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What is Twice Exceptional?
• Children who are identified as gifted but also have evidence of a 

disability, as per federal or state eligibility criteria.

– The Individual with Disabilities Education Act, Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and the Family Educational and Privacy 
Rights Act guarantees 1) free appropriate education 2) least restrictive 
environment 3) supplemental aids and services 4) assessment

• Disabilities may include specific learning disabilities (SpLD), 
speech and language disorders, processing disorders, 
emotional/behavioral disorders, physical disabilities, autism 
spectrum, or other impairments such as ADHD

• Also referred to as “2e”

• 2e students highly knowledgeable and talented in at least one 
particular domain however giftedness is often overshadowed by 
their disabilities





The IQ Bell Curve
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What Does the Research Say?
• A comprehensive evaluation is critical to obtaining a full 

understanding of the twice-exceptional individual’s academic 
and social and emotional needs (Foley Nicpon et al., 2010).

• Two approaches exist in understanding individuals with learning 
difficulties (Assouline & Whiteman, 2011): 
– an educational approach based on federal legislation (the 

Individuals With Disabilities Education Act of 2004) and
– a psychological approach based on identifying learning or 

behavioral disorders as determined through diagnostic 
criteria.

• Professionals other than gifted educators are less likely to have 
exposure to the concepts of giftedness and twice-exceptionality 
(Foley-Nicpon et al., 2013).  



What Does the Research Say?
• Gifted education programming had a positive impact on the 

achievement in math and reading of gifted students with ASD 
(Assouline et al., 2010).

• Students with ASD can have very high general, verbal, and/or 
nonverbal ability and simultaneous weaknesses in memory and the 
ability to process information (Foley Nicpon, Assouline, & Stinson, 
2012). 

• Children who have very high verbal ability but average (or lower) 
achievement may have a specific learning disability (Assouline et 
al., 2010).

• Gifted students with ADHD may present with lower self-esteem 
compared with those without a diagnosis; findings suggest that 
their self-esteem was higher than that of members of the general 
population; high cognitive ability may be a mitigating factor (Foley 
Nicpon, Rickels, et al., 2012).



Obstacles to Services

Gifted kids are good 
at everything

Gifted children are
always mature,

self-directed, and
well behaved

Gifted children don’t
need any extra help.

They are smart
enough to figure it

out themselves



What Does 2e look like?

• Bright child who is “difficult”
• Verbally gifted student with advanced vocabulary but simplistic written 

language
• Student who has mastered math concepts but struggles computationally 
• Large splits between weaknesses and strengths
• Student who loves to learn but hates school



Diagnosis
• IEP process at school to identify giftedness & disabilities
• Formal assessments by psychologists: 

– individually administered IQ tests
– diagnostic achievement tests  
– tests of aptitude 
– tests of creativity

• Informal assessments: 
– evaluation by experts or teachers
– classroom observation
– peer evaluations
– parent interviews



Teacher’s Strategies for Growth
• Early identification & early intervention for disabilities
• Teach specific learning strategies to overcome weaknesses. 
• Teach the way they learn. Try different methods until you find 

one that “fits”. 
• Focus on experiential rather than instructional learning
• Focus on strengths rather than weaknesses.
• Pace tasks appropriately – compact curriculum in strength 

areas and provide additional time in areas of need.



Teacher’s Strategies for Growth



Therapist’s Strategies for Growth
• Understand how the individual’s diagnosis was determined and (in 

a K–12 setting) become aware of the rights available via a 504 plan 
for accommodations or an IEP; 

• Set goal to promote the individual’s development of self-advocacy 
and problem-solving skills, particularly as he or she transitions out 
of formal education.

• Ensure that twice-exceptional children have access to gifted and 
talented programming in and outside of academic settings; assist 
with finding funding (i.e.: school district) if cost is a potential barrier 
or public programs. 

• Review the records of each client and consider both strengths and 
weaknesses in and out of the classroom in formulating treatment 
plans; help families advocate for a comprehensive evaluation if one 
has not been obtained. (Foley, 2015)



Therapist’s Strategies for Growth
• Underachievement may be due to a disability, not to a poor 

attitude or a lack of motivation; help teachers and families 
determine the cause behind the presenting symptoms.

• Adjust language and conceptualization based on the child’s abilities 
and level of insight. For example, children with ASD can have 
exceptional verbal comprehension and learn material at a greater 
depth compared with their peers.

• Allow sufficient time for children to process the information that is 
being presented; change in therapy may happen more slowly with 
twice-exceptional clients; recommend or offer accelerative 
opportunities in their talent domains. 

• Be aware of the potential need to address self-esteem difficulties 
among gifted individuals with ADHD; help assess career and 
lifestyle opportunities for older children. (Foley, 2015)
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