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After a comprehensive review of the literature,
Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, and Worrell (2011)
concluded that giftedness is
the manifestation of performance that is
clearly at the upper end of the distribution in a talent domain even relative to
other high-functioning individuals in
that domain. Further, giftedness can be
viewed as developmental in that in the
beginning stages, potential is the key
variable; in later stages, achievement is
the measure of giftedness; and in fully
developed talents, eminence is the basis
on which this label is granted. (p. 3)
In our discussion of gifted girls and women, we
accept this definition and Subotnik et al.’s developmental perspective—with several caveats. First,
gifted education literature is itself gendered. In
the early literature, the failure of gifted women to
achieve eminence was simply accepted without
question (Terman & Oden, 1935), and the reasons for this failure were superficially examined.
Throughout a century of research in sex d
 ifferences
studies, intellectual abilities that were found to
be higher in boys were given disproportionate
emphasis. The “mathematics gap” was investigated
intensely—until it disappeared (Hyde, 2014).
Mathematical precocity was studied thoroughly
in longitudinal studies, whereas verbal p
 recocity,
where girls have a moderate advantage, has languished (Kerr & McKay, 2014). The failure of
women to achieve the highest levels in science,

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
was accorded millions in funding and has garnered
hundreds of articles, but most of the emphasis, until
the last decade, focused on intrapsychic variables
(e.g., lack of self-efficacy, math anxiety) rather than
obvious social and cultural variables (e.g., childrearing). As women closed the gap in many areas of
STEM, interest turned overwhelmingly to narrow,
specific abilities (e.g., spatial–visual rotation), where
boys still held the advantage—even though these
abilities were found to be highly influenced by experience and quite malleable (Uttal et al., 2013).
The temptation toward essentialism—the
belief that boys and girls are essentially different
in abilities, personalities, and interests—is strong
in gifted education. Even the concept of eminence
is itself gendered, because male-dominated fields
such as physics, architecture, and philosophy are
considered to require “genius” (Leslie, Cimpian,
Meyer, & Freeland, 2015), whereas lists of eminent
nurses, social workers, and textile artists are
nowhere to be found.
Second, although many authors in gifted education implore scholars to consider the impact of race,
socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, and other
intersectionalities, the actual quantity of research on
these variables is sparse, and the majority of studies
of giftedness continue to focus mainly on White
youth and adults from privileged backgrounds.
With inequality growing in the United States and
the world, and the continuing oppression of racial,
sexual, and religious minorities, it seems important
that the construct of distance from privilege be
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considered along with intellectual abilities and
psychological factors in predictions of a chievement
and eminence. Smart Girls in the Twenty-First
Century (Kerr & McKay, 2014) is based on a model
of female talent development as the interaction of
abilities, personality, passion, and privilege with
education, opportunities, and gender relations. This
model of female talent development is an expanded
and validated version of the Noble, Subotnik, and
Arnold (1999) model of talent development that
explains how the foundations of ability, personality,
passions, and distance from privilege meet the filters
of education, opportunities, and gender relations to
result in women’s participation in public or personal
spheres of achievements. In this chapter, we try to
note wherever presence or absence of privilege may
mediate or moderate the results of investigations.
What follows is an attempt to highlight all
the research at the intersection of giftedness and
gender—with attention to other intersectionalities
that may make it more or less likely that a gifted girl
will achieve eminence in her field.
Foundations of Talent
Development: Young Gifted Girls
Young gifted girls are building the foundations of
talent development as they manifest their intellectual abilities and are encouraged with appropriate
challenges. They display the temperaments that will
form the basis of their personalities, and parents
socialize them by encouraging or discouraging characteristics like curiosity, independence, sociability,
and striving. As is true for all human children, talent development is a constant dance of nature and
nurture, and the realization of potential must take
into account not only ability and temperament,
but also those abilities and characteristics that will
be encouraged by family, teachers, and culture
(Ackerman, 2014).

fascinated and ready to learn, bright female infants
may show these signs, as well as greater inhibitory
control and perceptual sensitivity than bright male
infants or average infants of both sexes (Else-Quest
et al., 2006).
According to several studies, girls outperform
boys in the acquisition and use of verbal information,
and this begins early as young girls pick up the
meaning of words and try to use them appropriately
(Hyde & Lynn, 1988).

Early Reading
Gifted girls are more likely to read earlier (between
ages 3 and 5) than average (between ages 5 and 7),
and intellectually gifted girls are even more likely
to read precociously (Lovas, 2011). Large studies
of precocious readers have found that very little of
what could be called “teaching” of reading takes
place for these children (Stainthorp & Hughes,
2004). Rather, reading begins within a warm, playful
relationship with a parent or caregiver who engages
in storytelling, reading aloud, and word play.
Not all precocious readers are later identified
as gifted; however, many children later identified
as gifted—especially girls—were found to be early
readers (Kerr & McKay, 2014). Although precocious reading does often indicate giftedness, Stainthorp and Hughes (2004) noted that it is wrong to
assume any child who is reading at age 3 or 4 is just
memorizing or decoding words without comprehension. Many gifted girls have superior ability to pick
up the skills of reading and to read independently,
as long as they have access to the sounds of the
alphabet and phonemes. Follow-up studies have
shown that, even by age 11, early readers maintain
their advantage in reading skill and vocabulary.
Unfortunately, myths about reading precocity have
often led school administrators to ignore early reading as a sign of giftedness (Kerr & McKay, 2014).

