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Abstract 

In Australia there is a paucity of research on twice exceptionality, a sub-set of the field 

of gifted education, where twice exceptional children are those who possess both 

giftedness and disability. Since the 2001 Australian Senate review into gifted education, 

Australian schools have struggled to understand the paradoxical nature of twice 

exceptional children, even though inclusivity and equity in education have become the 

policies of choice for 21st Century education. The majority of research into twice 

exceptionality has been conducted in North America, mainly taking a quantitative 

approach, often led by a focus on specific disability categories; an approach that further 

reinforces categorisation of disability related to medical-needs models. This study was 

conducted to address a gap in the literature which largely maintains a quantitative-

driven disability-category approach to research in this area. 

This qualitative narrative inquiry aimed to explore the lived experiences of twice 

exceptional children, both in school and outside school and by doing so, sought to gain 

an in-depth understanding of contextual factors impacting these children in order to 

inform policy and practice. Lived experience refers to my representation and 

understanding of the participants’ experiences, choices, and options, and how these 

factors influenced their unique perception of knowledge gained through those 

experiences. By employing narrative informed case studies this research aimed to add 

insider perspectives to better understand twice exceptionality, and privilege the 

children’s voices. Eight children participated in this study, five males and three females, 

aged nine years to 16 years. The participants all had psychometric assessments 

confirming giftedness, and disability diagnoses from specialist health practitioners 

confirming disability. A total of 28 semi-structured interviews lasting 30-60 minutes 

were conducted in the children’s homes over the course of the study. The interviews 

were transcribed, analysed, then re-storied and presented as narrative story 

constellations—Children’s Stories/Stories of Children. 

From the story constellations five key thematic plotlines were identified: Personal 

Interests; Negative Experiences; Support Networks; Stress, Coping and Resilience; and, 

Sense of Self. The plotline of Personal Interests related to the participants’ unique 

interests that they engaged in enabling down time from needing to deal with issues 

relating to their experiences. The plotline of Negative Experiences came from reported 

ongoing negative experiences at school that usually involved bullying by peers and 
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teachers; incidents of teachers’ yelling; and, being negatively singled out in class. The 

plotline of Support Networks identified external factors that the participants 

acknowledged as supportive, such as their pets; friends; parents; and, social networks. 

Stress, Coping, and Resilience related to situational factors; maladaptive coping; and 

building resilience through understanding and advocacy. Sense of Self, referred to 

aspects of the children’s lived experiences that contributed to self-understanding and 

self-knowledge, such as feelings of being different. Where there were conflicts; 

bullying, adversarial relationships, and lack of understanding, the children experienced 

further stress and stigma on top of already existent stress and anxiety.  

The findings suggest an overarching narrative of stigma in the lives of these children, 

indicating that children identified as twice exceptional experience life in ways that may 

not necessarily be recognised and understood by others. The stigma surrounding 

perceptions of the children’s disability diminished views of them as capable, and 

predominantly viewed them as in-capable. This means that in the context of these eight 

twice exceptional children, the findings are not about children who have a disability and 

who are gifted, or vice versa, but about the complex interactions of these two elements 

for each individual child, their lived experiences of being twice exceptional. The key 

recommendations for policy and practice from this study are for focused teacher 

training; the intentional creation of affirmative educational environments; listening to 

and supporting twice exceptional children; and, the need to create policy and legislation 

which acknowledges the existence and unique needs of these children. 
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Terminology: Definitions and Descriptions 

It is necessary from the outset to state some notes on terminology and briefly explain 

the way some phrases are used, and the meaning of some of these in this thesis (for further 

description of specific terms see Acronyms and Abbreviations above, and Appendix A).  

When discussing people with disability, I use person first language and acknowledge 

that this is not always acceptable by all people with disability. I use it in this thesis to show that 

a person who identifies with disability is a person first, with disability second, as a part of their 

identity. The exception to this is where I refer to twice exceptional children; I do this for 

practical reasons with the writing of this thesis, to avoid long sentences. 

The singular term of disability will be used predominantly to refer to one or more 

disabilities, whilst also referring to the social oppression of disability, that is the disabling 

environments, cultural and social structures in which people with disability live their lives 

(Priestley, 2003). I also acknowledge that in disability studies, impairment is the term used in 

referring to the effects of disability, rather than the term disability itself (Thomas, 2007; World 

Health Organisation, 2011). In this thesis disability refers to the condition, impairment, and the 

disabling effects of social, cultural and political contexts. Disablism/ableism refers to  

discrimination, in many forms, towards people who identify with disability. 

When referring to contexts within which the children live their lives, I refer to the 

personal, social, cultural, and political milieus. By personal I am exploring the children’s own 

experiences; for example, beliefs; disability; ability; giftedness; interests. Social milieus are 

their social world with the people who they interact. The cultural milieus refers to the prevailing 

cultural issues surrounding twice exceptional children; school cultures, social cultures, and the 

Australian culture in which the children live their lives, incorporating cultural views on 

disability and giftedness. Political milieus are the policy, practices and prevailing legislation 

that affect the lived experiences of twice exceptional children. 

I acknowledge here that I use the terms narrative and story interchangeably to mean the 

stories people tell about their lived experiences. I acknowledge that other researchers may use 

the two terms distinctly in meaning. I use narrative inquiry as a research inquiry methodology 

(further explanation see Methods and Methodology), in describing experiences and the 

phenomenon under study. Here, narrative refers to stories as research, not fictional portrayals 

(Polkinghorne, 2007) but individual lived experience stories. 

Many of the terms and phrases in this thesis are contested, and will be explained 

through the thesis as the need arises, in particular disability, gifted, twice exceptional, and 

narrative inquiry, are explained in Chapters 3 and 4. These are used in a specific manner 

throughout this thesis. For the purpose of this study the word gifted is being used to abridge 

gifted and talented.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

When stories are not told, they become something else . . . 

forgotten . . .  The story that lives with me, will live with you as 

well. When a story is told, it is not forgotten. It becomes 

something else, a memory of who we were, the hope of what we 

can become. (De Rosnay, 2010) 

Chapter Synopsis 

In this introductory chapter, I contextualise the background issues to this study 

by briefly explaining what I mean by lived experience. Next, I outline the aims, 

purpose, and significance of this study in order to address the identified research gap. I 

conclude this chapter with a brief outline of the thesis organisation. 

Background 

This qualitative study set out to explore the lived experiences of eight twice 

exceptional children (aged 9-16 years), by privileging their voices, both in school and 

outside school. By doing so, this study sought to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

contextual factors impacting these children in order to inform policy and practice. This 

type of qualitative research about lived experience adds insider perspectives to better 

understand the phenomenon of twice exceptional children; those who possess both 

giftedness and disability (Foley Nicpon, Allmon, Sieck, & Stinson, 2011; Foley Nicpon 

& Assouline, 2015). Much existent research tends to focus on categories of disability, 

educational interventions, treatment, and characteristics of these children as learners, 

instead of their holistic lived experiences as children rather than only school students.  

In this study I use narrative inquiry as a method and methodology that “begins 

and ends with a respect for ordinary lived experience” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 18). The 

emphasis of narrative inquiry is to validate lived experience, as well as to explore the 

personal, social, cultural, and political contexts to these individual narratives 

(Clandinin, 2013). In beginning this inquiry I share some of my lived experiences (in 

Chapter 2), by relating personal happenings, and acknowledging the individual 

perspective from which I approach this research. This study is inspired by my personal 

narratives of lived experiences so far; as a member of the gifted and disability 

communities, a student, a parent, a teacher, and a researcher. My lived experiences 

demonstrate how twice exceptionality emerged as an area of interest to me in both my 

personal and professional lives. 
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Lived Experience 

Lived experience refers to my representation and understanding of the 

participants’ “experiences, choices, and options” (Boylorn, 2008, p. 489) and how these 

factors influence their unique perception of knowledge gained through those 

experiences, which is explained by Boylorn (2008) as follows: 

[L]ived experience speaks to the personal and unique perspective of 

researchers and how their experiences are shaped by subjective factors of 

their identity including race, class, gender, sexuality, religion, political 

associations, and other roles and characteristics that determine how people 

live their daily lives. Lived experience, then, leads to a self-awareness that 

acknowledges the integrity of an individual life and how separate life 

experiences can resemble and respond to larger public and social themes, 

creating a space for storytelling, interpretation, and meaning-making. Lived 

experience allows a researcher to use a single life to learn about society and 

about how individual experiences are communicated. (pp. 489-490) 

Cross (2013) suggests that the lived experiences of children and adolescents “are 

of a social nature and culturally situated” (p. 46) emphasising the importance of 

exploring children’s experiences through privileging their voices about, and within, the 

contexts in which their experiences were created, in school and outside school.  

Background to this Study 

It is generally understood in the field of twice exceptional research that 

giftedness can co-occur with any disability (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Huber, 2006; 

Foley Nicpon & Assouline, 2015; Foley Nicpon, Assouline, & Colangelo, 2013). For 

this study, twice exceptionality is defined as a child who is “identified as gifted/talented 

in one or more areas while also possessing a learning, emotional, physical, sensory, 

and/or developmental disability” (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Huber, 2006, p. 14).  

Twice exceptional children are said to be “among the most underserved students 

in our schools” (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Whiteman, 2009). The educational life of a 

twice exceptional student is often littered with negative experiences that can cause them 

to feel like a failure and to have low self-efficacy, increased internalised and 

externalised anger, and depression (Barber & Mueller, 2011). These children generally 
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have characteristics and unique needs of both children who are gifted, and who also 

have disability. The term twice exceptional is widely used by researchers though it 

remains a relatively new term amongst educators (Foley Nicpon et al., 2013). The label 

exceptional is traditionally a special education term, and is generally used to identify 

children with either exceptional strengths or exceptional weaknesses (Hallahan & 

Kauffman, 1980). These children are deemed to parallel children considered the norm 

but they are seen to digress from what is considered to be “average in physical, mental, 

emotional, or social characteristics”  to a degree that requires special education services 

and/or intervention to “develop to their maximum capacity” (Boykin, 1957, p. 42). 

Boykin (1957) suggested that exceptional children’s needs and issues with adjusting to 

life’s situations were frequently heightened by “their own inability and lack of 

opportunity to cope with normal life situations, demands, and activities, or by the 

attitudes and restrictions of society and its failure to give exceptional children a fair, 

unbiased, unprejudiced chance to achieve” (p. 42). According to more recent 

understandings, little has changed since Boykin’s sentiments more than half a century 

ago. 

The phrase twice exceptional is used inconsistently within the literature, 

frequently referring only to gifted students with learning disabilities (GLD) or focusing 

on categories of disability combined with gifted traits. Foley Nicpon et al. (2013) 

conducted a study examining specific disability categories focusing on disabilities such 

as autism spectrum disorders (ASD), specific learning disabilities (SLD), attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and emotional disturbances (ED). These kinds 

of limitations identify inherent constraints imposed and repeated in research in the field 

by restricting empirical investigations to categories of disability based on medicalised 

models.  

Categorisation-based research is criticised by disability theorists for focusing on 

impairments and disability instead of focusing on individual experiences. This focus on 

categories emphasises the dominant medical-needs model of disability that views 

people with disability as passive receivers of care; sufferers, in need of medical 

interventions. Whilst medical intervention may help secure funding for individuals and 

provide often needed medical support, this categorisation of disability frequently directs 

twice exceptional research. This medicalised influence further reinforces dominant 

social, cultural, and political views of individuals with disability that focus on deficits, 
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rather than viewing children with disability “as social actors, as controllers, and as 

negotiating their complex identities within a disabling environment” (Singh & Ghai, 

2009, p. 132). Priestley (2003) states that judgments against a child’s development as 

normal “are widely used to separate children into distinct administrative categories 

(such as the category of disabled)” (p. 65) or the category of twice exceptionality. 

Priestly (2003) argues that “preoccupation with services has subjectified disabled 

children within a discourse of administrative segregation and discipline” (p. 85). 

Research involving twice exceptional students has found that these young 

people are at risk of underachievement at school because their gifts are often not 

recognised (Foley Nicpon et al., 2011; Robinson, 1999). Research further suggests that 

their unique characteristics and learning traits add to their already low self-esteem and 

low self-concept (Barber & Mueller, 2011; Cross, Coleman, & Terhaar-Yonkers, 2014; 

King Williams, 2005). In addition, studies have recognised the impact of negative 

school experiences on twice exceptional children that have led to increased stress, 

anxiety, and poor relationships (Nielsen, 2002). Whilst the literature mentions the 

potential for social problems (e.g., poor peer relationships) for twice exceptional 

children, there is limited research on these or on social experiences of these children. 

Bullying is problematic for gifted children (Coleman, Micko, & Cross, 2015; Parker 

Peters & Bain, 2011; Peterson & Ray, 2006a; Peterson & Ray, 2006b), and for children 

with disability (Queensland Government, 2015; Sveinsson & Morris, 2006). There is 

limited research into bullying for twice exceptional children, however, it is expected the 

patterns of bullying may be similar to those of students who are gifted, and those who 

have disability.  

Since the Australian Senate enquiry in 2001 (Commonwealth of Australia), it 

has been acknowledged that gifted children in Australia are disadvantaged and it has 

been further acknowledged in 2008 by all State and Territory education ministers that 

children with disability are disadvantaged (Ministerial Council on Education 

Employment Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA)), leading to the reliable 

conclusion that children who are both gifted and have disability could be particularly 

disadvantaged. Yet, there is no current mandate to provide for children recognised as 

gifted or twice exceptional children. There are however, mandated laws to provide 

equity within education for students with disability, such as the Disability 

Discrimination Act (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) and the Disability Standards 
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for Education (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). It is a contradiction to be mandated 

to cater for children with disability but not those who have both gifted education needs 

and disability. This study seeks to address these contextual contradictions by exploring 

the experiences of eight twice exceptional children. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study combines interpretivism and 

affirmative disability theory. Interpretivist research enables understanding of lived 

experiences through interpretation (Schwandt & Denzin, 1994) and making sense of 

those experiences. Through interpretivism knowledge is considered to be subjectively 

constructed by actors within social and cultural settings (Young, 2009). Taylor (1985) 

states that “interpretation aims to bring to light an underlying coherence or sense (p. 

15). By using a framework of interpretivism I acknowledge that there is no one single 

reality or truth and that reality is not something determined objectively but constructed 

socially through the interaction of individuals within social, cultural and political 

settings.  

In conjunction with the theoretical perspective of interpretivism, I use 

affirmative disability theory (Priestley, 2003) as a framework to conduct this research 

and interpret the children’s experiences of being twice exceptional. Affirmative 

disability theory (like interpretivism) views people with disability as active players 

(actors) (Barnes, Mercer, & Shakespeare, 1999) in their lives, rather than from the 

traditionally dominant medical model of disability, that views people with disability as 

passive non-players needing interventions and medical care. 

Affirmative disability theory encompasses a “way of thinking that directly 

challenges presumptions about experiences, lifestyles and identities of people with 

impairments” (French & Swain, 2008a, p. 65). This theory provides a framework for 

individualistic understanding of people with disability and their daily lives and directly 

challenges the medicalisation of disability (French & Swain, 2008a). It seeks to develop 

an understanding amongst people who do not identify with disability, that disability and 

impairment constitute  a fundamental facet of personal identity for those with disability, 

further, that “affirmation is expressed through resilience and resistance to the dominant 

personal tragedy model” (French & Swain, 2008a, p. 65). French and Swain caution 
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about the oversimplification of disability under this theory stating that “no disabled 

person is simply disabled: they are young, old, working class . . .” (p. 66) that means 

they are affected by prevailing social, cultural and political perceptions of medicalised 

identities and experiences.  

Approaching this study by combining interpretivism and affirmative disability 

theory provides the framework to achieve the aim of making visible the lived 

experiences of twice exceptional children by giving them voice. By privileging 

children’s voices I demonstrate that disability and giftedness constitute fundamental 

facets of personal identity for those who are twice exceptional.  

Research Design 

This qualitative study utilises narrative inquiry methodology to explore eight 

children’s lived experiences of being twice exceptional. This research design focuses on 

describing the lives of children who are twice exceptional through privileging their 

voices, collecting, and writing their stories of lived experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000) in order to address specific research questions.  

The participants were five males and three females, aged between 9 and 16 

years, identified as having disability and giftedness. The rationale for selecting this age 

range was that these children should have had sufficient experiences as a person who is 

twice exceptional, to be able to draw on, and reflect on these experiences, and that the 

“best source of information about issues pertinent to children is the children 

themselves” (Scott, 2008, p. 96). Furthermore, this age range was selected due to 

convenience and ease of access to children who could articulate their lived experiences. 

The sample size focuses on gathering in-depth, thick description of the  cases (Curtis, 

Geslerb, Smitha, & Washburn, 2000) thus, participation was limited to eight cases that 

were used to make “analytic generalisations about how the selected cases ‘fit’ with 

general constructs rather than statistical generalisations” (Curtis et al., 2000, p. 1002). 

 

The participants lived in Queensland and New South Wales, Australia because 

of convenience of access to these areas from my university-base in south east 

Queensland. The interviews were conducted in their primary place of residence in these 

two respective states. Children were sought for inclusion in the study through 
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convenience and purposive sampling, via a call for expression of interest through 

advocacy groups for gifted children and children with a disability, paediatricians, 

medical specialists, and school newsletters throughout Queensland and New South 

Wales. All of the participants needed to have disability diagnosis from a qualified 

specialist, and have already undergone a psychometric assessment that identified 

giftedness. 

 

Each case included: a series of three to four separate semi-structured interviews 

with each child (lasting approximately 30-60 minutes); field notes and observations; 

parent interviews; interview transcripts; memory box artefacts; and, background data 

collection—review of school reports, and specialists’ assessments. This was undertaken 

in order to gain a holistic picture of each participant and to assist in structural 

corroboration (Eisner, 1998) and crystallisation (Ellingson, 2009), both qualitative 

approaches to traditional methods of triangulation.  

 

A total of 28 interviews were conducted with the eight participants. The 

interviews included the use of a memory box (Martin & Merrotsy, 2006) where children 

were given a box to keep items in that they wished to share with me during the 

interviews. The participants were able to show their personal artefacts and through 

talking about these, I aimed to elicit stories and rich data to add to the authenticity of the 

case studies (Martin & Merrotsy, 2006). The interviews were transcribed, analysed, and 

re-storied and presented as narrative story constellations—Children’s Stories/Stories of 

Children. The story constellations were member checked after initial writing, changes 

made, and then member checked again prior to inclusion in this thesis.  

During the interview phase of the study there was ongoing preliminary analysis 

of each interview to inform subsequent interviews and to guide the interview process. 

The narrative quality was preserved using Polkinghorne’s (1995) narrative analysis for 

each individual’s narrative, and analysis of narrative across the stories. This analysis 

created the story constellations and contributed to the uncovering of thematic plotlines.  

By using Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narrative and narrative analysis as 

an analytical framework across the narratives, I was able to examine the lived 

experiences of the children through Bruner’s two modes of thought, paradigmatic mode 

and narrative mode (Kim, 2016). Paradigmatic mode of analysis refers to identifying 
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and gathering specific threads, or plotlines (themes) of evidence,  to create “general 

concepts and categories . . . to identify common themes or conceptual manifestations 

discovered in the data . . . focusing on the discovery of common themes in storied data” 

(Kim, 2016, p. 196) where I organised these under common thematic plotlines, using 

the data from the interviews. 

Significance and Purpose of this Study 

The significance of this study relates to its contribution to existing research in 

the field. Through exploring holistic lived experiences of twice exceptional children, 

those who work with, educate, and care for these children, can use the narratives and 

subsequent findings and recommendations from this study to inform policy and 

practice. This research will then contribute to improving support for these children 

throughout their lives; through their education, and social-emotional development. 

Furthermore, by contributing to addressing the gap in research, this study is 

unique in the combined use of affirmative disability theory and interpretivist theory, in 

exploring the lived experiences of these children. By utilising these theories this 

research moves beyond current research in the field that is dominated by the medical 

model of disability. By utilising this unique perspective, this study aims to open up the 

lived experiences of twice exceptional children to exploration.  

The purpose of this study is to closely explore the lived experiences of twice 

exceptional children through a qualitative narrative inquiry, using case studies presented 

as story constellations. This adds a unique dimension to previous research in the field 

that focused on school and clinical settings for interviews, and provides an opportunity 

for the children to be themselves in their own environments. 

The Research Gap 

The majority of research into twice exceptionality has been carried out in North 

America where empirical research has focused on academic achievement, intervention 

and classroom strategies for the twice exceptional, mainly taking a quantitative 

approach (Friedman-Nimz, O'Brien, & Frey, 2005). In Australia there is a paucity of 

research on twice exceptionality (Wormald & Vialle, 2011). The gap in the knowledge 

that this research aimed to address is the limited research privileging the voices of twice 
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exceptional children, exploring their lived experience both at school and outside school, 

particularly in Australia, and from non-disability categories.  

In 2011 (Foley Nicpon et al.) a review of the empirical research into twice 

exceptional students conducted over the previous two decades in the United States, 

showed little evidence of studies examining children’s viewpoints. This is one of the 

reasons why this study addresses a gap in the literature. When comparing the areas of 

research in the gifted field there is a noticeable difference in the number of empirical 

studies conducted in the areas of giftedness and twice exceptionality; with far fewer 

exploring twice exceptionality. This suggests a distinct under-representation of this 

population of children within the field  (Friedman-Nimz et al., 2005), a gap that this 

study sought to address.  

