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LOI NGUYEN CUA THIEN TAI

Chung ta sé cam thdy nhu dugc ban phudc néu sé hitu tai nang xudt ching. Vay tai sao,
Maggie Fergusson héi, nhiéu dia tré thong minh lai tré nén khon kho?

Tac gid: Maggie Ferguson

Tom nhd lai ngay ciu quyét sé trg thanh nha thién van hoc. Cdu tung rat say mé nghién citu vé
16 den va tich Ity dugc mot thung tai liéu chira nhitng phdng doan ctia minh. Mot lan, ciu dua
ra suy doan vé quan hé gitra 16 den va 16 trang, cac thién thé gia dinh phat ra lugng nang lugng
khéng 16. Cau nghi ring 16 den hén sé lién két v6i 16 trang xuyén khong-thoi gian. “Em dat
chiing canh nhau roéi nghi, chao 6i, dang ludn! D6 la théi khic em nhén ra cong viéc nay danh
cho minh” Tom khi d6 chua biét nhiéu vé toan dé chimg minh Iy thuyét ctia minh, nhung céu
con thai gian dé hoc. Cau 4y méi chi nam tudi.

Tom bay gi¢s 11 tudi. O nha, cAch thu gidn cau thich 1 ra cac dé thi toan hoan chinh kém phiéu
cham diém. Dip Giang Sinh nam ngoai, cau xin phu huynh 125 bang cho phi dang ky thi GCSE,
mot ky thi ma hau hét tré em & Anh sé tham gia khi 16 tudi. Hién cu dy dang 1am toan chuong
trinh dém dai hoc. Tom 1a con duy nhit trong nha, ltc dau, me Chrissie ctia cdu nghi tinh yéu
vGi con s6 1a thuong tinh. Dan dan, ba nhan ra khong phai thé. Ba dua con trai dén cac budi
dién thuyét vé vat chat tdi tai Dai quan sat Hoang gia ¢ London, va nhan ra, noi day khong co
mot dda tré nao khac. Gido vién ctia Tom ké rang, thay vi ra ngoai chai véi cac ban luc gidi lao,
cau 6 trong 16p lam cac phép tinh.

Mét ngay no, cha me Tom dua cdu dén Milton Keynes dé do tri thong minh, do mét t6 chiic
tén Potential Plus, tién than la Hiép hdi qudc gia vé Tré Nang khiéu. “Chling t6i da bao Tom
rang hom dé la ngay ctia nhitng cau do;” Chrissie chia sé. Tom dap: “Tuyét voi, ntta ngay danh
cho ki€ém tra. Giong nhu mo vay!” Két qua la tri thong minh ctia Tom thudc top 0.1% nudéc Anh.

Nhiing tré phat 16 sé6m thudng bi coi 1a sdn phdm ctia cac cha me trung luu, huénh hoang. Su
nudi dudng va moi trudng dong mdt vai tro quan trong trong viéc phat trién tri tué ctia bat ct
dwra tré nao. No6i chuyén chinh tri véi tré trong bita an sé gitip ching tu tin bay té quan diém
vé cach thé gi6i can van hanh. Hay goi v cho tré méi biét di cach cit banh theo nhimng goc
khéac nhau ré6i ching sé sém boc 16 nang khiéu toan hoc. Practice can make perfect. Tré co tai
choi piano khi luyén 5 gio mdi ngay cé kha nang biéu dién tai Carnegie Hall hon so véi tré
khac cung nang khi€u nhung chi choi 20 phat méi tuan.

Nhung may ban nhé nhu Tom thi khac. Cdu 16n 1én & mdt vung thi€u thén phia nam London:
97% hoc sinh & mai trudng dau tién ciu theo hoc khong noi ti€ng Anh nhu ti€ng me dé. Khi
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dong dén con s6 hay nhitng dam mé khac nhu tiéng Latin va vat Iy - cha me Tom c¢6 chut hinh
dung vé thir cdu dang noéi. Tai nang ctia ciu khong dén tir cach ho nudi nang.

Cac bai kiém tra tri tué dugc danh dau “theo dudng cong”, nghia la két qua sé dugc chuyén
thanh mot duong cong hinh chudng: vian dé 1a ban lam thé nao so sanh véi ngudi khac. Theo
dinh nghia, hau hét s6 diém chum lai & giira: két qua trung binh ctia mot nhom chuyén thanh
chi s6 théng minh (IQ) bing 100; khoang gitra ctia 2/3 s6 diém chuyén thanh IQs tr 85 dén 115.
Cac truong hop ngoai 1é khong nhiéu. Khoang hai trong s6 100 ngudi c¢6 1Qs dudi 70, va hai
ngudi khac co6 IQs trén 130. Khi ban c6 45 diém chénh 1éch v6i mic trung binh 100, ban sé nam
trong khoang 1/1000. Nhung vi chi m¢t nhoém nho dan sé test IQ nén dé xac dinh nhitng ngusi
ngoai lé rat kho. Hau hét cac truong hoc khong kiém tra 1Q.

Xa hoi danh gia cao tri tué. Cac thién tai thuong dugc ton kinh va bdo dam sé€ thinh vugng
cung véi thanh céng. Tuy nhién, c6 mdt goc khuit cia tri tué. Nhu nhiéu tré tai nang khac,
tudi tho ctia Tom khong may hanh phic. Nam tudi, Tom da ndi vé viéc mudn két liéu: ciu bao
da 1ap k€ hoach phang dau vao tudéng. Tom chia sé v6i me: “Cudc s6ng giong nhu mot mé
cung, chi 16n hon, con cam thdy lac 16ng” Bac si bdo ciu bi trdm cadm nang, rdi nghi can
nguyén do cai mac “thién tai”, sy that vong cung c6 14p ma né gay ra.

Tom thdy khé gin két v6i dam tré khac va co it ban. O trudng, em hay huéng ra ngoai hanh
lang va van phong. “Lii tré khong muén né & trong 16p vi né hay lam viéc riéng,” Chrissie noi.
Dbé phan tam khoéi nhiing “y nghia den t6i”, Tom tim dén cac cau do va phép toan, thuong vao
dém khuya. Em bi mit ngtt mot thoi gian dai. Sy cang thang bao trim cé gia dinh: “T6i khong
hi€u sao cac bac phu huynh lai tim su thién tai trén con cai ho,” Chrissie noéi. “T6i khong thé
chiu dugc né. T6i chi mudn ném noé ra khéi Tom.”

Nhiéu ngudi khac cling trai qua néi dau gidng Tom va gia dinh ciu dy. Mensa, mot td chic
qudc té€ dugce thanh 1ap nam 1946 6 Anh nham cham lo nhitng ngudi thong minh nhat nuéc, co
20.000 thanh vién (can phai dang ky dé gia nhap). Khi toi ngd 16i dén Mensa dé duge nghe chia
sé tir nhiing ban nhé nang khi€u va cha me chiing, t6i nhén lai rat nhiéu thu hoi dap va nhiéu
trong s6 do chira day ndi thdng khé. Nhimg ai ma t6i tro chuyén ké ring, ho khong dam noi
v6i ngudi khac vé kha nang ctia con minh, vi s¢ khoi diy long ghen ti. Pugc dem dén mot
ngudi dong cam, ho tudn ra nhiing mudn phién dai dén mic toi gan nhu hét hy vong vao viéc
ctp may. Hau hét déu s¢ bi phat hién va nhat quyét dung tén gia.

Mét s6 qudc gia uu ai ca nhan thong minh hon qudc gia khac, va chu cép cac chuong trinh
giao duc riéng biét cho may ban nhé nhu & trén. Song, ké ca tai nang ctia ban uu ta nhat, duge
phuc dudng, cung nang luc dn tugng vé cac van dé xa hoi, tam ly c6 1€ bién thién tai thanh
mon qua trai y. Ttr goc nhin ngudi trong cudc - va thay cho nhiéu gia dinh ma t6i da trao ddi -
thién tai giong mot 16i nguyén hon la mét phuéce lanh.

