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The aim of this study is to examine past literature from a reductionist approach of findings 
derived from academically gifted and talented youth research, and to examine the factors 
explaining the roots of such abilities. Also explored are common human development theories 
of social information processing perspective, social cognitive, attachment and behavioral 
genetics. This analysis explores these theories and how they can be combined to allow for the 
best understanding of gifted ability. Detailed here is also the Johns Hopkins University Center 
for Talented Youth program as a model to show a current example of how theory is being 
applied to practice in a gifted youth setting. The writing concludes by discussing how research 
of combined theories on gifted abilities can further inform practice and understanding of 
gifted children’s abilities. Further, research suggestions are provided for meeting the gaps in 
literature on the roots of gifted youth abilities. 
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Introduction 
Since 1972 The Johns Hopkins University has been conducting a talent search to identify, challenge and reward 
academically precocious youth. This emergence led to the formation of the Center for Talented Youth (CTY) in 1979, 
which globally seeks out students of the highest academic ability in order to offer them rigorous educational 
opportunities. Consistent with the proliferation of literature supporting ability grouping (i.e., Durden, & Mills, 1993; 
Mills & Durden, 1992; Mills & Tangherlini, 1991; Ireson, & Hallam, 2009; Robinson, 2008; Preckel, Gotz, & Freznel, 
2010), CTY unites academically talented children in its three week summer programs where they engage in challenging 
coursework for six hours a day. In 2009 there were a total of 30 CTY locations in the United States and internationally 
and the program had served students from every US state and 118 other countries (Ybarra, 2009), making it one of the 
most well known and respected gifted youth programs worldwide. A Google search inquiry of “Gifted and Talented 
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Youth Summer Programs” reveals results from various organizations across the world, typically with university 
affiliations, thus exhibiting at the very least that such programs are widely marketed and available.   

While it is evident that ability grouping of gifted youth has become common in the United States, it remains less clear 
what the causation of academic giftedness in children is. By contrast, previous research has provided some useful findings 
in which the results may provide some answers to the addressed dilemma. For example, much literature is provided on 
sex differences in gifted youth (i.e., Brody, Barnett, & Mills, 1994; Durden, Mills, & Barnett, 1990; Stumpf, 1995; Brody, 
Fox, & Tobin, 1980). Research on the parents of the gifted youth has also been explored, (i.e. Ablard, & Parker, 1997; 
& Blackburn, & Brody, 1994. Other factors yet include self-perception (i.e., Ablard, 1997; Ablard, 2002; Ablard, & 
Mills, 1996), perfectionism (i.e., Ablard & Parker, 1997; Parker, & Adkins, 1995; Tsui, & Mazzocco, 2007), and 
personality and learning styles (i.e., Mills, & Bohannon, 1980; Mills, 1981; Mills, 1983; Mills, 1993; Mills, & Parker, 
1998; Mills, Moore, & Parker, 1996; McCrae, et. al 2002; Parker, & Stumpf, 1998; Runco, & Okuda, 1993).  Still, fewer 
studies address factors such as birth order (i.e., Parker, 1998), and parenting style influence (i.e., Steinberg,  Darling, & 
Fletcher, 1995). 

Importance and Aim  
Quality gifted youth educational programs are informed by theory to develop their approaches towards meeting both 
the educational and social needs of their participants. In models where this is not the case, the capacity for these programs 
to nurture giftedness to its fullest extent becomes limited, and possibly weakens the youth’s ability to reach their full 
potential. In this study, first of all, the theoretical foundations and roots for raising gifted youth will be examined. In 
addition, the reflection of these theoretical roots in practice will be analyzed through the example of CTY. The questions 
guiding this study are: 

➢ What theoretical roots can help underpin and guide gifted educational program approaches towards meeting 
the optimal training needs required for responding to and elevating these youth’s unique abilities? 

➢ How does the CTY gifted education program implement theory to guide its practice in the nurturing of gifted 
youth’s unique abilities? 