Where researchers have explored children’s experiences it has predominantly 

involved interviewing some children in a limited capacity, but primarily about their 

school experience, generally conducted at school, or in clinical settings, as part of 

quantitative, or mixed-method studies. These studies have mostly taken a retrospective 

approach from the perspective of college students looking back on their school 

experiences. For example, Dole’s (2001) study which investigated identity formation of 

four gifted college students (with learning disability) from their school experiences.  

Importantly, this study aimed to address the research gap and answer the call by 

previous researchers for narratives of identity research methods, where research 

concentrates on self-narratives (Thomas, 1999). In essence “the ‘storied quality of self-

identity’ within the context of ‘public narratives’ [emphasis in original], basically the 

stories surrounding disabled people” (French & Swain, 2008a, p. 76) and people who 

are twice exceptional. The storied experiences emerging from this study are aimed at 

counteracting the prevailing medical model narratives of tragedy, prejudice and 

stigmatising of children with disability, giftedness and, consequently, twice exceptional 

children. 

Essentially, this research acknowledges and takes the perspective that these eight 

participants are, first and foremost, children developing into adults, rather than just 

school students labelled with specific disability categories. It is not the disability labels 

being explored but rather the participant’s holistic lived experiences as children 
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identified as twice exceptional. This study is unique in terms of the perspectives 

outlined above.  

Aims of this Study 

The significance, purpose and identified gap in the field led to very clear aims for 

this research. This study aimed to: 

 explore the lived experiences of eight twice exceptional children through 

privileging their voices, both at, and outside school; 

 explore and develop an in-depth understanding of the contextual factors 

affecting these children, to understand factors that form their lived 

experiences;  

 address the call by previous researchers for methods that explore narratives 

of identity, where research concentrates on self-narratives (Thomas, 1999) of 

experience from the children’s perspectives; and, 

 explore the children’s experiences from a non-disability category perspective; 

 address the limited body of research privileging the voices of twice 

exceptional children, particularly in Australia. 

Research Questions 

Given the background, purpose and aims of this study, the following research 

question and sub-questions were developed: 

1. What are the lived experiences of twice exceptional children? 

a. What contextual factors shape the lived experiences of these 

children? 

b. What do these children understand about themselves? 

Thesis Organisation 

This thesis is presented in eight chapters starting with this introductory chapter. 

In Chapter 2, I share some of my lived experiences by disclosing personal happenings, 

revealing and acknowledging my individual perspective from which I approach this 
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research. This is inspired by my narratives of lived experiences so far. My own lived 

experiences demonstrate how twice exceptionality emerged as an area of interest to me 

in both my personal and professional lives. 

Chapter 3 provides a contextual narrative to the lived experiences of twice 

exceptional children through a review of the literature. This review includes 

consideration of social, cultural and political (policy and practice), milieus in relation to 

disability, giftedness, and twice exceptionality. This review examines the contributing 

areas to twice exceptionality; giftedness and disability. Firstly, I explore the relevant 

literature on giftedness, prior to exploring pertinent literature on disability. I then bring 

the two fields together and review pertinent literature on twice exceptionality. Next, I 

examine the epistemological foundations through which the study was conducted, 

before briefly outlining a conceptual model for understanding twice exceptionality. The 

chapter concludes with an exploration of the research gap on lived experiences of twice 

exceptional children that this study aimed to address.  

In Chapter 4, I describe the methods and theoretical perspectives supporting the 

methodology that frames this study. These theoretical underpinnings of interpretivism 

and affirmative disability theory support the study by providing an understanding of the 

social, cultural and political milieus surrounding children with disability and giftedness. 

Next, I describe the narrative inquiry design, before explaining the narrative inquiry 

methodology used—narrative informed case studies. The next section describes the 

interview process and the development of the interview protocol, before explaining the 

data analysis and data presentation as story constellations. I conclude with discussing 

the trustworthiness of the data and further brief disclosure in relation to my subjectivity 

and reflexive approach to the study. 

Chapter 5 begins the presentation of the data in the form of the children’s story 

constellations where all eight of the participants are briefly introduced. Next, the 

background information for each child is presented to contextualise their individual 

narratives. Then, the narratives are presented under the sub-headings using each child’s 

own words. These story constellations are presented as paired narratives of Children’s 

Stories/Stories of Children. Where Children’s Stories are those lived experiences which 

the children related to me though the interviews, and Stories of Children, are those 

which their parents voiced that complement their children’s narratives. Following each 
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individual narrative, a brief summary analysis of each child’s lived experiences is 

presented using Polkinghorne’s (1995) narrative analysis. This initial analysis begins 

the process of understanding the children’s lived experiences through the re-storying of 

their voices. Four participants’ narratives are presented in this chapter and the final four 

in Chapter 6. 

Chapter 6 continues with the presentation of the data in the form of the story 

constellations—Stories of Children/Children’s Stories. This chapter presents the final 

four of the eight participants’ narratives. Following the presentation of each child’s 

narrative, a brief initial analysis and interpretation are included.  

Chapter 7 focuses on some of the big picture thematic plotlines that emerged 

across the children’s narratives using Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narrative, 

bringing together the lived experiences across and between the individual story 

constellations through the process of emplotment. Each plotline is described as it 

appeared in the children’s narratives, with examples using the children’s own words. 

These plotline findings are then discussed in relation to the literature and the prevailing 

personal, social, and cultural milieus. 

Chapter 8 integrates and synthesises the various issues covered throughout the 

study, and provides explanations as to the overall meaning of this research in relation to 

the research question and sub-questions. Chapter 8 is in two parts. Part 1 brings together 

the big picture thematic plotlines explored in Chapter 7, to develop a central narrative in 

relation to the children’s lived experience. This overarching narrative of stigma, 

privileges their experiences in relation to the prevailing social, cultural, and political 

milieus. Through this exploration disabling and impeding contextual factors are 

explored in order to begin to address the research questions that this study set out to 

investigate. Some identified contextual factors impacting the experiences relate to 

discrimination, prejudice, perceptions of difference, and stigmatised views of disability, 

giftedness, and subsequently twice exceptionality. Part 2 of Chapter 8, explores the 

theoretical and policy implications resulting from my exploration of the lived 

experiences of twice exceptional children. Furthermore, recommendations, limitations, 

and some directions for further research are provided. The thesis concludes with an 

epilogue, presenting brief updates on the participants. 
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Chapter Summary 

This introductory chapter has contextualised the background issues to the study 

by briefly explaining lived experiences as my representations and understandings of the 

participants “experiences, choices, and options” (Boylorn, 2008, p. 489). Further, 

exploring how these factors may influence eight twice exceptional children’s 

perceptions of their experiences. The purpose of the study was to closely explore the 

lived experiences of twice exceptional children through a qualitative narrative inquiry, 

using case studies presented as story constellations. This study aimed to address a gap in 

the knowledge relating to a paucity of research which privileges the voices of twice 

exceptional children both at school and outside school, particularly in Australia, and 

from non-disability categories. 

This chapter outlined the combined theoretical framework of interpretivism and 

affirmative disability theory. Using this combined framework acknowledges that the 

point of departure for this qualitative narrative inquiry is the distinctiveness of 

individuals who are twice exceptional. The best ways to acknowledge and consider their 

educational, social, and out-of-school needs related to their distinctiveness (Simons & 

Masschelein, 2005).  
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Chapter 2: My Lived Experiences with Education 

Chapter Synopsis 

In this chapter I share some of my lived experiences as I disclose personal 

happenings, revealing and acknowledging my individual perspective. This study is 

inspired by my narratives of lived experiences so far; as a member of the gifted and 

disability communities, a student, a parent, a teacher, and a researcher.  

This study forms a major part of my ongoing expedition to discover, understand 

and learn more about twice exceptionality; expectantly leading to recommendations to 

inform policy and practice, and to developing ways we can improve the whole lives of 

these children, both at school and outside school. My lived experiences demonstrate 

how twice exceptionality emerged as an area of interest to me in both my personal, and 

professional lives. 

Milieus of my Lived Experience 

I begin with personally justifying my narrative inquiry in the milieus of some of 

my lived experiences (Clandinin, 2013). Clandinin suggests this justification is 

important in that “we must inquire into whom we see ourselves as being, and becoming 

within the inquiry” (p. 36). Further, that without this contextual understanding, I can be 

at risk of not understanding where I come from in terms of personal stories I am “living 

and telling” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 36) through my relationship with my narrative research 

practices. Awareness of my position in this research enables me to understand how I 

may be predisposed to understand the lived experiences of the participants (Clandinin, 

2013). I expose this in the introductory chapter to frame my part in this study; in so 

doing I have begun to examine personal, social, cultural, and political milieus related to 

my field of inquiry. 

Who am I? 

Including some of my “stories to live by” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999, p. 4) 

here, is therefore, used in beginning to frame this study and examine my perspective 

and potential biases that I bring from my background and heritage. This presents a point 
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Figure 2-2: My Nan and I at 

Christmas time, I was about 4 

years old (Photo credit: 

Ronksley) 

of departure, bringing me to the juncture of undertaking a PhD in Australia, exploring 

the lived experiences of twice exceptional children. 

Working class heritage: Humble beginnings? 

I was born and spent many formative years in the northern England industrial 

city of Sheffield, Yorkshire, a dirty old town, during it’s heyday as the steel making 

capital of Great Britain until the Thatcher era and the 

collapse of the heart of industrial England in the 

1980s. A city of industry, terraced workers’ houses, 

semi-detached dwellings and burgeoning areas of 

middle class housing, scruffy streets, smog, bustling 

roads and a proud history of industrialisation. 

Yorkshire, affectionately known by the nickname of 

God’s Own Country, is home to folk who are well-

known for their traits of hard work, down to earth 

mentality and candour. We lived in a small terraced 

house on a hill overlooking the steel works.  

My parents and grandparents were working 

class through and through and proud of it too. My grandfather Ronksley had worked 

many jobs to put food on the table for his blended family of five children, working at 

times as a road sweeper with his dust cart and broom, and other times as an ice cream 

seller in the summer months with a horse and cart—all long before I was born.  

 My maternal grandmother lived in a small rural village in 

Derbyshire, called Hathersage. My weekends and holidays 

were spent there, roaming The Dales, picking wild fruits 

and mushrooms with my older brother and my dad. On 

Christmas Eve, the village brass band would march 

through the town and always end up piled and crammed 

into my Nan’s front room, playing their instruments, 

singing and drinking until the early hours.  

My maternal great-grandmother, in the late 1800’s, 

had been in service at the great house on the hill, North 

Figure 2-1: My Grandad 

Ronksley. A watercolour portrait 

I painted (Photo credit: Ronksley-

Pavia) 
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Lees Hall, an Elizabethan manor overlooking Hathersage. She began as a kitchen maid, 

gradually trained by the cook, to become an accomplished domestic baker; a position 

that attracted respect and many privileges.  

 

Figure 2-3: My great grandmother Paige is one of the young girls sitting on the steps on the right – 

(Photographer Unknown, circa 1880) 

Early formal education: The beginning of school phobia. 

As I grew up in Sheffield, my mother would bake goodies for us to polish off; 

she also would make all of our clothes. My brother has memories of never having 

enough to eat in those days. On the contrary I remember many festive times with food-

a-plenty, but also dark days of school dinners (lunches), that anyone who has grown up 

attending English government schools, would probably remember with distain. A pile of 

sludgy brown cooked fatty mince, drenched in lumpy gravy and an ice-cream scoop-

shaped mound of hot, reconstituted powdered potato; a meal considered a privilege as 

the only hot daily meal that many working class children might have. I recall many 

occasions when the head teacher would stand over my diminutive frame as I sat, the last 

soul in the dinner hall, forcing me to eat the meal, I could never swallow it and 

gradually developed an acute case of school phobia.  

Reflecting on those lunches, it was possibly not just a result of those meal times, 

but the lack of freedom I found in my schooling. Coming from a home where we 

roamed far and wide, playing outside with the children in our neighbourhood until the 

street lights came on at night and the fathers all shouting from their front doors, calling 

their children home for tea (dinner); it was immensely difficult to settle into the 

expectations of school, sitting at a desk and doing work to order.  
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Figure 2-4: My first school, the dining hall was the back centre left building 

(Sheffield Newspapers Ltd., n.d.) 

Learning to read: Reading to learn. 

I recall sitting in the book corner (I was about 6 years old), listening to the 

teacher reading, it was painful, we had to follow along while the teacher read one of 

those intensely mind-numbingly boring books they used to use to teach children to 

read—Janet and John, relics of the 1950s, showing middle class children whom we had 

little to relate to. I liked the illustrations, with their vibrant colours; my mind would 

wander as I imagined a less stereotypical image, something that would do more than 

simply explain the text in an illustration. I imagined being a character in the pictures 

and how I would liven up the books. On one occasion, I must have been off in one of 

those day dreams, missing the teacher calling on me to read, when I became acutely 

aware that everyone was turning round and staring at me. Looking up from the 

illustrations I heard the teacher talking directly at me. She was probably going to get me 

to read out loud, I could not read very well and I hated those scenes of public 

humiliation. 

Figure 2-5: Janet and John Books 

Anglicised by Mabel O'Donnell and Rona Munro (Image source McCar, 2003) 
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I missed the first part of what she said, only hearing the rest of her sentence, 

“You need to turn over a new leaf!” She said to me in the loud voice she used when 

telling us off for something. I thought she meant turn over to a new page, a new leaf in 

the book, so I turned the page, preparing myself to read out loud, trying not to be sick. 

She was still talking, growing angrier directing me to the right page, eventually giving 

up on whatever it was she was trying to get me to do—I never did find out.  

All I knew was that she had moved on and I could swallow that sick feeling as 

she was not getting me to read out loud. Eventually, the reading session was over and 

we went out to play. That teacher remained a mystery to me for the rest of the time I 

spent in her class that year. 

    

One day I brought home a leaflet from school, 

one of those book club things, we had never had them 

before, probably because no one could afford those 

new books. Most of the books in our house were 

second hand, maybe third or fourth hand at that, some 

of the newer ones had been Christmas gifts from my 

Nan. The book club leaflet was four pages of all kinds 

of books. I was taken by one that had a real 

photograph of a friendly looking elephant in 

conversation with a scarecrow on the front cover. It 

was called Here Comes Mumfie (Tozer, 1975). Mum 

said my brother and I could choose one book each from the catalogue as they were very 

expensive.  

A few weeks later the orders arrived at school and I walked home that day 

clutching my book firmly in my hands. I remember getting home and opening the book, 

it had few pictures, with pages and pages of words. I could make out some words here 

and there but not enough to form a story of any kind. I put the precious book on the 

shelf in the bedroom that my brother and I shared. Every few weeks I would get it out 

and stare at the cover illustration, going into the world of the image, contemplating what 

the story might be about. I am not sure when but sometime, long after I got that book, 

one day I opened it, instead of the text appearing like hieroglyphics, I could read it! I 

Figure 2-6: Here Comes Mumfie by 

Katherine Tozer (1975). The first novel 

I ever read. 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   19 

  

  

 

could make out the words, I could read the story! I began to read, it took me a long time 

but I eventually finished that book, the first novel I ever read all by myself. That was it, 

I was hooked! I devoured anything and everything that I could get my hands on, our 

weekly trips to the library borrowing two books was not enough, so my dad would let 

me borrow books on his card too. 

Continuation of schooling: Encounters with visual arts, science and 

mathematics. 

After school and weekends when I was not reading or playing outside with the 

neighbourhood children, I was in the kitchen doing arts and crafts. My mum would mix 

me up some glue from flour, water and a little salt and give me some fabric off-cuts or 

some pieces from her jewellery making, and I would create artworks—gluing, painting 

and drawing with the home-made art materials. My love for art was nurtured and 

encouraged by my parents. 

I think I spent the rest of my schooling trying to prove myself, prove that I had 

an intellect worthy of sharing. But mathematics was a big problem, the numbers jumped 

all over the page, times tables were impossible, I could remember them in the school 

holidays when mum would drill us, but back at school they evaporated like mist from 

my mind. By this time I had progressed from infants’ school to middle school, a new 

modern school where I discovered science. We did experiments extracting sugar from 

onions; who knew that an onion contained sugar? Fascinating!  

I continued to struggle with mathematics; to my dad it was easy, second nature. 

He could look at mathematics problems and work it out in his head, all I got was a 

jumble of black and white sticks of text that somewhat resembled numbers in my head. 

I recall a teacher at the new school, she would have us all sit on the carpet before lunch 

play time (recess), there we would sit, until one by one, she shot us a times table 

question. If you answered it correctly you got to go out to lunch. I would freeze with 

everyone’s eyes on me when it came my turn. There was nothing, nothing in the 

swirling mists of my mind; I often did not even hear the question before shrinking into 

the floor. The teacher would move on, eventually there would be me and maybe one 

other child left on the carpet, she would give up and let us go, knowing if she did not we 

would still be sitting there! 
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Moving from ‘The City on the Move’: Heading to a southern education. 

Eventually it came time to leave the only home I had ever known. My dad had a 

new job down south, a county nearly four hours away—to me it may well have been on 

another planet.  

 

Figure 2-7: My dad in his new job in the emission spectrometry lab 

(Photo Credit: Philips Analytical, Wavre, Belgium) 

 

I had never been south of the city of Derby. We moved to a strange new world; 

the neighbours in our new middle class street seemed to be friendly enough, but with 

our thick Yorkshire accents they could not understand my brother and I. Our working 

class ways—alien to them. To them we were from the same country but spoke a 

different language. From that moment on when I spoke I was always different, as soon 

as I said words like past, last, path with the northern short vowel a sound (similar to 

north American accents), instead of the southerners long ar vowel sound, we were 

ridiculed and corrected.  

My new schooling seemed very old-fashioned to me. The teachers were no 

different though. I was assessed for reading and placed in the remedial group. I never 

knew if it was my accent or that they really thought I could not read. I must have done 

alright though on the headmaster’s reading test, either that or my mum finding out I was 

in the remedial reading group and rescuing me from the boredom and regular 

humiliation of withdrawal for special management. After that I was in the regular class, 

no longer one of the outcast special education kids. Although times tables were still the 

bane of my existence.  
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Testing of times tables’ knowledge was undertaken weekly, in a most 

humiliating fashion. Our teacher would line the class of twenty odd kids up against the 

back wall of our classroom. One by one she would fire times table questions at each one 

of us moving from right to left through our line. If you gave the correct answer you 

could return triumphantly to your seat, if not, you continued to stand there. Eventually, 

all eyes would be on those last few—those few who had so far managed to get every 

answer wrong! Naturally I was one of those last few. She could have been talking an 

alien language, I could not see through the cloud. I never heard the question; I just 

shrugged my shoulders as she queried me over and over. I was last child standing! 

Finally, she would give up and send me humiliated and red-faced back to my seat; the 

whole class knew I was hopeless! 

Crossing The English Channel: European culture and education. 

After almost two years in East England, my dad was transferred across the 

English Channel to Belgium. At school, mathematics remained my biggest challenge. 

There’s nothing like being in the bottom group out of five groups for mathematics in 

your year level to severely dampen your self-esteem and self-concept. I worked so hard 

to do well in mathematics. We had a great new teacher, fresh and eager. He taught well 

in an engaging manner. At the end of the second term we had a mathematics exam; I did 

very well and topped my mathematics group! It was a terrific boost. I knew it should 

have been my ticket out of that group; anything was better than the stigma of the bottom 

mathematics group! It was not to be though. For some unknown reason, four other 

students were put up into the next group, yet, I remained. I was grief-stricken, there was 

no consoling me! My form teacher intervened, my mum intervened. They were both 

told that my result was “a fluke” and I needed to stay in that class, there was nothing 

that could be done to change the minds of the powers that be. I gave up in mathematics 

after that. I had tried my hardest and achieved nothing. I stared out of the window or 

drew pencil sketches in mathematics lessons. I immersed myself in my drawings.  

Art was my saviour. The Belgian government in their wisdom were great 

patrons of The Arts and funded art lessons for talented art students. I was selected by 

one of the Académie’s teachers to attend. Twice a week I would travel by tram to the 

large Académie royale des beaux-arts de Bruxelles, (The Royal Academy of Fine Arts, 

Brussels). We would engage in all kinds of visual arts activities, still life drawing and 
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painting, life drawing classes. It was a whole new world of art and culture. I loved it, I 

was in my element.  

Figure 2-8: One of my drawings from my time at the 

Académie royale des beaux-arts de Bruxelles (Photo Credit: Ronksley-Pavia) 

 

English lessons also allowed my creativity to shine through. Creative writing 

enabled me to express my thoughts and ideas through imaginative prose. The teachers 

appeared to somehow credit my writing with high marks, something I had not 

experienced before. It seemed as if I was doing something right. Book reviews were a 

breeze as I usually read the allotted book in one night, writing the review the next day. I 

was often left without a book to read because in-class time was taken up with silent 

reading of the allotted book. One lesson, I finally plucked up the courage to tell my 

English teacher that I had finished the book for that term; it was Of Mice and Men by 

John Steinbeck. I had nothing to do in class, and unsure of the reception this news might 

receive, I approached her desk with trepidation, telling her meekly of my dilemma. She 

asked for my book review, upon reading it she arose from her desk. She headed over to 

the large grey metal cupboard housed next to the classroom door. Beckoning me over, 

she opened the double doors of the cupboard, I had never seen inside before and I was 

not sure if I wanted to. As she swung open the doors I saw shelves of assorted books. 

