REDUCING STRESS:  

HELPING TWICE-EXCEPTIONAL STUDENTS UNDERSTAND THEIR EXCEPTIONALITIES

by Patricia Schuler

     Years ago I read  about a child who was learning disabled.  He didn’t understand what his disability meant, couldn’t write or do math, spent hours doing homework, needed a tutor, hated his English teacher, but loved tennis and baseball.  I remember his comment about it would look if he really showed the way he felt in class.  He described it “like a tornado that hit the school, and people would hear it in China.”  (Bobrick, 1994)  His words have stayed with me as I work with twice-exceptional kids.

     Twice-exceptional (2e) children live a daily struggle trying to understand themselves and the educational world they face.  We often hear their frustration, anger, stress, anxiety, and denial.  We often see their depressive symptoms, fear of failure, dependency, and social distress.  They struggle to maintain a precarious balance between dealing with the expectations of being gifted and desperately trying to cope with learning, emotional, and social difficulties.

     Being aware of this emotional toll is critical in helping 2e students.  Equally important is recognizing the emotional issues they’re apt to encounter at each stage of school.  In the book To Be Gifted and Learning Disables, Drs. Baum and Owen provide a framework for these issues.  At the elementary level, fear of embarrassment and looking stupid in front of peers is paramount.  middle and high school students may experience feeling overwhelmed, isolated, and alienated along with fear of failure or success, and fear that their disability will be exposed.  At all levels, these children can experience a lowered sense of self-efficacy, negative perception of self-worth, frustration, procrastination, underachievement, anger, anxiety, and depression.

Finding Stressors

     How can adults uncover the stressors related to being twice exceptional that affect the children or adolescents in our lives?  And how can they gain insight into the way these stressors affect young people?  Here are some effective strategies that take only a few minutes to use:


•• STRESS BOXES.  This strategy comes from Jean Sunde Peterson’s book, Talk with Teens About Self and Stress.  The steps the students follows are:


1.  Draw five small horizontal boxes in a row at the bottom of a sheet and put the word “Me” in each box.


2.  Draw five larger boxes, one above each of the smaller ones.


3.  In each large box, write a specific stressor related to school distress.  (Examples: giving presentation in front of the class, being bored - not having anything to do at school, homework - already know it, too repetitious, gets in the way of fun time at home, can’t think of how to write my ideas, failing - it makes me feel awful)



4.  Draw a line between each Me box and the stressor in the larger box.  Show the intensity of the stressor by how heavy you make the line.  The thicker the line, the more this stressor bothers you.


5.  Show whether the stressor is short-term or long-term.  For a short-term stressor (over in less than a month), place an “X” above the large box.  For a long-term stressor, draw a circle around the larger box.


•• “WHAT’S ON YOUR PLATE?”    This idea comes from Nate, who as a second grader told me his “plate was beyond overflowing!”  The student follows these steps using a large white paper plate:


1.  Write or draw on the plate all of the things/activities/responsibilities/worries happening in your school life.


2.  Show which take up the most time.


3.  Show which are the most (or the least) stressful.


4.  Show which you would like to have more time for.


5.  Turn the paper plate over and write or draw how you help yourself deal with these stressors -- who helps you and what you think you need to deal with each.


NOTE that adults are likely to find homework issues on these plates, and that children rarely list individual strategies for dealing with the stressors.


•• INSPIRATION SOFTWARE.  Students can visually depict the stressors in their school and/or home lives using this software.  It’s a remarkable tool to use with visual learners or with students reluctant to share thoughts and feelings verbally.  [For information on Inspiration, see the website: www.Inspiration.com]


•• PMI ABOUT RISK TAKING.  PMI stands for Positive, Minus (or Negative, and Interesting.  Students can use this rating system to orally or visually share what happens when they take academic, social, or emotional risks.

  
 •• QUOTATIONS.   Use quotations to provoke deep discussions with students about being different or taking risks.  For example, you might ask who said, “I didn’t belong as a kid and that always bothered me.  If only I’d known that one day my differences would be an asset.”  Although children may now known that the quote is from Bette Midler, they can identify with the sadness, frustration, and isolation of her experience.  Other useful quotes include:


> “If you worried about falling off the bike, you’d never get on.”  (Lance Armstrong) 


>  “Whether you believe you can or believe you can’t, either way you’re right.”  (Henry Ford)

>  “You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face…You must do the thing you cannot do." (Eleanor Roosevelt)

>  "My one aim was to do a thing well, and to excel if possible." (Josephine Demott Robinson, horse-riding circus performer)


>  "To have that sense of one's intrinsic worth…is potentially to have everything…." 