Hau hét cac chuyén gia danh riéng thuat ngir “gifted” cho nhiing ban nho ching té duge ba
dic diém. Thir nhat, tai nang nhi bat dau ndm vimng mot mén cu thé - ngdn ngit, toan hoc hoac
c6 vua - s6m hon nhiéu so v6i da s6. Chiing lam rat dé dang, thé la cling tién bd nhanh hon
dam ban cung lra.



Tht hai, uu thé€ nay cht yéu tu than c6 dugc, hon la két qua ciia “ct hich” tir phu huynh. Moéi
trudng xung quanh cung nén kinh té-xa hdi ciia tré chic chan dnh huéng dén téc do chiang
phat trién: c6 méi tuong quan khang khit gifra ‘s tir ma cha me ndi véi con khi ching 1én ba’
va ‘viéc hoc hanh thanh cong khi 1én chin’. Cac nghién ctru cho rang tré sinh ra trong gia dinh
lanh nghé co6 thé da nghe thém 4 triéu tr - hon con ctia phu huynh c¢6 trinh dé hoc van thap.
Nhiing gia dinh nhu thé thudng cé thu nhap cao hon, chu co hoi gido duc nhiéu hon.

Nhung Lyn Kendall, m4t chuyén vién vé tai nang nhi tai Mensa - ban than ting la mot tai nang
nhi trong gia dinh tang 16p lao ddng - khéng dinh rang viéc doc Nietzsche cho da con nim
tudi ctia ban, hay ép ching lam bai tip thém 3 gig, khong thé “make” chiing thanh thién tai.

Nhiéu tré c6 1Qs cuc cao biéu ddu nang luc phi thudng tir khi bé xiu, truée khi viéc nudi day
gang cong cb nhiéu tac dong. Kendall noi: “Tu rat sém - giai doan tién ngdén nglr - may ban
nay da hiéu diéu gi dang dién ra quanh chang, hiéu cai moi ngudi n6i nhung khéng thé dap lai”
Hau hét tré mai biét di ra vé kham pha thé gisi, bi phan tam luc xe hoi ngang qua hay do6 choi
mdai. Trai lai, Kendall miéu ta tai nang nhi & do tudi do la “driven™ “Chtng khong bao gis diing
lai va tu tao cho minh nhiing tiéu chuan cao dén kho tin” Ching ta thudng lién tuéng nhiing
nam thang dau dai dy voi viéc vui tha trong nhimng diéu don gian, song trong hién tai va khong
suy nghi thau ddo hiau quéa ctia hanh dong. Thay vao do, Kendall néi khi quan sat nhing tai
nang nhi moi biét di, “nhu co6 ai do6 da 1dy mot-ngudi-18-tudi roi 1ap ho vao mot co thé mai
sinh.

Dic diém thit ba ¢6 & tai ndng nhi 1a nhitng thich tha gan-am anh. Chang c6 thit do6i khi duge
goi la “a rage to master (rdo ri€t mudn thanh thao)” Jesse nam tudi. Liic em mot tudi va biét
bo, ngudi cha ctia em - Richard noéi véi tdi, Ong dy s€ lam bat cir diéu gi dé tranh viéc thay ta.
“Chung toi thdy cach duy nhat dé gitr n6 yén la dua no thir co thé thao ra va lap vao. Ching toi
c6 cai dén pin vang gan sin bong dén, no sé 1ay pin ra, lap lai roi thir xem dugc chua. Néu 1ap
pin sai, Jesse sé kién tri cho t6i khi dang”

Cac bai test IQ dau tién dugc tao ra bdi Alfred Binet va Theodore Simon vao dau thé ky 20. Ho
danh gia tri nhé ngan han, tu duy phan tich va kha nang tinh toan. Du cac bai test da thay ddi
tir d6, nhitng k§j nang co ban ma ho nd luc do van dugce gitt nguyén. Within a few points either
way (V6i mot vai diém hay duong it 6i), IQ thi cd dinh trong sudt cudc doi ban: cach duy nhat
ban sé mit no 1a lam tén thuong nio.

Thir cling dugc goi 1a bai test “intelligence” day ray trén mang. Nhiéu tré 1am bai do nang luc
tai truong. Pa phan cac bai do nay c6 thé choi gian, hay it nhat, tré dugc hudn luyén dé troi
hon. Mensa lam hét stic dé cac bai test ctia ho “culture fair” - néi cach khac, nham xac dinh
thong minh von c6 hon la duge day. Kendall néi: “Nhiing tré tai nang can nguyén (original
gifted children) sé phat minh ra banh xe va kham pha ra la” Nhung chinh Kendall, ngusi
trong nganh danh gia tré em, thira nhan ring “kiém tra IQ khong giong nhu do chiéu cao”
Khong c6 danh gia nao la hoan toan khach quan.

Da phan cac bai test chi xét riéng mot sd loai thong minh, nhu 1ap ludn toan hoc va verbal
reasoning. Diéu nay phan anh xa hoi c6 quan niém han hep nhu thé nao vé nang khi€u. Nhiéu



ky nang va dac diém khac bi boé qua, nhu hao hic tim hiéu hay nang lyc tao ra nhing lién
tuéng thong minh (the ability to make intellectual connections). Cac bai test khong xac dinh
dugc tiéu thuyét gia hay nha tho tuong lai, hoac bé nao do sé dinh cao thé thao hay am nhac.
Chuang ta van chua c6 cach nao dé do stic sang tao, 6¢ thim my hay tri tué cam xtc. May bé
ma ching ta x€p hang “thién tai” lai c6 khuynh huéng roi xu6ng nhém chuin théng thuong.

Mot s6 ngudi chat van chinh cai khai niém “giftedness”. Dinh nghia tai nang nhi da bi chap va it
nhiéu theo thdi gian, theo 16i Deborah Eyre - ngudi sang 14p High Performance Learning - mot
td chitc hop tac véi cac truong hoc va gido vién & Anh nham gitp lugng 16n tré tré thanh “high
performers (ngudi thé hién tot)”. Co &y khong xem nang khi€u 1a bam sinh. Eyre noéi, bat ké ban
nhin vao dau trén thé gidi, con cai ctia phu huynh giau cé bi lam tugng trung qua mic
(over-represented) cho nhom tré tai nang. Nhitng ban dén tir nhom thiéu s6 lai bi dudi mic
hinh dung: “O Hoa Ky, ngusi Latin khong dugc chon [cho cic chuong trinh], tuong tu véi
nguci Maori & New Zealand”

Co dy cling ndi riang, yéu to lam nén ‘co tai, ‘thanh tich cao’ 6 tré - va ngudi 16n - thudng la su
quyét tam. Su khac biét gitta hai nha vat 1y cung nang luc, ngudi nay gianh giai Nobel, ngusi kia
thi khong, chinh 1a su quyét chi thanh cong trong ho. Co6 14p ludn, thién tai ro rang-la sy két
hop clia mot sd tiém nang, cting véi su hd trg phu hgp va dong luc ca nhan.

Eyre qua quyét ring, chic chin co6 kiéu cha me, thuong thusng hoc van cao, tu hao vé viéc co
mot “ngudi con uu td” dé thé hién. Nhung diéu nay khong thay cé & nhitng phu huynh ma t6i
da noéi chuyén, hau hét ho thdy ‘mén qua’ ctia con minh la nguén géc gay ra lo au, thAm chi con
dau kho.

