the thought of writing both her letter of applica-

tion and an artist’s statement that was required in 

the application process. How could she describe  

the image etched in her mind of who she was as an 

artist?  

Caroline began by sharing with Simone the pro-

cess she follows as a practicing artist when ap-

proaching a similar activity. Next, using a series of 

carefully-crafted questions, Caroline had Simone 

explain the process that Simone follows and de-

scribe her purpose as she created some pieces of 

art.  

Caroline typed everything Simone said, even 

notes as to what she was doing while thinking and 

talking. According to Caroline, “It seemed to me that 

when her fingers were busy, her mind was working.” 

Once Simone answered the questions, Caroline read 

back to her what she had said. They discussed it 

and Simone edited the ideas, adding more detail 

and clarifying phrases. Finally, they used the ques-

tions to formulate paragraphs and edited the piece 

together.  

Simone stayed committed to the task, even 

though it was very difficult for her. But with support 

from another artist and the knowledge of how im-

portant the finished statement was, Simone was 
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willing to stay in the struggle. She was accepted into 

the college of her choice. 

Conclusion 

From these scenarios, we see that authentic 

real-world opportunities are critical to motivating 2e 

students to write. Students identify the problem, 

define the purpose of their writing, and understand 

that their writing will need to make a positive state-

ment to the audience.  

We can find a variety of opportunities for stu-

dents to do authentic writing: 

 As part of a talent development experience for 

gifted writers 

 As part of extracurricular activities where a writ-

ing component is needed for the success of a 

project 

 As part of a problem-based curriculum  

 As a personal outlet for thoughts and feelings.  

In all of these cases 2e students who may or 

may not enjoy the writing process are willing to en-

gage. When the writing is real and when they believe 

in the importance of the end product, 2e students 

are willing to put forth the effort to achieve a real-

world purpose.  
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5 Resources  

Books 

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

(Great Potential Press, revised edition, 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 Marlene Bireley (Council for Exceptional Children, 1995) 

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

by Deirdre Lovecky (Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2004) 

 Eli, The Boy Who Hated to Write, 2nd edition, by Regina G. Richards and Eli I. Richards (RET 

Center Press, 2008) 

 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 Broadway, 2002) 

 “Mellow Out,” They Say. If I Only Could: Intensities and Sensitivities of the Young and Bright, by 

Michael M. Piechowski (Yunasa Books, 2006)  

 The Mislabeled Child, by Brock and Fernette Eide (Hyperion, 2006) 

 The Myth of Laziness, by Mel Levine (Simon & Schuster, 2002) 

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

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

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

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

 Smart Kids with Learning Difficulties, by Richard Weinfeld, Sue Jeweler, Linda Barnes-Robinson, 

and Betty Shevitz (Prufrock Press, 2006) 

 Smart Kids with School Problems, by Priscilla Vail (Plume, 1989) 

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

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

 Teaching Students with Dyslexia and Dysgraphia: Lessons from Teaching and Science, by Vir-

ginia W. Berninger and Beverly Wolf, (Paul H Brookes Publishing, 2009) 
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 Teaching Teens with ADD and AD/HD: A Quick Reference Guide for Teachers and Parents, by 

Chris A. Zeigler Dendy (Woodbine House, 2000)  

 To Be Gifted & Learning Disabled: Strategies for Helping Bright Students with LD, AD/HD, 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: A Guide for Parents of Children with Behavioral, 

Social, and Learning Challenges, 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 Rivers Press, 2008) 

 The Writing Dilemma: Understanding Dysgraphia, by Regina G. Richards (RET Center Press, 

1998)   

Publications  

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

 Gifted Education Communicator, www.cagifted.org/Pages/Publications/communicator.html 

 Teaching Exceptional Children, www.cec.sped.org/Content/NavigationMenu/Publications2/

TEACHINGExceptionalChildren (See Vol. 38, No.1, Sept/Oct 2005: issue on twice-exceptional 

topics.) 

 Understanding our Gifted, www.our-gifted.com/welcome.htm (See Vol. 14-2 on 2e children.) 