Hardback books, paperbacks; turning to me she announced that I could help myself to 

any book I wanted in the cupboard, and when I had read it, all I had to do was return it 

and borrow another one. I could come anytime. It was like heaven, that unassuming 

grey metal cupboard was where I discovered books such as: George Orwell’s Animal 
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Farm and 1984, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, John Wyndham’s Kraken Wakes 

and The Day of The Triffids, John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, Anne Frank’s The 

Diary of Anne Frank, Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird and John Hersey’s 

Hiroshima. My world would never be the same.  

Crossing the world: ‘Down Under’ culture, education, and work. 

Australia, the land of opportunity, the lucky country, was another strange new 

world, a place of vast open spaces where I could breathe. I excelled at Technical and 

Further Education College (TAFE) where I received 100% in mathematics exams, it felt 

easy! The mist would clear from my mind long enough for me to work out the 

mathematics problems. Graduating with somewhat noteworthy grades I became the first 

person in my family to go on and attend university. The opportunity to attend university 

earned me a Bachelor of Visual Arts (Honours) degree. I went into the work force, 

initially, joining a market research company for a while, before suffering constant 

exhaustion from 80 hour weeks, I then resigned.  

I worked for a magazine publication as an Arts writer and artist for several 

months before taking up a part-time job in an art supply shop, in conjunction with two 

days at a graphic design studio. In the graphic design studio I worked on magazine 

spreads, cover designs for Mills and Boon romance books, and advertising spreads—all 

enjoyable and creative work. Eventually though, it came time to choose between the 

two jobs; the art shop won over. I literally worked myself up from sweeping the floor, 

to store manager, responsible for the employees and purchasing. During that time my 

interest in teaching was sparked by some short art workshops I gave. In the evenings, I 

took up teaching in Adult and Community Education Colleges. I gradually took on 

more teaching during the day with children in co-curricular programs. 

Educating ‘my children’: Struggles in educating. 

By this time I had a child who was struggling in school, as I had been. I did what 

I always did; read up on what I could do to help. The teachers tried to assist but were 

hampered by the system, with its 12 month long waiting times to see an occupational 

therapist. I decided it was time to educate myself. 
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I gained my teaching qualification and a Master’s Degree in gifted education. I 

taught in schools, mainly co-curricular arts based activities, and English classes. I 

enjoyed it and it was something I felt I was good at. Ironic that I was back in school! A 

place that I had hated! I was aware in the art lessons I taught, of children whose only 

saviour at school was doing visual arts, a subject they could achieve in, when failing 

elsewhere. They reminded me of myself. There were further reminders; Year 8 children 

who had fallen through the gaps in the education system, particularly boys, intelligent 

but who had great difficultly reading and writing, and in demonstrating what they knew. 

No one seemed to want to know—their parents were happy they were in school and off 

the streets, and the other educators felt powerless to help. Eventually, through trial and 

error, I learned the techniques and diplomacy skills to help support my child and many 

others through the education system.  

Chapter Summary 

This is the background and my recognition of personal, practical and social 

justifications as to how I approach this narrative inquiry; as a person from the disability 

community, a parent of a twice exceptional child, an artist, a teacher, and as the first 

person in my family to attend university. A privilege given to me by the hard work of 

my parents, grandparents and the changing society in which I grew up. I do not see 

myself as twice exceptional, indeed Hacking (1995) cautions against using new phrases 

to describe old actions: “there is no canonical way to think of our own past. In the 

endless quest for order and structure, we grasp at whatever picture is floating by and put 

our past into its frame” (p. 89). I cannot situate my lived experiences of struggling at 

school, in the narrative of twice exceptionality because Hacking states this would be 

akin to “semantic contagion” (p. 256).  Bochner (1997) elaborates, suggesting that 

“endowing my story with meanings that weren’t available at the time these events were 

lived” (p. 427) is erroneous. What this self-disclosure does is to acknowledge my lived 

experiences and the background with which I approached this study. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

Chapter Synopsis 

This chapter will provide a contextualising narrative to the three key areas of 

informing literature for this study—giftedness, disability, and twice exceptionality. I 

begin this chapter by exploring giftedness, followed by disability, and then twice 

exceptionality. Each will be explored in terms of relevant previous research in the field, 

how that pertains to this study, and what it means in relation to this study. The literature 

review includes consideration of international, national and state policies and practices, 

in order to explore surrounding social, cultural and political milieus around twice 

exceptionality. The chapter culminates in a review of key factors associated with the 

field of twice exceptionality and the ways in which they impact upon this study.  

Introduction 

The background to this research is complicated by the many definitions ascribed 

to the two exceptionalities of gifted and disability which comprise twice exceptionality. 

This complication subsequently problematizes the term twice exceptionality. However, 

despite these complications, it is generally accepted in the field of twice exceptional 

research, that giftedness can exist with any disability (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, et al., 

2006; Foley Nicpon & Assouline, 2015; Foley Nicpon et al., 2013). This proposition is 

the accepted stance for this study.  

To position this study in context, it is necessary to briefly explore pertinent 

background literature to both exceptionalities separately prior to bringing these together 

to explore pertinent twice exceptional literature. I begin with reviewing literature on 

giftedness. 

Defining Gifted and Talented 

Many definitions of gifted and talented exist which presents problems when 

identifying and providing for these children. There is no single, universally accepted 

definition of these terms. They are often used interchangeably and inconsistently which 

in turn, leads to further ambiguity over what they mean. For the purpose of this study 

the word gifted is used to abridge gifted and talented.  
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The United States Marland Report (Marland, 1972) set the stage for an 

American definition of giftedness, which had influence in Australia. The original 1972 

definition was considered to be thorough and included both underachieving children, 

students with potential, and those already achieving (Davis & Rimm, 2004). The 

definition was further revised to state that giftedness referred to those children: 

[W]ith outstanding talent [who] perform or show potential for performing at 

remarkably high levels of accomplishment when compared with others of their 

age, experience, or environment. These children and youth exhibit high 

performance capability in intellectual, creative, and/or artistic areas, possess an 

unusual leadership capacity, or excel in specific academic fields . . .  

Outstanding talents are present in children and youth from all cultural groups, 

across all economic strata, and in all areas of human endeavour. (Davis & 

Rimm, 2004, p. 19) 

Davis and Rimm (2004) posit that definitions of giftedness and talent are 

important but are also fraught with complications. Deciding what the definition is used 

for is as important as what definition educators and policy makers use which further 

determines who is, and who is not, selected for inclusion in any gifted provision. Davis 

and Rimm (2004)  point out that defining giftedness means subsequent identification 

methods may then discriminate against those from special populations, for example, 

those with disability.  Davis and Rimm suggest that defining what it means to be gifted 

and talented is tied to provisions and educational practice, meaning that programs 

should be available to develop the differing types of gifts/talents that students may 

possess. Further, they state that defining and labelling a child as gifted can have both 

positive and negative effects. For example, increases in self-esteem and self-

expectations, however, labelling a child as gifted can negatively affect peer 

relationships and increase perfectionistic tendencies; much research supports Davis and 

Rimm (e.g., Cross et al., 2014; Gates, 2010). 

Gagné’s definition of giftedness.  

This study adopts Gagné’s (2009) Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent 

(DMGT) and uses this concept of giftedness for three reasons: first, because it is widely 

followed and accepted in Australia (Wormald, 2011b); second, because it accounts for 
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the influence of contextual factors in shaping the development of gifted children; and 

third, because it defines giftedness in a variety of domains, not only intellectual, but also 

sensorimotor, creative, and socioaffective domains. I acknowledge that other definitions 

of giftedness exist, however, Gagné’s one is adopted for the reasons outlined. 

Gagné (2009) defines gifts as “untrained and spontaneously expressed superior 

natural abilities (called aptitudes or gifts), in at least one ability domain to a degree that 

places an individual at least among the top 10% of his or her age peers” (Gagné, 2004, 

p. 1). Whereas, he defines talents as the “superior mastery of systematically developed 

abilities (or skills) and knowledge in at least one field of human activity to a degree that 

places an individual within at least the upper 10% of age peers who are or have been 

active in that field or fields” (Gagné, 2004, p. 2). In Gagné’s model, natural abilities or 

giftedness may be transformed via a number of catalysts into well-trained and 

systematically developed skills (talents). These definitions under this model suggest that 

the developmental process is crucial to gifts becoming talents, meaning that learning 

and home environments are integral in this development. This model also acknowledges 

the important influence other factors have on the development of natural abilities into 

areas of achievement (e.g., personal, social, and cultural milieus).  

Literature on giftedness. 

Gifted children present with unique characteristics, experiences, and learning 

needs. Some of these unique needs are related to: educational acceleration (Gross, 1993; 

Gross & Sleap, 2001); unique psychosocial characteristics (Assouline, Colangelo, Ihrig, 

& Forstadt, 2006; Barber & Mueller, 2011; Simonton, 1999); unique interests (Coleman 

et al., 2015; Simonton, 1999); preference for older peers (Barber & Mueller, 2011); 

bullying at school (Parker Peters & Bain, 2011; Peterson & Ray, 2006a; Peterson & 

Ray, 2006b; Smith, Dempsey, Jackson, Olenchak, & Gaa, 2012); and academic 

underachievement (Assouline, Colangelo, et al., 2006; Delisle & Berger, 1990; 

Grobman, 2006; Reis & McCoach, 2000; Whitmore, 1980). 

Research has frequently demonstrated the misconceptions and limited 

understanding of some teachers in relation to catering for these unique learners at school 

(e.g., Geake & Gross, 2008; Kaya, 2015; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007; Wormald, 

2011a). Other researchers have identified limitations in teacher training programs in 
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preparing teachers to appropriately cater for both the academic and psychosocial needs 

of gifted students (Vanderbrook, 2006; Wolf & Chessor, 2011). As Wolf (2011) and 

other researchers have noted (e.g., Assouline, Colangelo, et al., 2006; Hattie, 2008) a 

child’s ability to demonstrate their giftedness, and develop their gifted abilities, is 

dependent on many factors, including supportive environments and supportive peers 

and adults, which supports Gagné’s position. Limitations to teacher training and 

ongoing professional development may mean that teachers continue to use outdated, 

ineffective teaching practices (Wolf & Chessor, 2011), that are founded on stigmatised 

views of giftedness (Coleman et al., 2015). 

McCoach and Siegle (2007) reviewed teacher attitudes to gifted children in 

relation to their training and experience and found that teacher training often failed to 

teach how to support the unique needs of these students. They also found that special 

education teachers held low opinions about gifted students and their needs. This finding 

has immense implications, not only for gifted children, but also for twice exceptional 

children. If, as Gagné’s model suggests, the environment influences talent development, 

then gifted children are at a distinct disadvantage when placed with inadequately trained 

teachers. 

In a recent review of 25 years of research on the lived experiences of gifted 

children in schools, Coleman, Micko and Cross (2015)  found that gifted students had 

strong feelings about being different to their peers, in endeavouring to understand their 

identities, and how they may fit-in to the social and cultural environments of school. 

Further, they found that gifted children had strong feelings of difference in relation to 

social interactions, their labels of giftedness and how the multiple layers of their 

identities were framed and accepted, or not, in their schooling contexts. These feelings 

of difference related to stigma, to their peers, and to significant others perceiving them 

as being different (Coleman et al., 2015; Cross, Coleman, & Stewart, 1993; Cross et al., 

2014). As a result of feeling and being perceived as different, some gifted children are 

more at risk from bullying (Coleman et al., 2015). Having limited friendships and 

limited shared interests with their age-peers, also increased the chances that they were 

bullied as a result of standing out, isolation, and/or by showing high achievement 

(Parker Peters & Bain, 2011; Peterson & Ray, 2006b; Smith et al., 2012). 
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Other important influences and contextual factors affecting gifted children are 

their parents/carers and home environments (Olszewski-Kubilius, 2013). Parental 

advocacy is often required to ensure gifted children receive a suitable education. If 

children’s giftedness is not recognised and supported, they may become withdrawn, 

depressed, and may have suicide ideation (Gould & Kramer, 2001). Lack of support can 

also lead to behavioural problems at school, and at home “leading to a loss of potential 

for both the individual and society as a whole” (Morawska & Sanders, 2009, p. 163). 

Summary of Giftedness Research 

Research about gifted children and their needs has found they have unique 

educational and psychosocial requirements. These needs relate to how they are taught, 

the environments in which they are taught, pace of learning, and sense of belonging and 

fitting in at school. Research has also stressed the importance of supportive home 

environments and parents/carers, in ensuring the socio-emotional and educational needs 

of their children are being met.  

Narratives of Australian Policy and Legislation on Giftedness 

After reviewing the pertinent literature on giftedness, I will now review the 

surrounding policy and practice in order to further contextualise this study. In this 

section I examine Australian policy that is aimed at supporting the educational and 

psychosocial needs of gifted children. I begin by reviewing national policy and practice, 

prior to state policy and practice of Queensland and New South Wales respectively; the 

two locations for this study. 

According to some experts in the field, provision for gifted children in Australia 

is deficient (Fraser-Seeto, Howard, & Woodcock, 2015; Gross & Sleap, 2001; 

Wormald, 2009). For example, policies and provisions for these students vary from state 

to state, and no cohesive, nation-wide, mandated legislation caters for them. Within this 

underserved population of gifted children many minority and disadvantaged groups 

exist, one of which is children who are twice exceptional. 

The idea of a child considered as gifted in Australia was given national attention 

in 1988 by the first Australian Senate Select Committee Inquiry into the Education of 

Gifted and Talented Children (Commonwealth of Australia, 1988), and it was a 
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milestone for subsequent consideration about provisions for gifted education throughout 

Australia (Geake, 1999). The Senate Inquiry Report remarked in 1988 that “no 

Commonwealth programs targeted specifically to the gifted exist” (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1988, p. 176). The Report continued, stating that: 

[T]he Committee considers that this situation is undesirable and that the gifted, a 

vital national resource, need more support at a national level, to overcome the 

disparities in the standard of provision . . .  Many of the gifted will not achieve 

to their full potential, unless special educational provision is made for them. 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 1988, p. 177)  

Recommendation One from the Senate inquiry stated that “the Commonwealth 

Government make a clear statement that special educational strategies should be 

provided for gifted children throughout Australia” (Commonwealth of Australia, 1988, 

p. 177). In effect, this recommendation was inadvertently considering the needs of twice 

exceptional children, through their recommendation to cater for gifted children within 

the special education strategies recommended for the gifted. The report acknowledges 

that giftedness “can be found in all social and ethnic groups and amongst the disabled” 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 1988, p. 173); however, still no specific mandates cater 

for gifted children, or twice exceptional children at this time, almost 30 years later. No 

federal policies or legal mandates were allied with, or followed the inquiry’s report, but 

it was significant in exposing the lack of educational provision and support for gifted 

children in Australia at the time. A 10 year review of the implementation of the Senate 

recommendations (Geake, 1999) suggested that in 1999 the situation had not changed 

since the initial 1988 Senate inquiry.  

National gifted policy and Senate inquiry. 

The 2001 Senate review into gifted education in Australia, The Education of 

Gifted and Talented Children, recommended that “special needs (giftedness) should be 

seen in the same light as special needs (intellectual disability) or special needs (physical 

disability). [And that] policy documents should make this clear” (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2001, p. xiv). Recommendation 26 from the Senate Committee review 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2001)  suggested an appropriate goal would be to 

establish a nation-wide strategy on gifted education. The inquiry found that no national 
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strategy existed and, what did exist, was in need of amelioration because it was a 

“changeable and unstable state of policy and practice” (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2001, p. xvii). No recommendation covered students who have both disability and 

giftedness and, currently no provisions exist for these students within State, Territory, or 

Federal policies on gifted education, despite the Senate recommendation.  

Provision for gifted children is needed as they are a special needs population as 

recommended by the 2001 Senate inquiry. However, the original 2011 Australian 

Curriculum (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), 

2011) initially made no such provision. The Australian National Curriculum (ACARA, 

2013b) appears to have amended this omission, currently stating that “students who are 

gifted and talented have a right to rigorous, relevant and engaging learning activities 

drawn from a challenging curriculum that addresses their individual learning needs” 

(Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2013b, para. 

4). However, limited evidence exists which demonstrates that provision is happening in 

Australian schools; with no known empirical research in this area. There are still no 

mandated policies or legislation to ensure provision and support for gifted children in 

Australian schools. 

Summary of National Policies 

Since the Senate inquiry in 2001, it has been acknowledged that gifted children 

in Australia are disadvantaged and it is further acknowledged by all State and Territory 

education ministers through the Melbourne Declaration (explained below under Policy 

and Practice for Students with Disability in Australia) children with disability are 

disadvantaged (Ministerial Council on Education Employment Training and Youth 

Affairs (MCEETYA), 2008), leading to the proposition that children who are both 

gifted and have disability could be doubly disadvantaged. Yet, no current mandate 

exists to provide for children recognised as gifted or for twice exceptional children. 

Mandated laws, however, provide equity within education for students with disability. 

Arguably, it is a contradiction to be mandated to cater for children with disability but 

not those who have both gifted education needs and disability. 
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State Gifted Education Policies 

This section briefly explores Queensland’s and New South Wales’ policies and 

practices for supporting gifted children. These two states’ policies are explored here 

because were the locations of the study. 

Education Queensland’s gifted education policy. 

Until 2010 Education Queensland (the state body responsible for government 

state school education within Queensland), had two policies for supporting gifted 

children in state schools; the Framework for Gifted Education (2004, revised in 2008) 

(Education Queensland, 2008a), and a Gifted Students Action Plan 2008-2010 

(Education Queensland, 2008b). These two documents are no longer publicly accessible 

and have since been superseded (see below). The reasons for this are unknown. 

However, it is worth briefly exploring these documents because it is my experience 

from my own teaching practice that some schools are still relying on them in order to 

begin to cater for their gifted students. 

The Framework for Gifted Education for state schools consisted of two parts: A 

Policy for the Education of Students who are Gifted and Guidelines for Acceleration 

(Education Queensland, 2008a). This policy was supported by resources for educators 

on Education Queensland’s website The Learning Place. The policy purported to serve 

the needs of students who were identified as gifted and “their educators and 

parents/carers . . . it establishes our shared responsibility to ensure that these students 

are provided with opportunities to develop their abilities and to meet their potential for 

outstanding achievement” (2008a, p. 2). Further, the policy stated the Queensland 

Government’s commitment to ensure that all young people were supported in achieving 

success through The Queensland Government’s Education and Training Reforms for the 

Future: A White Paper (2008a). Additionally, the policy document recommended that 

state schools should support “embedding the objectives of this Policy into their planning 

[to] assist state schools to fulfil the goals of Queensland State Education” (p. 2) that 

included “enabling all young people to achieve success at school; providing specific 

assistance and targeting programs to students who are gifted; [and] being flexible 

enough to accommodate the individual learning needs of different students” (2008a, p. 

2). The policy included objectives for gifted students; identification processes (web 
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links and resources); education principles for gifted students; responsibilities for 

enacting the policy, and guidelines for acceleration. 

To support Education Queensland’s regions (Queensland is divided into local 

regions for education), when implementing the Framework for Gifted Education, the 

Gifted Students Action Plan 2008-2010 was developed. The Action Plan consisted of 

five key strategies: 

1. Identification Processes – to ensure that schools have rigorous and justifiable 

processes in place to nourish the talents of gifted students; 

2. Collaboration/Partnerships – to ensure that parents/carers, teachers, principals, 

Executive Directors Schools and others work together to give gifted students the 

best opportunities to realise their potential for outstanding achievement; 

3. Leadership – to ensure that district and school leaders facilitate collaborative 

processes for stakeholders and provide appropriate resources for teachers in their 

implementation of programs for gifted students; 

4. Teachers’ Knowledge, Development and Skill – to ensure that teachers are 

familiar with characteristics of giftedness and are able to plan and apply 

appropriate programs to nourish the talents of gifted students; 

5. Students – to ensure that gifted students pursue excellence in their learning. 

(Education Queensland, 2008b, p. 3) 

Implementation targets were included in the Action Plan for regions to audit 

their provisions for gifted students and where they were situated in relation to the 

Implementation Targets (Education Queensland, 2008b). These varied from “Level 1: 

nothing appropriate in place”, through to “Level 5: rigorous, justifiable and appropriate 

approaches in place for the various key strategies” (p. 5). 

The literature review found little evidence of reports relating to the outcomes of 

the Action Plan for Gifted Education 2008-2010, nor, if the aims and objectives of the 

plan were realised. The Framework for Gifted Education has since been removed from 

Education Queensland’s website and replaced with a limited three-page document;  

Policy Statement: Curriculum Provision to Gifted and Talented Students (Education 
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Queensland, 2013c) with a separate document; Supporting Information: Gifted and 

Talented Students (Education Queensland, 2013e). These documents, briefly and 

succinctly, outline a school’s responsibilities relating to requirements for curriculum 

provision for gifted students (as outlined above). Voluntary audits were conducted in 

some regions of Queensland in 2013, however, the literature review found no evidence 

of publicly accessible reports regarding the outcomes of these audits. This suggests that 

accountability is limited. Further, suggesting that support for gifted students is not 

mandated by the Queensland government. 

New South Wales Department of Education and Training gifted education 

policy. 