Nhiéu phu huynh nay gip phai hai khé khan chinh. Mét la lam sao dé gitp con dugc tang
cuong phat trién tri tué. Nhan t6 thir hai hi€m khi duge néi ra nhung c6 1€ gay ra khdng it van
dé: nhiing ban rat thong minh thudng bi xa hoi xa lanh, tham chi qudy ray. Nang khi€u dugc
tung ho trén Iy thuyét chi it duge chao don trén mot ngudi cu thé.

Néu duge gap Ophelia Gregory, hdn ban sé nghi riing nhitng nang tién t6t bung da xung quanh
¢d tur khi con ndm noi. 17 tudi, Ophelia dep thuét tha véi ddi mét xanh sau tham. Gia dinh c6 -
gdém me Kerry, cha Tom va ba em trai - rat gén bo va yéu thuong nhau. O tudi 12, Ophelia dat
162 diém & bai Mensa iq test. bay 1a s6 diém cao nhit c6 thé cho ngudi duéi 18, va ngang hang
v6i Stephen Hawking, nha vi tru hoc vi dai qua ddi vao nam 2018.

Vay ma dén nay, tai tri phi thudng chi mang lai cho Ophelia mdt chat hanh phic. Véi co, viéc
dugce phan vao nhom “coé nang khi€u” don gian 1a “more trouble than it's worth (ric réi hon
mc 1€ ra dang dugc nhan” C6 bi bit nat va phai chuyén truéng nhiéu lan. Tdi tu hdi Kerry sé
noéi sao v6i nhitng phu huynh dang mong uéc c6 con nang khiéu? “Toi s€ noi, ‘bang ra d6 phai
la mot diéu tuyét voi, nhung khong hé. Va sé khong bao gid.”

Chung ta da biét tir 1au ring c6 mdt s6 ngudi cuc thong minh. Chi gan day, cac nha tdm 1y hoc
maéi bat dau xem xét co chic va bing cach nao diéu nay anh huéng dén cac linh vuc khac
trong doi song ca nhan do. Tai nang nhi thudng trai qua thir ma cac nha tam Iy hoc goi la “phat



trién thi€u dong bd™: nhitng nang luc phi thudng trong mot s6 linh vuce c6 thé két hop lai, hoac
phai danh ddi 14y nhing khiém khuyét khi truéng thanh. Andrea Anguera thudc Potential Plus
cho biét: “Cac ving nao kiém soat viéc hoc noi, so do va con sé phat trién cuc nhanh 6 nhém
tré nay. Nhung thuy tran, cai kiém soat cam xuc, lai khong phat trién nhanh bing?”

Mot tai nang nhi c¢6 thé cd ‘nang luc ti€n bo’ dé thanh thao th gi d6 nhu toan hoc, nhung lai
thi€u nang luc dé giai quyét cac tac dong xa hdi - von 1a mot phan quan trong khac ctia qua
trinh phat trién va hoa nhép trong suét cudc dsi. Anguera cho hay: “Mot tai nang nhi c6 thé dé
bi khting hoang xa hdi toan dién; chting khong thé hiéu cach nhiing ban khac lam viéc va cling
khong kiém soat dugc cam xtc ctia minh.” Gidi khac thudng ¢ mét vai linh vuc dong nghia véi
viéc chung can “hé trg phu hgp” & nhiing linh vuc khac, ¢ ndi thém.

Vao dau thé ky 20, nha tam Iy hoc ngusi My Leta Hollingworth da nhic dén “socially optimal
intelligence (tri tué uu thé€ xa hoi)” - nhitng ngudi co IQ tir 125 dén 155. Vugt qua chi s6 do,
Norman Geschwind - nha than kinh hoc ngusi My - dung tir “pathology of superiority (bénh Iy
cta siéu viét)” dé am chi: su ap ddo ctia mdt phan ndo nhod c6 thé anh hudng dén su phat trién
ctia nhirg phan khac.

Chiang ta van chua rd vi sao no6 lai thé, 1a do tu nhién, nudi day hay ca hai. Mot nghién cttu cho
thdy, trong s6 cac thanh vién Mensa & My, ty 16 mac ADHD (r6i loan tang dong giam cht y) cao
gan gap doi so v6i dan s noi chung. SE khac tranh ludn ring, vi mot s6 bé nang khiéu rat khac
dam ban clung truong, rdi lai it tuong tac véi nhau trong 16p, va ca & ngoai san. Du & mot s
khia canh, t6 chat ctia ching rat ngudi 16n, nhiéu dira lai khong thé choi may tro ma ching ta
thuong vi la “tro con nit™: phat trién vé mat xa hdi ctia ching bi han ché€ hon. Anguera cho biét,
néu mdt nhoc 5 tudi lam dai s6 vao lac ranh, thi bé thuong khong mudn phi thoi gian cho dam
ban thich nghich 6 t6. Tuy nhién, mot khi tré bi gat ra khoi mot vai tinh huéng xa hoi, co hoi
cho ching theo kip hay hoc nhiing kj nang nay giam dan.

Kendall xac dinh dugc mot s6 dic diém chung & tai nang nhi (khong c6 réi loan hanh vi). Mot
nét tiéu bi€u la nhiéu trong s6 chiang v6 cung lo au, thuong la do suy nghi qua mdc. Ba giai
thich: “Nao bd da stc xi Iy moi bién sd, vi th€ nghi nhiéu la diéu khong tranh khoi” Hilary
email cho to6i vé con ¢6 4y, Lorenzo: “Tdi ngay cang thay kho khi d6i pho véi cam xic cang va
su lo 1ang” Lorenzo, 12 tudi, da tré thanh thanh vién ctia Mensa dugc hai nam va do dé, c6 co
héi hoa nhip v6i nhitng ban nho sang da khac ca tryc tuyén lan tryc ti€p. Lorenzo dat 162
diém 1Q (Hilary noi v6i toi: “Y nhu Einstein”. Toi kim 10ng dé khong ndi véi cb ring Einstein
chua bao gi¢ do iq). Lorenzo lo 1ang lién mién: “Khi chd chuyén bay dén Hong Kong, nd da hoi
rat nhiéu vé nhiing diéu xau c6 thé xay ra v6i may bay - dén mutc sanh chg vang tanh (vi moi
ngudi quanh chiing t6i da lang di hét)”

Ché€ d6 ng ctia nhitng ban nay thudng khac v6i mac chuin: thay déi trang thai ndo rat kho.
Ngudsi me ¢6 con nang khiéu ké rang con ba khéng ngt dugc mdt mach hon 90 phtit cho dén
khi gan 5 tudi.

Nhiing lién hé cam xtc cung stic khoe thé chat voi thién tai chua ding lai & d6. Chi nhanh
Mensa 6 My, c6 hon 50.000 thanh vién, ty nhan c6 “hyper brains (nhtng b nao nhay cam)”.



Mot cudce khao sat gan déy véi cac thanh vién ctia ho cho thdy, nhiing b 6c siéu pham thuong
c6 thtt ma Kazimierz Dabrowski, mft nha tam 1y hoc ngusi Ba Lan, phong la
“over-excitabilities (hao htng thai qua)” hoac “super-sensibilities (si€éu nhay cam)’, nhu nhan
thitcc nhay hon ctia mot trong nam giac quan, trai qua xtc cam manh liét hoac doi dao nang
lugng. Trong sd ho, ty 1€ tram cam, lo du va ADHD cao hon binh dan nhiéu.

Thién bam tham chi c6 lién hé dén trang thai sinh ly nhu di ing thuc pham, hen suyén va cac
bénh tu mién, do6i khi con kem véi “réi loan xi ly tri giac (sensory processing disorder)”. Véi
nhiéu ngudi siéu dang - cac kich thich hang ngay nhu tiéng radio nhiéu, mau sic hay b cuc
moén an, man hinh sic sd trén tudng 16p hay vét xudce trén quan ao - c6 thé khién ho khong
chiu ndi. Hilary tin rang, vi chlic nang nao Lorenzo rit nhay bén nén cac giac quan cta ciu
thuong duge diéu chinh tinh vi hon. “Thing bé c6 thé nghe thay nhiing tht ma chung tbi
khong thé. N6 sé thdy khong thé lam bai trong phong khi ma moi ngudi chua yén ling han?”

