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A discipline problem:
• interferes with the act of teaching
• interferes with other students’ ability to learn
• is psychologically or physically unsafe
• destroys or damages property

Motivation problems reflect:
• low self-confidence or academic self-confidence
• low expectations for success
• lack of interest/value in the subject or learning
• sense of lack of autonomy
• anxiety about achievement
• fear of failure or success 

Levin & Nolan 1996
Diane Heacox 2017 all rights reserved

Discipline problems require both corrective interventions and 
preventative action.

Motivation problems require long-term,
individualized interventions. 

Discipline problems need to be addressed so 
others can learn. 

Motivation problems need to be addressed so 
the student can learn. 
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Underachievement is
a discrepancy between potential (innate
ability, gifts) and performance(achievement).

Underachievement is a severe and persistent 
discrepancy that is not attributable to any 
diagnosed learning disability. 
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Non-producers: Those students who refuse to do 
daily work or homework yet are learning and perform 
exceedingly well on summative assessments and 
standardized tests.

Selective Producers: Those students who know they are 
smart, know that they are capable of high performance 
and enjoy learning, but engage only in work that is of 
interest to them.

Underachievers: Those students with severe and 
persistent discrepancies between their potential  and 
their performance. 

Figg, Rogers 2012
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Understand that:
There are particular factors that may result in 

underachievement of gifted learners.
There are essential elements that increase gifted 

students interest and passion in academics.

To able to:
Determine specific interventions for underperforming

gifted students.

Take Aways!
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Factors the Influence 
Academic Achievement

• Academic self-perception

• Attitudes toward school 

• Attitudes toward teachers and classes

• Motivation and self-regulation

• Goal valuation
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Suggested Causes of 
Underachievement of Gifted Learners

McCoach & Siegle (2010, 2013)

1. Unusual or unexpected event in the student’s life

2. Power and control issues

3. Conflicting messages from significant adults

4. Lack of an intellectually stimulating environment & support
for students’passions

5. Fixed Mindset of Intelligence
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Fixed Mindset
We have a certain amount of intelligence and that’s it!

Students with this mindset become: 
< increasingly concerned with how “smart” they are 
< seek tasks in which they are confident that their 

intelligence will result in positive results
< reject opportunities to learn if they might make 

mistakes

The desire to learn takes a backseat. If you have ability,
you shouldn’t need effort. Ability = Success

Views on Intelligence
Dweck 2006     
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Growth Mindset
Your academic abilities can be developed 
through effort and persistence. 

Students with this “growth” mindset:
< believe that they can develop their abilities
< take on challenges
< persevere through temporary set-backs

They believe that effort, dedication, and persistence in
the face of obstacles are key ingredients in their 
achievement.  Effort and Persistence = Success
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Praising intelligence reinforces a “fixed” mindset.

There is a short burst of pride, but negative consequences in the end because…

When learning becomes more challenging, students loose:
< their confidence in their abilities
< their enjoyment of a task
< their motivation to continue

…which results in them backing away from challenges or giving up too early.
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Praising process  reinforces a ñgrowth mindsetò.

It motivates the student to continue to improve.

When learning becomes more challenging, students remain:

< confident

< eager

< motivated to learn

< resilient to set-backs

…. which results in  higher achievement.

Adapted from Carol Dweck, (2006)

Mindset: The new psychology of success.
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Turn it around! ( & get the “I” out…)

1. You are a great writer!
2. You can do better next time.
3. You finished quickly. 
4. Your science talent is clear!
5. Looks like these problems were easy for you.
6. Nice work.
7. Thorough.
8. Awesome!   Hard work!              
9.

10.
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Problematic Beliefs of Gifted Learners

< Not believing that they have the skills to
do well, fears that they may try and fail.
(I’m just not good at this.)

< Failure to see the work they are 
doing as meaningful.
(This is dumb and a waste of my time.)

< Belief that forces are working against them
and any effort they make will be thwarted.
(The teacher does not like me and does not want me

to succeed.) 
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Other research based “threads”…

< The majority of UA GT students are male. 

< Inconsistent parenting techniques between 
significant adults and the students.

< Overly lenient or overly strict parenting. 

< It is unclear whether associating with 
non-achievers is a cause of underachievement 
or the result of being an underachiever. 
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Confidence
Rosabeth Moss Kanter

Each day students ask:

•Will the system support me or let me 
down?