The New South Wales (NSW), Department of Education and Training gifted 

education policy called Policy and Implementation Strategies for the Education of 

Gifted and Talented Students (New South Wales Department of Education and Training 

(NSWDET), 2004) “aims to identify gifted and talented students and to maximise their 

learning outcomes in all public schools . . . school communities have a responsibility to 

develop effective and equitable identification procedures and developmentally 

appropriate programs” (p. 5). Wormald’s (2009) study suggested that although this 

policy demonstrated an understanding of  gifted students’ social and emotional needs, 

little of this was evident in classroom settings. Wormald (2009) uncovered that teachers 

were aware of the policy documents but did not necessarily know how to neither 

identify nor cater for gifted students. 

Summary of Queensland and New South Wales Gifted Education Policies 

Even though both the Queensland and New South Wales’ education departments 

have policy related to gifted education, limited empirical evidence across the two states 

exists that reports its implementation and effectiveness. Despite Queensland previously 

having a gifted education policy, implementation appears to have been ad hoc and 

uneven across the state. There is limited empirical evidence available to ascertain if 

previous implementation targets have been met with regards to the five key areas which 

the policy purported to cover: identifying gifted students; collaborating with all 

stakeholders in their education; demonstrating school and district leadership; teacher 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   35 

  

  

 

knowledge and skill development about gifted education; and, ensuring excellence in 

learning for gifted students.  

Similarly, New South Wales has a policy for the education of gifted and talented 

students, but there is limited evidence of this in classroom practice (Wormald, 2009). 

Wormald’s 2009 New South Wales study is the only known study that has investigated 

teacher knowledge of, and implementation of, these policies in their classroom practice 

in Australia.  

Narratives of Disability  

The second key area of literature that I am going to review in this chapter is 

disability. I now briefly review pertinent literature in relation to this, prior to reviewing 

the literature on twice exceptionality.  

The literature surrounding disability discourse abounds with discussions about 

differing ways of comprehending disability and impairment (French & Swain, 2008b) 

and the negative suppositions that underscores perceptions of children with disability 

(Priestley, 2001; Singh & Ghai, 2009). Two assumptions identified in the literature as 

dominating contemporary society’s understanding of children with disability are that 

these children are categorised as silent, and voiceless sufferers (Corker & Davis, 2000); 

and that they are frequently deprived of agency because they are incapable of making 

choices (Singh & Ghai, 2009). Goodley and Lawthom (2005) suggest that disability 

research tends to be dominated by quantitative methodologies that predominantly focus 

on the psychopathology of disability instead of a psychology of disability (Singh & 

Ghai, 2009) in order to understand the lived experiences of people with disability. 

Singh and Ghai (2009) caution against simplistic notions of childhood 

experiences with regards to the individual experiences of children with disability, which 

they suggest are habitually assimilated into collectives of disabled families, leaving 

individuals’ lived experiences eclipsed by parental/carer needs and institutional and 

medical notions of care. Priestley (2003) states that judgments against a child’s 

development as being normal “are widely used to separate children into distinct 

administrative categories (such as the category of disabled)” (p. 65), and further, that 

this “preoccupation with services has subjectified disabled children within a discourse 

of administrative segregation and discipline” (p. 85). Where psychology of disability 
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has been utilised in research with children, the focus has primarily been on their 

experience of helplessness, where disability and childhood have been represented as 

states of dependency, and their needs surrounding their care (Singh & Ghai, 2009). The 

prominence of service delivery research has meant the lived experiences of children 

with disability have been reduced to care needs relating to their health and education 

(Singh & Ghai, 2009).   

Watson et al. (1999) contend that a problematic issue facing children with 

disability is that they reside in a world that diminishes their individual differences, 

viewing them as an homogenous group, seeing their existence as problematical and 

objectionable. Presumptions of children with disability as an homogenous group leads 

to a denial of the existence of an individual identity (Singh & Ghai, 2009) and 

individual experiences. Goodley (2005) posits that the thinking that surrounds children 

with disability tends to focus on deficits, rather than viewing children with disability as 

“social actors, as controllers and as negotiating their complex identities within a 

disabling environment” (Singh & Ghai, 2009, p. 132). Environmental factors (e.g., 

home and school contexts) are particularly important when it comes to the educational 

outcomes of children with disability (Barber & Mueller, 2011). 

Some characteristics of children with disability. 

Children with disability are a heterogeneous group, and although it is not 

conceivable to cover all of the possible characteristics of children with disability, it is 

important to outline some general characteristics that researchers have found among 

populations of children with disability. 

In general, educational outcomes for children with disability are poorer than for 

their peers without disability, often due to effects of disability, such as reduced 

concentration and attention (Australian Psychological Society, 2012), and due to 

lowered academic expectations of educators and other professionals (Aron & Loprest, 

2012; Powell, 2003; Shifrer, 2013). Children with disability contend with the inherent 

challenges of their conditions, whilst also contending with embarrassment (Berninger, 

2008), feelings of difference (Barber & Mueller, 2011), and stigma (Bell, Long, Garvan, 

& Bussing, 2011; Crocker & Major, 1989; Goffman, 1963; Joachim & Acorn, 2000). 

Many children with disability have low self-esteem, low self-efficacy, and low self-
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concept (Barber & Mueller, 2011). These experiences have negative implications for 

social-emotional interactions and academic outcomes (Shifrer, 2013). 

Many researchers have identified that children with disability are vulnerable to 

bullying, particularly at school (Bottroff, 2008; Dowling & Carey, 2013; Hartley, 

Bauman, Nixon, & Davis, 2015; Queensland Government, 2015). Social isolation is 

often seen as a defining factor in victimisation, harassment and bullying (Dowling & 

Carey, 2013). Parents of children with disability have reported that their children are 

targeted by bullies because of their difference to their peers (Flynt & Collins Morton, 

2007). In a study conducted by Besnoy et al. (2015) parents also reported that teachers 

bullied their children who had disability. This is consistent with research by Hartley et 

al. (2015), that compared bullying amongst general populations of children and those 

receiving special education provisions, and found that students with disability were 

more likely to be verbally bullied by teachers than those from the general population.  

A recent Australian Senate inquiry (Commonwealth of Australia, 2016) into the 

education of students with disability recognised that these students experience a higher 

incidence of bullying than other students. The inquiry recommended that the Australian 

federal government needed to work with education providers across the country to 

“establish a national approach to ending the bullying of students with disability.” (p. 

70). This same inquiry also found that students with disability face considerable barriers 

to their education, including low expectations from teachers and school staff “leading to 

a failure to take seriously the educational needs of [these] students” (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2016, p. 3). Research supports the findings that teachers and other 

professionals have generally lower expectations for students with disability, particularly 

at school (Aron & Loprest, 2012; Powell, 2003; Shifrer, 2013). 

Lowered academic expectations are often due to an over-emphasis on 

biometrics, where children’s minds and bodies are evaluated against so-called norms for 

their age  (Priestley, 2003). These evaluations further emphasise the quest for normal 

and for seeking out those individuals deemed to be outside what is considered normal. 

Through definitive theories on child development and processes of measuring and 

comparing, ways of defining what it means to be a normal child have been instituted 

(Priestley, 2003). Children are timetabled against the norm to check on acceptable 

development. According to Bloch (2000) these types of discursive practices in child 
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development are substantial because they have a direct impact on the lives of children, 

particularly those with disability. 

Summary of Disability Literature 

The literature relating to children with disability discusses lowered expectations 

and inequitable practices around the treatment, care, and education of these children. In 

particular, they experience greater stress from victimisation and bullying at school, and 

from social isolation as a result of feelings of difference. Low self-concept, self-esteem, 

and self-efficacy contribute to some of the deleterious effects of disability for these 

children. Children with disability are often seen as homogenous group rather than as 

individuals with their own unique identities, interests, and needs. 

Policy and Practice for Students with Disability in Australia 

Having now reviewed pertinent disability literature, I turn to reviewing 

surrounding policy and practice in order to further contextualise this study. In this 

section, I examine international policy, then Australian policy and legislation that are 

aimed at supporting the educational and psychosocial needs of children with disability. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability. 

In 2007, Australia became a signatory, along with 80 other nations, to the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nation, 2006), 

which is an international human rights convention that establishes the fundamental 

human rights of people with disability. Australia is obliged as a signatory (and under 

Article 24 of the Convention—Education), to ensure that inclusive education is 

accessible to all children irrespective of their level of ability (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2016). The Summit on Inclusive Education in 2002 defined inclusive 

education as “a process of responding to the uniqueness of individuals, increasing their 

present access, participation and achievement in a learning society” (Elkins, 2004, p. 5). 

Inclusive education has evolved from “being exclusively about students with a disability 

to now encompassing the delivery of a high-quality education to all students” 

(Anderson & Boyle, 2015, p. 4). Inclusive practices are espoused by Australian state, 

territory and federal governments in being appropriate for the education of children with 
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special needs; despite this there are currently no legal mandates that ensure inclusive 

education consistently occurs in practice (Anderson & Boyle, 2015).  

The Disability Discrimination Act. 

In Australia, there is one main legislation that makes it illegal for any person, 

business or authority to discriminate on the basis of a person’s disability: the Disability 

Discrimination Act (DDA) (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992). This Act is the 

umbrella legislation for the Disability Standards for Education (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2005), and for individual state and territory legislation across Australia. It is 

important to note the definition of disability adopted by this Act in relation to the 

background to this study and the policy and legislation for children with disability in 

Australia. The Federal DDA (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) defines a disability as: 

. . . total or partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions; or (b) total or 

partial loss of a part of the body; or (c) the presence in the body of organisms 

causing disease or illness; or (d) the presence in the body of organisms capable 

of causing disease or illness; or (e) the malfunction, malformation or 

disfigurement of a part of the person’s body; or a disorder or malfunction that 

results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or 

malfunction; or (g) a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought 

processes, perception of reality, emotions or judgment or that results in disturbed 

behaviour; and includes a disability that: (h) presently exists; or (i) previously 

existed but no longer exists; or (j) may exist in the future  . . . To avoid doubt, a 

disability [emphasis in original] that is otherwise covered by this definition 

includes behaviour that is a symptom or manifestation of the disability. 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, p. 5) 

The DDA (1992) uses an expansive definition of the term disability. It expressly 

refers to a disability that impacts on learning as “a disorder or malfunction that results in 

the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or malfunction” 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, p. 5).  
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The Disability Standards for Education. 

The Disability Standards for Education (DSE) (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2005), explains the obligations that education institutions and educators need to adopt in 

relation to providing for students with disability (further details on the DSE are in 

Appendix B). These standards come under the umbrella legislation of the DDA 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) and ensure that the Act is upheld so that students 

with disability can access education on the same basis as other students without 

disability (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). However, the results of a recent Senate 

inquiry (Commonwealth of Australia, 2016) into the education of children with 

disability, found that educators were very limited in their understanding and practical 

implementation of their obligations under the legislation in providing students with 

disability access to education on the same basis as other children without disability. 

The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians. 

The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (2008) 

is an Australian federal government document that agrees to “nationally consistent 

future directions and aspirations for Australian schooling agreed by all Australian 

Education Ministers” (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(ACARA), 2013a, para. 1.). The Melbourne Declaration states that “Australian 

governments, in collaboration with all school sectors, commit to promoting equity and 

excellence in Australian schooling” (p.7) and further commit to “promote personalised 

learning that aims to fulfil the diverse capabilities of each young Australian” (2008, p. 

7). In addition, the Melbourne Declaration (2008) declared that “students  . . .  with 

disabilities often experience educational disadvantage. Targeted support can help 

disadvantaged young Australians to achieve better educational outcomes” (Ministerial 

Council on Education Employment Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA), 2008, p. 

15). 

While the Melbourne Declaration does not explicitly mention, nor address the 

needs of gifted students, it does however, contain several implications for them, and for 

students with disability; for example, that all students will have “personalised learning” 

that is tailored to their unique needs. Personalised learning is a concept that has been 
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around in education for over 10 years (Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development (DEECD), 2007).  

Personalised learning:  

. . . is not a return to child-centred theories; it is not about separating pupils to 

learn on their own; it is not the abandonment of a national curriculum; and it is 

not a licence to let pupils coast at their own preferred pace of learning. The 

rationale for personalised learning is clear: it is to raise standards by focusing 

teaching and learning on the aptitudes and interests of pupils. Personalised 

learning is the way in which our best schools tailor education to ensure that 

every pupil achieves the highest standard possible. (Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2006, p. 24) 

Implications from the Melbourne Declaration for students with disability (who 

are acknowledged as disadvantaged), are that they will also have “targeted support,” 

further implying personalised learning tailored to both the unique needs of gifted 

students and students with disability. Limited research exists to demonstrate this is 

happening consistently in schools. Of research that is available exploring the use of 

strategies aimed at personalising learning, which often rely on the development and 

implementation of individual planning, has suggested that the efficacy, use of, and 

applicability of these plans is inadequate (Australian Curriculum Assessment and 

Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2012). Individualised planning generally falls under 

two types of plans; Individual Education Plans (IEP’s), and Individual Curriculum Plans 

(ICPs); both types of plan are further explored under Australia and the concept of twice 

exceptionality later in this chapter. 

Funding and verification.  

Problems arise in discussions regarding students with disability because of the 

inconsistent and contradictory use of the terminology, particularly related to how an 

individual’s disability may impact on their daily lives and educational experiences. For 

instance, the Queensland School Curriculum Council in its Equity Considerations for 

the Development of Curriculum and Test Material (2001) refers to students with 

disabilities which affect their learning as: 
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. . . one small group of students with learning difficulties who because of the 

neurological basis of their difficulties have persistent long-term problems and 

high support needs in one or more of the areas of literacy, numeracy, and 

learning how to learn. (p. 13) 

However, the same document later refers to students with disabilities comprising 

“approximately 3% of the state school population. This figure is derived through 

ascertainment, which is the process used to recommend the level of specialist 

educational support needed by students with intellectual and physical disabilities.” 

(Queensland School Curriculum Council, 2001, p. 13). Despite these obvious 

contradictions, students with disabilities generally only appear to be specifically catered 

for and funded in schools, if they have been verified through the ascertainment process. 

According to Education Queensland: 

[V]erification is the process of confirming that a student's identified impairment 

and the associated activity limitations and participation restrictions which 

require significant education adjustments meet criteria for one or more of the six 

EAP categories. Verification is carried out by a team of state-wide verifiers with 

experience and relevant qualifications in the particular category. (Education 

Queensland, 2013a, p. 1) 

The six EAP (Education Adjustment Program) categories referred to only cover 

certain criteria related to the categories of “Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD); Hearing 

Impairment (HI); Intellectual Disability (ID); Physical Impairment (PI); Speech-

Language Impairment (SLI); Vision Impairment (VI)” (Education Queensland, 2007, p. 

1). Perhaps the most serious disadvantage of this method is that it excludes children 

who do not clearly fit these categories, approaches of this kind carry with them various 

well-known limitations. The process of funding and verification for students with 

disability, in my experience and that of some teaching colleagues, appears to cause 

some educators to incorrectly perceive that only those students with verified disabilities 

need to be supported at school (personal communication, 2013). However, all 

disabilities come under the DDA and DSE, where educators should be supporting all 

students with disability regardless of their funding or verification categories. 

McDowell and O’Keeffe (2012) suggest that the current state and federal 

funding systems for disabilities, appear to discriminate against some categories of 
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disability where resources and support are allocated based on diagnosis that is limited to 

the specific verification categories. According to McDowell and O’Keeffe (2012) the 

current system is based on several assumptions: the first is that allocating a diagnostic 

label to all children with “significant impairment” (p. 3) is feasible, many disabilities 

are not covered under the present system; second, nothing within the diagnosis or 

labelling of a particular disability specifies the impact this may have on a child or their 

education, nor on their lived experiences.  McDowell and O’Keeffe argue that the 

existing system ignores the needs of children who have a solitary, intense disability that 

is excluded from funding categories, but who have comparable impairment levels to 

those that are included. The current system also ignores children with multiple non-

included disabilities, but where the effect of the impairment combination is “greater 

than a single severe diagnosis” (McDowell & O’Keeffe, 2012, p. 4). There is often no 

funding allocation without a diagnostic label attached; for example, a situation where a 

child is very young and where labelling the behavioural or developmental issue is 

elusive, or diagnosis is problematic, means they receive no funding allocation because 

no diagnostic label can be allocated. McDowell and O’Keefe (2012) suggest this is 

where “good clinical practice dictates against the premature application of diagnoses of 

lifelong significance” (p. 4); yet, in some instances clinicians may be forced into 

premature labelling to fit funding requirements. 

Narratives of Disability and Giftedness: Twice Exceptionality 

After examining two of the three key areas of the literature; giftedness, and 

disability, I now bring these two together and review the third key area of literature on 

twice exceptionality. Figure 3-1 illustrates the overlap of disability and giftedness, 

forming the concept of twice exceptionality. 

Figure 3-1: Twice exceptionality—the intersection of disability and 

giftedness 
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 Twice exceptional children may have any disability, in combination with 

giftedness, for example: ASD; dyslexia; dysgraphia; anxiety, to name a few (see Figure 

3-2). These children have characteristics and unique needs of both children who are 

gifted, and who also have disability, they are said to be “among the most underserved 

students in our schools” (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Whiteman, 2009, p. 102).  

The term twice exceptional is widely used by researchers though it remains a 

relatively new term among educators (Foley Nicpon et al., 2013). Complications arise 

when endeavouring to define and provide for twice exceptional children who fall into 

both categories, those of gifted and disability. The mix of gifted traits and disability can 

impact on learning in the one person, meaning that giftedness is mixed with somewhat 

impeded abilities of these individuals to learn, interact, and cope emotionally with daily 

activities (Silverman, 1997, 2005). They are generally intelligent, are often creative and 

skilful problem solvers, though frequently lack the ability and skills necessary to 

 

Social and cultural milieu surrounding individual 

Disability
Social and affirmative models of 

disability: Individual experiences of 
disability;

Disability as defined by the Disability 
Discrimination Act (1992);

Specific Learning Disability (SLD): For 
example: Dyslexia; dysgraphia;

Mental illness: For example: Bipolar 
disorder; depression; anxiety; 

Physical disability: For example: Cerebral 
palsy; hearing impairment (deafness), 

vision impairment, motor skill impairment;

Neuro-developmental (behavioural) 
disorder/cognitive impairment, savants: 
For example: Central Auditory Processing 
Disorder; Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome; 

Tourette's Syndrome; NVLD; ADHD: ASD...

(Based on the medical model of categorising disability - not 
limited to these specified above)

Giftedness
(After Gagné, 2012)

(Any or a combination of these can co-occur 
with disability)

Intellectual: For example: General 
intelligence (g); Fluid, crystallised reasoning; 

Verbal, numerical, spatial; Memory: 
procedural, declarative

Creative: For example: Inventiveness 
(problem solving); Imagination, originality 

Social: For example:  Perceptiveness 
(manipulation); Interacting : social ease, 
tact; Influence: persuasion, eloquence, 

leadership, courting, parenting

Perceptual: For example: Vision, hearing, 
smell, taste, touch, proprioception

Muscular: For example: Power, speed, 
strength, endurance
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Figure 3-2: Twice exceptional model 

(Ronksley-Pavia, 2015) 
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process, store, or produce information, which creates a gap between their perceived 

abilities and their performance (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 1998). As 

with children with learning disabilities, these children can also possess a neurological 

disorder that interferes with their capacity to learn. 

The label exceptional is traditionally a special education term generally used to 

identify children with either exceptional strengths or exceptional weaknesses (Hallahan 

& Kauffman, 1980). The idiom twice exceptional was reportedly coined by Gallagher in 

referring to children who had two exceptionalities (Coleman, Harradine, & Williams 

King, 2005): exceptional strengths (giftedness) and disability (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, 

et al., 2006; Beckley, 1998; Foley Nicpon et al., 2011; Foley Nicpon et al., 2013). 

According to Assouline, Foley Nicpon, et al. (2006)  a learner “is considered twice 

exceptional [emphasis in original] when he or she is identified as gifted/talented in one 

or more areas while also possessing a learning, emotional, physical, sensory, and/or 

developmental disability” (p. 14). However, research tends to focus on categories of 

disability, educational interventions, treatment, and characteristics of these children as 

learners, instead of their holistic lived experiences as children rather than only school 

students.  

There is inconsistent use of the term twice exceptional in the literature. Some 

researchers refer to twice exceptional children as those children with learning 

disabilities (GLD), rather than a broader use of the term to encompass all disabilities; 

thereby implying that twice exceptional refers only to gifted children with learning 

disability. For example, Silverman (2005) uses “twice exceptional: gifted and learning 

disabled” (p.2) and Silverman (2013) again uses “the condition of twice 

exceptionality—giftedness combined with learning disability” (p. 13). Yet other 

researchers begin with discussing or referring to twice exceptionality when, in actuality 

they write about only a subset; those with giftedness and learning disabilities (e.g., 

Nielsen & Higgins, 2005; and Hanlon, 2011). This lack of consistency is further 

compounded by many researchers focusing on the area of GLD with the implication that 

this is the only area of twice exceptionality. 