Sonja Falck, mdt nha tam ly tri liéu & Anh, ngudi nhu danh riéng cho khach hang “siéu déng’,
cho biét: “Vé mit than kinh, IQ cao di kém v6i tang hiéu nang than kinh - diéu nay c6 thé do
dugc. Néu ai nhan dugce nhiéu kich thich va xir Iy nhanh chéng thi ho dé bi kich dong thai qua.”

Nhiéu tai nang nhi vat 16n véi that bai. Kendall giai thich, ric réi la-néu ban dugc biét dén véi
vai tro ‘b ndo ctia tap thé, ban dau can c6 ging, va thé khong rén dugce tinh kién cudng. Co
tung lam viéc v6i nhiéu dita thong minh ma chang bao gid mudn hoc thém diéu gi. Tai nhiing
héi thdo danh cho tai ndng nhi ma c6 diéu hanh, cac bé déi khi choi tro Twister, mot tua game
ma ngudi choi phai 1an minh qua mét thdm c6 nhiing chdm mau. Kendall nhan xét: “Chang bi
phat cudng. b6 la tro khong cé dap an nén nhiing gi ta day ching c6t chi dé mua vui”

Co con gai ctia Rebecca, Lizzie 5 tudi. Bé dugc thu thai bang tinh trung hién tang tir ngudi cha
c6 ba béng dai hoc. Trudc sinh nhat dau tién ctia minh, bé da néi duge thanh céau. Lac 16 thang
tudi, cd da hoan thanh tro ghép tranh gom 48 ménh. Vao sinh nhat 1an thtr hai, bé c6 thé ké lai
“The Gruffalo” - chuyén cho tré con dai 24 trang dugc viét theo van; khi Rebecca quén khan
mit lac tdm, Lizzie xéo xit: “Me a, me dang la thdm hoa!” Lén ba, bé noi: “Me i, con ching
xinh. L&i la do nhiém sic thé ctia con” Nhung nhu nhiéu tai nang nhi khac, bé cé thé sé cau
kinh néu lam sai. Rebecca noéi: “Nhiéu lic, toi cam thay ti€c cho Lizzie. Téi chi mudn né binh
thudng nhat cé thé?

Diéu do6 khong hé dé. Trubce ngay tiéc cac gia dinh, Rebecca don sach do Lizzie choi dé may ba
me khac khong biét bé gioi dén mic nao. Ai mong chd thién tai c6 ma hong, Rebecca noi, “Toi
da hoc dugc cach che ché cho Lizzie” Rebecca day tré voi nhing yéu cau dac biét, nhung
riéng véi con co, la “khong gi cd”.

Sonja Falck dé ching véi tir “nang khi€u” béi vi “n6d bao ham ca diac quyén”, nghia la ngusi ma
c6 nang khié€u sé c¢6 lgi thé hon rat nhiéu ngudsi khac. Nhung no6 (nang khi€u) khong nhat thiét
phai 1a uu thé. “Ai d6 dugc ban ting nang khi€u nhung 16n 1én trong moi trusng khong thuan
lgi, c6 thé con phai chiu nhiéu dau khd. Va ndi dau nay dugc it ai thira nhan (This suffering is
hugely under-acknowledged)” Falck ké vé mot bénh nhan, ngusi ting pha thai (vi): ¢6 dy



khong thé tudng tugng néi canh sinh ra moét dra tré ma s€ phai chiu dung “moén qua” nhu co
dy da timg.

Con trai ctia Emily, Peter 9 tudi. Ttr bé, em da thich bau ban v6i nhimg ngudi 16n tudi hon.
Emily néi: “O nha tré, thing bé khoc ca budi sang” Than hinh manh dé va c¢d doc, em da nhap
vién ba l1an sau khi bi bt nat & truéng. Cung diém chung v6i nhiéu tai nang nhi, ciu bé bi kho
an vi qua nhay cam véi cach bai tri thitc an. Nhung ma Peter, ciing nhu nhiéu bé khac, van dé
16n nhit la sy té nhat, cudc séng hang ngay qua b€ tic. Cau thay truong hoc that thoi nat
(crushing dull). Gido vién chit nhiém lai khong coi d6 1a van dé. “Mot chat budn chan la kha tot
cho ban”, thay néi v6i Emily.

Nhung buén chan c6 thé nhu tra tan. Falck nhan xét, hoc sinh tai nang chi can mot thai gian
ngin dé thanh thao mon hoc dic thii nao do. Co6 so sanh chiing véi ngudi chay b gao cdi bi ép
moi ngay phai 1é budc v6i may ngudi di nhu rua bo.

Cach t6t nhit d€ giao duc tai nang nhi la gi? Nhiing thach thirc thi phitc tap va mau thuan lan
nhau. M6t mat, ching c6 thé lam chi kién thic sém hon va nhanh hon dam ban. Mit khac, do
cac ky nang xa hoi ctia nhiéu em kém phat trién, sé la cuc hinh cho chtng khi muén la tré con
theo kiéu truyén thdng, muon hoi nhip va hoc nhiéu ky nang vo kiém (non-tested), cac quy
tdc ngam (non-verbal), nhitng thir ma “xa hoi” day ban truéng thanh. Va du khong ¢d y, nhiéu
em co thé bi coi la smart-arses (“khon ma ngd”), ngay ca khi c6 y dinh t6t, ban bé ctia ching va
ngudi 16n don gian khong muon day vao. Ngudi 16n, nhat la giao vién, c6 thé thay may bé tinh
ranh la mo6i de doa: mdt nhoc ndi ngang hang véi ta, co thé lan luét duge ta (khién ta dé
chung). That vy, chiing biét nhiéu hon nhiing ngudi 16n xung quanh va khong thé khong noi
su that do ra.

Sau khi danh gia Tom tai Potential Plus, Chrissie da c6 ki€ém 16i khuyén vé cach t6t nhat dé
gido duc ciu. RS rang la trudng tiéu hoc phia nam London khong dt cho thang bé. Ngoai gido
vién dau tién & truong, ngudsi duge Tom miéu ta 1a “tuyét voi mat tréi” va ciing 1a ngusi khuyén
khich sé thich toan hoc bang cach ngoi cling ciu giai bai trong gid ra choi, cac giao vién khac
dudng nhu ghét cdu. Mot ngudi con ra vé ua thich khinh thuong cu, noéi to trude ca 16p rang
“HOom nay, Tom da nghen toan”, trong khi ngo6 lo khéng dé cép rang cu da giai bai danh cho
tré 16n hon cau 10 tudi.

Chrissie dugc dé xuit hai lya chon: ¢6 c6 thé cho Tom hoc tai nha hodc gi em dén mot
truong tu, nhu vy em c6 thé dugc sat sao hon. Ca hai déu khién Chrissie s¢g hai. Ba khong
déng y véi viéc hoc tai nha vi chac chin diéu do sé lam Tom cadm thdy bi tach biét hon. Truéng
tu thi ndm ngoai kha nang tai chinh ctia gia dinh, nhung Tom da nhan dugc hoc béng va hién
dang theo hoc tai mét trudng chon loc, ti€ng tam & London, noi ¢6 hoc phi hang nam la
20.000 bang. Ciu van phai nhoc sitc lam quen v6i ching ban, va roi bi séc khi thiy su chénh
1éch vé kinh t€ gitta minh va ban be. Nhung ciu bé thay cach day tha vi hon. “Con thich ¢6 ay
1dm, c6 dy giao cho con nhiing bai khé hon”, ciu ké vé gido vién day toan.

