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Abstract

Lack of theoretical coherence in the field of gifted education has given rise to multiple attempts at a grand unification, including
most recently the work of Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, and Worrell (2011). The authors argue that the incoherence is an
inevitable consequence of the fundamental incompatibility of theoretical and definitional features desired by psychologists
and educators. Our field could best progress by splitting into the two related but distinct disciplines of high-ability psychology
and advanced academics. Furthermore, the prospective adoption of Subotnik et al’s eminence framework as an organizational
principle for either advanced academics or high-ability psychology is criticized.
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Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, and Worrell (2011) have con-
tributed a unified and comprehensive organizational scheme
that integrates the often ambiguous and troublesome con-
cepts of giftedness, talent, expertise, and eminence; and con-
ceptualizes them as a sequence of stages that under ideal
circumstances lead to eminence. Although the overall thesis
of that argument is not new (cf. Feldhusen, 1998; Gagné,
1995), many of its specifics are novel. The article serves, in
our opinion, as the best articulation to date of the talent-
development perspective.

To place the work within the larger educational and soci-
etal context, it is useful to consider the state of the field at the
time of its writing. The field of giftedness studies, following
the widespread rejection of the simple “giftedness as high
1Q” paradigm, largely has failed to replace that paradigm
with a new one. The field is characterized by theoretical frag-
mentation and inconsistent definitions of core concepts, a
quality often decried by the field’s scholars (e.g., Ambrose,
VanTassel-Baska, Coleman, & Cross, 2010; Coleman, 2006).
One needs to look no further than the special issues of Gifted
Child Quarterly devoted to this topic to see evidence of this
unrest (Treffinger, 1982, 2009). The National Association for
Gifted Children’s (2010) recent task force attempted to cre-
ate a consensus view definition of giftedness to provide more
theoretical structure in support of the field’s scientific
endeavors; however, their adopted definition does not appear
to be gaining much traction in the literature. The present con-
ceptual inconsistency is particularly troubling to researchers
because of the difficulty of building a cumulative body of

scientific knowledge on such ever-shifting ground. Our
observation is that this situation has contributed to a degree
of demoralization among some of the field’s scholars, who
sometimes despair of our field making any progress toward
the deeper illumination of core issues that would become
possible under a paradigmatic theory (Coleman, 2006; Kuhn,
1962; Treftinger, 2009).

What causes this lack of theoretical consensus? The field
of gifted education had its genesis in psychology with the
work of Galton and Terman. These two scholars produced
the pioneering work in defining a conceptual foundation for
future work and laid out a research agenda that provided a
direction for the field for decades to come. Leta Hollingworth
should be recognized as the field’s third founder, but she was
neither a psychologist like Terman nor a scientist like Galton.
She was an educator, and her work provided the earliest
framework for gifted education within the realm of K-12
education. As demonstrated by these three individuals, gifted
education has been multidisciplinary almost from its incep-
tion, and today it could be described as involving several
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subdisciplines of psychology and education, including edu-
cational, developmental, and cognitive psychology; early
childhood, special, and secondary education; and encom-
passing some aspects of curriculum and instruction, educa-
tional leadership, and creativity studies. Themultidisciplinary
nature of the field as it exists today has contributed a great
deal of richness and has led to nuanced understandings aris-
ing out of this diversity of background. However, these
diverse perspectives also have led to the current situation of
theoretical incoherence.

We believe that it may be impossible to reconcile the
widely separated concerns, needs, and perspectives of psy-
chologists and educators when it comes to the field of gifted
education. Psychologists, being social scientists studying
natural phenomena, desire consistent, a contextual definitions
of key terms and theoretical constructs (i.e., universal princi-
ples). Psychologists define giftedness in much the same way
that they have defined such concepts as “major depression”
or “narcissism”—as a useful dichotomous variable represent-
ing the possession of a level of a trait that exceeds a specific
threshold compared against some norm group. Whether the
cutoff is set at the 99th, 97th, or 90th percentile, specific
threshold scores matter much less than whether, once selected,
a consistent cutoff is used across individuals. A common defi-
nition lays the groundwork for a cumulative science, which
is difficult enough to achieve because of methodological and
statistical issues (Maxwell, 2004) even in the presence of
widely adopted definitions of key constructs.