Method 

The relevant literature has been analyzed in determining the foundations of academically gifted youth. A search of the 
literature included keywords such as gifted youth, gifted and talented youth summer programs, and precocious youth. 
The search yielded previous research related to the influences of sex, parenting styles, and personality and learning styles. 
After identifying and framing the theoretical roots for raising gifted youth, CTY was chosen as an example 
demonstrating the harmony and consistency of applying theoretical foundations of gifted youth to practice. The purpose 
of determining CTY as a model case example for review is due to its reputation of being one of the most revered and 
largest gifted education programs in the world. Various resources on the CTY program were evaluated, including 
websites, podcasts. The authors own experience as a former CTY staff member informed the understanding of the 
program and interest in the topic. In line with the purpose of the research, common human development theories of 
social information processing perspective, social cognitive, attachment and behavioral genetics were evaluated within the 
context of giftedness.  

Results 
Influences  
Sex Differences in Gifted Youth 
Female and male differences in gifted youth have been well documented. In one study, researchers David Lubinski and 
Camilla Benbow conducted a longitudinal analysis using data collected over a 20-year period from 1972 through 1991 
on over 1 million seventh and eighth graders tested on the SAT- Mathematics section. Talent searches were conducted 
at various gifted youth programs across the country (e.g., Duke, Iowa State, Johns Hopkins, Northwestern, and 
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University of Denver). The findings of the study show that a greater number of males than females will qualify for 
advanced training in disciplines in which mathematical reasoning is of significance (Lubinski, & Benbow, 1992).  Similar 
results were found in another study in which academically talented students in grades 2-6 were given a test of 
mathematical ability. In this study, boys outperformed girls on algebraic rules and algorithm tasks, and those in which 
mathematical concepts and number relationships was necessary (Mills, Ablard, & Stumpf, 1993). Despite these findings, 
it is still difficult to determine what accounts for such differences between males and females. Further research is needed 
to explore reasons for differences found in sex specific gifted abilities.  

Parenting Style Influences 
CTY documents that its summer programs have served students from over 118 countries. Is it possible that the parenting 
styles of gifted youth are different than their non-gifted peers? In a 2004 study, Dwairy found that authoritative 
parenting style positively relates to the mental health of gifted and non-gifted adolescent Arabs, whereas authoritarian 
parenting style may negatively influence psychological adjustment (Dwairy, 2004).  Despite the negative connotation of 
the authoritarian style, it has been found to be the primary form of parenting among cultures whose children are quite 
intelligent. Chao for example, explains that the parenting style of Asians has typically been seen as “controlling” or 
“authoritarian.” This parenting style has been found to be a predictor of poor school performance in Americans and 
Europeans. Results of the study showed that authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles are ethnocentric and don’t 
illustrate the importance of Chinese child rearing. Thus other factors such as the “training” of the importance of 
education may be of more influence than parenting style (Chao, 1994). The results of this research show that parenting 
style in a culture may not be a moderator in academic achievement, but rather is a result of the cultures milieu and serve 
as a mediator. That is, parenting style is not the sole factor contributing to gifted abilities, yet it does impact children’ s 
value and attainment of education. Therefore, forecasting of gifted ability based upon parenting style alone is 
inconclusive.   

Personality and Learning Styles 
Studies have shown personality and learning differences in gifted students compared to their general population peers. 
In a 1993 study from Mills, academically talented students expressed greater introversion, intuition and thinking, higher 
achievement motivation, and lower on interpersonal and social concerns (Mills, 1993).  A later study showed that gifted 
males were more likely extraverted and by contrast, females were introverted. Younger students in general also showed 
greater extraversion, sensing, feeling and perceiving (Mills, Moore, & Parker, 1996). A 2000 study rendered similar 
findings suggesting that gifted student’s preference imaginative thinking styles, whereas non-gifted students prefer a 
more practical style. Paradoxically to previous research, gifted and non-gifted students did not show a significant 
difference in extroversion and introversion, organized-flexible, and thinking-feeling styles. Sex differences were still 
however present as boys displayed stronger preferences for flexible thinking styles while girls preferred organized and 
feeling styles. Girls also frequently preferred imaginative thinking styles over boys. In addition, while boys typically 
preferred thinking over feeling, non-gifted boys showed a stronger preference for thinking that gifted boys (Oakland, 
Joyce, Horton, Glutting, 2000). The study is misleading by what “stronger preference for thinking” means. That is, it is 
unclear what type of thinking the researchers were refereeing to. Yet again, the results shown are specific differences 
between gifted and non-gifted youth, males and females, and even between ages of gifted youth, however, the 
uncertainty remains as to the root of such differences. Perhaps exploring the perspectives of common human 
development theories could aid in providing a clearer explanation.  