Foley Nicpon et al. (2013) conducted a study focusing on twice exceptional 

students’ needs at school. The study focused on disabilities such as: autism spectrum 

disorders (ASD); specific learning disabilities (SLD); attention deficit hyperactivity 
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disorder (ADHD); and emotional disturbances (ED). Their rationale for this selection 

was that, although other disability categories may well be relevant to their research, 

there were a number of practical reasons for restricting the categories (Foley Nicpon et 

al., 2013). Readiness of research literature; regularity of diagnosis in schools (SLD and 

ADHD are main categories in North America); increased prevalence rate (e.g. ASD); or 

the area in gifted education which is given considerable attention (e.g. ED). These 

acknowledged limitations suggest inherent recurring constraints imposed by researchers 

in the field; the restrictions that are often imposed by researchers are the focus on 

categories of disability based on medicalised models of disability. The focus needs to be 

shifted to individual experiences of twice exceptionality that espouse the affirmation of 

people with disability as actors in social worlds, rather than focusing on labels of 

disability and people needing specific treatment and care. 

The use of categorisation-based research is often criticised by disability theorists 

and activists because it focuses on impairment and disability first, rather than focusing 

on individuals and their experiences. This categorised focus further reinforces the 

propensity towards focusing on specific categories of disability related to medical-needs 

models (the medical model of disability), instead of in terms of the individuality of lived 

experiences and “individuals with diverse educational needs” (Newsome, 1985, p. 53) 

and unique socio-emotional needs, and characteristics. 

Some characteristics of twice exceptional children. 

Whilst it is not feasible to consider all twice exceptional children’s possible 

characteristics, it is possible to review some findings from the literature in relation to 

some commonalities in this heterogeneous population. I outline some of these here. 

Twice exceptional children exhibit some overlapping characteristics with those 

of gifted learners (Nielsen & Higgins, 2005), diverse areas of interest and unique 

psychosocial characteristics (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, et al., 2006; Foley Nicpon & 

Assouline, 2015; Wood & Estrada-Hernández, 2009). Yet, they present with unique 

problems as a result of the complex interaction of disability and giftedness traits (Foley 

Nicpon & Assouline, 2015; Foley Nicpon et al., 2013). Research has found that they are 

at risk of underachievement at school as a result of their gifts not being recognised 

(Foley Nicpon et al., 2011; Robinson, 1999). Research further suggests that their unique 
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characteristics and learning traits add to their already low self-esteem, and low self-

concept (Barber & Mueller, 2011; Cross et al., 2014; King Williams, 2005) leading to 

increased chances of mental illness, including anxiety, depression and suicide ideation 

(Foley Nicpon & Assouline, 2015; Foley Nicpon et al., 2013).  

Generally, research regarding characteristics of children who are twice 

exceptional has focused on their educational abilities, such as weaknesses commonly 

found in their non-verbal areas (Foley Nicpon et al., 2011) yet, they still possess strong 

verbal abilities. These findings have remained relatively consistent through many 

research studies (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Whiteman, 2009; Bireley & Languis, 

1992; Waldron & Saphire, 1990, 1992). However, there has been no consistent pattern 

of characteristics that can define this population, “making it unfeasible to define a 

single, distinctive twice exceptional profile” (Foley Nicpon et al., 2011, p. 5). 

Furthermore, children who are twice exceptional, despite being referred to as a group 

are not homogenous. This in turn makes identification, educational programming and 

support problematic if viewed as a one-size-fits-all notion. The persistent 

misapprehension that special education and gifted program inclusion are mutually 

exclusive, is essentially detrimental to identifying and catering for twice exceptional 

children (Foley Nicpon et al., 2011; Reis, 1987; Reis, Neu, & McGuire, 1997). 

Educational experiences for twice exceptional children. 

Studies  have recognised the impact of negative school experiences on twice 

exceptional children that have frequently led to increased stress, anxiety, and poor 

relationships (Nielsen, 2002). Whilst the literature mentions the potential for social 

problems (e.g., poor peer relationships) for these children, there is limited research on 

their social experiences. Bullying is recognised as being particularly problematic for 

gifted children (Coleman et al., 2015; Parker Peters & Bain, 2011; Peterson & Ray, 

2006a; Peterson & Ray, 2006b), and for children with disability (Queensland 

Government, 2015; Sveinsson & Morris, 2006). Limited research exists about bullying 

for twice exceptional children, however, it is anticipated that the patterns of bullying 

would be similar to those of students who are gifted, and those who have disability. 

According to Silverman (2003), these children “are often teased by their classmates, 

misunderstood by their teachers, disqualified from gifted programs due to their 

deficiencies, and unserved by special education because of their strengths” (p. 4).  
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Winzer (2010) states that children who possess exceptionalities struggle to reach 

their fullest potential and that “their intellectual, emotional, physical, or social 

performance falls below or rises above that of other children” (para. 1). Winzer 

maintains that twice exceptional children possess special needs relating to their 

psychological, physical, cognitive, social or emotional issues, or an amalgamation of 

these. These children are deemed to parallel children considered the norm but they are 

seen to digress from what is considered to be “average in physical, mental, emotional, 

or social characteristics” to a degree that requires special education services/intervention 

to help them “develop to their maximum capacity” (Boykin, 1957, p. 42). Boykin also 

suggested that exceptional children’s needs and issues adjusting to life situations were 

frequently heightened “by their own inability and lack of opportunity to cope with 

normal life situations, demands, and activities, or by the attitudes and restrictions of 

society and its failure to give exceptional children a fair, unbiased, unprejudiced chance 

to achieve” (p. 42). According to more recent understandings, little has changed since 

Boykin’s sentiments. 

Many twice exceptional learners are achieving at an average level and often go 

unnoticed by educators who are looking for students who appear to be struggling and 

failing in the classroom (Assouline & Whiteman, 2011; Silverman, 2003). Frequently, 

twice exceptional students have inconsistent school performances; they may perform 

well on tests or alternatively in class, or they may show average performance in both 

areas, or, they may fail in some academic tasks (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, et al., 2006; 

Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Whiteman, 2009; Foley Nicpon et al., 2013).  

The educational life of a twice exceptional student is often littered with negative 

experiences that can cause students to feel like a failure and to have low self-efficacy, 

increased internalised and externalised anger, and anxiety and depression (Barber & 

Mueller, 2011). This is particularly troubling because Vespi and Yewchuk (1992) found 

that these students had an immense aptitude with regards to their self-motivation and 

self-confidence. However, this aptitude was set against a background of contradictory 

academic and social skills, which led to clouded ability to deal with peers and interpret 

and react to non-verbal behaviour, that in turn, led to frustration, anxiety, negative 

school attitudes, heightened dread of failing, and unrealistic expectations of themselves 

(Foley Nicpon et al., 2011; Vespi & Yewchuk, 1992).  
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Acknowledging and identifying twice exceptional learners has been hampered 

by the misperception that giftedness means academic high achievement (Silverman, 

2003). Educators find it hard to reconcile the apparent paradox between being gifted 

(implying being exceptionally able) and being dis-able or disabled (implying being un-

able in some way) (Silverman, 2003). Tannenbaum and Baldwin (1983) state that this 

apparent contradiction has been viewed as “entirely incompatible and irreconcilable in 

any single child, yet it exists” (p. 12) and arguably still does today (e.g., Foley Nicpon 

et al., 2011; Silverman, 2005).  

According to Foley Nicpon et al. (2013) understanding about interventions 

required by twice exceptional children remains problematic. In particular, it is 

problematic that many disabilities are diagnosed against developmental milestones, so-

called norms for age. Educators have limited understanding of the term twice 

exceptional, and limited awareness of the implications of twice exceptionality for a 

child’s life and education (Foley Nicpon et al., 2013; Wormald, 2009). Most 

problematic of all is the lack of a universal definition for the term gifted or for 

educational planning for students so labelled (Foley Nicpon et al., 2013). Additionally, 

a study in the United States of 300 school psychologists found that 60% of these 

specialists were unfamiliar with the twice exceptionality concept (Robertson, Pfeiffer, & 

Taylor, 2011), suggesting that those specialists who are often expected to diagnose and 

support twice exceptional children are uninformed about the term and its implications, 

thus, they often diagnose against biometric age norms, and provide non-targeted 

support.  

Research into twice exceptionality. 

In 2011 (Foley Nicpon et al.), a review of the empirical research conducted over 

the previous two decades in the United States into twice exceptional children showed 

little evidence of studies examining children’s viewpoints. The analysis noted 43 

empirical studies examining particular areas of twice exceptionality (Foley Nicpon et 

al., 2011). However, the empirical study focused on research that had been conducted in 

three specific disability categories: SLD, ADHD, and ASD (Foley Nicpon et al.). Of 

these studies, 14 were qualitative, 25 were quantitative and four used mixed methods, 

indicating the favouring of quantitative data over qualitative (Foley Nicpon et al., 2011). 

Additionally, diagnosis and identification methods for twice exceptionality varied 
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within the empirical studies making comparisons across the projects problematic, 

because of varied inclusion and exclusion criteria. The majority of the studies focused 

on SLD rather than on the spectrum of twice exceptionality. Within the 20-year review, 

Foley Nicpon et al. (2011) found the majority of research fell into four broad categories: 

1. identification and characteristics;

2. cognitive and academic patterns;

3. psychosocial factors; and,

4. results of interventions/treatments.

Privileging children’s voices of experience, in school and outside school, were 

not significant factors in these studies. Where interviews with the children were used, 

these were mainly to elucidate experiences in disability categories, or to retrospectively 

examine college students’ school experiences (e.g. Reis, Neu, & McGuire, 1995; Reis et 

al., 1997). None of the studies focused on the children’s stories of lived experiences, or 

privileged their voices of living and learning as a twice exceptional child.  

The Foley Nicpon et al. (2011) study demonstrated a distinct difference in the 

number of empirical studies conducted in the areas of giftedness and twice 

exceptionality, which suggests a distinctive under-representation of this population of 

children within the gifted education research field. This is particularly the case in 

Australia. A 2005 review (Friedman-Nimz et al.) of gifted education research topics 

published in scholarly journals between 1995 and 2000, found 6,348 published studies. 

Of these, approximately 4% included either of the terms gifted or talented, along with 

either of the terms disability, or twice exceptional. The remaining 96% researched other 

areas of giftedness. Much of this research has aimed at uncovering common traits and 

discovering other commonalities within this population to aid educators in catering for, 

and understanding twice exceptional children’s unique needs at school (Foley Nicpon et 

al., 2011), rather than examining their holistic lived experiences to uncover contextual 

factors impacting on their lives both at school and outside school.  

Australia and the concept of twice exceptionality. 

In reviewing the pertinent literature on twice exceptionality, the surrounding 

policy and practice need to be explored in order to further contextualise this research 

study. However, to date in Australia there are no key legislation or policies specifically 
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addressing and supporting the educational and psychosocial needs of children identified 

as twice exceptional. Therefore, in this section I briefly review some relevant issues to 

policy and practice in providing for the unique needs of twice exceptional children in 

Australia. These issues relate to policy; provision, and practice; and, identification of 

twice exceptional children. 

The DDA (1992) and the DSE (2005) have gone a long way to protecting and 

providing for people with physical disability, yet, there remains a group of intelligent 

children who experience a range of disabilities, often affecting their socio-emotional 

circumstances, daily activities and classroom learning, who are not catered for—

children who are twice exceptional.  

Research regarding twice exceptional children in Australia is limited. Of the 

research that is available, Wormald (2009) points to contradictory and uncertain teacher 

attitudes towards twice exceptional students. She found that Australian (New South 

Wales) teachers know of giftedness and overall possess positive attitudes towards the 

gifted; however, these same teachers also showed considerable confusion and 

uncertainty about their perceptions of gifted students and their unique needs. Wormald 

(2009) suggested despite written policy documents showing an understanding of gifted 

children’s social and emotional needs, that little of this was evident in classroom 

settings. Further, Wormald suggests that accountability (where it existed), was deemed 

inadequate when looking at the education of twice exceptional children. The majority of 

research into twice exceptionality has been conducted in North America where 

empirical research has focused on academic achievement, intervention, and classroom 

strategies for twice exceptional children. This focus was mainly on addressing the needs 

of gifted students with learning disabilities rather than the full spectrum of twice 

exceptionality as encompassing all disability. Some of this research is also relevant to 

the Australian context. 

A 2008 study in the United States (Crim, Hawkins, Ruban, & Johnson) found 

that GLD students (a sub-set of twice exceptionality), received less accommodations for 

their disabilities despite having an Individual Education Plan (IEP), than those in other 

groups (i.e. average and low IQ students). In Australia, IEP use is fragmented and 

poorly understood and its use is frequently limited to only planning personalised 

learning for students with verified special needs (Education Queensland, 2013a, 2013b). 
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However, IEP’s are not mandatory for all students with special needs. In some 

Australian states an IEP is only obligatory for students with disabilities who have a 

differentiated Early Childhood Development program (Education Queensland, 2013b), 

or those in government care (Department for Education and Child Development 

(DECD), 2013; Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD), 

2013; Education Queensland, 2013b).  

The majority of IEP’s (and EAP’s—Educational Adjustment Program plans) are 

used for students who have been verified and fit one of the funded disability categories 

(Education Queensland, 2013a, 2013d). No empirical research regarding the use of any 

of these individual learning plans with either gifted or twice exceptional children in 

Australia were found during this literature review. The key problem with this is that 

students with twice exceptionality also have special education needs, yet, they do not 

appear to be receiving the same personalised explicit planning approaches as other 

children with special needs. Even within the field of special education the efficacy of 

using IEP’s has been questioned, particularly in the Australian Capital Territory, where 

substantial discrepancies were uncovered in their use and applicability (Australian 

Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2012). Concerns were 

raised about accountability, review and quality assurance in using strategies such as 

IEP’s as they were found to be time consuming and resource challenging (ACARA, 

2012). 

Identification of twice exceptional children. 

Due to the nature of twice exceptionality, straddling the areas of both giftedness 

and disability, diagnosis and subsequent identification is problematic (Foley Nicpon et 

al., 2011). Cognitive assessments (e.g., Wechsler Intelligence Sale for Children-4
th

 

edition–WISC-IV), administered by a psychologist, are broadly accepted in the field for 

identifying children who are twice exceptional (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, et al., 2006; 

Barber & Mueller, 2011; Majkut & Rogers, 2005; National Association for Gifted 

Children (NAGC), 2010b; Rogers, 2011; Silverman, 2013) and profiling their strengths 

and weaknesses. In Queensland contexts, state school Guidance Officers (GOs) are 

allowed to administer WISC-IV testing in schools (Department of Education & Training 

(DETE), 2014). 
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Summary of Literature on Twice Exceptionality 

Lack of consensus on what constitutes twice exceptionality, slippery definitions 

and problems with quantifying and measuring both giftedness and disability impede 

research in this area. With the two overlapping definitions of what disabilities are, and 

what giftedness is, researchers have attempted to clarify the paradoxical notion of this 

co-occurrence in individual children. Yet, existent research continues to focus on 

categorisations of disability, rather than elucidating twice exceptional children’s lived 

experiences as rich sources of evidence to inform policy and practice. 

Gaps in Current Literature 

After examining the relevant literature on giftedness, disability, and twice 

exceptionality, a significant research gap has been uncovered arising from the 

background issues in research in the field. The gap in the knowledge that this research 

aimed to address is this limited research exploring the experiences of twice exceptional 

children, both at school and outside school, particularly in Australia.  

Furthermore, this study aimed to address the gap where previous researchers 

have primarily concentrated on exploring twice exceptional children’s experiences 

through categories of disability; a position that further reinforces categorisation of 

disability related to medical-needs models. This study addressed this gap by privileging 

the children’s voices and exploring their individual lived experiences of twice 

exceptionality holistically, rather than focusing on specific disability categories. This 

research acknowledges and takes the perspective that these eight participants are first 

and foremost children, developing into adults, rather than just school students labelled 

with specific disability categories. It is not the disability labels that are explored but 

rather the participant’s holistic lived experiences as children identified as twice 

exceptional. This study is unique in terms of these perspectives.   

Chapter Summary 

The literature review suggested problems for research involving twice 

exceptional children include: the lack of consensus on the definition of the term 

disability, giftedness, or subsequently twice exceptionality; no universally applicable 

educational provision for planning or program development; a lack of knowledge and 
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understanding of these children; and, there that is limited funding for both disability and 

gifted education. Twice exceptional children’s psychosocial needs are not fully 

understood from their perspectives, they are at risk of underachievement, may be at 

increased risk of bullying, and in some cases suicide ideation. Additionally, the review 

of the literature uncovered a substantial gap in research about what little is known and 

understood with regards to the holistic lived experiences of twice exceptional children 

from non-disability category perspectives, particularly in the Australian context.  

Having presented the relevant background to this study, next in Chapter 4, I 

outline the methods, methodology, and theoretical framework of interpretivism and 

disability theory, which are appropriate for supporting the aims of this research in 

privileging the voices of eight twice exceptional children’s lived experiences.
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Chapter 4: Methods and Methodology 

Chapter Synopsis 

In this chapter I describe the methods and theoretical perspectives that support 

the selected methodology for framing this research study. The theoretical perspectives 

adopted are interpretivism and affirmative disability theory. Then, I describe the 

qualitative narrative research design, followed by a description of the recruitment and 

participant selection. Next, I outline the data collection methods, through interviews and 

the construction of the story constellations for each child from the field texts. I conclude 

the chapter with a review of the data analysis methods, before closing with a brief 

examination of the trustworthiness of the data.  

Qualitative Paradigm 

This study aimed to describe, examine and interpret the lived experiences of 

twice exceptional children by privileging their voices. Morelock (1996) states that 

“definitions of giftedness, and research based on those definitions, have dealt minimally 

with the reality as seen through the eyes of the gifted” (p. 18). With this in mind, this 

study employed a qualitative narrative informed case study approach. Qualitative 

research relies on collecting and analysing the views of participants by asking broad 

open-ended questions; collecting data which consists of research texts (meaning 

anything collected, e.g., words and images), from these participants; describing and 

analysing these texts, whilst conducting the inquiry through a personally subjective 

viewpoint that carries inherent biases which are acknowledged and further inform the 

study (Cresswell, 2008). I have acknowledged these through sharing some of my lived 

experiences in Chapter 2. 

The characteristics of qualitative research practice that inform this study involve 

recognising that as a researcher it is vital to listen to the experiences and views of 

participants (Cresswell, 2008). To do this I posed general questions and collected data 

in the participants’ own environment (Cresswell, 2008). Qualitative research about lived 

experience adds insider perspectives to better understand twice exceptionality, 

presenting opportunities to advocate for change and for increased understanding of 

those experiences. Coleman, Guo, and Charlotte (2007) suggest qualitative research 

emphasises “that it is the local, not the universal, phenomenon that is the focus . . . 
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Qualitative research makes no statement about applicability of findings outside the local 

context. It is the reader who decides whether the results fit his or her situation because 

contextual factors are essential to meaning” (p. 52). 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this qualitative study combines interpretivism and 

affirmative disability theory. In approaching the study from this perspective, I aimed to 

make visible lived experiences of twice exceptional children, and privilege their voices. 

It was important by privileging children’s voices that I demonstrate that disability and 

impairment constitute a fundamental facet of personal identity for those with disability, 

further that “affirmation is expressed through resilience and resistance to the dominant 

personal tragedy model” (French & Swain, 2008b, p. 65). I will now explore this 

combined theoretical framework. 

Interpretivism. 

I approached this qualitative study through a theoretical perspective of 

interpretivism. As Schwandt and Denzin (1994) proposed, in order to understand the 

“world of meaning, one must interpret it” (p. 118), using an interpretivist perspective 

enabled this. 

Interpretivist knowledge is considered to be subjectively constructed by actors 

within social and cultural settings and aims to uncover and interpret what their stories 

mean (Young, 2009). According to Taylor (1985): 

. . . interpretation, in the sense relevant to hermeneutics [interpretivism], is an 

attempt to make clear, to make sense of  . . .  [where] the interpretation aims to 

bring to light an underlying coherence or sense. This means that any science 

which can be called ‘hermeneutical’ even in an extended sense, must be dealing 

with one or another of the confusingly interrelated forms of meaning. (p. 15)  

Through my story I have been immersed in, and conversant with, the societies 

and cultures of disability, giftedness, and twice exceptionality. Young (2009) suggests 

that it is imperative for the interpretivist to be immersed within the communities in 

which they wish to study. Being part of this community alleviates some of the problems 
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that the interpretivist faces if unfamiliar with the social and cultural milieus of their 

research context. I acknowledge that the participants’ social and cultural milieus means 

that they present their unique experiences through lenses of the world in which their 

lives are lived and their stories are told (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Disability theory. 

A further theoretical perspective through which I conducted this study relates to 

disability theory, where I view and interpret the study’s data and findings through 

affirmative disability theory. This theory sees people with disability as active players 

(actors) in their lives, rather than from the traditionally dominant medical model of 

disability, that views people with disability as dependent and needing care (French & 

Swain, 2008a; Priestley, 2003). Both interpretivism and affirmative disability theory see 

people as active players (actors) within their own lived experiences. 

To understand affirmative disability theory it is necessary here, to briefly 

describe its evolution as a theory. French and Swain (2008b) describe four dominant 

models of disability theory: two individual models—biological (medical/individual 

model) and psychological (tragedy model); and two social models—structural (social 

model) and cultural (affirmative/non-tragedy model). These models will be briefly 

explored individually in order to frame the theoretical background to the use of 

affirmative disability theory. 

The Medical Model of disability. 