•Is it worth the personal investment of 
time, energy, effort, ideas, and emotional
commitment that could produce EITHER
positive results OR disappointment?
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The dividing line between winning  streaks and losing streaks 
is the choice of behavior in response to setbacks.
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WINNERS decide to learn from 
setbacks and move on. They view 
the setback as a temporary glitch, 
not a permanent state of affairs. 
Extra effort will ensure victory next 
time. Academic self-esteem rises.
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Underachievers enter learning less confident and may 
believe that they do not deserve classroom success. 
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LOSERS live with perpetual 
disappointment. They do not 
believe that they have any 
control over results. Losing 
increases neglect and the losses 
continue to pile up. Academic 
self-esteem tumbles.
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Interventions for Underperforming 
Gifted Students

< McCoach and Siegle (2010, 2013)

< Heacox, Cash (2013)
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McCoach & Siegle Interventions

1. Goal Valuation
Making school meaningful, increasing student 
connections to school produced the highest 
gains.

< Identifying student interests, values and 
future plans.

< Connecting interests to content.

< Seeing how what they are learning is useful
now and in the future.
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2. Instructional Interventions

< Interest-based, strength based activities.
(Think Type III) 

< Support of curriculum mentors to facilitate
the students’ work.
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Heacox, Cash (2013) Interventions

1. Instructional needs and differences 
addressed on a daily basis.

2. Restoring accountability.

3. Promoting collaboration.
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Essential Elements for Increasing Gifted Students
Interest and Passion in Academics

< cognitively complex tasks that are also
meaningful and challenging.

< posing and solving real problems

< opportunities to incorporate outside interests
and future plans

< choice over the kind of activities they work on

< some control over how they complete tasks. 

Fredricks 2010
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We suggest that if these elements increase gifted 
students’ interest and passion for academic work 
….why wouldn’t we apply them to the “regular” 
curriculum in differentiating for gifted 
underachievers?

Instructional needs and differences should be 
addressed on a daily basis.

In addition, breaking a failure cycle requires daily 
perseverance and focused adjustments in 
curriculum and instructional experiences and 
tasks. Not just “special event” programming.
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2. Restoring Accountability

< Students “face the facts” and accept
responsibility for their academic problems.

< Establish clear priorities based on 
the specific factors related to poor 
performance.

< Determine small attainable steps to break 
the failure cycle. One goal at a time. 

< Provide ongoing descriptive feedback. (What
did I do well? What specifically do I do to 
improve?)
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Evaluative feedback focuses on what one fails
to do rather than what one succeeded in doing. 
It tends to be a critique. 

Descriptive feedback is constructive, helpful
information that clearly answers, “How can 
I do better?” It is coaching. 

Descriptive feedback:
• describes why an action was correct
• enables the teacher to see what has and hasn’t been 

achieved
• provides ideas on better ways or approaches
• suggests specific ways to improve teacher performance

and student learning
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Descriptive Feedback Protocols
Where am I now?  What went well? 

Where am I  going? How can I improve my work?
What next?

1. Comment on Strengths
What was done well and why
Comment on progress
Note strategies used
Describe strengths of the work based criteria (“look fors”)
Note improvement even if it does not yet meet criteria.

2. Provide Guidance
Suggest an improvement.
Offer an alternative strategy
Offer a comparison between their work and the criteria
Offer a comparison to the teacher’s previous work
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Creating a Collaborative Plan

1. Identify the underlying issues
2. Agree on where to start one issue at a

time!
3. Determine an appropriate short term

goal that is attainable with effort.   
4. Monitor the plan:

grades 1-3 daily check in

grades 4-12 weekly check in

5. Be ready to modify and adjust
the plan as necessary.

6. Don’t give in or give up!!
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3. Promoting Collaboration

< Help the poor performing gifted learner 
reconnect with same-age as well as 
intellectual peers. 
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Cooperative Groups: Grouping by Differences
Teacher Prescribed Groups

• for mixed readiness

• for “affective” purposes

Random Groups 
• by interest
• by student choice

Instructional Groups: Grouping by Likeness
Teacher Prescribed Group 
• based on common instructional need
• based on likenesses in readiness, learning profile, 
interests
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The majority of cooperative learning tasks are 
focused on memorization of facts or low level 
applications…not complex learning.

In collaborative learning, the focus is reproduction and 
production of knowledge. The construction of shared 
meaning comes through conversations and 
experiences.
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Collaborative Models that 
Reproduce & Produce Knowledge

1. Aronson Thematic Work
< A theme is introduced. (Freedom)

< Students individually engage in exploration
of a subtheme of their choice. Guiding  
questions are provided. (differentiated!)

< Students return to their collaborative group
to share what has been learned.
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2. Slavin Jigsaw: Civil Rights Online Newpaper

< Particular tasks (A,B,C) are assigned to
specific individual members of a group.

< Meet with their research group. (all As)

< Discuss sources, insights, avenues for
exploration, become experts.

< Return to base group to share and learn.
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Home Group

Expert Group

Home Group

Heacox 2014 
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