Early Admission to Kindergarten
Early Signs of Intelligence
Meta-analyses in infant research (Kavšek, 2004)
consistently show that early signs of visual habituation (getting used to a stimulus quickly) and
rehabituation (quickly recognizing a familiar stimulus) are indeed linked to later intelligence. Easily
400

When gifted programs are not available, early
admittance to kindergarten may be the best option
for challenging gifted girls. Many school districts
resist this, however, where delaying kindergarten,
especially for boys, is considered an acceptable
way of ensuring larger size and social maturity.
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In some places, laws or school district policies prevent 4-year-olds from entering kindergarten, despite
the fact that it is often the best choice for gifted
girls, who often are more advanced in emotional and
social development (Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross,
2004; Gagné & Gagnier, 2004).
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Precocity in Specific Abilities
Across studies, most creatively eminent i ndividuals
show an early passion for a specific intellectual
activity. Early engagement is critical in some fields
(e.g., music), where few achieve eminence who did
not begin their career as children, and other, later
developing talents (e.g., writing). Great accomplishment in any field is directly related not only to
ability, but opportunities for early engagement and
practice (Ackerman, 2014). For girls, an early passion not only builds important skills, but also may
provide resilience in the face societal pressures to
redirect interests.
Precocity is often observed at early ages in
three domains: music, language, and m
 athematics.
Research has emphasized the importance of early
nurturance of musical talent (Haroutounian, 2002).
Musically gifted children usually show signs of
noticing off-key music, remembering melodies,
singing in tune, enjoyment of playing instruments,
rhythmic ways of moving, humming, tapping, and
sensitivity to sounds. Musically gifted girls need
early development of this ability, but privilege often
determines whether individualized instruction is
available.
One of the most neglected specific abilities in
the United States and other English-speaking countries is linguistic ability. Many myths have been
perpetuated about the early learning of another
language. Teachers and speech therapists may insist
that learning a second language will interfere in
language learning, even though the opposite is true
(McAlister, 2009). Nearly all children will learn to
speak an unaccented second and third language by
age 4, if they begin hearing and speaking in all of
the languages. Gifted girls who speak less-privileged
languages in the home, especially Hispanic girls,
may not have their bilingualism noticed as a talent.
Given gifted girls’ superior development of verbal
fluency compared with boys (Hyde, 2014), learning

a second language in early childhood may be particularly important for girls.
Much has been written about development of talent in mathematics (Richardson & Benbow, 1990;
Rotigel & Fello, 2004). Unfortunately for gifted
girls, common stereotypes and myths about boys’
superiority in math may prevent parents and teachers from noticing math ability in girls (Jacobs &
Bleeker, 2004). Like mathematical ability, there is a
tendency for scholars to emphasize sex differences
in spatial ability, which also favors boys (Hyde &
Mertz, 2009). These differences are seen most often
in tests that emphasize tasks that are particularly
interesting to boys (e.g., imagining how something
mechanical works). Gifted girls need early challenge
in mathematics, as well as the opportunity to
practice spatial–visual skills.

First Friends and Play
All children pass through developmental stages
in their understanding of friendship, and girls are
consistently more advanced than boys in their
choices and expectations for friendships. Historically, most educators have thought that gifted children’s social needs were mainly for intellectual
equals who could discuss ideas on the same level
(Hollingworth, 1929). Friendship is critical to
children’s development, particularly when children
are exceptional or twice exceptional (i.e., having giftedness and a learning disability; Asher, Brachial, &
McDonald, 2013). A study on the friendships of 700
children of average, moderate, and high intellectual
ability found that gifted children also need friends
who had developed to higher levels of understanding of friendship (Gross & van Vliet, 2005). Highly
gifted, young children want a “sure shelter” in a
friend—someone who provides and receives trust,
fidelity, and compassion. Even moderately gifted
girls mature more rapidly than gifted boys and average girls and boys in their friendship needs, and
seek the company of other gifted children or older
children. When they are forced to learn, play, and
socialize with children of the same age, gifted girl
will often become the “odd girl out,” because neither
group understands why gifted girls are different.
As has been found previously, from Terman
(1925) to Kerr and McKay (2014), the interests,
401
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aspirations, and play activities of gifted girls are
more like those of gifted boys than they are like
those of average girls. Gifted children of both sexes
tend to be androgynous in their interests and activities. Highly gifted and creative girls sometimes face
rejection from other children because of their
unusual interests—and this may lead to gifted girls
preferring solitude. It appears from the few studies of very young gifted girls, however, that most
of them manage to combine their adventurous,
problem-solving, exploratory activities with more
traditionally feminine play interests (Kerr &
McKay, 2014).
Three decades ago, boys’ and girls’ books, toys,
clothes, and games were much less segregated; however, Disney’s discovery of the marketing power of
princesses and their explosion of princess product
lines led to greater differentiation among girls and
boys (Orenstein, 2011). Developmental psychologists described how from 2 to 4 years old, children
have very rigid, concrete notions about gender categories. These categories are formed through superficial cues (e.g., clothes and toys that make them
boys or girls), and they are eager to show that they
understand their category and anxious about any
change in the cues that make their gender less obvious. Gifted girls need opportunities to transcend
these rigid gender categories when they are ready,
and nongendered toys need to be available.