Theoretical Perspectives   
As theory is the driving force behind practice, this section will highlight how several theories would likely account for 
gifted youths abilities. Given the authors background in human development, the theories explored in this writing are 
limited to some common theories of the human development field. Subsequent sections will discuss how the literature 
and theory can be integrated into practice.  
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Social Information Processing Perspective  
Social Information Processing Perspective (SIP) has emerged from the mechanistic world view as a way to predict how 
children learn. The idea is that mental activity can be attributed to the process of sensory input through symbols and 
structures (Klahr, 1989).  In one explanation Dodge (1986), proposes that children engage in four mental steps of 
thinking and responding to cues. These are (a) encoding of situational cues, (b) representation and interpretation of 
those cues, (c) mental search for possible responses to the situation, and (d) selection of a response. Thus the view is that 
knowledge is not random activity, but can be predicted based upon how humans best meet each step in the process. 
Over time, our ability to process grows with experience. Nelson (1993) proposes that parents play a significant role in 
helping to regulate the development of processes. From his vantage point, parents are able to scaffold in these experiences 
by talking about what is going to happen, what is happening, and what previously had happened in different ways.  

Sternberg also provides a helpful understanding of SIP. In his systems approach to intelligence, he proposes his 
triarchic theory of intelligence, and argues that intelligence is directed toward three goals. These are, (1) adaptation to 
the environment, (2) shaping of an environment, and (3) selection of an environment (Goldhaber, 2000).  The difference 
in environments from person to person, and because the development of adaptation, selection, and shaping can differ 
in cultures, the nature of intelligence is significantly contextual. What is seen to be intelligent behavior is dependent 
upon what is valued as intelligent in a particular environment or culture. To Sternberg, we balance analytical abilities, 
creative abilities and practical abilities (Goldhaber, 2000). The more these abilities can complement each other, the 
greater one would be seen as intelligent in different contexts. Contextual environments emphasize the importance of 
each of these abilities, which in turn correlates with the ability for a child to develop these skills (Bain, Flanagan & 
Harrison, 2005). That is not to take from the mechanistic view of the information processing perspective, rather  that 
the act of intelligence is done with a purpose and in a sequence, but the context in which this is done cannot be ignored.  

Sternberg believes that intelligence measurement is best determined by the ability to handle new tasks and demands, 
and the ability to automatize them, thus effective measurement focuses beyond solely contextual factors. In more simple 
terms, a child may be able to complete a task easily in a familiar environment, but the ability to replicate the behavior in 
another location may differ. The ability to adapt and still perform highly in this new context would be a more 
appropriate measurement of intelligence from Sternberg’s perspective. In fact, the ability to do so is what Sternberg 
notes as the determinant from the truly gifted to everybody else (Goldhaber, 2000). In an example, Sternberg, 
Clinkenbeard, and Zhang studied gifted children and found that their uniqueness is most evident on tasks requiring 
insightful behavior (Sternberg & Clinkenbeard, 1995; Sternberg & Zhang, 1995). Still, the exploration of the roots of 
how children are unique in this insightful behavior is quite limited. Therefore, while social information processing 
perspective is useful in predicting how children will learn through processes, it cannot be used as a theory to predict 
giftedness. Rather, the extent to which biological and social influences interact to aid in coding and processing of input 
may contribute to deeper intellectual abilities, yet it is unclear whether this predicts giftedness or further develops the 
already established abilities.  

Social Cognitive Theory 
Albert Bandura’s social cognitive theory can also provide insight into the abilities of gifted youth. Bandura holds that 
knowledge is best acquired through our social learning experiences. The theory acknowledges the relationship between 
the person and biological, cognitive, and the external environment to influence learning. The ability to think about past 
experiences guides how we react to future events. Bandura describes learning capability in terms of regulating processes, 
which are: symbolizing capability, forethought capability, vicarious capability, self-regulatory capability, and self-
reflective capability (Bandura, 1986). Following the mechanistic perspective of information processing, Bandura 
believes that over time the way in which we process information changes as we find new ways to accommodate the 
information through our social learning experiences (Goldhaber, 2000).  