(Joan Didion)


>  “You miss one hundred percent of the shots you never take.”  (Wayne Gretsky)

Dealing with Stressors

     Once twice-exceptional students acknowledge their stressors, the focus can shift to developing a plan for working with these issues.  An important first step is helping children understand their exceptionalities, both their areas of strength and of weakness.  Learning about their strengths begins by discussing what being smart of gifted/talented “really” means.  Discuss intellectual and personality characteristics as well as above average abilities in different areas.  a good way to start is by examining the lives of famous gifted individuals.  It also helps to look at people in the child’s daily life -- parent, sibling, friend, grandparent, the school nurse, the principal, a particular teacher, etc. -- who have high abilities and are intense, creative, insightful, and so forth.

     Twice-exceptional students need to become experts about themselves so they can share with others what helps them to be successful.  Discovering their learning styles and whether they tend toward introversion or extraversion, for example, helps them to know themselves, an initial step toward self-advocacy.  Explaining how the educational system works by using a flow chart also helps students see that advocacy for appropriate and sufficient services can begin with them and their parents.

     Students are ready to examine their areas of weakness once they begin to recognize and accept their giftedness and all its manifestations, from intense feelings to creative ideas.  It’s not unusual for 2e students to express denial of this side of themselves.  Helping them to fully understand their disabilities or deficits leads them to see that these are only a part of who they are.  Children may need time to accept this unwanted force in their lives, to come to see that they will have to deal with it on many levels: academically, socially, and emotionally.  In time, although sometimes reluctantly, their focus on “Why me?” turns to an acknowledgment that they need to learn compensatory strategies.

     Students can learn about this other side of themselves -- their other exceptionality -- in a variety of ways.  On the Internet two excellent sources of information are www.ldonline and www.SparkTop.org (for kids 8-12).  A web site that provides excellent overviews of how the brain processes information and emotions is www.explainthebrain.com

     Books offer a wonderful way to see how others, whether whether real of fictional, deal with having two exceptionalities.  Several that are particularly effective include:


••  The Hank Zipper series, by Henry Winkler (creativity/dyslexia)


••  No Excuses, by Kyle Maynard (wrestling/physical disability)

••  Reach for the Moon, by Samantha Abel (writing/dyscalculia)


••  Learning Outside the Lines, by Mooney and Cole (writing/dyslexia, visual arts/AHD)

     Using back issues of 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter to highlight certain exceptionalities, like Central Auditory Processing Disorder, Asperger’s, Dyslexia, or ADHD, gives students another way to gain factual information and relieve some of their stress.  It helps them reduce their feeling of isolation to discover that others also have similar experiences.

     Other powerful tools are videos and DVDs.  Some that twice-exceptional students find helpful include:


••  I Have Tourette’s, but Tourette’s Doesn’t Have Me


••  Jake’s Story and The Kids Panel (Obsessive Compulsive Disorder)


••  Ennis’ Gift  (learning differences)


••  What the Silenced Say  (personal experiences with dyslexia and AD/HD)


••  Misunderstood Minds (children’s experiences with unique learning differences)

     Sometimes it can be a life-altering experience for students to speak with older people who are twice exceptional to find out how they navigated their school, home, and social worlds.  My experience is that many successful 2e adults enjoy sharing their experiences -- the pain they felt, how they overcame hurdles, how they set goals, who helped their progress, and how knowledge and perseverance paid off.

     Once students begin their journey in understanding themselves, their anxiety tends to lessen.  To help them organize the information they gather, I have the students create two binders, one to keep at my office and one for home.  In them are sections for information from these categories:


••  Self-Advocacy


••  Strengths/Interests


••  Current Data (learning style, report cards, test results, etc.)


••  IEP or 504 Plan


••  Strategies


••  Middle School, High School, College Preparation


••  Resources/Articles

     Organizing information about themselves keeps the students on track for learning additional strategies.  It’s also a way to continue gathering more data as they learn to become independent learners and to deal with their emotional issues.

The Result?

     Using a variety to explore who they are helps twice-exceptional students discover that they are complex individuals with unique needs.  They are, as one 8-year old girl told me, “kaleidoscopic!”  Self-identification is a powerful way to begin the therapeutic process in counseling or to start providing services in a school setting.  Focusing initially on developing a student’s abilities, strengths, and interests lays the groundwork for building a trusting relationship, essential to introducing compensatory strategies, accommodations, and/or modifications.  Doing something different may evoke intense feelings.  Students will, however, be more receptive to taking risks and learning helping strategies once they recognize, understand, and accept their intellectual and emotional exceptionalities.

     It is our responsibility to help twice-exceptional children discover their strengths and limitations and to reframe the gifted/other exceptionality experience.  By doing so, they will learn that their differences are assets to be acknowledged, accepted, and perhaps even celebrated.
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