The educator’s point of departure is necessarily distinct
from that of the psychologist. The overriding concern for an
educator is educational need, and educational need arises
from a mismatch between the child’s readiness to learn and
the pacing and depth of the instruction that the child will
receive. (The notion that giftedness itself creates need is, in
our view, absurd.) The educator’s question is some variant
of, essentially, “who in my class needs more math today?”
Who is in need of more challenge, more rigor, or faster pac-
ing than is deliverable in the regular classroom given the
constraints of the required curriculum and the academic pre-
paredness of the class? There is no expectation of consis-
tency of need across subjects, topics, years, schools, or
classrooms, nor should there be. If you place a motivated and
intelligent child in an environment characterized by slow
pacing and a lack of instructional rigor, that child will have
significant unmet educational needs. If you placed that same
child in a different classroom with higher instructional stan-
dards, that child’s needs may well be met without additional
educational services (or without the label of gifted). Though
here we use mathematics as an example, this question also
could be applied to any other organized discipline of study.

In short, the locus of concern for educators is intensely
local and intensely contextualized (domain and time spe-
cific); it is the here and now that matters. From a teacher’s
point of view, knowledge that a particular child occupies the
top 5% or 1% nationally on some measure of academic

ability or achievement is not particularly diagnostic. National
percentile ranks tell the teacher very little regarding what to
teach the student or how what the student needs compares
with what is currently offered by the child’s school. What
would be diagnostic, in contrast, would be knowledge that a
child already demonstrates mastery of the content and/or skills
that are about to be presented in today’s planned mathematics
lesson, or that this child, in spite of high ability, is struggling
just as much as the rest of the class to understand the distribu-
tive property. This information may come from criterion-
referenced tests, from comparisons against (very) local norms,
or from classroom-level preassessments designed to address
specific curricular content areas.

The current lack of clarity in our field is a direct result of
a long-running and ultimately misguided effort to simultane-
ously adopt the dueling perspectives of the psychologist and
the educator. We are not the first to describe this issue;
Coleman (2006) categorized research into the broad areas of
“psychologically oriented research and intervention-oriented
research, which are not mutually exclusive” (p. 346). However,
we believe that it is impossible to satisfy the needs of both
camps with a single conceptual framework. The way forward
for our field lies in amicable schism in theory if not in organiza-
tion. The field needs to recognize a distinction between high-
ability psychology and advanced academics. Psychologists do
the former; educators should do the latter. High-ability psy-
chology should be organized around a theoretically oriented
research agenda; advanced academics should be organized
around an interventionist and developmental research agenda.
The conflation of these two perspectives has led researchers
to think of students with unmet academic needs and students
with high levels of cognitive abilities as being essentially the
same population. However, we propose that these are two
separate, but not completely unrelated groups: those that
have advanced academic needs as children and those who
become creative productive or eminent adults. Although
some precocious students do become eminent adults and
some eminent adults were precocious children, the two
groups do not completely overlap. Thus, precocity does not
necessarily lead to exceptional creative productivity. But
both groups of children—those with unmet need for advanced
academics and those that are potentially eminent—are worth
the field’s attention. Although there can and should be fruit-
ful exchange of ideas between these two related but distinct
subdisciplines, we should be cautious about assuming that
findings from research with one population will generalize to
the other. Continuing discussion of the theoretical landscape
in our field should recognize this crucial distinction. We
hope that the theoretical schism we propose might enable the
emergence and development of cumulative sciences of both
advanced academics and high-ability psychology.