In the symbolizing capability process, Bandura believes that children learn though observational learning. They use 
words for representation of objects and experiences that are specific to their culture. Social learning experiences guide 
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the forming of culture-specific grammatical rules (Goldhaber, 2000). Following the emphasis on modeling in Bandura’s 
theory, he notes the importance of parents playing a critical role in language acquisition. Parents can model more 
sophisticated language, provide feedback, rephrase sentences, question, inform, answer and label what is being talked 
about (Bandura, 1989). Doing so improves the child’s language ability and will allow for improved intellectual ability 
and automatization.  

Parental influence is also seen in the vicarious capability process. This process refers to learning through observing 
others. In as early as infancy, parents imitate behavior and the child learns that imitation is an effective way to maintain 
parental responsiveness. Parents attend to certain infant responses, thus the infant learns social interactions for 
representing information (Goldhaber, 2000). In a more practical sense, parents serve as motivators for having their child 
fit into cultural norms. Gender roles are a good example of this, as children learn the characteristics of being masculine 
or feminine primarily through parents. The degree to which a child exhibits more typical masculine or feminine 
characteristics is to some extent dependent on the vicarious reinforcement of cultural norms and modeling from the 
parents.  

Forethought ability in children is important because it can serve as a motivator and director of a behavior (Goldhaber, 
2000). As children develop the ability to think about how actions have consequences, it can either motivate them to do 
or not do something. Bandura believes this ability is developed through social experiences. Children eventually can link 
past experiences to what will likely happen in the future. It could be said then that as children are reinforced with the 
reasons why academics matter, the result would be that they are motivated to achieve more in school. Children see the 
benefits of learning and value it by modeling and following the lead of those close to them that do the same.   

In the self-regulatory capability process Bandura argues that there are two processes within this capability. These are 
the motivational regulators and the moral and social regulators (Goldhaber, 2000). Motivational standards relate most 
closely with studying learning ability. Thorough motivational standards, we set standards for ourselves as to what we 
think we are able to accomplish. Our self-efficacy is the sense of if we can live up to the standards we have of ourselves 
(Goldhaber, 2000). Parents can play a vital role in helping shape the efficacy of their children. From a social cognitive 
perspective, if children have higher standards for themselves then they are likely to not give up when they do poorly on 
a task, but rather are motivated to improve to meet their personal expectations. Once this expectation is met, their 
standard is then raised to the next level. When children have role models to follow that have positive self-efficacy, those 
that view themselves positively and don’t give up on the onset of failure, then the likelihood that they follow this lifestyle 
is high. Parents can provide remedial instruction, accompanied with modeling in order to foster a deeper internalization 
of high standards. 

The self-reflective capability in regards to self-efficacy is key to human behavior. Reflecting on experiences allows for 
evaluation of thinking and the ability to alter it appropriately (Bandura, 1989). Being able to have control over the events 
that affect us is important in how we respond to them. We have the ability to make change in our lives as we see fit. This 
is important because it tells us that observation of a phenomenon doesn’t mean there will be an automatic response. 
Instead, humans have the ability to process how they are going to use the information. Depending on ones efficacy, they 
may respond differently. If a child is at school and the teacher introduces a new concept that is difficult, the child has 
the ability to decide if they are going to seek more or less help in mastering the topic, or potentially give up. Children 
with a high self-efficacy would likely want to master the new task, thus making the choice to do so. It can then be seen 
how it is important it is to aid in children’s development of this task.  

Bandura would likely be highly critical of the Center for Talented Youth because of the programs ability grouping, 
which he believes instills a low sense of intellectual efficacy. In order for intellectual efficacy to be more highly developed, 
Bandura is supportive of individual instruction that allows children to compare their skills with their personal standards 
(Goldhaber, 2000). Rather than viewing CTY as a way to nurture gifted children’s abilities in an environment that 
fosters academic and social development through inclusion of like peers, Bandura would likely focus on the competition 
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that he believes exists in these types of programs.  It is this competition that he would view as an inappropriate 
educational practice as it is likely to instill a low sense of intellectual efficacy that is difficult to reverse once establ ished.  