The medical model of disability dominates policy, practice and provision for 

people with disability (French & Swain, 2008b) across Australia and much of the 

Western world (Goggin & Newell, 2005). This model defines and understands disability 

as residing in individual impairment “defect and abnormality, the clear implications are 

in terms of care and cure . . . the establishment of a whole range of professions, and the 

professionalization of western society, is grounded in and justified by this foundation” 

(French & Swain, 2008b, p. 130).  

The medical model of disability grew out of the science behind what constitutes 

normal and abnormal in relation to the body and mind, including normative cognitive 

functions, the corporeal norm, with the “suffering [sic] of disabled people [prompting] a 
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medical solution” (Wolbring, 2001). This medicalisation of disability creates a two-fold 

problem in that to uphold quality of life, medications are often necessary, however, 

medicalisation leads to legitimisation of disability only by its confirmation “by 

authorised medical professionals” (French & Swain, 2008b, p. 131).  

Perceptions of disability have been tied together with advents in scientific 

concepts, such as the bell curve, and the concept of a normal curve  where those on the 

extremities signify the abnormal (Thomas, 2007). The bell curve “introduced the idea 

of the embodied norm, bodies and body practices became standardised and 

homogenised . . . Those at the curve’s extremes constitute the ‘abnormal’” (Thomas, 

2007, p. 67). There became an increasing imperative for people to fit-in and conform to 

the category of normalcy (Thomas, 2007). Disability was seen as affecting an 

individuals’ placement on the bell curve (as was giftedness); consequences of this 

perception relate to social standing in relation to the norm and resultant societal 

perceptions of competence (Swain & Cameron, 1999; Watson et al., 1999) or 

incompetence. A preoccupation with impairment indicates a fixation with corporeal 

perfection, cognitive and bodily fitness (Singh & Ghai, 2009), and the bell curve of 

normality. The bell curve of normality was created with backing of clinical child 

psychologists and educational theorists; what it meant to be normal was marked out and 

any child outside this was different, not normal. Priestley (2003) asserts that this type of 

preoccupation has stipulated the “basis for treating children with impairments as not 

only different but also ‘sub-normal’” (p. 65). 

The Tragedy Model of disability. 

The tragedy model of disability represents disability as a biological state, with a 

limitation ascribed “as a deficit, a personal burden and a tragedy” (Wilder, 2006, p. 2), 

something “‘abnormal’ and . . . to be avoided at all costs” (French & Swain, 2008c, p. 

7). When the prime minister of Australia, Julia Gillard, cried during her speech in 

parliament outlining the introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme, 

(Ireland, 2013) it could be seen as a perpetuation of the tragedy model of disability. 

Saxton (2000) indicates that perceptions of people with disability are that they have no 

quality or enjoyment of life and that they are burdensome to society. The tragedy model 

of disability frequently includes perceptions of people with disability according to 

negative stereotypes (French & Swain, 2008c), and stigmatised and prejudiced views 
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(Joachim & Acorn, 2000; Levin & van Laar, 2006). These views often use language of 

exclusion and concepts of “inferiority, inadequacy, pity, sadness, evil and disgust” 

(French & Swain, 2008c, p. 8). 

The Social Model of disability. 

The social model, or social theory of disability grew out of the shift to remove 

attitudinal and societal barriers to people with disability predicated in social and cultural 

environments (Priestley, 2001) by dominant medical and tragedy models. The social 

theory embraced the view that despite an impairment, which frequently cannot be 

changed,  individuals with disability are “still of equal intrinsic worth . . . [and] it is 

society that must come to terms with their disability and accept them as they are” 

(Coleridge, 2000, p. 28) so the society is disabling rather than the individual’s 

disability. Criticisms of the purely social theory of disability include the supposition that 

it discounts individual experiences of impairment, a critique that affirmative theory 

seeks to address. 

Affirmative Disability Theory. 

Affirmative disability theory grew out of the social theory and encompasses a 

“way of thinking that directly challenges presumptions about experiences, lifestyles and 

identities of people with impairments” (French & Swain, 2008a, p. 65). This theory 

builds a framework for individualistic understanding of people with disability and their 

daily lives, and directly challenges the personal tragedy model (French & Swain, 

2008a). It seeks to develop an understanding amongst people who do not identify with 

disability, that disability and impairment constitute a fundamental facet of personal 

identity for those with disability, further that “affirmation is expressed through 

resilience and resistance to the dominant personal tragedy model” (French & Swain, 

2008a, p. 65). 

French and Swain (2008a) caution about the oversimplification of disability 

under this theory stating that “no disabled person is simply disabled: they are young, 

old, working class . . . ” (p. 66). This theory serves to reject the prevailing discursive 

and contextual practices with regards to people with disability and their lives, and 

affirms the validity of individual experiences, lifestyles, and notions of self (French & 
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Swain, 2008a), as well as the notion that an individual can be gifted and have a 

disability.  

As can be seen, by combining interpretivism and affirmative disability theory as 

a framework for this study, a strong theoretical basis is provided for exploring the lived 

experiences of twice exceptional children, and privileging those voices of experience. 

Research Methodology 

This qualitative study utilises narrative inquiry methodology to examine eight 

children’s lived experiences of being twice exceptional. Narrative inquiry provides an 

interpretive framework for understanding the lived experiences of individuals (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 2006; Kim, 2016). Through narrative informed case studies, the world of 

children who are twice exceptional is opened up to the researcher, thus offering the 

opportunity to explore twice exceptional children’s experiences through their own eyes.  

Methods and Techniques 

This study began with recruiting participants who identified as twice exceptional 

between the ages of 9 years and 16 years. Consent forms were signed by both the 

children and their parents (see Appendix C). The methods consisted of semi-structured 

interviews (see Appendix D for guiding questions); field texts and transcripts (see 

Appendices E and F for examples); and observation notes (see Appendix F); memory 

box items (Appendix G); and background data collection—review of specialists’ and 

school reports. This was undertaken in order to gain a holistic picture of each of the 

participants and to assist with structural corroboration (Eisner, 1998) and crystallisation 

(Ellingson, 2009), both are qualitative approaches to traditional triangulation methods. 

Figure 4-1 illustrates the research design with methodological steps. 

Field notes and observations were taken and noted down immediately after each 

interview. The interviews were transcribed (see Appendix H for examples), analysed 

(see Appendix E for example), and re-storied (see Appendix I for example), and 

presented as story constellations (Chapters 5 and 6). The story constellations were 

member checked, after initial creation, and then again prior to inclusion in this thesis.   
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Data Collection – Field Texts 
 Semi-structured interviews in participants’ homes 

 Field notes 

 Memory Box items/association 

 Observations during interviews 

 Specialist and school reports/records 

Initial Data Analysis 
 Verbatim transcribing of 

interviews 

 Peer debriefing 

 Member checking 

Data Analysis 
 Re-storying of interview field texts – using narrative analysis 

(after Polkinghorn) 

 Creation of story constellations 

 Member checking 

 Searching for plotlines within and across the story 

constellations – analysis of narrative (after Polkinghorne) 

 Peer debriefing 

Recruitment of Participants 
 Advertising: school newsletters; advocacy 

groups; specialists;  

 Participant selection – signing of consent 

forms; arrangement of interview times. 

Figure 4-1: Research design 
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Participant Recruitment 

The research participants resided in Queensland, and New South Wales, 

Australia. Children were selected for inclusion in this study through convenience and 

purposive sampling: via a call for expression of interest through advocacy groups for 

gifted children, children with disability, and twice exceptional children; paediatricians; 

medical specialists; and, school newsletters throughout Queensland and New South 

Wales. All of the participants needed to have disability diagnoses from a qualified 

specialist, and have already undergone a psychometric assessment which identified 

giftedness. 

I advertised the project in several ways. First, I contacted state and national 

advocacy and support groups for gifted children, twice exceptional, and children with 

disability, requesting them to advertise the study. I sent an advertising flyer (in 

Appendix C), and most chose to advertise through their email mailing lists and online e-

newsletters. Parents were to email me if they wished to find out further information 

about taking part. Second, I contacted various specialist medical practitioners, 

paediatricians, psychologists, occupation therapists and so forth, in my target areas.  I 

requested that they advertise the study or pass on the flyer to any clients who they 

thought might be interested in taking part. Third, I contacted schools in the target areas, 

requesting they advertise the study in their weekly school newsletters. I sent an 

attachment of the advertising flyer along with an email briefly outlining the study and 

requirements for participants. Parents contacted me via email and provided information 

and expressed interest in taking part in the study after seeing, or receiving, the 

information and flyer.  

Upon initial contact from potential participants, an information pack was sent, 

initially via email, informing parents of potential participants about what was involved 

in taking part in the study. These were then followed up by emails to potential 

participants’ parents. Once email consent was provided, information packs (in 

Appendix C), containing the consent forms, study information sheet, memory box, 

information sheet, and reply paid envelope were mailed. Participants returned the 

consent forms, and an interview schedule was arranged. Depending on geographical 

location the interview stage took place over six months, mostly during school holidays 

and weekends, where each participant was interviewed three or four times. 
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Participant selection. 

The eight participants were comprised of five males and three females, aged 

between 9 and 16 years, who were identified as having disability and giftedness. The 

rationale for selecting this age range was that these children should have had sufficient 

educational experiences as a person who is twice exceptional, to be able to draw on, and 

reflect on, these experiences and that the “best source of information about issues 

pertinent to children is the children themselves” (Scott, 2008, p. 96). Furthermore, this 

age range was selected due to convenience and ease of access to children who could 

articulate their lived experiences. The sample size focused on gathering in-depth, thick 

description of the cases (Curtis et al., 2000) thus, participation was limited to eight 

cases which were utilised to make “analytic generalisations about how the selected 

cases fit with general constructs rather than statistical generalisations” (Curtis et al., 

2000, p. 1002). 

A total of 28 interviews were conducted with each of the participants. Three or 

four separate interviews were conducted with each child, each of which lasted between 

30-60 minutes on separate occasions, in their own homes. The final interview with each 

child was followed by a one hour interview with their parent(s). Pseudonyms were 

utilised to protect the privacy and anonymity of individuals. Children and parents 

selected their own pseudonyms. All other names of siblings, friends, doctors, friends 

and institutions were changed to further protect identities. Only one child had difficult 

choosing a pseudonym and he asked his father to select one for him (Harry).  

Inclusion criteria. 

Inclusion criteria were based on the child having already been identified as twice 

exceptional, being gifted and having disability. Giftedness was confirmed through prior 

psychometric testing which parents had already undertaken independently, and separate 

from this study. These psychometric tests included: Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 

Children – 3
rd

 Edition assessment (WISC-III); or Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 

Children – 4
th

 Edition assessment (WISC-IV); or a Wechsler Preschool and Primary 

Scale of Intelligence, 3
rd

 edition (WPPSI-III); or, a Stanford-Binet-5 assessment (SB-5) 

These tests are all psychologist (or qualified Guidance Officer) administered cognitive 

intelligence tests (for further details on gifted identification see Appendix J). 
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Additionally, a holistic identification process (Hyvärinen, 2008) was utilised using 

multiple sources of information, such as school based records, achievement and my own 

skills and knowledge in assessing giftedness in individual children. This was used in 

particular for one participant, Ashley, who demonstrated giftedness and talent in The 

Arts.  

 

In addition to the holistic method, in the case of Ashley, the Sayler’s Parent 

Checklist (Sayler, n.d.) was also utilised. Australian Psychological Society College of 

Educational and Development Psychologists (2001) recommends the use of “trait lists 

and checklists which include behavioural and affective predictors and provide a 

comprehensive family history completed by parents, teachers and peers [which] may 

provide valuable identification information” (p. 2). I acknowledge the inherent 

limitations and issues with testing for intelligence, or giftedness. For example, that these 

tests can limit the understanding of intelligence and appraise only a restricted quantity 

of circumstances in which intelligent behaviour is shown (Kamieniecki & Lynd-

Stevenson, 2002; Neisser et al., 1996) and that they do not assess creativity (Sternberg, 

1985, 2000, 2009). However, these cognitive tests are widely accepted in the field as 

appropriate for identifying gifted children (Baron, 2005; Gilman, Rimm, & Silverman, 

2008; National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC), 2010b; Silverman, 2013), and 

profiling  their strengths and weaknesses in conjunction with holistic identification 

processes (Ford & Webb, 1994; Kaufman, Evans, & Kaufman, 2010; Patton, 1992).  

 

Psychology testing has also been broadly accepted in the field of gifted 

education as a means of identifying twice exceptional children (Assouline, Foley 

Nicpon, et al., 2006; Barber & Mueller, 2011; Majkut & Rogers, 2005; National 

Association for Gifted Children (NAGC), 2010b; Rogers, 2011; Silverman, 2013). 

Again, I acknowledge that this type of identification method is not without its critics, 

for example, Lovett and Lewandowski (2006) and Sparks and Lovett (2009). These 

criticisms generally focus on the use of psycho-educational testing with students 

experiencing learning disabilities and giftedness (GLD), a sub-set of twice 

exceptionality. 

 

The inclusion criteria based on cognitive testing did not have a definite cut-off 

score but took into consideration the suggestions from researchers in utilising 
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intelligence quotient (IQ) assessments in identifying twice exceptional children. For 

instance, Majkut and Rogers (2005) suggest that using a traditional cut-off score of 130 

IQ points will generally miss twice exceptional children and that a Verbal 

Comprehension Index (VCI), or Perceptual Reasoning Index (PRI) score in the Very 

Superior range (≥130),  is more appropriate in identifying these children, further 

suggesting that for these twice exceptional children “FSIQ could not be considered a 

reliable indicator of global ability” (p. 9). Gilman et al. (2008) suggest that either one of 

four scores is considered sufficient identification of giftedness in children in the Very 

Superior (≥130) range: Full Scale Intelligence Quotient (FSIQ); General Abilities Index 

(GAI), Verbal Comprehension Index (VCI) or Perceptual Reasoning Index (PRI). 

Flexibility was needed in the selection process as outlined above, due to the assessments 

used to identify giftedness. It was necessary to use school-based assessments and 

reports and other school identification criteria, particularly in the case of Ashley (aged 

16 years), whose WPPSI-III at age four years, did not confirm giftedness. 

Summary of assessments. 

The use of  cognitive assessments to identify giftedness are widely accepted in 

the literature, although debate continues over the utilisation of any type of intelligence 

testing in identification of gifted children (Newman, Sparrow, & Pfeiffer, 2008; 

Sternberg, 1985, 1998; Sternberg & Davidson, 2005). One question that needs to be 

asked, however, is whether this approach is sufficient to identify twice exceptional 

children? The inappropriate use of Full-Scale Intelligence Quotient (FSIQ) result or a 

single IQ score have been raised by numerous scholars in relation to identifying 

giftedness (Gilman et al., 2008; National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC), 

2010a, 2011). The same criticism would be applicable to twice exceptionality, namely 

that there is an overreliance on single test scores and limited reliance on clinicians and 

their judgement pertaining to cognitive assessments (Weiss, Beal, Saklofske, Packiam 

Alloway, & Prifitera, 2008). 

Sub-test patterns are not decisively diagnostic of any particular disability and 

any assessment result needs to be viewed in context with other information and 

knowledge regarding a child (Weiss et al., 2008) creating a holistic picture of strengths, 

weaknesses and disability. Therefore, this research also examined other documentation 
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pertaining to each participant, for example, specialists’ reports and assessments (from 

psychologists, paediatricians and so forth).  

Review of assessments and reports. 

Medical professionals and allied health assessment reports were reviewed. The 

use of these records aided in structural corroboration (Eisner, 1998) and crystallisation 

(Richardson, 2000), qualitative approaches to traditional methods of triangulation.. 

First, these reports were reviewed to ascertain the nature of the children’s disabilities, 

and needs associated with these for the interviews. Second, the reports were reviewed to 

ascertain the medical specialists’ recommendations about the educational and daily 

needs of the children, and how their disabilities may be addressed in everyday settings 

of home and education. Then, the school records, in the form of end of term reports, 

interim school reports, (where available), and school-based achievements, were 

reviewed to provide description around these achievements. 

The quantitative and qualitative data from the specialists’ reports were reviewed 

and added to the background information for each participant (see under Story 

Constellations - Turbo, Cat51, Ashley and Boomstick; Story Constellations - Harry, 

Anny, Buster and Bob). This information provided structural corroboration to the 

children’s identification of twice exceptionality. 

Ethical issues. 

Ethics approval was obtained from Griffith University Ethics and the School of 

Education and Professional Studies, (Protocol number: EDN/99/13/HREC), to conduct 

the study. Ethical issues considered when conducting research with the children were: 

any potential for physical, emotional or psychological harm; issues of informed consent; 

appropriateness of children as research subjects, (suggestibility, truth, validity and 

reliability); parents/carers as gatekeepers (Corsaro & Molinari, 2008; Hill, 2005); and, 

child participants with a disability. These will now be explored separately. 
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Potential for physical, emotional or psychological harm. 

There was limited potential for physical harm to the research participants as they 

were interviewed in their own homes with their parents in close proximity. I am a 

Queensland College of Teachers registered teacher, and possess a Queensland Blue 

Card (working with children police check). I have nearly 10 years of experience in 

working with gifted and twice exceptional children and their families, through my role 

as a teacher, and as former president of the Queensland Association for Gifted and 

Talented Children’s (QAGTC), Gold Coast branch. The potential for emotional and 

psychological harm was minimal, although the children, at times, recalled issues which 

may have caused them some concern in the past, no concerns were highlighted either by 

the children or their parents, during, or after the research interviews took place. 

Provision of a free, private telephone counselling contact was made available to 

participants at the pre-interview, should any issues have arisen during, or after the 

study. 

Issues of informed consent/assent. 

The children had a choice about participating in the research project and both 

parents and children signed consent forms to participate. Children were able to make 

informed choices about taking part in the research as they were provided with an 

information sheet, in text form, and simplified text form (Harrington, Foster, Rodger, & 

Ashburner, 2013). These were also explained by parents and addressed during the pre-

interviews where children could ask me any questions about taking part in the study. 

Two children (Harry and Bob), were initially apprehensive at the pre-interview meeting, 

but after I answered their queries they felt comfortable to give their informed consent by 

signing the consent forms under the guidance of their parents. 

 

The consent form included an explanation of the purpose of the research project, 

data collection procedures, and expectations of participants (Harrington et al., 2013) and 

myself. Children were able to agree (assent) to taking part or refuse to take part; opt out 

at any stage of the research; and contribute ideas to the research agenda and process as 

the inductive research evolved (Hill, 2005). Contributions from the children were in 

elements they thought might be important to talk about in relation to the study’s focus 

and their experiences. In particular, Anny frequently sought to tell me of experiences 
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she considered important, and that she believed no one had previously talked to a 

researcher about (e.g., the “clever way of bullying”). 

Appropriateness of children as research participants. 

The assumption still prevails in the 21
st
 Century that children do not already 

have knowledge, despite research pointing to the contrary, many who still view children 

as blank slates and naïve beings (Cullen, 1999; Pinker, 2002; Weir, 2014). 

Contemporary researchers need to understand and accept that children have knowledge 

about themselves and their individual contexts (Cullen, 1999). Unique knowledge of 

being a child, a student with interests, and a life outside the educational context of 

schools (Cullen, 1999). 

 

Concern relating to children’s communicative power and cognitive abilities, 

have frequently constrained their participation in research. However, empirical studies 

suggest that when children are appropriately engaged in the research process, there is no 

evidence to suggest their perceptions and views should be regarded as anything but 

competent (Birbeck & Drummond, 2007). Narrative informed case study methodology 

posed the least ethical dilemma for working with children, as I adopted the role of 

participant-adult (Birbeck & Drummond, 2007) conversing with the children during the 

interviews. This role is compatible with supporting the social and cognitive needs of 

children in participating meaningfully in the research process (Birbeck & Drummond, 

2007).  

 

On tests of memory, children outperform adults in areas where they have better 

knowledge, and their response to questions regarding matters which are relevant and 

meaningful to themselves, increase reliability of their accounts (Birbeck & Drummond, 

2007). Powell and Thompson (2001) found that both quantity and quality of responses 

can be further improved by the development of an environment that is supporting and 

accepting, as was the case with interviews conducted in a familiar setting and 

comfortable to each child. All of the interviews were conducted in shared-living spaces 

in the family home, usually the lounge room, or dining/kitchen areas. 
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Lapse of time has been suggested as an obstacle to the recall of information by 

children (Spencer & Flin, 1993). Empirical research suggests that accurate recall of 

events can vary depending on event type, with more traumatic events remembered for 

longer, and other lesser events recalled for up to five months after the event (Spencer & 

Flin, 1993). Extended intervals of time tend to produce accurate recall of events but 

with gradual loss of specific detail as more time passes. Birbeck and Drummond (2007) 

argue that this is an even more imperative reason to include children in research 

pertaining to their lived experiences, “as the effects of time on children’s memories 

impacts on the quantity of information” (p. 24) they are able to recall. As long as 

children are engaged in a supportive and encouraging environment, then they are able to 

recall information and feelings pertinent to their lives as authentically as adults are able 

to (Birbeck & Drummond, 2007). 

Parents as gatekeepers. 

The parents were the first point of contact in expressing interest for their child to 

take part in the research. As gatekeepers the parents were responsible not only for the 

initial point of contact, but also responsible for on-going arrangements for the 

interviews and locations.  

Both parental and child consent was sought for the children and parents to take 

part in the research project (Hill, 2005). The children were considered as the primary 

participants with the parental interview used to clarify or respond to specific 

experiences elicited during the children’s interviews, if necessary. The potential 

drawback with initial parental consent through an expression of interest was that their 

child may not wish to take part but did so reluctantly. Children and their parents were 

able to opt out of the study at any point without giving any reason. None chose to do so. 