Gifted Girls in Schools
The most sweeping changes to public education
in the United States have occurred because of
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB; 2002), and
its requirements for frequent testing with state-
developed assessments showing adequate yearly
progress in raising scores on tests (Gallagher, 2004).
The Thomas B. Fordham Institute has documented
the ways in which NCLB has negatively affected
gifted children by focusing teacher attention on
slower learners (Finn, 2014). Compared with gifted
boys, gifted girls may draw less attention to themselves (Kerr & Cohn, 2001). In addition, parents of
boys may be more likely to push for school accommodations for their sons. A substantial number of
teachers view parents of gifted children as pushy
and elitist, particularly when they ask for some form
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of acceleration, which is viewed negatively by half of
all teachers, according to a national survey (Siegle &
McCoach, 2005). As a result, gifted girls may be
invisible in the classroom, even camouflaging their
abilities. Girls who use these coping skills can blend
into the classroom so well that their teachers are
often surprised when high scores on intelligence
or achievement tests show these girls’ true abilities
(Swiatek, 2002). NCLB has worsened this situation
because teachers are required to focus on the needs
of less-able students.
Teachers who have had some training in gifted
education are much more positive about gifted children and more effective in teaching gifted children
(Hong, Green, & Hartzell, 2011). Teachers with
training not only notice gifted girls, but can recognize their coping strategies. These teachers have
knowledge of the many models of gifted education
and choose those strategies that fit the individual
child. Unfortunately for gifted girls of less privilege,
access to gifted education is unlikely; parents with
financial means are choosing private education
(Reardon, 2013) and homeschooling (Rivero, 2002)
more often, where there is greater access to acceleration and educational enrichment.

Alone Time
A major theme in the lives of eminent women in
arts, sciences, and humanities is the importance of
solitude. Because gifted girls are socialized to value
popularity, friendship, and gregariousness more
than gifted boys, they often are pressured to play
with others when they prefer to be alone (Kerr &
McKay, 2014). Solitude for gifted girls provides time
for imaginative play, engagement with nature, and
the friendship of books. Scholarship and creativity
require a high tolerance for being alone, and it is in
childhood that girls are most likely to learn the skills
of solitude. When girls are given too much guidance, too many directions for how to play, and too
many rules for what to do when playing alone, they
may never develop a sense of inner freedom and
playfulness of spirit. Even those whose temperament
is toward emotional independence may be required
to conform to the expectation that girls be sociable.
Most female scientists began their careers as
girls exploring the outdoors and making things; but
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parents tend to provide fewer of these experiences
to their daughters than to their sons (Eccles, 2015).
Female artists developed their sense of organic form
and color through experiences in nature (Kerr &
McKay, 2014). Female leaders may practice their
capacity to nurture, teach, and lead by caring for
animals. Alone time allows gifted girls to spend time
immersed in their explorations.
Finally, for many gifted girls, books are considered their best friends. Voracious reading in
early childhood is a characteristic of most eminent
women (Kerr & McKay, 2014). Access to books
(e.g., through library membership) and the Internet
provides girls with ways to explore the world in a
self-directed way during alone time.
Filters: Education, Guidance,
and Gender Relations of the
Adolescent Gifted Girl
In the 1990s, public attention focused on the
sudden shift that occurred in the self-expression of
adolescent girls, and several books written at this
time had important implications for gifted girls.
Adolescent girls, according to Brown and Gilligan
(1993), stood at the crossroads; only a few continued with confidence in the opinions and values
they held as children. Others seemed to lose faith
in their own voices as they attempted to conform to
an image of girls as shy, withholding, and m
 odest.
In Schoolgirls, Orenstein (2013) described the drop
in self-esteem that occurs between ages 11 and 17,
which was common in the 1990s. Twenty years
later, adolescent girls have caught up and surpassed
boys in achievement in many academic domains,
and score similarly in self-esteem (Hyde & Mertz,
2009). Gifted girls, however, still lack confidence in
their intellectual abilities compared with gifted boys.
Dai (2002) reviewed the literature on gifted girls’
motivation for achievement and concluded that
despite the advances in gifted girls’ achievement,
significant work needs to be done if they are to fulfill
their potential.

developmental period, the middle-school movement
held that education should primarily prepare young
people for participation in a diverse, democratic
society, and that collaboration, community, and
teamwork should be emphasized over competitiveness (National Middle School Association, 2005).
Proponents of the middle-school movement thought
that the best way to achieve their ideals was with
heterogeneous groupings; thus, grouping by ability
became rare. Only in math, where the differences in
ability are so vast that something must be done for
very low-performing students (under NCLB), will
these schools offer some cluster grouping by ability.
For gifted girls, who are advanced intellectually and
socially, middle school may represent a stressful
period of boredom and frustration. Although girls
in general like collaborative learning, the favored
method of teaching in middle school, gifted girls
may dislike the way they often end up doing most of
the work (Ramsay & Richards, 1997).

Talent Search and Gifted Girls
Talent search programs are run by u
 niversities in several regions throughout the United States and internationally (Lee, Matthews, & O
 lszewski-Kubilius,
2008). They provide high quality, accelerated, and
enriched gifted programming during summers and
online to elementary and middle school students
who receive high scores on college entrance exams
(e.g., ACT, SAT) during the seventh grade. In
the past, special programs were only available to
students who scored at or above the mean for high
school seniors; now, however, there are hundreds of
programs offering challenging courses to students
with a wide variety of criteria. Sadly, there are still
schools that do not encourage gifted students to
apply to these programs. In poor schools serving
minority students, the required testing and tuition
may be considered prohibitively expensive. Gifted
girls are less likely to take advantage of these programs if they are not confident in their abilities
and may be more reluctant than gifted boys to take
academic risks (Brody & Mills, 2005).

Middle School

Skipping High School

Characterized by a strong ideology centered
on the belief that early adolescence is a distinct

Skipping high school entirely may be a viable option
for gifted girls, according to Solow and Rhodes
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(2012), who studied the long-term impact of early
college entrance and special guidance on girls.
Many parents, and even the girls themselves, had
trepidations about skipping high school and going
straight to college. This radical acceleration turned
out to be effective in providing highly gifted young
women development of their intellect and a feeling
of a proper fit in the world; the specialized guidance
and strong community supported their development
(Solow & Rhodes, 2012). Like Talent search programs, opportunities for girls of lower privilege are
limited by expense and their lack of exposure to
special programs.