Attachment Theory 
Attachment theory posits that a bond exists between an infant and the primary caregiver, typically the mother (Bowlby, 
1988).  This bond has been shown to be important not only in general well-being (i.e., Kreppner & Ullrich, 1998), but 
also influences how relationships are formed and are successful across the lifespan (i.e., Waters, Merrick, Treboux, 
Crowell, & Albershein, 2000). While the caregiver attachment has been frequently explored, other research has made 
use of attachment theory to explain non-caregiver dyads. For example, research on interpersonal child-teacher 
relationships has utilized an attachment theory framework (i.e., Bowlby, 1973; Bowlby, 1980, & Bowlby, 1982). It seems 
logical to explore attachment influence on children’s development given the close relationships they are likely to form 
with other adults. These adults can have a significant impact on a child’s life thus impacting their development. Perhaps 
the most influential person in a child’s life outside of her or his parents is the teacher. In fact, secure relationships with 
teachers may compensate for an insecure attachment relationship with the parent-child relationship (Van Ijzendoorn & 
Tavecchio, 1987). Perhaps this compensation is because the nature of the child-teacher relationship is in many respects 
similar to the parent-child relationship (Howes & Hamilton, 1992; Pianta, 1992).  Connecting this relationship to 
academic achievement, findings suggest that children who have secure relationships with their teachers have been found 
to be more academically competent than those with insecure child-teacher relationships (Howes, Matheson, & 
Hamilton, 1994).  Particularly, gifted students have been found to be even more affected by the interactions with their 
teachers than their non-gifted peers (Croft, 2003).  Also discussed by Croft (2003) are several characteristics listed by the 
National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) for successful teachers of gifted youth. NAGC suggests that the 
highly effective teacher is able to inspire and motivate, reduce tension and anxiety, and appreciate the high levels of 
sensitivity for gifted and talented youth (Croft, 2003).  

Given the findings of the significance of attachment relationships, attachment theory would suggest that gifted youth 
could not have their abilities expressed without an attachment figure of some form in their lives. By contrast, the 
attachment figure most likely incorporated NAGC characteristics for effective teachers into the relationship regardless 
if they are the “school teacher.” While the theory allows us to see the value of attachment figures in nurturing gifted 
youths abilities, it does not allow for a conclusion to be drawn on the causation of the abilities. Perhaps acquiring a 
secure attachment is one aspect of the development of gifted abilities, allowing for their expression, but it cannot be 
noted as the cause because we know of children with securely attached relationships, yet they are not academically gifted. 
That is, a secure attachment may aid in helping the gifted child reach her or his full potential, but it doesn’t create the 
ability. Further research is needed to explore how the intensity of securely attached relationships correlates with the level 
of abilities within the gifted youth population. For example, does having multiple secure relationships allow for further 
expression of abilities?  

Attachment theory fits excellently into ways to support gifted children’s abilities, yet the theory is unable to explain 
the roots of such abilities.  From this, it is unsafe to say that securely attached relationships forecast gifted abilities, rather 
children with securely attached relationships have an increased likelihood of expressing their gifted abilities while also 
having them nurtured, and thus further aiding in the child to master her or his full potential.  

Behavioral Genetics Theory 
A behavioral geneticist perspective of the roots of gifted youth abilities would be a biological explanation. That is, the 
stance would be that the child was born with her or his gifted abilities. Many studies have addressed the genetics of brain 
structure and intelligence by behavioral geneticists (i.e., Toga, & Thompson, 2005; Deary, Spinath, & Bates, 2006; 
Deary, Penke, & Johnson, 2010). In one particular study, major white matter fiber pathways were found to be highly 
genetically controlled, and diffusion anisotropy was linked with advanced intellectual performance in many key systems. 
Researchers hope that these results may lead to future studies to distinguish individual genes contributing to fiber 
architecture, white matter integrity and cognition (Chiang, et al., 2009). These results show evidence of gene correlation 
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with intelligence which comes close to answering the question of this writing regarding the roots of gifted abilities. Yet 
although the results show evidence of gene correlation with intelligence, there is no mention of the contributing factors 
that allow expression of the gene, or phenotype. Given this, it is important to look to the other explored theories to 
explain how they interact to forecast gifted ability.  