Having examined the contextual background that has
given rise to several previous attempts at theoretical unifica-
tion, including Subotnik et al.’s (2011), and made an argu-
ment for cleaving the field of gifted education into high-ability
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psychology and advanced academics, we now turn our atten-
tion to the specifics of Subotnik et al.’s contribution. Subotnik
et al. define the potentially gifted as those individuals who
could achieve eminence given the correct conditions. We
note immediately that this view of giftedness is far more rel-
evant to high-ability psychology than to advanced academics
as we have defined those terms. After all, the knowledge that
a particular child could potentially become an eminent adult
given the right developmental experiences provides little
information about immediate educational need. Despite
Subotnik et al.’s (2011) argument that the goal of gifted edu-
cation programs should be to “develop the talents of children
and youth at the upper ends of the distribution in all fields of
endeavor to maximize those individuals’ lifetime contribu-
tions to society” (p. 23), they fail to provide a convincing case
that this is possible or even that it is the proper role of K-12
education to do so. Whether a given child may or may not
have the potential to achieve eminence in some domain is
almost completely irrelevant to a given day in the life of the
student and the classroom teacher. The search for long-term
prediction of eminence does not help K-12 schools in the
development of advanced academic skills. We therefore view
their theoretical synthesis as being much more appropriately
understood as a potential orientation for the study of high-
ability psychology. So a more relevant question is whether
the framework that they have described should be adopted as
a theoretical orientation for that now-nascent field.

We find the framework compelling in some ways, but we
are not enthusiastic regarding the potential for the successful
development of a psychological science that would eventu-
ally enable accurate predictions of adult eminence on the
basis of childhood variables. Rather, we believe that such a
project is doomed to failure. Organizing high-ability psy-
chology around an impossible task does not seem to us to be
a favorable approach.

Our first argument regarding this point is a statistical one.
It will be immensely difficult on statistical grounds to iden-
tify predictors of eminence. This is because eminence is
extremely rare. Subotnik et al. (2011) cite a previous article
by Subotnik (2003) wherein she described the

surprise she had felt a decade before at realizing that
graduates of an elite program for high-IQ children had
not made unique contributions to society beyond what
might be expected from their family SES and the high
quality education they received. (p. 23)

Terman must have felt similarly when he reached the
same conclusion decades earlier. However, if one considers
the relative frequencies of high ability and eminence, one
would be less surprised. According to the 2010 U.S. census,
there were 234,564,071 adults older than 18 years in the
United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Of those,
2,345,641 would be expected to fall within the top 1% of
cognitive ability. (We choose the top 1% of cognitive ability

to “narrow the field,” recognizing that eminence is not lim-
ited to this group, under the assumption that cognitive ability
is at least correlated with the probability of developing it.)
Though estimates may vary, we think it is reasonable to
assume that there are likely no more than 1,000 eminent peo-
ple in the United States today in the areas of art, music, poli-
tics, science, and literature. That implies a probability of
approximately 1/2,346, or 0.04%, that a person in the top 1%
of cognitive ability will go on to achieve eminence. Eminence
is an exceptionally low base-rate phenomenon. As a thought
experiment, we envision a situation in which a researcher is
conducting a longitudinal study of eminence. The study is a
large one, involving 10,000 potentially eminent subjects.
Through an incredible stroke of luck, the researcher has mea-
sured the set of key variables that best predict the develop-
ment of eminence and has included them in a logistic
regression model predicting it. But this is where the research-
er’s luck ends. Statistical power in all models predicting cat-
egorical outcomes is a function of sample size, the alpha
criterion, the effect size, and the base rate of the phenomenon
(Demidenko, 2007). Because eminence is so rare, only a tiny
fraction of the sample goes on to develop it. Therefore, statis-
tical power for the hypothesis tests is very low; the researcher
is unable to reject the null hypothesis that any of the key vari-
ables predict eminence. In reality, the researcher has made a
series of Type II errors driven by the extremely low power of
the hypothesis tests. Even if effect sizes are large, it is unlikely
that our field would ever be able to discover the importance
of those key variables. Maxwell (2004) commented exten-
sively on how low-powered studies lead to inconsistent find-
ings and difficulties in building a consistent cumulative body
of knowledge; a field in which only low-powered studies can
be performed has little hope of making progress.