High School and Preparation for College
By high school, most gifted girls gain confidence
and become involved in a wide variety of activities
with less adult supervision outside of regular classrooms. Currently, it is specialized high schools,
“exam schools,” and residential high schools for
gifted students that provide maximum opportunities
for the development of talents. When opportunities
are available, most academically talented gifted girls
will maintain high academic achievement, as well
as hold leadership positions in school activities
(Mendez, 2000).
At one time, adolescent gifted girls would fall
behind gifted boys in their career aspirations; however, they now continue to have high aspirations
throughout high school and while planning for
college. Given proper guidance, gifted girls know
that they can strive for medical school, law school,
or graduate school. They often have a career goal
and at least a partial plan for getting there. Exploring their options for college is easier with parental
support and the financial means to visit various college campuses, but it is important that girls begin
thinking about college as early as their sophomore
year of high school. Similarly, retrospective studies
of gifted women who made early decisions about
college found they had fulfilling career goals and
significant relationships, as well as greater life satisfaction; they also reported being happy, proud,
and satisfied with their relationships, as well as with
their financial success (Perrone et al., 2006).
In poor communities and in underfunded
schools, gifted girls are exposed to low expectations
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held for their peer group. Studies of talented at-risk
girls, as well as studies of high-achieving minorities,
showed that the adolescent gifted girls who had
strong support of their families, who were provided
with homes and safe out-of-school environments,
and who were engaged in church and community
activities were likely to survive, and even thrive
(Kerr & Robinson-Kurpius, 2004). In African
American communities, churches provided safe
places to interact with teens and adults, and often
offered musical and leadership activities that were
missing at school. In many poor communities,
strong athletic involvement provides not only a safe
place but also a chance to stay healthy and strong.
Athletic activities are a protective factor in reducing
teen pregnancy, substance abuse, and exposure to
violence (Johnson, Roberts, & Worell, 1999). For
Hispanic girls, the extended family is a safety net;
for American Indian communities, tribal involvement provides a strong sense of identity and pride
that protect gifted girls against threats to their selfesteem (Kerr, Kurpius, & Harkins, 2004).

The Role of Advanced Placement,
International Baccalaureate, and
Honors Programs
Too often, the only gifted education programs available to bright students in high school are advanced
placement (AP) and international baccalaureate
courses and honor societies. Although students
in these programs do perceive themselves to have
higher stress than students in regular curriculum,
they are as well-adjusted as their peers in regular
programs (Suldo & Shaunessy-Dedrick, 2013). In
fact, these programs amount to a “narrow escape”
from boredom and social competition in high school
culture (Hertberg-Davis & Callahan, 2008). Because
these courses and honors usually come later in high
school, freshman and sophomore gifted girls may
continue to suffer the same neglect they experienced
in middle school. On the positive side, AP courses
provide a valuable opportunity to move ahead
through college level material, allowing the student
with qualifying test scores to enter more advanced
courses in college. The cost for the end-of-year tests
are increasingly expensive and often out of reach
for poor students in schools that do not subsidize
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the costs. Still, the cost to register for the test is less
than the tuition cost of taking the course in college,
so “testing out” through AP is a worthwhile option.
Some AP programs are subsidized by school districts or foundations, so financial assistance is often
available.
Fewer girls than boys enroll in AP courses for
calculus, physics, computer science, and other
physical sciences; fewer girls than boys take and
pass AP tests overall (U.S. Department of Education
Office of Civil Rights, 2012). Many theories have
been proposed, and much research has been done,
but it appears that by junior year, girls often feel
like they don’t have a place in those classes. In many
ways, computer science and coding for software are
the new “math filter” that screen young women out
of opportunities for highly paid and highly d
 esirable
occupations. Four years of mathematics without
computer science may not be enough to ensure
admittance to technology-dependent college majors
(Kerr & McKay, 2014).

Romance, Intimacy, and Sexuality
Popular culture and advertising teaches young girls
and boys many false illusions about sex and sexuality
(Durham, 2009). Puberty comes earlier for postmillennial girls than previous generations (Shriver,
2009) and early onset of sexual intimacy may make
eminence in one’s field less likely (Csikszentmihalyi,
2009). Most gifted girls will eventually be in longterm relationships, and many will have dual-career
marriages. Relationships in high school should
prepare gifted girls for dual-career lives, egalitarian
relationships, and shared domestic tasks; relationship education should help gifted girls to resist
unrealistic expectations for romance and sexuality.
For smart girls who have a lesbian orientation,
the process of identity development is fraught with
difficulty. Because many gifted girls are androgynous
(i.e., having masculine and feminine behaviors;
Kerr & McKay, 2014), they may receive confusing
cues from others or direct questions about their sexual orientation. Lesbian gifted girls generally begin
to wonder about their orientation around eighth
grade, but they are fairly sure of their orientation by
11th grade (Peterson, 2000). While in high school,
many have passed through the stages of wondering,