While this research is in its infancy, it is providing crucial insight into understanding biological influences on 
intellectual ability, and future research of brain structure of gifted children may provide more clarity on such roots of 
intelligence.  

Integrating Practice 
The above theoretical perspectives provide frameworks for which to explore the roots of gifted children’s unique 
academic abilities, yet none can directly answer the question as to the causation of the abilities. By comparison, when 
researchers explore the similarities and differences within gifted children (e.g., sex differences, parenting styles, self-
perception, perfectionism, personality and learning styles, birth order, and cultural context) the results merely show 
differences within the already talented population. Thus, while similarities and differences are provided, the answer for 
the cause of the differences is lost. Despite the lack of a single theory or characteristic to define the roots of the abilities, 
what may be more reasonable is to explain how the interaction of such perspectives and individual child characteristics 
further increase the likelihood of the abilities being identified. Doing so will allow for the child to express her or his 
abilities, allowing those that work with gifted youth to properly nurture and help them reach their full potential.  

The Johns Hopkins University Center for Talented Youth program is an excellent example of how research of gifted 
youth has been integrated into practice. The goal of this program is to nurture gifted children’s intellectual abilities, 
enhance their personal development, and foster better understanding of the needs of the talented youth (Center for 
Talented Youth, n.d.). CTY utilizes a strong research component in order to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the 
program, as well to ensure the proper nurturing of the whole child from both an academic and social perspective. Hence 
both academic and residential staffs understand that not all gifted children are the same, as they come from many diverse 
backgrounds and have thus had different experiences. CTY professionals realize that because of the diversity of their 
students, they will have likely had differences in parenting styles, learning styles, birth order, cultural expectations, etc. 
All of which would then have likely impacted the degree of secure attachment relationships, experiences that were 
observed and modeled, how information is processed, and structuring of the brain. As a senior residential administrator 
for the Center for Talented Youth, the author now explores his experiences of how theory has informed professional 
practice of the summer program.  

CTY and Social Information Processing Perspective   
CTY academic and residential staffs play a significant role in aiding in the development of processes. As mentioned, 
Nelson (1993) proposes that parents are able to scaffold in these experiences by talking about what is going to happen, 
what is happening, and what previously had happened in different ways. Similarly, CTY staff aid in the development of 
these processes through explaining to the children expectations in the classroom and in the residential halls. Residential 
and academic staffs collaborate to maintain consistency of expectations. Thus, there is no confusion with why things 
are happening, why they did happen, or why something will happen in the future. Doing so supports Dodge (1986), 
perspective that children engage in four mental steps of thinking and responding to cues. As children (a) encode 
situational cues, (b) represent and interpret of those cues, (c) do a mental search for possible responses to the situation, 
and (d) select of a response, they will have a better development of processing thoughts and knowledge (Goldhaber, 
2000). CTY professionals scaffold in this thinking process. As mentioned, Sternberg theorizes that we balance analytical 
abilities, creative abilities and practical abilities (Goldhaber, 2000). The high complementation with these abilities 
correlates positively with ones level of intelligence. CTY integrates the balance of these abilities within its program 
through academic staff that encourage logical and abstract thinking, and residential staff that develop activities to aid in 
the development of creative and practical thinking, through directive and non-directive play.  
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CTY and Social Cognitive Theory 
As previously stated, Bandura is supportive of individual instruction that allows children to compare their skills with 
their personal standards (Goldhaber, 2000). Due to this, Bandura would likely be critical CTY grouping children 
together because of the possibility for competition to exist between these children which could decrease their 
intellectual-efficacy. On the contrary, an exhaustive body of literature disregards Banduras perspective and is quite 
grounded in the benefits of grouping gifted children (i.e., Brody, 2004; Fiedler, Lange, & Winebrenner, 2002; Kulik, 
1992; Loveless, 1998; Rogers, 2006; Rogers, 2002, & Tieso, 2003) for examples. These studies show evidence that 
children learn best from peers that learn and think in ways similar to themselves. However it is not the act of being 
grouped that in itself is beneficial. Rather, what educators do to nurture the gifted children within this group is crucial. 
Thus, while Bandura may disagree with ability grouping, perhaps he may be able to compromise on how CTY 
professionals nurture giftedness within the group.  