Nhiing tranh luin ac liét vé viéc tach biét tré ra khoi nhoém tudi cia chting. Néu chiing hoc
vugt 16p, ching c6 thé gap kho vé mit xa hoi. Néu 6 lai, tri tué ching co thé bi tit ngam.



Leonie Kronborg thudc Pai hoc Monash & Uc cho biét, ngudi hoc can duge hé trg vé tam Iy va
xa hoi. Ba chi ra cac chuong trinh danh cho thanh thi€u nién cé nang khi€u nhu ‘Chuong trinh
nhip hoc sém’ tai Pai hoc Washington & My: thanh thi€u nién c6 thé bit dau hoc tai dai hoc
nhu 1a mot phan ctia nhom tré cting do tudi va nang luc, nhd do, chiing vira dugce kich thich tri
tué, vira dugce giao luu v6i ban bé dong trang lda.

Ddi dién véi tinh canh chan chudng va dang thuong ciia con minh & trudng hoc, nhiéu phu
huynh da quyét dinh tu tay lo liéu moi thir. Hinh thitc gido duc tai gia cho tai nang nhi dugc ua
chudng & nhing gia dinh hoc thtic, diéu nay phan nao giap Chrissie bét lo. Gilta nhiing nam
1980, xudt hién bo doéi cha con ndi tiéng la Harry va Ruth Lawrence, hai ngudi con dao quanh
Oxford trén chiéc xe dap do6i. Khi Ruth 5 tudi, Harry da tir bo su nghiép dién toan dé & nha day
c0; nam 12 tudi, Ruth gianh dugc suit hoc toan tai Pai hoc Oxford. Harry di cung Ruth dén
moi tiét giang, dé an tam rang c6 khong “phi” thai gian cho viéc xa giao véi ban bé khac. C6
hién 14 nha toan hoc danh du nhung khéng may ndi bat. Khi co6 dita con dau 1ong, co thé sé
khong ép bé phai hoc nhanh hon mic ma né mudn.

Mot vai qudc gia da cai cach moi truong giao duc dé don tiép tai nang nhi. Singapore ap dung
chuong trinh ¢6 tinh chon loc cao, nhim tim ra hoc sinh uu viét méi nam. O tudi 8, 9 gi do,
toan bd tré em déu dugce danh gia nang luc toan hoc, anh ngi va suy luin. Top 1% hoc sinh
ding dau sé chuyén tu 16p “dai tra” sang Chuong trinh Gido duc Tai Nang - ¢6 & chin trudéng
tiéu hoc cho dén nam 12 tudi. Sau d6, chiing co6 thé theo ti€p chuong trinh & cap trung hoc
hoac khong. Nhiing ban dugc chon sé nhian “ké hoach giao duc ca thé héa”, bao gom viéc day
chuyén sau cac chi dé, ti€p cin cac khoa hoc online thiét k€ cho viéc tu hoc, x€p vao 16p
chuyén v6i mon hoc dic biét va nhap hoc ti€u hoc du con it tudi. Nhung viéc chi trong trinh
do6 hoc van ludén gay tranh ludn. Tt nam 2007, da c¢6 nhitng nd luc nham tang cudng hoa nhap
xa hoi gitta nhitng ban nhé c6 nang luc khac nhau.

Cach ti€ép cin nhu vdy phan anh mét quan niém rat truyén thong veé tri tué - dung nhiing bai
test ¢ dinh nhim xac dinh tré théng minh bam sinh. O noi khac, cAc nha gi4o sir dung nhiéu
phuong phap hon dé nhan ra ban nao gidi, roi giup ban ay tip trung vao thai do va dac diém
tinh cach ma thuong thay & nhiing ai thanh cong nhat, vi du nhu sy thoi thiic ma Deborah
Eyre noi dén. Trong du an Bright Idea, mdt chuong trinh tai Pai hoc Duke, Bic California,
10.000 hoc sinh mam non va tiéu hoc binh thuong da dugc day bing cac phuong phap ma
thuong dung cho than dong, nhu nudi dudng ky vong cao, khich 1€ giai toan phic va phat trién
siéu nhan thic (meta-cognition, “nghi vé sy nghi”). Gan nhu tat ca cac em vé sau déu lam bai
kiém tra tot hon ban ctng lia.

Tom, Phelia, Lizzie, Lorenzo va Peter roi sé ra sao? Raj Chetty, mot nha kinh t€ ngusi My tai
Dai hoc Harvard da tinh toan ring, nhiing ban thudc top 5% & trudng tiéu hoc, khi truéng
thanh c6 kha nang c6 phat minh cao hon 95% con lai, va xac suat 4y con cang cao hon § tré
dén tir gia dinh giau c6. Bat ké tai nang bam sinh 1a gi, nhiing tré dugc boi dudng va trao co hdi
sé€ c6 nhiéu co may hon trong cudc song.

Nhung nhiing than dong khong nhéat thiét tdéa sang vé sau. Mot s6 sé thanh thir ma Chetty goi
la “cac Einstein lac 16i™: tré ma khong dugc trao 16i ra cho tri tué hoac su khich 1€ néi rong hi€u



biét, hay la can trg giap dé ddi phd cam giac xa lanh trong ching (children who weren’t given
an outlet for their intelligence or the encouragement to stretch their intellect, or who needed
help to deal with the isolation of their experience). Do su han ché ctia bai test ig, nén nhiéu
ban c6 tai bi bd qua. Va rat nhiéu ban xuat chng vap phai nhitng rao can trong nhiéu nam sau
do6 vi cac em khong duge phat trién nhiing ki nang thiét yéu gitta moi ngudsi noi cong sé hay
trong thé gi¢i rong 16n, tuong tac dan xen hon.

Vao nhiing nam 1920, Lewis Terman - mot nha tam Iy ngusi My da nghién ctu 1500 tré siéu
thong minh. Va nhiig dong nghiép khac da theo doi ching 70 nam sau do. Ho nhén thay rang,
ching dat dugc khong nhiéu hon vi thé kinh té-xa hoi ma nhém nghién ctru da du doan. Mot
nhoc Terman loai ra do khong du sang da, William Shockley, sau nay la ngusi dong phat minh
ra bong ban dan va thiang giai Nobel Vit 1y.

Va thé 1a, mot tudi tho bat hanh deo bam ta. Kim Ung-yong ting 1a mét than déng nuéc Han,
hién 1a ky su xdy dung & tudi 50; ong thay minh bj ltra di sudt tudi tho. Ong biét noi khi méi 6
thang tudi va thong thao bon thir tiéng khi 1én 2. Ong c6 bang tién si dau tién nam 8 tudi, va
dugc san don vé NASA. Ong néi: “Toi da bién minh thanh mot ¢d may. Hang ngay, toi thitc day,
giai phuong trinh dugc giao, réi an, ngd... Téi c6 don va khéng c6 ban be” Ngay ca Albert
Einstein, mot dién hinh cfia thién tai, vao nam 1952 da viét: “That la khi dugc ca thé giGi biét
dén, nhung lai qua doi co6 don.” (It is strange to be known so universally and yet be so lonely.)