denial, or defensive masquerading to the eventual
acceptance of their orientation. Gifted lesbians must
negotiate how, when, and even whether to come
out to their parents and peers, which happens more
often in high school than happened in previous
generations. Even in schools that have a culture promoting equality and tolerance, bullying and verbal
cruelty are real dangers.
Friendships can be as difficult as romantic
relationships for smart girls. They may have few
friends who are as bright as they are or lack a peer
group that is achievement oriented. Johnson et al.
(1999) suggested that girls are often engaged in
a struggle with other girls about what is femininity. If a gifted girl’s idea of femininity deviates too
much from that of her peer group, she may be
bullied. As a result of negative reactions, talented
girls often develop “thorns and shells” in their personalities as boundaries to protect themselves from
social scrutiny (Kerr & McKay, 2014). Thorns can
manifest themselves by way of sarcasm, intolerance, self-righteousness, brusqueness, or simply
having a sharp tongue. Shells, on the other hand,
can be formed by wrapping the self in shyness,
timidity, and modesty. Kerr (1997) suggested that
disagreeability may help women gain eminence.
The major personality trait of creative girls is openness to experience (Kerr & McKay, 2013; McCrae
et al., 2002).
This same trait that allows them to be open to
novel ideas and to create original work also may predispose them to be too open to experience (Kerr &
McKay, 2014). These are the girls who are most
likely to experiment with illegal substances and
dangerous sexual intimacy; although they usually
recover, these girls need careful, nonjudgmental
advice about safety and psychological balance.
Millennial adolescent girls suffer from greater
stress and higher levels of anxiety than adolescent
boys, and gifted adolescent girls are at risk of being
overwhelmed (Shriver, 2009). Intelligent girls are
often multipotential (i.e., they have the capacity to
excel in a wide variety of domains and activities) and
may suffer from too many options. Girls with less
privilege may have additional part-time jobs and family responsibilities. Eating disorders seem to affect
gifted girls disproportionately, particularly those
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gifted girls in dance, performing arts, and individual
athletic training (Tseng, Fang, Chang, & Lee, 2013).
One of the most stressful events for an academically talented girl is the day she receives her c ollege
entrance exam scores. Often, the scores do not seem
to reflect her academic performance. Although
gifted girls receive the same or better grades in math
and science as boys in the classes in which they are
enrolled, there is still a tendency for boys to outscore girls in math and science in standardized tests
(Sadker & Sadker, 2010).

Making a Connection to a Master
Teacher and Mentor
The capacity to make a connection with a master
teacher is critical for gifted girls, particularly those
with specific, advanced abilities. Eminent individuals have had at least one teacher who challenged
them to achieve their full potential, held extremely
high expectations, developed students’ technical
skills and knowledge base, and provided access
to students’ future profession (Bloom & Sosniak,
1985). The strengths necessary for a continuing
bond with the master teacher are a “thick skin,” a
desire to prove oneself worthy, and willingness to
show consistent and sustained effort (Kerr, 1997).
Kaufmann and Matthews (2012) found that having a
mentor was associated with higher salary and status
for female Presidential Scholars throughout their
careers. Finally, a mentor or master teacher may be
the individual who guides gifted girls toward the
appropriate advanced training or college.
Development of Talent in College
If a mentor is not found in adolescence, then college is the place where gifted young women need
to become engaged with a faculty member who
provides challenge, high expectations, and genuine
involvement in the domain. Because engagement
with the college and faculty has been found to be
the strongest predictor of persistence (Kuh, Kinzie,
Schuh, & Whitt, 2011), gifted young women need
colleges where they have a high probability of
becoming involved in research, service, or internship opportunities. That means that the Ivy League
schools are not always the best choice, particularly
406

large schools where graduate students often receive
more attention than undergraduate students
(Berger, 2006).
Only about 2% of women in higher education
attend women’s colleges, but this is unfortunate for
gifted young women. Since their founding, women’s
colleges have produced more scholars and leaders
than coeducational colleges. Recent, large-scale,
well-designed studies have confirmed that for gifted
women—particularly highly gifted women—this
may be the best option for a challenging and fulfilling college education. Kinzie et al. (2007) found
that women’s colleges were superior to coeducational colleges for women on almost every measure
of student engagement, including academic challenge, critical thinking, meaningful experiences,
interaction with faculty, and satisfaction with the
college experience.
Girls who are creatively gifted may need a different path for college planning. Creatively gifted girls
often prefer careers in art, design, music, writing,
and scientific and technological invention. Many are
interested in unique careers that combine the arts
with sciences and technologies. Traditional college
education may not meet the needs of these highly
creative students, and they need to be encouraged to
get into higher education environments where their
creativity will be nourished. For girls interested
in arts and design, this means specialized colleges
for the arts, or a self-created (DIY—do it yourself)
education. Both paths might be perceived by
parents as risky choices, as parents tend to become
more vigilant about potential social and behavior
problems and less concerned about achievement
when considering these choices (Brooks-Gunn &
Zahaykevich, 2013).
Smart young women enter college with a puzzling and contradictory set of characteristics. They
have higher grades than men throughout school.
They enter with higher achievement test scores in
verbal reasoning, English, language AP tests, and
social studies tests, and they score similarly to young
men in mathematical reasoning, except at the very
highest end of the distribution of scores (Halpern &
Cheung, 2011). For many gifted young women,
however, there is a disconnect between their
actual ability and their confidence in their ability
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to achieve their goals. Although young women are
changing in the direction of higher self-efficacy and
increased confidence in their abilities to succeed
in college courses, many gifted young women have
lower self-efficacy than their male peers of the same
ability level. Longitudinal studies comparing gifted
girls and gifted boys in high school and young adulthood found more girls than boys decreased their
perception of their giftedness ( Subotnik & Arnold,
1994; York, 2008). The aspirations of college-age
women are higher than they have ever been, with
more women than men intending to enter graduate
school, medical school, and law school. Nevertheless, in studies where college-age women compare
the time they spend on their academic goals versus
their romantic goals, they spend more time and
energy on their romantic goals compared with
college-age men. One study found that the very
mention of romantic goals had a negative impact
on young women’s motivation to enter STEM fields
immediately following them being mentioned (Park,
Young, Troisi, & Pinkus, 2011). Young women are
involved in supporting the activities of men in their
lives; for example, many Hispanic women in college spend inordinate amounts of time helping their
boyfriends with housework and homework. In one
nationwide study of college students, young women
took responsibility for housekeeping and familyrelated tasks that were virtually absent from the lives
of young men (Sax & Harper, 2005).
Young women pursuing degrees in STEM are
aware that many women drop out of science because
of relationship, marriage, and family issues, but
believe that this would not happen to them (Kerr &
Multon, 2015). On the other hand, some young
women believed that not engaging in any relationships was necessary to succeed in STEM careers.
Gender relations are a troubling and conflicted issue
for gifted young women, as well as for our society.
The Spheres of Achievement:
Adulthood of the Gifted Woman
After college graduation, most gifted young women
go on to graduate school, professional school, an
internship, or work in their field. Women make
up half of law and medical school classes and