 

Children were given the option of having a parent present during the interviews. 

This generated strengths and limitations, as suggested by Harrington et al. (2013) in that 

the presence of the parent assisted in children responding in the interview, but also 

impeded their responses as on occasions, parents interrupted or corrected their children. 

In addressing parental influence during the interviews, I re-directed questions back to 
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the child in order to gain their perspective and to check agreement or not with parental 

response (Preece & Jordan, 2010). 

Child participants with a disability. 

During the interviews I developed “a range of approaches and resources to 

address individual communication needs” (Harrington et al., 2013, p. 2) of the 

participants. This was critical to ensure that the perspectives of the children were 

captured whilst maintaining trust and comfort for them. This involved an inclusive 

approach where the child’s needs were addressed to ensure they were able to participate 

in the project, regardless of their disability and any communication needs. This was 

undertaken on an as-needs individual basis (Harrington et al., 2013) and negotiated with 

the child and parent, to ensure appropriate and adequate approaches were used.  As 

Harrington et al. (2013) suggest I spent time getting to know each child to build rapport 

and increase comfort during the interviews. This was primarily undertaken by engaging 

in activities that the children enjoyed. We also sat on the floor where the children were 

able to sit how they felt comfortable, and engaged in age-appropriate play activities of 

their choosing.  

 

Although expressive language was advanced for chronological age amongst the 

participants, I needed to remain aware throughout the interview process, that due to 

their disabilities, some of the participants’ receptive language skills may not be as well 

developed. Five of the eight participants had processing disorders which may have 

affected their receptive language skills and auditory processing. At times during the 

interviews this mainly meant repetition, or re-wording of a few questions and making 

sure I spoke clearly. 

Addressing the Research Questions by Data Methods, Sources and Analysis  

Table 4-1 sets out how the research questions were addressed by data sources 

and analysis methods. These methods included narrative informed case studies, reviews 

of specialists’ assessments and school reports for each participant (outlined above), 

semi-structured interviews, use of a memory box during these interviews, plus field and 

observation notes. The data produced were interview recordings, which were 

transcribed verbatim; personal reflections; written notes from the field, and from 
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document reviews. Initially these data were re-worked through removing superfluous 

information in the transcripts, and creating coherent stories by identifying themes or 

plotlines, initially within each child’s story, then moving to examining these across the 

stories as set out in Table 4-1. 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children         72 

  

  

 

Table 4-1: How the research questions are addressed by data sources and analysis methods 

Research questions Method Data produced Initial analysis Layer of analysis 

1. What are the lived 

experiences of twice 

exceptional children? 

  

 Review of documents 

pertaining to each 

participants’ assessments of 

disabilities and giftedness; 

review of school reports 

 

 4 semi-structured interviews 

per participant - 30-60 

minutes in each child’s home; 

 

 memory box;  

 

 field notes and observation 

notes; 

 

 1 parent interview (approx.. 

60 minutes);  

 

 

 Audio recordings 

– transcribed; 

 Written field 

notes; 

 Observation 

notes; 

 My personal 

reflections; 

 Photographs of 

artefacts from the 

memory boxes; 

 Written summary 

of document 

reviews – 

summary of 

reports and 

school records; 

summary of 

assessments 

 Transcribing the interviews 

– listening and re-listening 

to the audio recordings; 

 Reading and re-reading the 

interview transcripts; 

 Creation of graphic 

organisers for story 

constellations; 

 Examined each individual 

narrative for thematic 

plotlines; 

 Reduced the thematic 

plotlines by re-reading 

narratives using narrative 

analysis; 

 Generated initial thematic 

plotlines across the 

narratives – looking for 

similarities and differences; 

 Reduced initial plotlines on 

re-examination across 

narratives; 

 Examined prevailing 

personal, social, cultural, 

and political milieus across 

narratives; 

 Re-storying the transcripts 

into story constellations; 

 Polkinghorne’s analysis of 

narrative; 

 Polkinghorne’s narrative 

analysis; 

 Individual story analysis – 

create story constellations 

and begin to find thematic 

plotlines in individual 

narratives 

 Non-discrete thematic 

analysis across the story 

constellations – similarities 

and differences – identifying 

plotlines.  

 Re-storying narratives of 

lived experiences under 

prevailing personal, social, 

cultural, and political 

milieus 

 

a. What contextual 

factors shape the 

lived experiences of 

these children? 

 

b. What do these 

children understand 

about themselves? 
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Narrative Informed Case Studies 

The narrative informed case study design focuses on describing the lives of 

children who are twice exceptional, collecting and writing their stories of lived 

experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) in order to answer the research questions. 

Through a narrative approach to the case studies the social, cultural and political reality 

that is shaped through interaction in particular contexts was identified and described, 

thematic plotlines were then identified prior to analysis and theorising (Polkinghorne, 

1988). The assumption through this approach is that specific case understanding is 

through depth rather than breadth. This narrative case study method enabled the 

formulation of reasonable analysis and interpretation of findings and the building of a 

worthy line of reasoning (Bassey, 1999) in exploring the children’s experiences. 

Case study approach. 

The case study approach is an “empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon, within its real-life context; when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of 

evidence are used” (Yin, 2009, p. 4). Case study research enables the investigator to 

formulate an understanding of multifaceted issues and is regarded as a rigorous research 

methodology specifically for in-depth, holistic investigations (Bassey, 1999). This 

methodology facilitates the close examination of data related to a specific context and 

by its nature lends itself to the study of a limited number of individuals (Cresswell, 

2008).  

Narrative inquiry approach. 

Through a narrative approach to the case studies the social reality that is shaped 

through social interaction in particular contexts is primarily identified and described 

prior to analysis and theorising (Polkinghorne, 1988). To this end, an educational 

narrative case study research approach provides a method of in-depth enquiry, eliciting 

data which can be utilised to investigate the research question with regards to 

uncovering the lived experiences of twice exceptional children.  
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Narrative researchers study people’s experiences which are “always multiple, 

socially constructed and constructing, reinterpreted and reinterpretable” (Kim, 2016, p. 

5). It is through using narrative as a methodology and a phenomena (Clandinin, 2013) 

that I approach this study. Dewey’s (1997) theory of experience is one of the 

philosophical foundations for my study, in that interaction and continuity which are 

played out in different contexts, form the substrate for understanding life experience 

narratives “through the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space with dimensions of 

temporality, place, and sociality” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 12). I examined these narratives 

through the contexts in which they were created, positioning them within the personal, 

social, cultural, and political milieus; thus, considering them as “social artefacts, telling 

us as much about society and culture as they do about a person” (Riessman, 2008, p. 

105). Whilst also acknowledging that all stories are affected by both the telling and the 

listening, operating “with a conception of an agentic subject, it does not tie that concept 

to an assumption that narrative ‘makes sense of’ and enables action within lives” (Kim, 

2016, p. 7). 

The narrative approach acknowledges that stories of lived experiences are built 

through dialogue and narrative (Clandinin, 2013; Connelly & Clandinin, 2006; Kim, 

2016). Further, that the language of the story is built up from dialogue with the 

participant who has constructed their narrative of self around their understanding. 

Narrative provides an interpretive framework for understanding the lived experiences of 

individuals (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006; Kim, 2016). Polkinghorne (2007) 

distinguishes between stories as fictional portrayals and narrative stories as the 

“fundamental scheme for linking individual human actions and events into interrelated 

aspects of an understandable composite” (p. 13). Hence, narrative refers “to both the 

process and the results” (p. 13) of narrative research. 

The use of multiple sources of data enabled deep exploration and interrogation 

of the phenomena (Cresswell, 2008), and these were drawn from the interviews with the 

children, specialists’ and school reports. These multiple sources of data were further 

structurally corroborated using parental interviews. The resulting case study narratives, 

in essence, are an exploration and investigation of current real-world phenomena 

through the in-depth analysis of a narrow series of events, interactions and 

circumstances, and how these interconnect (Yin, 2009) in the lives of twice exceptional 

children. 
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Narrative informed case studies. 

Understanding through a narrative informed case study approach is derived from 

“a willingness to comprehend meaning in context and to accept more than one ‘truth’” 

(Munhall, 2001, p. 380). Ambiguity is a feature of narrative informed case study 

research and the investigator requires flexibility and tolerance in dealing with the 

unexpected and viewing these variations as opportunities rather than disadvantages 

(Munhall, 2001). Different threads need to be stitched together to form narrative 

tapestries or narrative constellations. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggest that a 

narrative informed case study approach enables “a way of understanding experience . . .  

a collaboration between researcher and participants, over time . . .  [where] an inquirer 

enters this matrix  . . .  in the midst of living and telling, re-living and retelling, the 

stories of the experiences that make up people’s lives, both individual and social . . .  

narrative inquiry is stories lived and told” (p. 20). 

This narrative informed case study design focused on describing the lives of 

children who are twice exceptional, collecting and telling their stories of lived 

experiences through written stories about those experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000) to answer the research questions. These data included collections of storied 

experiences, reporting on these and discussing their possible meanings with participants 

in relation to their experiences (Cresswell, 2008).  

The nature of narrative informed case study research means that a close bond 

was established between myself and participants, which assisted in establishing the 

direct applicability of the research (Cresswell, 2008). Through experience stories, the 

participant’s personal narratives of twice exceptionality were explored. The personal 

experiences stories are both individual and personal (their experiences), and shared, 

social experiences where the individual interacts with others (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000) which further emphasised the research focus of learning from children who are 

twice exceptional. 

Semi-structured Interviews 

Interviews as a method of inquiry are seen as powerful ways “to gain insight 

into educational and other important social issues through understanding the experience 

of the individuals whose lives reflect those issues” (Seidman, 2006, p. 14). Seidman 
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suggests that the use of qualitative interviews are for the purpose of understanding lived 

experiences of individuals and their meaning-making regarding those experiences, 

rather than as an answer-seeking exercise in testing or evaluating hypotheses.  The focus 

was on reconstructing the children’s lived experiences (Seidman, 2006). The field texts, 

and case studies were re-storied and presented as narrative story constellations 

(following Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Craig, 2007). This approach will be further 

expanded and explained under the story constellations section later in this chapter. 

 

The semi-structured interview questions were spread out over three or four 

interviews, ensuring as much as possible, that each stage was adequately addressed 

prior to moving on to the final stage. This process aided in initial analysis of interview 

data from each stage to inform subsequent interviews. The length of the interviews 

depended upon individual circumstances, interest, and each child’s willingness to 

continue during the interview process, however, 30-60 minutes was usually allocated 

for each interview. Birbeck and Drummond (2007) suggest that when a child is exposed 

to multiple interviews, the tendency to be more accurate in recalling information 

increases around the third to fourth interview, therefore, this research undertook three or 

four interviews with each participant. Owing to the evolving nature of inductive 

research, the expectation was that the study would have to respond to developments 

(Baker & Edwards, 2012) which necessitated the shortening of some interviews and 

reducing the number of interviews in four cases (Harry, Buster, Anny, and Bob) to 

three, this was mainly due to geographical location and limitations of access due to 

scheduling difficulties and travel arrangements.  

 

I entered the research context of the child’s home, as a participating adult who 

assumed the role of a compassionate, empathetic, and sensitive person (Birbeck & 

Drummond, 2007). The relationship was founded and developed based on trust and 

mutual respect which enabled me “to uphold the ethical imperatives when working with 

children . . . this approach is entirely consistent with the social, intellectual and 

communication requirements of children if they are to participate in research” (Birbeck 

& Drummond, 2007, p. 27). 

The interviews took place in the child’s home in a shared living space, either the 

lounge room, or kitchen/dining room. I adopted a position for the research interviews 

which was comfortable and least daunting to the participant, for example, frequently 
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sitting on the floor as we conversed, whilst the child was engaged in age-appropriate 

play and chatting with me as a social event. 

Semi-structured interview questions.  

Seidman (2006) recommends asking participants to “reconstruct rather than to 

remember” (p. 88) experiences, and that researchers should focus on concrete details 

that constitute particular experiences because participant’s attitudes and opinions are 

based on those experiences; in essence, asking questions such as “What happened?” 

rather than “Do you remember..?” (p. 88). Recalling experiences is based partly on 

memory and partly on what participants see as important about their past experiences, 

“in a sense all recall is reconstruction . . . in interviewing it is better to go for that 

reconstruction as directly as possible” (p. 88). Seidman’s (2006) suggested interview 

structure and aims for reconstructing experiences guided the development of the semi-

structured interview questions (see Appendix D for examples). The initial interview 

(pre-interview), involved an informal discussion surrounding the participant’s memory 

box (from the pre-interview meeting where the collection box was given to each child), 

expectations of the interviewer and participants and focusing on building rapport and 

establishing trust. Questions such as Can you tell me a little about yourself? provided a 

gentle opening to the interview process, providing sufficient scope for the children to 

expand upon. 

Interview schedule. 

The interview phases were guided by Seidman’s (2006) three-stage interview 

process (Table 4-2). The first stage began with focusing on the participants’ experiences 

in context and telling about themselves—focused life history, which aimed to place the 

individuals’ experiences in context. In the first interview, the participants were asked 

about their experiences up to the present point in time—their “focused life history” 

(Seidman, 2006, p. 21).  

The next interview built a bridge between the first and second interviews by 

moving the focus from experiences in context, to concrete details about lived 

experiences, thus overlapping the interview focus in, and between sessions, as we 

moved back and forth. This second phase was called details of experience, which 
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further focused the interview on concrete details and explored the children’s 

experiences in context, focusing on details (Seidman, 2006).  

Table 4-2: Interview guiding schedule linked to interview questions and tasks 

 

The next bridge was established between the second and third interviews by 

moving the focus from concrete details about lived experiences, to reflecting on the 

meaning of those experiences (making intellectual/emotional connections). This third 

phase was called reflection on the meaning, where the participants were asked to reflect 

on the meaning of their experiences, and to make intellectual and emotional connections 

with those. This increasingly focused third phase was where previous data was 

amalgamated with other contextual information, to reach crucial meanings that the 

participant’s had of their experiences (Seidman, 2006). Where necessary, a bridge was 

Interview Interview focus Task Tasks 

Pre-interview  Getting to know each other; 

establishing a rapport; 

building trust 

Introduce myself, Memory box – 

give child their box, begin to 

establish rapport/trust, interview 

setting (child’s home –floor or 

where they feel comfortable sitting) 

Prepare for 1st interview – 

conducted immediately 

following pre-interview 

First  

interview 

Questions 1-4- How Q’s: Tell 

about self; Experiences in 

context 

Establish rapport, Memory box – 

interview setting (floor etc. where 

child is comfortable) 

 

Arrange second interview 

time/date; Transcribe and 

initial interview analysis 

Second 

interview 

Questions 5-11 - Do Q’s: 

Experiences in context & 

concrete details about lived 

experiences; talk about 

relationships. 

Continue to build rapport Memory 

box, – interview setting (floor etc. 

where child is comfortable) 

Arrange third interview 

time/date; Transcribe and 

initial interview analysis 

Third 

interview 

Questions 12-19 – Concrete 

details about lived experiences 

& Reflect on meaning of 

experiences (making 

intellectual/emotional 

connections) 

Continue to build rapport Memory 

box, – interview setting (floor etc. 

where child is comfortable) 

 

Arrange fourth interview 

time/date (if needed); 

Transcribe and initial 

interview analysis 

Fourth 

interview 

Questions 20-26 – Reflect on 

experiences (making 

intellectual/emotional 

connections); Future 

Continue to build rapport, 

interview setting (floor etc. where 

child is comfortable) 

 

Immediately followed by 

parent interview; Transcribe 

and initial interview analysis 

Parents’ 

interview 

Reflect on experiences 

(making intellectual/emotional 

connections – co-construction 

of narrative) 

Questions that have arisen during 

the interview phase and from any 

documentation 

Transcribe and initial 

interview analysis – storied 

narrative sent to participants 

for member checking  
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established between the third and fourth interviews by reflecting on experiences 

(making intellectual/emotional connections) and moving to focus on the future. 

It was important to remain flexible, noting Seidman’s (2006) observations about 

interview practice that there are “no absolutes in the world of interviewing [suggesting 

that the] governing principle in designing interviewing projects might well be to strive 

for a rational process that is both repeatable and documentable” (p. 22). Further, 

suggesting that a person’s behaviour becomes more comprehensible and meaningful 

when positioned in their life-context and in the lives of those around that individual. In 

this study, this involved personal, social, cultural, and political milieus. This contextual 

positioning assisted in developing my understanding though the interview process, of 

the daily lived experiences of twice exceptional children and the meaning these children 

made of those experiences.  

The interview protocol. 

The interview protocol was flexible, incorporating any disability adjustments 

necessary for individual participants; for example, breaks, moving around, playing with 

objects/toys during the interviews. The interview protocol included a pre-interview 

which took place at the initial meeting with each child and their parents. Developing the 

interview protocols for each participant began before the first interview, with the review 

of background information from the specialists’ and school reports provided by the 

children’s parents. This information and email, and telephone conversations, with 

parents prior to our pre-interview, gave me a clearer indication of any special 

consideration requirements which I needed to cater for during the interview sessions. 

This was vital in enabling me to adapt the interview process appropriately (Wilson & 

Powell, 2001) for each participant.  

The pre-interview. 

The aims of the pre-interview were to familiarise the children with expectations 

both of me and of themselves, and to answer any queries that they had about the 

research. The purpose of the pre-interview with each child was an ice-breaking 

conversation that began to build rapport. Barker (1990) stressed the importance of 

building rapport, not just initially but as an ongoing process during the interviews. He 
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defined rapport as a condition of consideration, empathy, accord, and consistency; an 

understanding relationship personified by warmth towards each other (Barker, 1990). 

During this pre-interview meeting I provided each child with a box to keep, for storing 

their memory box items to share with me during the interviews. A hand-out detailing 

the memory box was also given to the children and their parents, with further details 

about what they might like to include in their boxes for future interviews. Most of the 

participants already had items they were eager to share with me at the first interview. 

 

Before the pre-interview, the children were asked to come up with a pseudonym 

for themselves which they shared with me at the pre-interview. The pre-interview was 

followed by a break, where each child could go off and engage in an activity of their 

choice. It was each child’s choice how long they stayed away (usually 10-20 minutes). 

This was then followed by the first interview when the child was ready to return to the 

interview area, (e.g., the floor, dining table, lounge room). 

 

Initially we talked in general making chitchat about my trip to their homes, 

which gave me the opportunity to gauge how each child felt in chatting with me. I 

termed the interviews chats rather than interviews, when I needed to use the phrase, to 

make the conversations sound less formal. This pre-interview phase allowed me to use 

open-ended questions to build rapport and enable each child to become familiar with my 

child-centred approach to the interviews, where they were free to talk as much as they 

wanted (Wilson & Powell, 2001), so that they were able to see my genuine interest in 

their experiences. During the pre-interviews with each child I also told them more about 

my study, why I was doing it and some personal information about myself, such as 

children, pets, being an artist and art teacher, and where I lived. As the nature of 

communication is a reciprocal process, I encouraged the children to ask questions about 

the study and myself, after all I was asking them to disclose information to me, so this 

was reciprocated with my sharing some of my information through self-disclosure 

(Zwiers & Morrissette, 1999).  

 

During the pre-interviews I prepared the children for what was involved in 

subsequent interview sessions; letting them know it was okay to choose not to answer 

any questions or not to talk about anything that they did not want to, and that they did 

not have to give a reason. Additionally, I let each child know that they could stop at any 
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time also without having to provide a reason to me. I informed each child that I was not 

there to be judgemental, that they were free to choose what they wished, and did not 

wish, to share about their experiences. 

Preparing for the first interview. 

Working from background information about the children, each having varying 

and multiple disability diagnoses, meant I was able to consider elements of the 

interview protocol well before our first face-to-face meeting. I considered elements such 

as what I would wear to the interviews; where in their home the interviews were to be 

conducted; the initial greeting; how I would need to place participants at ease straight 

away; my use of appropriate language and use of my voice—tone, inflection, clarity and 

so forth; the use of the memory box; and, ending the interviews. 

Dressing for the occasion. 

Being a teacher I have a formal way of dressing for professional situations, 

whereas for the interviews I wanted to present myself casually, in a less formal way so 

that the children were not intimidated by my wearing formal attire. I therefore, placed 

some consideration to my dress prior to each interview; dressing smartly, yet casually. I 

was aware that some of the children had sensory disabilities (e.g., ASD), which made 

me conscious of not wearing clothing that was overly patterned or too colourful, which 

might be distracting during the interviews. I did wear a small charm necklace to many 

of the interviews which, after self-reflection, I noticed had provided the children with a 

focal point, rather than having to keep constant eye contact during our chat. This 

appeared to allow some of the participants to focus on what they wanted to say rather 

than being distracted by necessarily having to remember to keep eye contact. 

The environmental context. 

Previous research methods for interviewing children with disability included 

structured diagnostic and screening interviews usually conducted in clinical settings. By 

going to each child’s home, a place where they felt comfortable surrounded by the 

familiarity of their homes and family, meant that the children were able to be 

themselves. The free-talk interviews with guiding questions provided a clear focus 

through flexibility and responsiveness to each child. The time of day was also taken into 
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consideration when arranging the interviews to ensure that they were in the mid-

morning but not too early, so that the participants were well-rested and cognitively 

prepared for the sessions; alternatively early afternoon, following lunch. The interviews 

took place mainly during school holidays, so as not to interfere with the children’s 

school week, homework and social life. This arrangement aimed to ensure that each 

participant was not too tired from a day’s work at school, and the process was not 

perceived as a nuisance, or interfering too much with the children’s other commitments. 