In an example, it was previously stated that Bandura believes that the way in which we process information changes 
over time as we find new ways to accommodate the information through our social learning experiences (Goldhaber, 
2000). Social learning experiences are at the heart of the CTY experience for the children enrolled in the program. CTY 
staff works to foster a comfortable, safe and all inclusive family like atmosphere within its programs. This is done through 
social learning experiences in the academic setting and residential setting. CTY believes that nurturing the full potential 
of the children they serve could not be accomplished without providing opportunity for exceptional social learning 
experiences.  

Further supporting social cognitive theory, CTY staff understands the importance for the children to have reflection 
time. Reflecting on experiences allows for evaluation of thinking and the ability to alter it appropriately (Bandura, 1989). 
CTY professionals speak with students about experiences they are having in the classroom as well as outside of the 
classroom, especially since what will happen in one setting will likely impact the other. Staff members also hold 
interdisciplinary team meetings to reflect on the experiences the children are having in order for all professionals to be 
on the same page for modeling consistency in practice.  

In addition, it would be difficult for Bandura to dispute the claim that CTY improves the self-efficacy of the children 
they serve. Using a strength-based approach, CTY professionals nurture the child’s gifted abilities through providing 
rigorous academia to match the child’s academic ability. Further, CTY provides opportunities for students to deve lop 
in other ways that they perhaps were not so confident in prior to coming to a CTY program. Through rapport building 
CTY professionals are able to get to know the students they work with quite well, which allows for the staff members to 
be in tune with areas in which their students could improve. For instance if a CTY Resident Assistant notices that one 
of her students is excelling in the classroom yet is struggling socially with other students, the professional is likely to 
provide opportunity and encouragement of the child to be included with other children. Over time, the goal is that the 
student’s efficacy of making friends will increase.  

CTY and Attachment Theory 
Center for Talented Youth Students form close relationships with their teachers, teaching assistants, resident assistants, 
and fellow peers. These relationships influence their ability to learn and form future relationships as they leave the 
program. CTY is familiar with the earlier presented findings that gifted students are even more affected by the 
interactions with their teachers than their non-gifted peers (Croft, 2003). CTY provides such a place for gifted students 
to be nurtured by a team of professionals and peers that they form interact and form close relationships with. As 
mentioned, children who have secure relationships with their teachers have been found to be more academically 
competent than those with insecure child-teacher relationships (Howes, Matheson, & Hamilton, 1994).  CTY 
professionals would agree with this finding and go even further in saying that it provides validity for CTY given that 
CTY further strengthens the gifted child’s relationship with teachers, which could correlate to continued future 
academic competence.  
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CTY and Behavioral Genetics  
The Center for Talented Youth recognizes that gifted children’s brains have unique abilities. While CTY recognizes that 
its students are not merely “little adults,” they also recognize that these children have a unique ability for understanding 
adult academic rigor. That is, CTY recognizes that its students are behaviorally and cognitively still children, while also 
recognizing and nurturing the aspect of their academic ability that is superior to their same age counterparts. While the 
brains of CTY children are able to be superior in some academic aspects, CTY professionals would argue that the 
phenotypes of these genotype abilities would not be possible without nurture. Gifted children are just as at risk of not 
reaching their full potential as other children are of dropping out of school (Ybarra, 2009). The theories previously 
mentioned can fit within the behavioral genetics perspective if one considers that that the theories can be combined to 
provide a framework for helping the gifted child to express her or his biological abilities.  

Conclusion 
This writing has explored literature regarding academically gifted and talented youth, and common human development 
theoretical perspectives that might explain the roots of such abilities. This review provided findings from gifted youth 
gender differences, parenting style influences, self-perception, personality and learning styles, birth order and cultural 
influences.  While the findings of the studies show variation of differences between the listed variables, they do not show 
for a direct moderation of gifted ability. Likewise, the human development theories of social information processing 
perspective, social cognitive, and attachment rendered results that could be used at most to help nurture children with 
their gifted abilities, but they fail to explain the causation. The closest theory found to explain the roots of gifted abilities 
is behavioral genetics. This biological perspective is providing a unique insight into brain structure to explain 
intelligence. The theory is different than the others mentioned in that it is able to show links between the brain and 
intelligence. For instance a 2009 study revealed that, major white matter fiber pathways were found to be highly 
genetically controlled, and diffusion anisotropy was linked with advanced intellectual performance in many key systems 
(Chiang, et al., 2009). While the other mentioned theories can be used to explain how to properly nurture gifted 
children, they do not provide sufficient links between utilizing the theory to show causation of the abilities in a way that 
behavioral genetics does.  

