
Do You Want a Gifted or Hardworking Child?         
Dr. Jim Taylor      
                            
Giftedness is revered in our culture; inborn talent, whether intellectual, athletic, or
artistic, ensures that children will be successful.  How many times have you heard Tiger
Woods was born to play golf or Sarah Chang was destined to be a brilliant violinist?
Well, let me clear something up: No one is born to do anything, certainly not to swing a
golf club or play a violin.  The only thing that can be reasonably said is that some
children are born with certain abilities that can help them excel at a particular activity.
However, giftedness is no guarantee of success; the world is full of gifted failures.  Yet
so many parents hope beyond hope that their children are gifted.

Problems with Giftedness
Children have also come to believe the myth of giftedness.  Whenever I speak to
children, I ask them whether they would rather be gifted or hardworking.  With almost
complete unanimity, children say they would rather be gifted. When you’re gifted, they
say, everything is easy.  Yet parents and children don’t realize that giftedness can be as
much a cross to bear as, well, a gift.  

Because gifted children succeed at an early age with little effort, they have no ownership
of their successes (“I got an A, but I didn’t even study.”).  Without ownership, gifted
children don’t learn the connection between their efforts and their outcomes, and,
without that link, they can’t take pride in their results.  They can’t say, “I did well
because I worked hard.”  They may also develop the belief that they will always succeed
in the future without effort.

Another problem with being labeled as gifted, fairly or otherwise, is that natural ability
is not something that children can control. Gifted children didn’t earn their giftedness.
They were just lucky in that their parents gave them good genes. And they don’t
actually do anything to succeed, so they don’t know what to do to succeed in the future
When they succeed, they have to attribute to their success to their ability. Unfortunately,
if gifted children attribute their successes to their ability, when they fail (which they
inevitably will sooner or later) they must attribute their failures to their lack of ability
(they must be stupid or untalented) and there‚s nothing they can do about it.
 
Challenges of Being Gifted
To illustrate the problems with being gifted, let’s look at some of the challenges they face
as they grow up.  Because they’re gifted, these children experience early success and
little or no failure.  These children get straight A‚s, compete above their age group in
their sport, or take advanced classes in the performing arts.  But sooner or later they
reach a level where everyone is gifted  (e.g., Harvard, the U.S. Olympic Training Center,
or Julliard).  At this point, giftedness isn’t what makes these children special, because
they’re all gifted.  And their giftedness isn’t what ultimately determines who becomes
truly successful.  What separates those children who are simply gifted from those who
are gifted and successful is whether they possess the skills to maximize their gifts.

Unfortunately, these children will find that their inborn talent is no longer sufficient to
be successful.  Because everything comes so easily to them, many never learn the skills--
hard work, persistence, patience, perseverance, discipline--that will enable them to
become truly successful.

 



 
 
Redefining Giftedness
You might be getting the impression that I think that giftedness is a bad thing. To the
contrary.  Its value--or the harm it causes--depends on how you and your children look
at it.  If you and they buy into our culture’s view of giftedness, then, yes, I believe that
giftedness will be as much of a burden as a boon. At the same time, giftedness can be a
wonderful opportunity for children to accomplish great things.

Here’s what I recommend.  If you think your children might be gifted, have them tested
by impartial experts (parents are notoriously poor judges of their children’s capabilities).
If your children truly are gifted, don’t tell them.  There’s no point.  Labeling children as
gifted places unnecessary pressure on them.  And whether gifted or not, there’s nothing
they can do about anyway.  If they find out they’re gifted, tell them that they’re
fortunate to have this talent, but it’s only a starting point. Whether it is ever
fully realized is entirely up to them.

Erase Giftedness From Your Vocabulary
Erase the word gifted from your vocabulary.  Instead of emphasizing your children’s
giftedness, you should talk to them about the attitudes and skills (which are under
their control) that they will need to fully realize their talents.  Gifted children will only
achieve true success if they enjoy the area of their natural talent, choose to pursue their
talent, develop the skills necessary to maximize their gifts, and make every effort to fully
realize their abilities.  If your children aren’t gifted, that‚s fine too, because they may
have talents that haven’t yet been discovered and they can still do their best and become
successful.

Potential Is a Pipe Dream
Another word that is closely linked to giftedness is potential.  I regularly hear parents,
teachers, and coaches saying, “She has unlimited potential.”  But, as a basketball coach
once said, “All potential means is that you haven’t done a darned thing yet.”  When
children are labeled as having potential, they’re being told that they have something that
they might not have and are being saddled with an expectation that they may not be
able to fulfill.  Saying children have potential is saying that we can predict who will
become successful with great certainty.  Yet we’re lousy at predicting who becomes
successful in school, sports, the arts, or any other achievement area.

Think of all of the “can’t miss” kids who missed or the prodigies who became
prodigious failures.  For example, National Football League teams spend millions of
dollars each year in an effort to identify which college players will become superstars,
yet these efforts often go for naught. Ryan Leaf was considered “a sure thing” as the
number-two pick in the 1998 draft by the San Diego Chargers and yet he was a flop from
the start and is now out of professional football.

I recommend that you erase the word potential from your vocabulary as well. Instead, I
use the phrase “fully realize their ability.” This means that whatever ability they were
born with (and no one knows how much ability any child has) the goal is to help your
children do everything they can fully realize that ability.

 



It’s about Hard Work
Contrary to what many parents think, giftedness is actually overrated as a contributor to
success. Dr. Anders Ericcson, a professor at Florida State University, has studied expert
performance in sports, music, mathematics, and other activities.  He found that so-called
innate ability was unnecessary to predict who would become most successful.  The
single greatest predictor of who would be become successful was how many hours they
devoted to the activity.  In a nutshell, the more they practiced, the better they were.
Hard work means children putting in the necessary time, sticking with it when it’s not
always fun, and persevering in the face of setbacks and failures, and developing all of
the skills necessary to become successful.  