three-quarters of social science and humanities
graduate classes. (Quaye & Harper, 2014). Studies
of recent high school valedictorians, however, show
that gifted young women tend to attend less selective colleges than gifted young men (York, 2008).
This tendency to choose less selective colleges for
undergraduate study also influences the selectivity
of the postgraduate institutions to which they can
aspire. Though they enroll in lower status graduate
and professional schools, gifted young women
achieve excellent grades.
The United States recently reached the lowest
marriage rate among its young people in history;
however, about 80% of women are in romantic relationships after college (Bolick, 2011). Young professional women seem to be engaging in alternatives
to marriage, including commuter and long-distance
relationships while completing graduate or professional studies.
More than ever before, men and women work
outside the home, though women continue to take
on more than 50% of the childcare and homemaking tasks; Rhoads and Rhoads (2012) found that
the partners of male professors worked fewer hours
at their occupational settings than the partners of
female professors. Only 12% of male professors took
paid parental leave as opposed to 69% of female professors. Although dual-career couples do have higher
satisfaction, the path to dual-career bliss involves a
great deal of negotiation (Dijkstra et al., 2012).
In summarizing the results of an extensive study
of women in academia, a 2004 National Science
Foundation report found that the major barrier
encountered by women scientists is not their lack
of ability or accomplishments; it is the fact that they
find that the years of attainment of promotion and
tenure are precisely their prime years for marriage
and childbearing.
Despite these clear findings, researchers continue to try to find reasons in their personal lives for
women’s exodus from the highest levels of STEM,
rather than in the context of their work. Former
Harvard president Larry Summers once asserted that
“innate differences” are responsible for the shortage
of women at the highest levels of academia. Elizabeth Spelke and Janet Hyde rebutted his assertion
with meta-analyses that showed clearly inherent sex
407
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differences could not account for women’s absence
in top positions (Hyde & Linn, 2005; Spelke, 2005).
There are, however, stable differences between
men and women that are cultural. For example,
in Western cultures, men place more value on
high salaries, taking risks, and the prestige of their
organization, whereas women place more value
on satisfaction at work, respecting colleagues, and
comfortable conditions in the workplace. In nonWestern countries, the prejudice against women as
leaders makes the cultural barriers toward success
particularly difficult to navigate. Gifted women,
no matter how competent they are, tend to underestimate their abilities, whereas men overestimate
their abilities. Perhaps because many women lack
confidence in their abilities, women ask for less
salary and negotiate increases less often. They are
often punished socially for overconfidence (Kay &
Shipman, 2014).
In an exhaustive study of hiring practices and
editorial practices, Ceci and Williams (2011) found
no evidence of women being passed up or of discrimination in scholarly journals, but rather the
situation was caused mainly by women’s choices,
freely made and constrained by biology and s ociety.
Kerr and McKay (2014) contend, however, that
women perceive themselves to be making a choice
when they are actually making the best of a difficult
situation, and using their congeniality, good
adjustment, and resourcefulness to adapt to their
husband’s career goals.
Follow-up studies of mathematically p
 recocious
young women have also suggested that those women
who did not follow the high-powered STEM-oriented
paths of their male counterparts were merely
expressing their preferences and choices for particular domains or lifestyles ( Ferriman, Lubinski, &
Benbow, 2009). It may be that even though these
young women had extraordinary abilities in math,
they just were not passionate about STEM fields and
were drawn to more people-oriented careers. Alternatively, it is always important to consider the possibility that even the most brilliant women may be
responding to the many pressures and barriers that
women experience in STEM fields.
Sandberg’s (2013) influential book suggested
that accomplished women create their own models
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of marriage, family, and mothering that are independent of societal ideals and stereotypes. Recent
studies have demonstrated that women scholars are
more satisfied with their positions and more likely
to persist in their fields when they are in dual-career
couples (Sabharwal & Corley, 2009).
Women who want eminence in their domain
need support at each transition. In choosing a
career, which is the first milestone, self-confidence
may be important. At the second milestone, persisting to graduation, environmental supports, such
as mentoring and provision of information may
be more important. At the third milestone, the
final year of academic or professional education,
decisions must be made about a first job; and at the
fourth milestone, early career achievement, issues
of family/career combinations and the promotion
and tenure path become most important (Kelly &
Grant, 2012).