Do la mét théng diép u am cho nhiing thién tai nhi thoi nay. Nhin vé tuong lai, me ctia Tom
(Chrissie) c6 vé khong may hy vong. C6 noéi: “Hay cho t6i nghe ciu chuyén vé mot dira tré nhu
thé ma cé cai két hau xem. Pon gian 1a Khéng ton tai” Roi cd quay sang tran an Tom. “Biét dau
con sé la ngudi dau tién”

Bai dich dudc ding trén Binhminh Knowledge
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The curse of genius

We see exceptional intelligence as a blessing. So why, asks Maggie

Fergusson, are so many brilliant children miserable misfits?
Apr 29th 2019
BY MAGGIE FERGUSSON

Tom remembers the day he decided he wanted to be a theoretical astrophysicist. He was deep
into research about black holes, and had amassed a box of papers on his theories. In one he
speculated about the relationship between black holes and white holes, hypothetical celestial
objects that emit colossal amounts of energy. Black holes, he thought, must be linked across
space-time with white holes. “I put them together and I thought, oh wow, that works! That’s
when I knew I wanted to do this as a job” Tom didn’'t know enough maths to prove his theory,
but he had time to learn. He was only five.

Tom is now 11. At home, his favourite way to relax is to devise maths exam papers complete
with marking sheets. Last year for Christmas he asked his parents for the £125 registration fee
to sit maths gcse, an exam most children in Britain take at 16. He is currently working towards
his maths a-level. Tom is an only child, and at first Chrissie, his mother, thought his love of
numbers was normal. Gradually she realised it wasn’t. She would take him to lectures about
dark matter at the Royal Observatory in London and notice that there were no other children
there. His teacher reported that instead of playing outside with other kids at breaks, he
wanted to stay indoors and do sums.

One day his parents took him to Milton Keynes to have his intelligence assessed by an
organisation called Potential Plus, formerly the National Association for Gifted Children. “We
told him it was a day of puzzles,” Chrissie says. “It was my dream world,” Tom says. “Half a day
of tests!” His mother waited while he applied his mind to solving problems. When they were
shown the results, Tom’s intelligence put him in the top 0.1% in Britain.

'77

Precocious children are often dismissed as the product of pushy, middle-class parents.
Nurture and environment clearly do play an important role in any child’s intellectual
development. Talk to your child about politics over the dinner table and he is likely to develop
confident opinions about the way the world should be run. Suggest that your toddler think of
slices of cake in terms of angles and she may well display an early aptitude for mathematics.
Practice can make perfect. The child with a gift for playing the piano who practises five hours
a day is more likely to end up performing at Carnegie Hall than the equally gifted one who
plays for just 20 minutes a week.



AGED FIVE,
TOM TALKED
ABOUT ENDING
HIS LIFE:
“IFEELT'M
GETTING LOST.
LIFE’S LIKE
AMAZE”
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But children like Tom are different. He was brought up in an underprivileged part of south
London: 97% of pupils at his first school didn't speak English as a first language. When it
comes to numbers - or his other passions such as Latin and astrophysics - Tom’s parents
have little idea what he’s talking about. His genius is not of their engineering.

Intelligence tests are marked “on a curve”, meaning that the results are transformed into a bell
curve: what matters is how you do compared with others who take them. By definition, most
scores bunch in the middle: the average result in a cohort becomes an intelligence quotient
(ig) of 100; the middle two-thirds of scores become igs of 85 to 115. The outliers are few. About
two people in 100 have igs below 70, and another two have igs above 130. By the time you get
45 points away from the average of 100 in either direction, youre down to about one person in
1,000. But since only a small percentage of any population takes iq tests, identifying very
exceptional children is hard. Most schools have none.

Society prizes intelligence. Geniuses are viewed with awe and assumed to be guaranteed
prosperity and success. Yet there is a dark side to intelligence. Like many gifted children,
Tom’s childhood has often been unhappy. Aged five, he talked about wanting to end his life: he
said he planned to do this by banging his head repeatedly against a wall. “Life’s like a maze,
only bigger,” Tom told his mum. “I feel I'm getting lost” His gp said he was suffering from
severe depression, and reckoned its roots lay in Tom’s “genius”, and the frustration and
isolation this was causing him.

Tom finds it hard to relate to other children and has few friends. At school he has been
shunted out on his own into corridors and offices. “They didn’t want him in the class because
he’s doing different stuff,” Chrissie says. To distract his mind from “dark thoughts”, Tom turns
to puzzles and calculations, often late at night. He has long suffered from insomnia. The strain



affects the whole family: “I don't understand parents who seek this,” says Chrissie. “I can’t
cope with it. I just want to take it away.”

Many others echo the pain of Tom and his family. Mensa, an international organisation
founded in Britain in 1946 to nurture the country’s most intelligent people, has 20,000
members (you must apply to join). When I put out a request via Mensa to hear from gifted
children and their parents, my inbox fills with emails, many of them anguished. Those that I
speak to say that, for fear of inspiring jealousy, they don't dare talk to others about their
children’s abilities. Given a sympathetic ear, they pour out their woes at such length that I
nearly despair of getting them off the phone. Almost all are afraid of being identified, and
insist on fake names.

Some countries value extremely high intelligence more than others and offer specific
educational provision for such children. Yet even if your genius is prized, admired and
cultivated, social and psychological issues that often accompany great ability may make it an
unwelcome gift. From the inside - and for many families that I spoke to - genius can feel more
like a curse than a blessing.

Most experts reserve the term “gifted” for children who demonstrate three characteristics.
First, gifted children begin to master a particular discipline - a language, maths or chess -
much younger than most. They do so easily, so they also progress much faster than their
peers.

Secondly, this mastery is achieved largely on their own, rather than as a result of parental
prodding. A child’s surroundings and socio-economic background certainly affect their speed
of development: there is a close correlation between the number of words a child’s parents
have spoken to them by the time theyre three and the child’s academic success aged nine.
Studies suggest that children born into professional families may have heard some 4m more
words by then than the offspring of parents with lower educational backgrounds. Such
families often have higher incomes to provide more educational opportunities too.

But Lyn Kendall, a consultant on gifted children at Mensa - who was herself a gifted child in a
working-class family - insists that reading Nietzsche to your five-year-old, or forcing them to
do three hours of extra homework, cannot “make” a genius.

Many children who have extremely high igs show signs of extraordinary ability even as tiny
babies, before pushy parenting is able to have much impact. “From a very early age -
pre-language - these children understand what is going on around them, understand what
people say but cannot respond,” says Kendall. Most toddlers appear to explore the world as
they encounter it, distracted by passing cars or the arrival of a new toy. By contrast, Kendall
describes gifted children of that age as “driven”: “They never stop and they set themselves
incredibly high standards.” We often associate the early years of childhood with taking joy in

simple things, living in the present and an inability to think through the consequences of



actions. Instead, says Kendall, watching gifted toddlers, “it’s almost as if someone has taken an
18-year-old and put them in a newborn body.

A third characteristic of gifted children is that their interests often seem near-obsessive. They
have what is sometimes called “a rage to master”. Jesse is five. When he was one and crawling,
his father Richard tells me, he would do anything to avoid having his nappy changed. “We
found that the only way we could keep him still was to give him things to take apart and put
back together again. We had a yellow torch with a built-in bulb, and he would take the battery
out, put it back in, and test whether it worked. If he’d put the battery in the wrong way round,
he'd persevere until he got it right”

The first iq tests to measure intelligence were developed by Alfred Binet and Theodore Simon
in the early 20th century. They evaluated short-term memory, analytical thinking and
mathematical ability. Though the tests have changed since then, the basic skills they attempt
to measure have remained the same. Within a few points either way, iq is fixed throughout
your life: the only way you'll lose it is because of a brain injury.

So-called “intelligence” tests abound online. Many children take aptitude tests at school. Most
of these can be gamed or, at least, children can be trained to excel at them. Mensa does its
best to make its tests “culture fair” - in other words it aims to identify intelligence that is
intrinsic rather than taught. “The original gifted children will have invented the wheel and
discovered fire,” says Kendall. But even Kendall, who is in the business of evaluating children,
admits that “testing iq is not like measuring height”. No assessment is completely objective.

