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Abstract

This article put forward a conceptual framework of counseling and guidance for
Malaysian gifted students in a school setting. The framework is derived based on
various studies conducted at the national center for excellence in gifted education
(also known as Pusat PERMATApintar™ Negara), instituted at Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia since 2009. The comprehensive analysis of data sets from
these on-going studies is used to develop the proposed framework which
encompasses a ‘differentiated’” and ‘specialized’ approach for local population of
gifted students. The framework encompasses four critical elements in ensuring
the provision of effective services for the students namely, the role of counselor,
the client’s personality and issues, the differentiated approaches, and the
therapeutic environment.  This article also discusses the implications of
implementing this framework in local counseling community.
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Introduction

Gifted students are generally different from their normal peers in several
developmental aspects such as physical, psychomotor, emotional, intellectual,
and social domains (Touron, Touron & Silvero 2005; Davis & Rimm, 1998).
Studies in educational setting revealed that gifted students experience intense
social isolation in a regular classroom that may lead to ongoing emotional stress
(Wood, 2006; Neihart, Reis, Robinson & Moon, 2002); sometimes, they always
feel socially isolated because of their intellectual ability (Neihart, 1999; Silverman,
1993). In addition, gifted students are commonly associated with emotional
instability reflected through behaviors such as isolated feelings, oversensitivity
and perfectionism, due to their unique self-characteristics and environmental
factors (Abu Yazid, 2014a; Abu Yazid & Aliza, 2009; Ng & Sandiyao, 2005). Not
only do they experience social and emotional difficulties (Yoo & Moon, 2000;
Neihart, 1999), gifted students are also challenged with more affective and
psychological issues than other students (Bailey, 2007; Nethart et al., 2002). Some
of these issues include anxiety (Cho-Hee Yoon, 2009; Berlin, 2009), identity
formation (Graham & Anderson, 2008; Zuo & Tao, 2001) and self-esteem
(Vialle, Heaven & Ciarrochi, 2007). Findings of the works mentioned above
imply that the community of gifted students living and learning together will
require a systematic psychological and socio-emotional support, especially in
terms of counseling and guidance provision. Davis and Rimm (1998) stated that
the need for counseling and guidance increases with the intellectual capability of
an individual. Moreover, Bee (1999) found that children with high intellectual
ability were normally facing self-adjustment problem in comparison to his or her
peers. In other words, counseling and guidance service is an important
component in gifted education (Abu Yazid, 2014b; Noriah & Abu Yazid, 2014;
Abu Yazid & Aliza, 2009).

Studies have shown that for every 100,000 children there is at least one gifted
child (Clark, 2005; Claxton, 2003). Hence, with a population of 4.5 million
children in the school age range of 9 to 15 (Noriah, Rosadah & Siti Fatimah,
2009), Malaysia has its fair share of gifted students. Ironically, the policy on
gifted education has never been officially established in Malaysian educational
system. However, special programs for selected highly able students to skip
grades, and therefore complete elementary education early. Nevertheless, the
programs, which started in the early 1960s and whose development had been
sporadic and had no specific plan to help the students cope with their secondary
and tertiary education at a younger age, came to a halt in the 1970s.

Likewise, the introduction of counseling and guidance services in Malaysian
educational system began at about the same period (early 1960s) with the initial
focus on vocational guidance. However, after more than half a century, its’
provision in local educational setting has never been targeted for specific needs
of special population such as the gifted students. As a matter of fact, research in
the area of counseling and guidance for gifted learners have been extremely rare,
and far in between, in Malaysia (Abu Yazid, 2014a; Noriah & Abu Yazid, 2014,
Noriah & Abu Yazid, 2010a). At present, studies on the counseling and guidance
needs of Malaysian gifted students are still in its infancy. Indeed, there is very
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few literatures describing the psychological issues and counseling needs of
Malaysian gifted students. These students are no different from their equivalents
in other countries; even though there is no document to support this statement,
it is decent to suggest that these students face similar issues on top of the storm
and stress of growing up as adolescents in a challenging world. As advocated by
the American School Counselor Association (ASCA), school counselors are
called to proactively serve all students; thus, to best meet the needs of all
students, counselors must be aware of the strengths and challenges inherent to
variety of students (Bailey, 2007), including gifted students. However, because
of the lack of provision in counseling and guidance services, and the fact that
Malaysian counselors are not trained to provide such service to gifted learners,
the service is not well received in this country. Therefore, having a good
provision of counseling and guidance at school, and providing the necessary
training to the school counselors would be the initial steps toward providing
better services to the gifted students and their families (Abu Yazid, 2014b;
Noriah & Abu Yazid, 2010b). Hence, the main objective of this article is to put
forward a counseling and guidance framework for gifted students in the Malaysia
educational system.