Our second argument is that, for many disciplines in
which eminence is achievable and socially significant, there
is a serious measurement issue. Although work to date has
focused largely on measuring general skills and abilities,
Subotnik et al. (2011) describe the importance of domain spe-
cific aptitudes whose early development may enable eventual
high levels of performance in socially significant disciplines.
Although measures of domain specific aptitude can be very
informative for planning educational interventions, they
are unlikely to be accurate predictors of future eminence—
partially because of the statistical issues described above, and
partially because it is unclear how one would even go about
validating a measure of “eminence potential.” First, aptitude
tests could be misused in a troubling manner when individuals
see their scores as indicating some kind of long-term future
potential for achieving eminence in a given area of endeavor.
This is not what the vast majority of individual or group-
specific aptitude tests are designed to do, nor are tests such as
the SAT particularly adept at this goal, as Lubinski and
Benbow (2006) and Wai, Lubinski, and Benbow (2005) have
pointed out. Yes, the Study of Mathematically Precocious
Youth (or SMPY) studies have demonstrated that individuals
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who score highly on such measures as the SAT (i.e., the top
1% to 0.01%) are far more likely to receive doctorates,
obtain patents, achieve tenure at top universities, and publish
scholarly articles; yet according to Subotnik et al., this is an
insufficiently high level of achievement to qualify as emi-
nence. We suggest that connecting learners with appropriate
educational experiences, whose overarching goal is the pro-
duction of highly trained and ethical individuals who func-
tion competently in varied and complex fields of human
endeavor, is the proper goal for advanced academics. Nearly
all the individuals in the longitudinal studies conducted by
SMPY and by Subotnik were well served within the arena of
advanced academics, despite any who may have failed to
achieve a degree of eminence.

Our third argument is, as noted by Subotnik et al. (2011),
that the development of eminence is highly dependent on
chance—what Abe Tannenbaum called the “smile of good
fortune at critical periods of life” (as cited in Pfeiffer, 2002,
p. 35). Others ranging from Dean Keith Simonton to Jane
Piirto also have discussed the important role of chance in
the achievement of eminence. Chance by definition is idio-
syncratic and fundamentally unpredictable. If chance plays
a large role in the development of eminence, then eminence
too will be idiosyncratic and unpredictable, and therefore
poor fodder for scientific inquiry. In his book Outliers,
Malcolm Gladwell (2008) discusses several contemporary
eminent individuals, such as Bill Gates. While in high
school, Gates was able to obtain access to one of the earliest
computers. A nearby university just happened to have this
computer (extremely rare at the time) and Gates just hap-
pened to be a bored high school student living nearby.
Moreover, Gates was able to gain additional, special access
to this computer where he was able to hone his skills.
Although we will never know for sure, it’s very likely that if
Gates had not lived near this particular university, had that
university not had one of the first computers, and had Gates
not been able to get special access to this computer, the name
Bill Gates would likely be completely foreign to most of
us—@Gates’s skills, drive, passion, and interest are what made
him special (similar to the individuals in the SMPY studies);
but serendipity and chance made him eminent.

Sir Ken Robinson (2010) in a famous speech asked the
audience, how can we as educators predict what skills and
dispositions students in 30 years will need, given that we do
not know what is even going to happen tomorrow? In the
1950s, no teacher or educator had any idea that computers
would lead to the development of eminence as illustrated in
Bill Gates. Thirty years from now, what will be the new
domains in which today’s students may become eminent?
Some disciplines, such as art, music, science, and politics,
are stable features of Western cultures, and it is reasonable to
expect that opportunities for eminence will continue to exist
there. But other disciplines, industries, and fields of study
that will be very relevant to human experience in 50 years
have not yet been invented. We cannot predict the future cul-
tural and value context in which individual talents exist.

Despite our ability to partially predict short-term future aca-
demic success using measures of aptitude, the attainment of
eminence in adulthood involves a much larger number of
chance factors and other as-yet-unknown influences that are
simply beyond our skills as educators or researchers to pre-
dict (Simonton, 2001). By definition, most of these chance
factors are completely outside the control of the person, the
teacher, or the researcher, leaving those of us interested in
the development of eminence to work on the development of
cognitive skills and affective variables such as attitude
toward learning, motivation, and perseverance.

To summarize, we have argued that one of the major rea-
sons that the field of gifted studies has failed to rally around a
common set of theoretical constructs is that no single con-
struct can simultaneously satisfy the competing desires of the
psychologists and educators who comprise it. After decades
of failed attempts, we believe that the time has arrived for the
field to divide itself into the subdisciplines of high-ability
psychology and advanced academics. Such a division will
allow both disciplines to flourish by freeing each from the
constraints of the other. Furthermore, we presented some
practical counterarguments against the adoption of Subotnik
et al.’s (2011) framework as an organizing schema for our
proposed subfield of high-ability psychology.
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