In providing a direction for future research, studies should explore the extent to which the other mentioned human 
development theories can account for roots of gifted abilities. For example, how much modeling and observation 
accounts for acquiring gifted ability vs. does having the genotypes for advanced intellectual capability allow for further 
expression of these genes through observation and modeling?  Similar nature vs. nurture questions could be formed with 
social information processing perspective and attachment theory to further inform practice.  

The Johns Hopkins University Center for Talented Youth program was also explored in this writing as a way to show 
an example of theory being applied to practice in the realm of gifted children. The author provided examples of how 
CTY has utilized social information processing perspective, social cognitive, attachment and behavioral genetics as a way 
to nurture its gifted students. Although there is mention of the prevalence of gifted youth educational programs 
worldwide, details of these models in comparison to CTY and their theoretical groundings was left unexplored .   

The author speculates that there is no sole causation of gifted abilities, but rather the combination of biological and 
social theories are contributors that can be combined in a way to better forecast giftedness. It is thought here that the 
degree to which gifted abilities are expressed are because of how well they are nurtured through social information 
processing, social cognitive theory, and attachment. Yet, argued here is that nurturing these abilities would not be 
possible without the child first providing the readiness to learn at a higher level. The child’s brain must be developed in 
a way that allows them to learn at the sophisticated level, without adult pressure and high expectations.    

Further, the author disregards any arguments that any racial or ethnic group is biologically smarter than another, and 
agrees with a 2007 study that suggests there is an over-representation of ethnic minority students (Chinese, Indian and 
mixed ethnicity) in gifted classification because of these groups affluence rather than ethnicity (Campbell, et al., 2007). 
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That is because of their wealth, these ethnic groups likely have more resources available to them to aid in their educational 
attainment, thus allowing for certain ethnic groups to be overrepresented in the gifted status. This then provides 
explanation for why some lower class ethnic groups are not well represented in the gifted status, and further provides 
evidence that resources must be available to nurture the gifted child’s abilities. Without support of these abilities, they 
are likely to fade because they have not been nurtured in a way that allows for full developmental potential.  Further 
research would benefit from comparison of brain scans of children from different cultural educational practices. An 
example could be to see if different educational practices render differences in children’s brains, and if these educational 
practices structure the brain in such a way to allow for a higher order of thinking. This would allow for a distinction 
between educational practices that lead to or “teach” giftedness, or if these educational practices better support the child 
in her biological abilities.  

Also not explored in this review is the impact of early adversity on children’s development. Future researchers may 
wish to explore gifted children that had experienced early adversity compared to their gifted peers that had not, in a way 
to explain differences in brain development. Likewise, such research would be beneficial for explaining the importance 
of positive early experiences that impact the child across the lifespan. Further, one may wish to explore correlations 
between academic achievement and other talents (e.g., musical, athletic, etc.) to determine the degree to which one may 
impact the other as this was not explored here. It should also be emphasized that although the author explored many 
relevant theoretical perspectives to aid in the explanation of gifted youths’ abilities, one should not limit the ways to 
explain gifted abilities to the theories presented here. Future reviews and studies should explore a variety of perspectives 
in order to best explain the roots of such abilities.  

It is evident throughout this review that it is not always possible to explain phenomena with a single explanation. 
Multiple contextual factors linking research, theory and practice must be considered when attempting to provide best 
practice explanation for why something occurs. Without researchers and practitioners making the connections between 
theoretical perspectives, research and practice, the result is a limited understanding of what is trying to be explained. 
Such connections provide a lens for which to understand a phenomenon in the most valid manner. Therefore as 
researchers continue to explore the roots of academically precocious youth, they must consider all theoretical approaches 
to best guide their studies and to show for all factors that may contribute to gifted abilities.  
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