Most tests look only at particular types of intelligence, such as mathematical and verbal
reasoning. That reflects how narrow society’s notions of giftedness are. Many other types of
skill and characteristics are missed, such as voracious curiosity or the ability to make
intellectual connections. The tests are unlikely to identify future novelists or poets, or
children who may be exceptionally good at sports or music. We don't yet have a way to
measure creative, artistic or emotional intelligence. The sorts of children we rate as
“geniuses” tend to be only those who fall into the standard categories.

Some people question the very notion of giftedness. The definition of a gifted child has
fragmented over time, says Deborah Eyre, founder of High Performance Learning, an
organisation that works with schools and teachers in Britain to try to help large numbers of
children become “high performers” She does not see aptitude as innate. Eyre says that no
matter where you look in the world, the children of wealthy parents are over-represented in
cohorts of gifted children. Those who come from minority backgrounds are
under-represented: “Latinos don't get selected [for programmes] in the us, Maoris don't in
New Zealand”

She also says that what marks out brilliant and high-achieving children - and adults - is often
determination. The difference between two equally talented physicists, one who goes on to
win a Nobel prize and one who does not, is their will to succeed. Apparent genius, she argues,
is a combination of some kind of potential, along with the right support and personal drive.



Eyre claims that a certain type of parent, usually a highly educated one, takes pride in having a
“gifted child” to show off. But this view wasn’t borne out by the parents I spoke to, most of
whom found their children’s gifts to be a source of anxiety, even distress.

Many of these parents face two main difficulties. One is how to cater to the advanced
intellectual development of their child. The second dimension is more rarely voiced but may
cause just as many problems: exceptionally intelligent children are often socially isolated,
even disruptive. Gifts that are admired in the abstract often seem less welcome in person.

If you were to meet Ophelia Gregory, youd think that the good fairies must have clustered
around her cradle. Now 17, she is willowy and beautiful, with deep-green eyes. Her family -
mother Kerry, father Tom and three younger brothers - is close and loving. At the age of 12,
Ophelia clocked 162 in Mensa’s iq test. It is the highest possible score for someone under 18,
and on a level with Stephen Hawking, the ground-breaking cosmologist who died last year.

Yet so far, extraordinary intelligence has brought Ophelia little happiness. For her, being
categorised as “gifted” is simply “more trouble than it's worth”. She has been bullied and
changed schools several times. I wonder what Kerry would say to a parent longing for a gifted
child? “I'd say, ‘It should be a great thing, but it’s not. It never will be.”

We have long known that some individuals have extraordinarily high intelligence. Only more
recently have psychologists started to look at whether and how this affects other areas of
these individuals’ lives. Gifted children often experience what psychologists call
“asynchronous development™ exceptional abilities in some areas may be associated with, or
come at the cost of other aspects of maturity. “The parts of the brain that control the learning
of words, patterns and numbers develop extremely quickly in these children,” says Andrea
Anguera of Potential Plus. “But the frontal lobe, which controls the regulation of emotions,
doesn’t develop as fast”



A gifted child may have an advanced ability to master something like maths, but more limited
capacity to deal with their social environment which is another important part of growing up
and fitting in over the course of their lives. “A gifted child might be prone to complete social
meltdowns,” says Anguera. “They can’'t understand how other children work, and they can't
control their emotions.” Being exceptionally able in some areas means they need “the right
support” in others, she says.

In the early 20th century American psychologist Leta Hollingworth talked about “socially
optimal intelligence”, which she associated with an iq of between 125 and 155. Ratchet the
score beyond that, and what Norman Geschwind, an American behavioural neurologist,
termed a “pathology of superiority” can creep in: the dominance of one bit of the brain can
affect the development of other parts.

We don't yet know why this is, or whether it's down to nature, nurture or both. One study
shows that among members of Mensa in America, the rate of adhd (attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder) is almost twice that diagnosed in the general population. Others argue
that because some gifted children are so different from their peers at school, and may
interact little with them in the classroom, they may do so less in the playground too. Though
in some ways their aptitudes are very adult, many find themselves unable to play games that
we often refer to as “childish”: their social development is more restricted. If an exceptionally
able five-year-old spends her free time doing algebra, says Anguera, she often doesn’'t want to
spend time with a peer who prefers to play with cars. Yet once a child is left out of some
social situations, her opportunity to catch up or learn these skills diminishes.

Kendall identifies several characteristics common among gifted children who have no
identified behavioural disorders. One trait is that many of them are deeply anxious, usually as
a result of over-thinking everything. “Your brain has the capacity to work out all the variables,’
she explains, “so it inevitably does.” Hilary emailed me about her son, Lorenzo: “I am finding it
increasingly difficult to cope with his heightened emotion and anxiety” Lorenzo, now 12,
became a member of Mensa two years ago and so has opportunities to mix with other very
bright kids both in person and online. Lorenzo scored 162 in his iq test (“Same as Einstein,’
Hilary tells me. I don’'t have the heart to tell her that Einstein never had his iq measured). He
worries incessantly: “Waiting for a flight to Hong Kong recently, he asked so many questions
about what might go wrong with the plane that the waiting hall cleared around us.”

The sleeping pattern of such children often differs from the norm: switching off their brains
can be very difficult. The mother of one gifted child told me that he didn’t sleep for more than
90 minutes at a stretch until he was nearly five.

The emotional and physical health associations with genius don't stop there. The American
branch of Mensa, which has more than 50,000 members, refers to its affiliates as having
“hyper brains”. A recent survey of its members suggested that people with exceptionally high
intelligence very often have what Kazimierz Dabrowski, a Polish psychologist, dubs
“over-excitabilities” or “super-sensibilities”, such as a heightened awareness of one of the five



senses, experiencing extremely intense emotions or having very high levels of energy. Among
these individuals, the incidence of depression, anxiety and adhd is higher than in the average
population.

Giftedness may even be linked with physiological conditions such as food allergies, asthma
and autoimmune diseases, which sometimes go hand-in-hand with “sensory processing
disorder”. For many exceptionally intelligent individuals, everyday stimuli such as a radio
playing in the background, the colour or texture of food, a vibrant display on a classroom wall
or a scratchy label in a piece of clothing can become almost unbearable. Because his brain
function is so acute, Lorenzo’s senses are more than usually finely tuned, believes Hilary. “He
can hear things that we can’t. He can find it impossible to do his homework in a room that
would seem to most people completely silent.”

“Neurologically, high iq goes with increased efficiency in neural functioning,” says Sonja Falck,
a psychotherapist in Britain who works almost exclusively with clients of “extreme
intelligence”. “That’s measurable,” continues Falck. “If a person is getting a lot of stimulation
and processing it very quickly, they are susceptible to being over-stimulated.”

Many gifted children struggle with failure. The trouble, Kendall explains, is that if youre
known for being a brainbox you don't have to try, and so don't build up resilience. She works
with many bright children who “won’t put pen to paper”. At workshops she runs for gifted
children, the kids sometimes play Twister, a game where players contort themselves over a
mat covered with coloured dots. “Theyre in hysterics,” Kendall says. “You can't get it right so
you're teaching them to do something just for the joy of it”

“MUMMY,I'M
NOT PRETTY.
IT"SMY
CHROMOSOMES
FAULT,”
ANNOUNCED
LIZZIE

AGED THREE




Rebecca’s daughter Lizzie is five. She was conceived with donor sperm and her biological
father had three degrees. Ahead of her first birthday she was using whole sentences. She
completed a puzzle with 48 pieces in which she had to match pictures to the corresponding
words at 16 months. By her second birthday she could recite “The Gruffalo”, a 24-page
children’s story written in rhyme; when Rebecca forgot her face-cloth at bath time, Lizzie
chided, “Mummy, you are an abomination!” Aged three, she announced, “Mummy, I'm not
pretty. It's my chromosomes’ fault” But like many gifted children, she can become distraught if
she gets things wrong. “Some days I feel sorry for her,” says Rebecca. “I just want her to be as
normal as possible.