Creative Women in the Arts
Despite the emphasis in the literature on inequities
in the STEM fields, women are further behind gifted
men in creative fields than in almost any other
domain of work. Before auditions for positions in
major orchestras were blind (i.e., the player was
hidden), judges notoriously chose male performers
over female performers, and only a tiny fraction of
composers and orchestra conductors are women
(Davidson & Edgar, 2003). In the ballet world,
women seldom rise to the post of choreographers.
Only about 8% of the artists featured in exhibits at
the Museum of Modern Art are women (Butler &
Schwartz, 2010). Disproportionately fewer
women are named to lists of great novels or short
stories—even very recently (Kerr & McKay, 2014).
Women artists, musicians, dancers, and writers
struggle to be taken seriously; their lower salaries
and sales mean that they must work harder to survive financially in occupations that are already risky
and difficult. They must cultivate personal and
financial independence. In addition, there are few
protections for creative women in organizations and
institutions in the arts; many of the academic and
corporate policies that have existed for decades to
prevent discrimination and sexual harassment are
alien to arts establishments. As independent artists,
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writers, and performers, they need strong entrepreneurial skills and thick skins.
Marylou Streznewski, in her book about gifted
adults, divided adults into strivers, superstars, and
independents (Streznewski, 1999). Her book suggests two other things women must do to survive
in creative fields: they must cultivate their independence, and they must give up on praise or external
reward as a measure of their quality. Only by being
fiercely autonomous, aggressive, and enterprising
can women persist in their creative work.

Falling in Love With an Idea
Because of its role in motivation, as a protective
factor, and source of resistance to sex role stereotypes, the capacity to fall in love with an idea may
be the most powerful determinant of success of
eminent women (Kerr & McKay, 2014). What is
it that causes a person to fall in love with an idea?
What special experience allows them to follow that
idea throughout their lives? It is possible that the
experience of flow guides these women’s choices.
Csikszentimihalyi (2009) described the sense of
flow that was experienced by eminent individuals in participation in their chosen domain (see
Chapter 14, this handbook). Whether art, science,
or l eadership, these creative people felt at one with
their work, felt a sense of challenge and mastery,
and experienced a timelessness and joy in the practice of their discipline. Falling in love with an idea
strengthens resolve in almost every other area of life
(Kerr & McKay, 2014).

Older Gifted Women
Although there are only a few major longitudinal
studies that extend to old age, of gifted elderly
women (Holahan & Velasquez, 2011; Perrone et al.,
2007) and of Presidential Scholars (Kaufmann &
Matthews, 2012), much can be learned about the
variables that predict life satisfaction for gifted
women. Academic and career successes were associated with joy in living, life and work satisfaction,
competence, and self-esteem among older gifted
women (Holahan & Velasquez, 2011). The decision
to commit to a romantic relationship in early adulthood leads to greater life satisfaction and s uccessful
long-term marriages and relationships for most