Articles 

 “An Anomaly: Parenting a Twice Exceptional Girl,” by Kiesa Kay, www.hoagiesgifted.org/

anomaly.htm 

 “Asperger's Syndrome Guide For Teachers,” by the parents of OASIS Asperger Syndrome Fo-

rum, compiled and edited by Elly Tucker, www.aspergersyndrome.org/Articles/Asperger-s-

Syndrome-Guide-For-Teachers.aspx 

 “Building the Bond between Fathers and Kids with Learning Difficulties,” by Melinda Sacks,  

www.greatschools.net/cgi-bin/showarticle/2734 

 “Diagnose and Treat Dysgraphia: Specific Learning Disability in Writing,” 

Suite101.com, www.suite101.com/content/dysgraphia-a46051#ixzz1LDarKNeK 

 “Dysgraphia in Twice-Exceptional Kids – How to Turn Frustration Into Success Using Technologi-

cal Tools!,” by Sue Ramin-Hutchison and Merri Domer, 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter (May, 

2011) 

 “Dysgraphia: When It’s More than Bad Handwriting,” http://nototherwisespecified.typepad. 

com/blog/2010/01/dysgraphia-when-its-more-than-bad-handwriting.html 

 “Enabling Our Children,” by Deborah Thorpe, www.hoagiesgifted.org/enabling.htm 

 “Fighting Guilt,” by Charlotte Riggle, http://uniquelygifted.org/guilt.htm 
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 “Gifted and Learning Disabled: Twice Exceptional Students,” by Dawn Beckley, 

www.gifted.uconn.edu/nrcgt/newsletter/spring98/sprng984.html 

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

db/Articles_id_10167.aspx 

 “If Gifted = Asynchronous Development, then Gifted/Special Needs = Asynchrony Squared,” 

by Lee Singer, www.hoagiesgifted.org/asynchrony_squared.htm 

 “Imagine Teaching Robin Williams — Twice-Exceptional Children in Your School,” by Carolyn 

Cosmos, www.cec.sped.org/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Search&template=/CM/

HTMLDisplay.cfm&ContentID=5823 

 “The Importance of Teaching Handwriting,”  www.ldonline.org/spearswerling/The_   

Importance_of_Teaching_Handwriting 

 “Interventions for Dysgraphia,” by Susan Jones, 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter (May, 2011) 

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

Neumann, Gifted Education Communicator (Fall/Winter 2006)   

 “The Process of Discovery: Finding Out Why Your Child is Struggling,” by Karen J. Foli, 

www.ldonline.org/article/5728 

 “Strategies for Teaching Twice-Exceptional Students,” by Susan Winebrenner, 2e: Twice-

Exceptional Newsletter (October, 2003) 

 “The Ten Commandments I Teach By: Optimizing Success for 2e Learners,” by Susan Baum, 2e: 

Twice-Exceptional Newsletter (August, 2005) 

 “Understanding Dysgraphia,” www.interdys.org/ewebeditpro5/upload/Understanding_  

Dysgraphia_Fact_Sheet_12-01-08.pdf 

 “Writing Pains,” by Jonathan Heywood, 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter (May, 2011) 
Organizations 

 AAT (Association of Educational Therapists), www.aetonline.org 

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

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

 IDL (Individual Differences in Learning Association), www.gifteddifferentlearners.org  

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

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

E-mail Discussion Lists 

 ADD Consults forums: multiple e-mail discussion lists on AD/HD for parents, teachers, 

and teens, www. addconsults.com/forum 

http://www.aetonline.org
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 Educators Guild: a Davidson Institute forum where gifted and talented teachers and administra-

tors can share ideas and seek information and advice, www.educatorsguild.org 

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

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

 Gifted-Teachers: an e-mail discussion list for teachers of the gifted, administrators, counse-

lors, parents, www.education.uiowa.edu/belinblank/programs/educators/Listserv.aspx 

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

dren, http://gtworld.org/gtspechome.htm  

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

gtworld.org/gtspeclist.html  

 Hoagies Gifted: listing of e-mail discussion lists, www.hoagiesgifted.org/on-line_support.htm 

 LD Online's discussion boards: multiple parent and teacher forums on learning disabilities, AD/

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

Websites 

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

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

download), 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 

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

 Gifted Homeschoolers Forum, http://giftedhomeschoolers.org 

 Hoagies Gifted, twice-exceptional, www.hoagiesgifted.org/twice_exceptional.htm  

 Homeschool Diner, www.homeschooldiner.com/specials/special_needs/dysgraphia.html 

(Note: This website has an extensive list of dysgraphia resources.) 

 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 

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

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

 Uniquely Gifted, www.uniquelygifted.org 

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



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 Asperger Syndrome  

 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 

 

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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