Discussion

Gifted students are challenged with more affective and psychological issues than
normal students (Abu Yazid, 2014b; Bailey, 2007; Rimm, 2003; Neihart et al.,
2002). Ng and Sandiyao (2005) posited that psycho-socio-emotional issues of
gifted students could be classified into six categories, namely interpersonal,
physical, personality, learning process, self-confidence, and habitual. Also, for
gifted students, emotional sensitivity and emotional intensity are parts of their
psychological makeup, which are usually displayed through five areas of
overexcitabilities (OE): psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, imaginational, and
emotional (Abu Yazid, 2014a; Noriah & Abu Yazid, 2010b). Thus, by virtue of
being gifted, these individuals with unique mental abilities and socio-affective
characteristics have psychological needs that are remarkably different from their
chronological age peers. If proper support and guidance are not given, they could
face numerous adjustment issues and might not be able to optimize their full
potentials.

Previous studies have revealed that gifted students normally seek counseling
and guidance services to come to term with their own giftedness and people’s
perceptions towards that giftedness, and to cope with the stress of growing up as
gifted children (Neihart, 1999; Piechowski, 1999; Moon & Hall, 1998). These
students eventually seek or are referred for counseling services for issues related
to underachievement, parental and peer relationships, emotional and social
adjustment, and stress management (Moon, Kelly & Feldhusen, 1997), inability
to express concerns (Peterson, 2003), academic stress and heavy commitment to
activities (Peterson, Duncan & Canady, 2007), where such issues have been
shown to impact their well-beings. Other research findings have also shown that
many of these gifted students seek counseling services to cope with academic
stress (Peterson et al., 2007), and to explore their career options (Neihart et. al,
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2002; Olszewski-Kubilius & Scott, 1992). Thus, to facilitate the gifted students’
learning process, parents, educators and counselors, need to understand their
academic and non-academic needs, as well as be aware of even the slightest
cognitive, affective and behavioural differences that they display outside the
norms.

The Malaysian National Gifted Centre (also known as Pusat
PERMATApintar™ Negara), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia provides
resourceful counseling and guidance services to the students and carries out
research in order to improve the quality of the services. Findings of the center’s
recent research on the students’ perception towards the provision of counseling
and guidance services reveal that only 30% of the students surveyed would talk
to teachers and peers if they had personal problem, whereas another 60%
preferred to solve their personal problems themselves. Surprisingly, only 7%
would willingly turn to counselors for help while only 3% of the students chose
to share problems with their parents. Another significant finding of this recent
study is that female students have the higher tendency to seek help compared to
male students. Data from this study also indicates that career counseling and
academic guidance —particulatly pertaining to the college/university information
search, career path advice, and enhancement of study skills— are the two most
preferred types of service, while family counseling is the least preferred one. The
above findings brought about a number of implications as follow:

» the respondents were more comfortable discussing their problems with
their peers than the counselors or their parents,

» female students were more willing to share their issues with others than
their male counterparts,

» female gifted students were more aware of their career options, and were
more willing to explore their options than their male counterparts,

» female students were more concerned about their future career in
addition to their academic performance.