 
Side Bar: Successful, But Not Gifted
I used to work with a junior sports program in Colorado.  There was one athlete on the
team, I’ll call him Rick, who was really terrible. Everyone knew it, including Rick
 himself. Yet Rick was my poster child for the value of hard work.  He was the first one
at training in the morning and the last one to leave at the end of the day.  Rick put in
more time in the weight room, took care of his equipment better, and watched videos,
read about, and talked to coaches about his sport more than any other athlete on the
team. At competitions, Rick was consistently one of the worst finishers on the team.
He was never going to be a good performer in the sport.  Most people would call him a
loser.  “What a waste of time for Rick,” they would say, “Why do something that you
stink at?”  Thankfully, Rick was raised with a different perspective on his sports
participation.  Can you imagine working so hard and never seeing tangible results from
your efforts?  But Rick didn’t care about results.  He just loved his sport.

Though Rick would never have athletic success, he was learning essential life skills that
would serve  him well later in life. Sooner or later, Rick was going to find something for
which he had an aptitude and, combined with these life skills, he was going to be
incredibly successful.  After high school, Rick went to a good college, applied everything
he learned from his sport to his academics, did extremely well, and is currently finishing
medical school with an eye on a career in sports medicine.  Rick, who was the antithesis
of gifted in his sport, is what I call a success in every sense of the word.

Kids & Culture Alert! is adopted from Dr. Jim Taylor‚s new book, Your Children are
Under Attack: How Popular Culture is Destroying Your Kids‚ Values, and How You Can
Protect Them  (Sourcebooks, 2005). To learn more about the book, please visit
www.drjimtaylor.com. If you read his new book, and you like it, Dr. Taylor would
appreciate it if you would share your thoughts with others by writing a review on
Amazon (just go to the book‚s web page, scroll down to Write an online review).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



===========================================================
Time to Set Homework Standards by Marilyn Suttle
===========================================================

        Homework can be such a hassle. After school, kids are busy
writing book reports, memorizing spelling words, calculating math
problems, and more often, avoiding writing book reports, memorizing
spelling words, and calculating math problems. Do you find yourself
arguing, nagging, threatening or bribing your kids to get their
homework done? If homework has you down, don’t despair. Here are 15
tips to help create a positive home environment that encourages kids to
do their homework with less hassle and more harmony.

- Plan ahead. A little planning now can save a lot of frustration
later. Sit down with your child and work out the details. When a child
helps decide where, when, and how the homework will be handled, she is
more likely to follow the rules she helps create.

- Have homework start at the same time each day. Whether it’s shortly
after school, later in the afternoon, or early evening, by consistently
following a  routine, your child will develop good habits.

- Location, Location, Location! Some children work best alone, away
from distractions. Others need to feel the presence of family around
them. Observe and talk to your child to find an optimal study area.

- Set your mood. Check your tone of voice and body language when
interacting with your child about homework. Are you gentle and firm?
Nagging?  Approachable? Hysterical? Notice the results your mood
generates. Positive moods are as contagious as negative moods.

- Make resources and supplies easily accessible. Place dictionary,
paper, erasers, and other homework essentials together in one area for
quick access. A child that has to break his chain of thought to look
for supplies may have a harder time getting started again.

- Work toward independence. The goal is to have homework done
independently of a parent. If your child needs constant supervision,
consider reading a book, folding laundry, or balancing your checkbook
instead of hovering over her. Show interest and provide help when
needed, but avoid over involving yourself.

- Eliminate television from homework time. The distraction is too
great.

- Research shows that certain types of music promote learning and
productivity. Some children need a quiet environment, others enjoy and
make better use of their time with music in the background.

- Praise the child’s efforts instead of his intelligence. The smartest
person in the world won’t accomplish much without putting in the
effort. When efforts are praised, children learn that their actions
lead them to success. In the early grades, bright kids often do well



with little effort. If praise is focused on intelligence, it could
mislead a child into believing that effort is a sign of weakness.

- Notice what your child is doing right. A child’s energy flows in the
direction of your focus. Noticing how sloppy a paper is written leads a
child to see herself as sloppy. Noticing even one neat letter on the
page leads a child to see herself as capable of writing neatly.

- Study in bursts. Sitting in front of the homework for one long
stretch of time can lead to frustration and slower productivity.
Allowing short breaks gives your child a chance to expend pent up
energy, and work the wiggles out. Breaks should be short and not
involve television.

- Let the child set up the schedule for long term projects. Kids need
the opportunity to learn how to set priorities, schedule their time and
complete tasks. Instead of telling them what to do, “You will devote 15
minutes a day to memorizing your spelling words,” guide them to make
decisions for themselves, “Would it work better for you to study all
your spelling words each night, or memorize a few words each day?”

- Encourage your child to check his own work. Self evaluation is a
useful tool for catching mistakes and improving quality.

- Should a parent check the child’s homework for completion or check
that all the problems have been done correctly? This depends on the
teacher. Some teachers prefer that work is checked and corrected at
home. Other teachers want corrections to be made at school only, in
order to see what areas of teaching need to be reinforced. When in
doubt, talk with the teacher.

- Do not tie your love and acceptance for a child to their homework
performance. Each child is a worthwhile person regardless of their
ability or inclination to do homework. Your unconditional love builds a
healthy environment for a child to grow and learn in.

ACTION STEP: Select five tips above and write them on 3 x 5 cards to
remind yourself to put them into place. Give yourself appreciation for
following through.
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