That is difficult. Ahead of play dates, Rebecca clears away Lizzie’s toys so that the other
mothers can't see how advanced she is. People look for gifted children to fail, says Rebecca,
“T've learned to cover for Lizzie” Rebecca teaches children with special needs, but says that
for her daughter’s particular needs “there’s nothing”.

Sonja Falck is wary of the word “gifted” because “it connotes privilege”, in that the gifted
person is seen as having an advantage over everyone else. But it's not necessarily an
advantage. “Someone who is gifted, but who grows up in an environment that is not
supportive, can really suffer. This suffering is hugely under-acknowledged” Falck tells me
about a client of hers who had an abortion: she couldn’t bear the idea of giving birth to a child
who might suffer for her “gifts” as she had.

Emily’s son Peter is nine. Since he was tiny he has preferred adult company to that of his
peers: “At nursery, he used to sob all morning,” says Emily. Physically fragile and a loner, he
has ended up in hospital three times after being beaten up at school. In common with many
gifted children he has difficulty eating because he is hyper-sensitive to food textures. But for
Peter, as for many other children, the greatest problem is that humdrum, day-to-day life is so
hard to deal with. He finds school crushingly dull. His head teacher doesn’t see that this is a
problem. “A bit of boredom is quite good for you,” he told Emily.

But boredom can be torture. A gifted student needs a fraction of the hours to master agcse
subject that the school curriculum typically devotes to that subject, suggests Falck. She
compares it to a seasoned runner being forced every day to trudge in step with people who
walk extremely slowly.

How best to educate a gifted child? The challenges are complex and often competing. On the
one hand they are able to master material sooner and more rapidly than their peers. On the
other, because the social skills of many such children are poorly developed, it can be
extremely difficult for them to be a child in the traditional sense, to fit in and to learn many of
the non-verbal, non-testable skills that social activity teaches you in preparation for being an
adult. And without meaning to, such children may come across as smart-arses who, even with
the best of intentions, other kids and adults may simply not wish to be around. Adults,
especially teachers, may find extremely clever children threatening: a small child talking to



you as an equal can put you on the back foot. They literally know more than the adults around
them and can’t help but tell them so.

After Tom’s assessment at Potential Plus, Chrissie sought advice on how best to educate him.
It was obvious to her that his south-London primary school couldn’t cope. Apart from his first
teacher at the school, whom Tom describes as “incredible” and who encouraged his interest in
maths by sitting with him during break times to work through problems, his other teachers
seemed to hate him. One appeared to enjoy belittling him, announcing to the class that “Tom
found maths hard today,” while neglecting to mention that he was doing work meant for
children ten years older than him.

Chrissie was told she had two options: she could either home-school Tom or send him to a
private school that could give him more individual attention. Both ideas horrified her. She
disagreed with home-schooling on principle - surely it would exacerbate his feeling of
isolation. Private school was beyond the family’s financial means, but Tom received a bursary
and now attends a respected, selective school in London, where the annual fees are £20,000.
He still struggles to relate to other kids, and finds the economic disparity between him and
his fellow pupils shocking. But he finds the teaching more stimulating. “I do like her, and she
has given me harder work,” he says of his maths teacher.

Debate rages about the wisdom of accelerating children out of their age group. If they are
moved up, they may struggle socially. If they stay down, they may switch off intellectually.
Students need social and psychological support, says Leonie Kronborg of the University of
Monash in Australia. She points to programmes for gifted adolescents like the Early Entrance
Programme at the University of Washington in America: young teenagers can begin studying
at university as part of a group of similarly advanced people their own age, so they are
intellectually stimulated but keep socialising with their peers.

Faced with sons and daughters who are bored and miserable at school, many parents of gifted
children opt to take things into their own hands. Chrissie’s fears aside, home-schooling is
surprisingly common for gifted children of highly educated parents. In the mid-1980s a father
and daughter, Harry and Ruth Lawrence, made a striking pair, travelling around Oxford on a
tandem bicycle. Harry had given up his career in computing and home-educated Ruth since
she was five; at 12 she won a place to study maths at Oxford University. Harry accompanied
Ruth to all her lectures, making sure that she never “wasted” time by socialising with other
young people. She now works as a respected - but not outstanding — mathematician. When
she had her first child, she vowed not to push him to move any faster academically than he
wanted to.

Some countries have cultivated an educational environment that is welcoming to gifted
children. Singapore runs a highly selective programme designed to identify the most
exceptionally intelligent students each year. At the age of eight or nine all children are
assessed in maths, English and reasoning. The top 1% are transferred from “normal” classes to
the Gifted Education Programme which is run in nine primary schools up to the age of 12.



They can then choose whether to attend certain secondary schools that offer such classes.
Selected children get “personalised education plans” that include teaching on particular
topics in greater depth and breadth, access to additional self-taught online courses,
placement in higher classes for specific subjects, and early admission to primary school for
very young children. But emphasising educational attainment has proved controversial. Since
2007, there have been efforts to increase socialisation between children of different abilities.

Such an approach reflects a very traditional idea of intelligence - using certain types of tests
to identify children with apparently innate intellectual abilities. Elsewhere educationalists are
using a broader range of methods to spot highly intelligent children and increasing their focus
on attitudes and personality traits often found in the most successful people - the drive, for
instance, that Deborah Eyre talks about. In Project Bright Idea, a programme at Duke
University in North Carolina, 10,000 ordinary nursery and primary-school children were
taught using methods usually applied to the cleverest kids - fostering high expectations,
encouraging complex problem-solving and developing meta-cognition (“thinking about
thinking”). Nearly all of them went on to do much better in tests than their comparable peers.

What will become of Tom and Ophelia, Lizzie, Lorenzo and Peter? Raj Chetty, an American
economist at Harvard University has calculated that those who score in the top 5% of
standard tests at primary school are many times more likely than the other 95% to file patents
as adults - and that probability is far higher among bright kids from rich families. Whatever
their natural talents, children whose aptitudes are nurtured and given opportunities have a
far better chance in life.

But gifted children do not necessarily shine later on. Some are what Chetty refers to as “lost
Einsteins™: children who weren’t given an outlet for their intelligence or the encouragement to
stretch their intellect, or who needed help to deal with the isolation of their experience. There
are those whose abilities are missed by the limitations of iq tests. And there are the many
exceptional children who face barriers in later years because they never developed the
interpersonal skills needed to succeed in the workplace or the wider world of social activity.

In the 1920s Lewis Terman, an American psychologist, studied 1,500 children with very high
intelligence. Others followed up that group 70 years later. They found that they had
accomplished no more than their socio-economic status would have predicted. One child
Terman excluded as not bright enough, William Shockley, had co-invented the transistor and
won the Nobel prize in physics.

And an unhappy childhood stays with you. Kim Ung-yong was a child prodigy in South Korea.
Now a civil engineer in his 50s, he feels he was cheated of a childhood. He began speaking at
six months and had mastered four languages by the age of two. He gained his first phd aged
eight, and was then headhunted to work for nasa. “I led my life like a machine,” he has said. “I
woke up, solved the daily assigned equation, ate, slept...I was lonely and had no friends.” Even



Albert Einstein, one of the most emblematic examples of genius, wrote in 1952: “It is strange
to be known so universally and yet be so lonely”

That’s a bleak message for the child geniuses of today. Looking to the future, Tom’s mum
Chrissie doesn’'t seem hopeful. “Show me a story of a child like this which ends well,” she says.
“They don’t exist” Then she turns to Tom reassuringly. “Maybe you will be the first”



	We see exceptional intelligence as a blessing. So why, asks Maggie Fergusson, are so many brilliant children miserable misfits? 