Based on the above mentioned findings, it could be implied that Malaysian
gifted students were in dire need for an effective counseling and guidance
services in order to support them in the education system. However, the dilemma
is that the educational counseling and guidance in Malaysia is provided for
general population of students; hence, the specific needs of gifted students are
not being catered for. In other words, the understanding of the best services
approach for gifted students is almost nil among the local community of
counselors, especially the school counselors. According to Wood (2010), school
counselors play a vital role in meeting the needs of gifted students, but, they may
not know how best to serve this unique population of students because up to
now there is a lack of structured, standardized, and empirically tested best
practices of counseling and guidance for gifted students. While there are many
studies on best practices in the literature, studies on best practices provided by
school counselors for the population of gifted students are scarce. Zaffrann and
Colangelo (1977), Moon et al. (1997), Peterson (2006), and Wood (2010)
insinuated that gifted students requires differentiated counseling and guidance
approach which involves creative approaches that take into consideration the
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students’ unique affective and cognitive development. The approaches should be
varied from one student to another, depending on his or her need, in which the
approach chosen should be individualized and meet the needs of each student.
In addition, Mahoney and Lyddon (1988) and Ryan (1999, 2001) recommended
that gifted students should be provided with specialized counseling and guidance
services in order to meet their giftedness and talents. Specifically, the ‘specialized’
counseling and guidance approach for gifted students should take into
consideration the counselor’s role, personality, the therapeutic environment, and
the theoretical framework and strategic approaches; for instance, humanistic,
cognitive or behavioral used in the counseling and guidance sessions (Wood,
2010; VanTassel-Baska, 1990, 2005).

In tandem, majority of researchers in the field of gifted education shares the
opinion that the provision of counseling and guidance services for gifted students
is not only critical, but it has to be specifically tailored to meet the unique needs
of this population (Wood, 2010; VanTassel-Baska, 1990, 2005; Ryan, 1999, 2001;
Mahoney & Lyddon, 1988). Consequently, taking into account of these experts’
views and combines it with findings from continuous studies conducted within
its compound, researchers at Pusat PERMATApintar™ Negara, Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia have initiated an effort to develop a conceptual framework
of gifted students’ counseling and guidance service relevant to local context. They
adapt the provisional concept of ‘differentiated’” and ‘specialized’ proposed by
those established scholars, combine it with the ‘one-size-does not-fit-all’
approach, and come up with a conceptual framework which comprises four main
components (refer Figure 1 for details). Specifically, this framework stresses that
in order to develop a holistically conducive helping relationship for the gifted
students, it is essential for the counselor to understand their own role and their
clients’ special traits, skills and issues. Also, the surrounding must be
therapeutically supportive in which, the relationship is built on mutual respect,
understanding and trust between the two parties. Finally, the approach itself must
be unique and individualized; thus, the assessment is proposed as the starting
point of the whole process. Concomitantly, the framework is somehow or rather
aligned with ideas proposed by Zaffrann and Colangelo (1977), Moon et al.
(1997), and Peterson (2006) which suggest that school counselors who keen in
providing services for gifted students, when providing services, must take into
consideration five elements namely the students’ profile and issues being
presented, the working therapeutic environment, the interventions proposed, the
termination process, and the follow-up process.
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Figure 1. A conceptual framework of counseling and guidance for Malaysian
gifted students

Conclusion

In a nutshell, the discussed conceptual framework of counseling and guidance
for gifted students serves as concrete evidence that Malaysia has been seriously
putting efforts to ensure the well-beings of the nation’s future generation. Even
though gifted education is not yet inserted as a mainstream educational paradigm,
it does not prevent local researchers to continue carry out studies in this field.
Thus, it is not going to be stopped because the potential of expanding the study
in this area is considerably boundless. If the proposed framework could be
understood and accepted by the counseling community, especially among the
practitioners in school setting, it would be a great contribution not only to the
local field of counseling and guidance, but also to the national paradigm of gifted
education as a whole.

Nonetheless, the challenges ahead are considerably numerous, ranging from
whether Malaysian school counselors are ready to deliver such ‘differentiated’
services, to how much exposure do the counselors have on such a ‘specialized’
approach. Moreover, it should also worth to explore whether the Malaysian
counselor educators’ program is capable of accommodating such approach in
their curriculum. It is also relevant to debate on what roles should be assumed
by parties like Malaysian Counseling Association, Malaysian Board of Counselors
and Ministry of Education, in accommodating such transition by providing clear



Counseling and guidance. . . 27

justifications and directions. Until everything is sorted out, probably with the
establishment of a clear and well-documented policy, research activities in
counseling and guidance provision for local gifted students should continuously
be explored.
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