gifted women (Perrone et al., 2007). What stands out
is the importance of deliberateness in choosing to
have a career and relationship (Perrone-McGovern
et al., 2011). Those smart women who treat these
aspects of life as equally important and equally
worthy of deep reflection, planning, and careful
decision-making seem to have the most satisfying
lives. For bright women, meaning-making in this
decade later in life is a powerful motive (Wiggs, 2010).
By age 62, the women in Terman’s study had
separated into clear groupings—lifelong homemakers, career women, and those who had done a combination of both (Noble, Subotnik, & Arnold, 1999).
The most surprising finding of the study was that the
single, older, childless gifted women were the happiest; the next happiest were those who had combined
career and family. The homemakers who had never
had income-producing work were the least happy. It
would have been very hard to anticipate this result
when the women were in their 30s, happily letting
go of their goals. Those women who had held on to
their goals—which several studies of aging bright
women label as purposiveness—were satisfied with
their lives, happy, and positive about aging.
The follow-ups of the Presidential Scholars of
1968 provided perspectives of gifted women at
maturity. Kaufmann and Matthews (2012) called
the period of life in gifted women’s late 60s “coming into their own” (p. 83). These women never tied
financial success to their definition of achievement.
The salary differences are significant; throughout
their lives, these gifted women made much less
money than the men, yet they were still better off
than the rest of population. Only those actions that
were related to deeply held values—no matter what
the outcome happened to be—gave a sense of satisfaction. Older gifted women came to the realization
that they might never receive public recognition
for their accomplishments, that less talented people
might have gone further in salary and status, and
that paradoxically, many of the barriers to public
achievement had led them into more satisfying
directions in life. For those women who had married and had families, most regarded their children
as their major achievement. Integrating the longitudinal findings of the Terman study and the Presidential Scholar study, it is clear that single women
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without children are extremely happy, but those
gifted women, career oriented or not, who do have
children usually regard their children as their major
source of happiness.
Intelligence is indeed linked to good health and
life satisfaction in old age, but what else does the
distant future hold for smart girls? At the end of
their lives, the Terman women were still happy and
satisfied compared with the general population,
but ill health did take its toll on happiness by the
time the women were in their 80s, as is true for the
general population. In fact, attention to physical
health and adaptation to diminished abilities was
significantly associated with happiness and satisfaction. Positive attitudes toward aging had long-term
consequences; those women who showed positive
attitudes toward aging while in their 60s were better
off physically and psychologically in their 80s.
Adaptation to new circumstances and r egulation
of emotions were the major strategies used by
elderly gifted women, according to the study of
Terman’s students into their old age (Holahan &
Velasquez, 2011). In other words, those smart
women who had attained equanimity and s erenity
were those who had learned to manage negative
emotions and nourish positive emotions.
In summary, the keys to happiness and wellbeing in the late years of gifted women’s lives seem
to be academic, career, and personal accomplishments that fulfill deeply held values; satisfying
relationships with partners and/or friends; being at
peace with one’s life choices; and adapting to the
changes of old age.
Toward a New Model of Talent
Development for Gifted Girls
and Women
In 1999, Noble, Subotnik, and Arnold described a
model of female talent development that included
foundations (abilities, demographics, and p
 rivilege),
filters (education, opportunities, and careers), and
spheres (public or personal domains). M
 ulton,
Kerr, Kurpius, and Hammond (2009) set out to
extend and operationalize this model through
their National Science Foundation Gender Equity
project. In the years since the model from Noble,
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Subotnik, and Arnold was articulated, the growing
awareness among scholars of the intersectionality
of privilege made it important to expand the construct of distance from privilege to encompass the
many ways that gender interacts with race, citizenship, language, geographic location, age, sexual
orientation, physical attractiveness, and religion to
separate women from the centers of power in their
society and their domains. Kerr et al. (2012) operationalized this construct and developed a measure
that could assess subjective and objective distance
from privilege.
In addition, the new research on the role of
marriage and childrearing decisions in determining career progress required the construct of gender relations to be operationalized and measured
(Kerr & Multon, 2015). Kerr and McKay’s (2014)
revised model of female talent development incorporated the findings of the gender equity project
(Kerr et al., 2009) and the related research described
in this chapter. In addition, they incorporated new
findings on general and specific abilities and personality research, given the importance of these
foundations of talent development. This chapter
has adhered closely to the Kerr and McKay model
in the description of the stages of gifted girls’ and
women’s development. Early and middle childhood are the periods in which the nurturing of
general and specific abilities and the personality
characteristics—particularly openness to experience
and independence—are foundations of talent development. Another foundation is the recognition
of distance from privilege by parents, educators,
and society, and the amelioration of lack of privilege. This is accomplished through social capital
(building relationships and networks that promote
talent) and cultural capital (exposure to the cultural
resources such as libraries, internet, museums, and
performances).
With adolescence, the importance of filters
becomes salient, as specialized education (with
a master teacher or mentor) and career guidance
become important to talent development. In adolescence and young adulthood, the filter of gender
relations emerges, as young women make decisions
concerning equity in romantic relationships and the
relative importance of their career and relationship
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goals. Although there has been much attention to
educating young women about career goals (particu
larly in STEM), there has been little attention to
relationship education that teaches young women the
potential consequences of inequitable relationships
for career progress.
In adulthood and into old age, gifted women
must concern themselves with the spheres in which
they achieve and realize goals. Some women will
move from public to personal and personal to public
several times in their lifetime. For women to have
a true choice about the sphere in which they enact
their goals, they need a society that does not punish
these transitions with occupational stagnation or
decline and that actively supports these transitions
with parental leave, childcare, and encouragement
of flexibility in the workplace. In old age, life satisfaction and well-being may be determined by how
much support and agency girls and women were
given to strengthen foundations, navigate filters, and
gracefully move between spheres.
The literature of gifted girls and of eminent
women yield clear themes for the guidance of gifted
girls and women. First, challenge in academics and
encouragement of mastery of specific abilities plays
a critical role. Second, it is necessary for girls to
balance societal demands for feminine congeniality,
popularity, and romantic and sexual engagement
with the individual need for achievement and a
sense of flow. Third, the need to make early choices
and commitments and to “fall in love” with an
idea prepares women to face the challenges of difficult academic work, extreme jobs, and work–life
balance.
Psychologists can help bright girls to achieve
their full potential in terms of accomplishment and
life satisfaction by attending to these themes as they
advise, counsel, and mentor them at each stage of
development. Psychologists can help parents and
schools to identify and encourage the abilities of
gifted girls, using the appropriate signs of advanced
abilities for girls. They can educate parents and
teachers in the ways of encouraging temperaments
of independence and openness and cautioning
against overemphasis on sociability and c onformity.
Psychologists can show how early interests and
enthusiasms build into a passion for an idea, a

discipline, and a community of like-minded peers.
In building awareness of distance from privilege
and the ways of overcoming social and cultural
barriers, psychologists can help communities to create the cultural and social resources that permit girls
of little privilege to be empowered. These are the
foundations that psychologists can strengthen.
In addition, psychologists need to be clear about
the filters that will screen girls and young women
out of opportunities. Relationship education
and gender equity education can help girls avoid
unequal partnerships. Recognition that gifted adolescent girls may be less likely to take advantage of
rigorous programming from AP classes to advanced
musical training, psychologists can provide extra
encouragement and target girls for mentoring and
referral to master teachers. They can collaborate
with school guidance counselors to help young
women make thoughtful college and advanced
training choices that will propel them toward
their goals.
Finally, many psychologists in practice may
encounter adult gifted women as they struggle
to achieve in public and personal spheres. Gifted
women may need assistance in making informed
choices about their career trajectory and the timing
of their marriage and childbearing. Even more
important, psychologists need to advocate at local
and national levels for those policies that will allow
greater freedom for women to combine family and
career according to their own needs and aspirations.
As women develop the passions that will guide
their development as leaders in their disciplines,
psychologists can help articulate and affirm gifted
women’s guiding values and the sense of flow. A
gifted woman’s love of an idea may be the protective
factor that allows her to prevail over the inevitable
difficulties she encounters at work and at home. As
gifted women age, they can be encouraged by psychologists in the process of coming into their own,
through reflecting on the narrative of their lives
with self-compassion and pride. It is likely
that psychologists have an important role to play
at every stage of the development of talent in gifted
girls and women in sharing the knowledge gained
from the study of the bright women who have gone
before them.
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