Initial greetings. 

The initial greeting was important at each interview, but none more so than for 

our first face-to-face meeting. First impressions do count and I needed to present a 

positive demeanour (Zwiers & Morrissette, 1999). I needed to be friendly and smile, 

looking at the children as their parent introduced us, presenting my open, honest and 

friendly demeanour from the beginning.  

Language and tone of voice. 

The dynamic, child-centred interview protocols that were developed and 

implemented allowed for the reciprocal process of interviewing each child. When it 

came time for the participants to have feedback from me, I was able to provide 

supportive gestures, in the form of nodding, and vocal sounds to show I was actively 

listening. This reciprocal process meant we created a discourse whereby I was inviting 

each child to share and explore their own thoughts and experiences (Zwiers & 

Morrissette, 1999). Then as appropriate, I was able to clarify and explore their responses 

once the free-flow had subsided. During this time, the children would ask me questions, 

or ask for my experiences of certain events. It was important to share this information 

(in a limited capacity), only after the children had shared their experiences, so as not to 

directly influence what they were recounting. This flexible protocol with open-ended 

questions, was able to respond to new information from each child with further 

questions and comments made in order to gain a more thorough understanding of each 

child’s lived experiences (Zwiers & Morrissette, 1999). 
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Time frame for interviews. 

Seidman (2006) suggests that spacing interviews three to seven days apart 

enables participants to reflect on the interview and what they have said, however, he 

suggested variations depending on circumstances. For the child participants and for 

practicable applicability, the interviews were between seven to 10 days apart, although 

some were about one month apart due to scheduling issues (e.g. school holidays). The 

length of time between the interviews assisted in ensuring adequate time for reflection 

by both participant and me. This was facilitated by email contact with the parents 

between the interviews to ensure that the children were comfortable with the process. 

This also helped to ensure that everyone was kept informed of expectations and the 

interview process continued as a flexible method. 

 

A final interview with parents helped in clarifying and expanding on information 

garnered from the children. The child’s verbal permission was sought for this after their 

final interview and prior to the parent interview (which immediately followed the 

child’s last interview session).  

Recording interviews and field notes. 

I digitally recorded the interviews by making audio recordings and I also made 

handwritten notes. The recordings were on a Livescribe ® pen (pen with recoding 

function), which was placed on the floor or table, close to the child. A back-up 

recording device of a smart mobile telephone was also used. This device was also 

placed on the floor or table close to the child. These presented unobtrusive approaches 

to recording the interview sessions. The children frequently glanced at the mobile 

telephone as it had a time counter on the face to record how long the session went for. 

Some of the children appreciated this facility as it enabled them to monitor their time 

and request a break if they wanted after a certain length of time had passed. Others just 

glanced at it occasionally, noting how long we had been talking for as a passing 

observation. I did not take field notes during the interview as I found this could be off-

putting as the children may be wondering what I was writing down. Once I left the 

interview location I drove to a nearby café or car park, and spent some time writing my 

field notes and observations from the interviews. 
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During the interviews, photographs were taken, with the child’s and parents’ 

prior written consent, and repeated verbal consent, of the children’s artwork or other 

items of interest from their memory box. Frequently, the children encouraged me to 

photograph items that they liked and wished me to include in this thesis. These items 

acknowledged the importance and centrality of visual imagery to our everyday lives and 

was a crucial part of some of the study’s narratives (Chase, 2003), even though these 

images were used as supporting data for the children’s narratives, rather than analysed 

as data sets in their own right.   

Ending the interviews and exiting the field. 

The time set for each interview was between 30-60 minutes; however, the 

interviews were frequently extended by the participants, beyond the set time on many 

occasions. The participants and their parents treated me like a special, important visitor, 

but also as a kind of collaborator, ally and cherished friend. At the end of each of our 

interviews, the children and their parents would accompany me to the door, chatting 

further.  

Having spent many hours with each of the children and their families over the 

course of the interviews, closing off the sequence of interviews was quite difficult. The 

relational nature of narrative research (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) meant I had 

undergone a transformative process, through the very character of the dynamic 

relationship formed with the participants, over the course of the interviews. However, as 

Mahoney (2007) states “blurring the lines between our friendship (private intimate 

relationship) and our research collaboration (public fieldwork relationship) was a 

balancing act” (p. 589) throughout the interview process. 

The process of exiting the field was always going to be difficult following our 

relational rapport. Michailova et al. (2014) suggests that exiting the field “is a contested 

terrain serving as the loci of multiple and multivalent emotions, and it is because of this 

that it can be powerful for learning” (p. 149). This was the start of a new part of my 

journey to continue to analyse and co-construct the children’s narratives. After 

transcribing and re-storying the individual story constellation, I sent these to each of the 

participant’s via their parents, for member checking and feedback. This became a back 

and forth process over the course of the development of the final story constellations 
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presented in this thesis. The backwards and forwards process of member checking 

meant that although I had left the field, I was still in email contact. The parents would 

from time to time, share their children’s recent experiences and achievements with me, I 

knew this would slowly fade over time, yet, it provided a slower and more comfortable 

exit for me from their lives and the stories the children had shared with me. 

Data Analysis 

During the interview phase of the study there was ongoing preliminary analysis 

of each interview to inform subsequent interviews and to guide the three-phase process. 

Immediately after each interview I wrote field note précis, summarising the interview 

content and noting any features for further attention. This preliminary exploratory 

analysis gave a general sense of the data, where initial ideas were noted, and subsequent 

interview questions were organised (Kim, 2016). The transcription of the spoken 

discourse became  “like photographing reality . . .  an interpretive practice . . .  by 

displaying text in particular ways, [providing] grounds for [my] arguments, just like a 

photographer guides the viewer’s eye with lenses and by cropping images” (Riessman, 

2008, p. 13). The field notes and memos gave guidance to my ideas, thoughts and 

feelings, and used as an aide-mémoire technique. 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim, including utterances, pauses, silences, 

false starts and other vocalisations, including laughter. Each transcript was then 

reviewed against the audio recordings for accuracy, and verified where applicable. As I 

worked through the analysis of the transcribed interviews, I ensured that I continued to 

privilege the children’s voices throughout their narratives; I safeguarded their exact 

words and phrases. I kept their pauses, stops and starts, the “paralinguistic cues” (Brody 

& Mills, 1997, p. 123) along with my voice, privileging the children’s voices which are 

clear throughout their narratives (Brody & Mills, 1997). Along the margins of the 

transcripts I added my field notes, writing memos to myself regarding passages of the 

textual data. 

After the initial review of the verbatim transcripts, these were again reviewed 

alongside the audio-recordings. During this re-reading and re-listening, superfluous talk 

was removed from the transcript (e.g. long pauses; false starts; talk about the weather; 

and, talk deemed repetitive). This process was extensive and led to a first draft of each 

child’s narrative. The first-draft narratives emerged from the transcripts after I began to 
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snip away “at the flow of talk”—this involved “decisions about form, ordering, style of 

presentation, and how the fragments of lives that have been given in the interviews 

[would] be housed” (Riessman, 2008, p. 13). These draft narratives were again sent to 

participants’ for member checking.  

To avoid losing the narrative quality of the data in the process of analysis, (a 

weakness often associated with narrative research), I used Polkinghorne’s (1995) 

narrative analysis for each individual’s narrative, thus creating the re-storied narratives 

presented as story constellations (Chapters 5 and 6). At the end of each presentation of 

the story constellations, I used Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narrative to briefly 

analyse each of the children’s narratives; seeking to “to fit individual details into a 

larger pattern” (Kim, 2016, p. 196) of their lived experiences and draw on the literature 

in beginning to understand their experiences. I brought together the story constellations 

further, continuing to utilise the framework of Polkinghorne’s narrative analysis and 

analysis of narrative, to locate common thematic plotlines across the children’s stories 

to begin to understand their lived experiences.  

By using both analysis of narrative and narrative analysis as an analytical 

framework, I was able to examine the lived experiences of the children through 

Bruner’s two modes of thought, paradigmatic mode and narrative mode (Kim, 2016). 

Paradigmatic mode of analysis referred to identifying and gathering specific plotlines, 

or threads of evidence,  to create “general concepts and categories . . . to identify 

common themes or conceptual manifestations discovered in the data . . . focusing on the 

discovery of common themes in storied data” (Kim, 2016, p. 196) where I have 

organised these under specific categories or thematic plotlines, using the data from the 

Children’s Stories/Stories of Children. 

Through the narrative mode of thought (using analysis of narratives), I sought to 

understand the meanings that the children ascribed to their experiences. The plotlines 

and narrative threads I uncovered organised the storied data around the descriptions of 

the plotlines which were common across the children’s narratives. As Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) suggest “an inquirer composing a research text, looks for patterns, 

narratives threads, tensions, and themes either within or across an individual’s 

experience and in the social setting” (p. 132), as is the case with analysis of narratives in 

discussing the key plotlines which emerged from the storied data. 
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Analysis and interpretation of the plotlines. 

Emden’s (1998) suggestion of a data analysis strategy which commenced with 

the creation of a core story and Polkinghorne’s emplotment process were used in 

analysing the data. Through the concurrent interpretation and analysis of the eight story 

constellations, I developed an understanding of the meanings the children gave to 

“themselves, to their surroundings, to their lives and to their lived experiences through 

storytelling” (Kim, 2016, p. 196). I endeavoured to “interpret these meanings through 

an analysis of plotlines, thematic structures and social and cultural referents” (Kim, 

2016, p. 196). I analysed and interpreted these meanings simultaneously in an 

intermediary period during the re-construction and re-storying of the participants 

narratives, narrowing the initial plotlines down through this process. In analysing and 

interpreting I avoided “being too descriptive on the one hand and over interpreting on 

the other hand” (Chase, 2003, pp. 92-93). I aimed to interpret what was being said 

whilst trying to articulate my reasons, and give evidence for my interpretations (Chase, 

2003) in the analysis. Through my interpretations I provided evidence for my 

understandings of elements of the children’s lived experiences.  

Narrative configuration. 

I continued to narrow down the initial plotlines through using Polkinghorne’s 

(1995) narrative configuration. Bruner (2009) remarks that “people do not deal with the 

world event by event or with text sentence by sentence [rather] they frame events and 

sentences in larger structures” (p. 64). It is through Polkinghorne’s (1995) narrative 

structure of plot that people comprehend and define the relationship between events and 

life choices throughout their lived experiences, and it makes sense to use this method to 

grasp these together as one cohesive story through narrative configuration. With this in 

mind I was interested in telling stories of lived experience, rather than reporting a series 

of sequenced, themed events from passages of transcribed text (Patterson, 2013) I 

sought to evaluate the passages of text, chunks of data, which disclosed how the 

participants felt about their experience “and mediated the point of [their] story” 

(Patterson, 2013, p. 36). This was undertaken by remaining close to the nuanced 

features of these transcribed texts. The goal was personalised narratives of lived 

experience rather than “an event-centric understanding of personal narration” 

(Patterson, 2013, p. 36). 
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Initially the data-management software tool, NVivo was utilised to assist with 

data analysis of the interview transcripts. The corrected transcripts were entered into 

NVivo and coded. The initial stories that developed through the support of NVivo 

analysis were one story that could have been told in this thesis. This story, using NVivo, 

seemed to become an objective reality and prioritised “the narration of events over the 

narration of experience” (Patterson, 2013, p. 35), and did not appear to privilege the 

children’s voices of lived experience.  

Therefore, a hands-on approach for the analysis ensued where I reviewed the 

narrative drafts which were re-read, further edited and amended taking into account the 

participants’ feedback. This editing re-shaped the narratives “turning [them] into a 

hybrid document” (Riessman, 1993, p. 13) where the participants’ voices were central 

(Gubrium & Holstein, 2002). This re-reading of the hybridised-narratives, took place 

several times, where I immersed myself in the details endeavouring “to get a sense of 

the interview as a whole before [further] breaking” (Agar, 1980, p. 103) them into 

segments and threads of experiences.  

Initial coding consisted of hand-analysis of the transcripts, using highlighters to 

mark passages of text, lean coding on initial review of the text to a small number of 

thematic plotlines (Cresswell, 2008). This segmentation and labelling initially examined 

these data sets for broad themes such as: passages where the participant’s talked about 

feelings and what these feelings were related to; verbal irony, where participant’s may 

have said one thing and meant another; silences; and, ways that they connected the 

events being related.  

The hand-coded and labelled narratives were further reworked, coding broad 

themes to provide context to the narratives. This inductive process narrowed the 

narratives to plotline themes focusing directly on the children’s lived experiences. The 

data analysis became descriptive rather than explanatory, where an “accurate 

description” (Emden, 1998, pp. 34-35) has been produced from interpreting the 

narrative accounts to sequence events as told to me about the children’s lived 

experiences (Polkinghorne, 1995, 2007). These data resulted in “a collection of storied 

texts” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 177) which were drawn together in a logically-sequenced 

narrative form as story constellations.  
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Analysis of narratives. 

Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narratives is important in identifying the 

similarities and differences across the children’s story constellations, ensuring I paid 

attention to the field texts and background information (specialists’ assessments, school 

reports and records). Analysis of narratives counts on thinking skills of paradigmatic 

reasoning, where I use “concepts that allow people to construct experiences as familiar 

by emphasising the common elements [themes] that appear over and over” 

(Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 10) within those experiences. I identified particular themes to 

form the first level of analysis, general themes which were coded and categorised from 

the initial narratives. These were then further refined to uncover patterns, forming the 

initial interpretation of themes, from the story constellations (see Appendix I). These 

themes, or plotlines, were generated inductively through the reading and re-reading of 

the field texts. The second level of analysis examined the relationship between, and 

among the initial plotlines, seeking to show how they were linked to one another 

through sub-plotlines (Polkinghorne, 1995). By using Polkinghorne’s framework of 

analysis of narratives, I arranged my findings around descriptions of plotlines that were 

similar across, and between, the story constellations, attending to the relationships 

amongst the themes (Kim, 2016; Polkinghorne, 1995).  

Narrative analysis and emplotment. 

After initial reduction of each of the narratives, Polkinghorne’s (1995, 2007) 

narrative analysis was used as an emplotment process in analysing the field texts. The 

process involved “happenings [being] drawn together and integrated into a temporally 

organised whole” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 5), the outcome of which were story 

constellations of lived experiences. This was undertaken by using what Polkinghorne 

described as using “a thematic thread to lay out happenings as parts of an unfolding 

movement that culminates in an outcome” (p. 5), the outcome of which was the stories 

of lived experience—the story constellations. This narrative analysis involved my 

developing and discovering a plot that demonstrated links amongst data elements as 

segments of “an unfolding temporal development culminating in a denouement” 

(Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 15). This denouement (conclusion) formed the basis for each of 

the story constellations, drawing together the narrative threads across the children’s 

experiences. During the latter stages of data analysis, I used the configuration process of 
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emplotment, where plotlines began to take on narrative meaning and started to develop 

an understanding of the plotlines’ influence on particular outcomes and experiences 

(Polkinghorne, 1995). Emplotment was used on the hand-coded transcripts, and then 

further developed on the initial re-storied narratives to draw out the essence of these. I 

organised and constructed the elements of the textual data by emplotment, into the 

individual story constellations. This assisted in unifying and providing meaning to the 

textual data as contributing to my objective and purpose (Polkinghorne, 1995) of 

exploring the lived experience of the eight twice exceptional children.  

 

Through Polkinghorne's framework of narrative analysis I am able to suggest 

how and why the children may have acted and perceived their experiences as they did. 

This enables stories to be told which help support understanding of the lived 

experiences of these twice exceptional children as  “human phenomena” (Kim, 2016, p. 

197) emphasising meaning and sustaining the metaphorical wealth of the children’s 

stories (Polkinghorne, 1995) and contextual factors (e.g., inside and outside school).  

Story constellations approach. 

From the emplotment process the story constellations were developed as a way 

of presenting the re-storied narrative data. This approach follows on from Clandinin and 

Connelly (1996) and Craig (2000) who used story constellation approaches in their 

narrative research. Clandinin and Connelly (1992) discussed working landscapes of 

teachers’ knowledge and relationships with this landscape to policy and practice in their 

story constellations approach. They discuss landscapes outside classrooms where 

“knowledge is funnelled into the school system for the purpose of altering teachers’ and 

children’s classroom lives” (p. 25). This landscape of knowledge mainly included 

educators’ perspectives; however, my use of the story constellations approach has been 

expanded from this, to consider the lives and experiences of these eight twice 

exceptional children.  

Similarly to Clandinin and Connelly, Craig’s (1994) story constellations 

approach mainly focused on educators’ experiences, situating teachers’ knowledge in 

the many environments where it is formed using paired narratives of teachers’ 

experiences/experiences of teachers. Through this approach Craig (1994) uncovered 

“experiential stories about school-based educators working in relationship” (p. 175). By 
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using a similar story constellations approach using paired narratives, I also sought to 

uncover “experiential stories” and examine the complex forces influencing the 

participants and their societal, cultural, and political milieus. However, the stories I 

aimed to explore were those of the children rather than those of educators. Craig used 

the story constellation approach to characterise school life through the knowledge held 

by teachers and principals. I seek to use this approach to privilege the children’s voices 

where their lived experiences are able to be characterised without dismissing their 

knowledge and experiences of being twice exceptional. The paired narratives in this 

study are Children’s Stories/Stories of Children—where Children’s Stories are their 

experiences, and the Stories of Children are the augmented narratives from their parents 

which complement the children’s experiences. This approach revealed heuristic 

narratives about the lived experiences of these twice exceptional children. At times 

these narratives were co-constructed between the children and their parents, leading to 

deeper understanding of what the educational and daily lives are like for the children.  

In the children’s multi-vocal story constellations, many narratives are presented; 

personal, social, cultural and, political. My role as researcher was not to say one story 

was more truth than any other, but to enable readers to comprehend the similarities and 

differences in, and between the stories. The resultant narratives thus operate as a process 

of interpretation and re-interpretation of experiences by producing interpretive accounts 

as story constellations, which tell and re-tell of lives lived, of lives being lived, and of 

re-living (Ford, Harris, Tyson, & Frazier Trotman, 2002; Patton, 1992; Riessman, 

2008). This relates to Dewey’s  concept of education, experience and life being 

indivisibly interwoven (Dewey, 1997; Trail, 2011), further emphasising that the study 

of experiences is the study of life. 

The story constellations approach was, therefore, adopted to support the 

relationships in and between the children’s narratives, and as a way of presenting the 

multi-vocal narratives to locate children’s knowledge and experiences in the many 

contexts within which it is created; social; cultural; political, and so forth. Augmenting 

Clandinin and Connelly’s, and Craig’s paired narratives, with two other companion 

story sets of Children’s Stories/Stories of Children (Figure 4-2 illustrates this 

connection), contextualised by the surrounding milieus in which the children lived their 

lives. These contextual factors allow for consideration of the complex influences which 

shaped these children’s lives. 
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Figure 4-2: This study’s story constellations approach 

Trustworthiness: Qualitative Validity and Authenticity 

Here, I explain how the trustworthiness of the data was established through 

validity and authenticity. Validity and authenticity refer to fairness, ontological 

authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity, and tactical authenticity 

(Brody & Mills, 1997). Fairness refers to balancing all of the participants’ “views, 

perspectives, values, claims, concerns and voices”  (Brody & Mills, 1997, p. 122) so 

that they are evident in the story constellations. Ontological authenticity and educative 

authenticity refer to establishing “a raised level of awareness” (p. 122) in each 

participant, their parents and those with whom they interact, the ultimate aim of this 

research, (which was already evident in the interview data), to move beyond this to raise 

awareness at policy and practice levels. Catalytic and tactical authenticity refers to 

encouraging participation from the children, and encouraging advocacy if not already 

present (Brody & Mills, 1997). This was a feature throughout the children’s 

participation in the interviews and with the ongoing process of member checking. 

Trustworthiness: Four criteria for judging trustworthiness. 

As an alternative for the quantitative-led concepts of validity and authenticity, 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest four criteria for judging trustworthiness in qualitative 

research. Positing that these four criteria echo the fundamental suppositions inherent in 
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qualitative studies, these four criteria are: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. These are now explored separately. 

Credibility. 

Credibility incorporates the establishment of credible or plausible results as 

viewed from the perceptions of the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The ultimate 

raison d’être of qualitative research is to demonstrate an understanding of the research 

phenomena from the viewpoints of the participants, so they are the ones who can 

reasonability and justifiably ascertain true credibility of the study’s results (Trochim, 

2006). This was undertaken by directly interviewing the participants about their lived 

experiences in their own homes, and the back and forth process of ongoing member 

checking. 

Transferability. 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) thick description of phenomena under study is a 

way of achieving a manner of external validity, or transferability to other contexts. 

Whereby describing the phenomenon under study in appropriate detail enables others to 

evaluate whether the conclusions being drawn are transferable to other situations, times, 

settings, and people. I have used thick description throughout the story constellations, 

and through the analysis of the children’s experiences, where thick descriptive details 

are included directly from the children. Thick description means I relate accounts from 

my field work texts, in order to make clear the configurations of the children’s lived 

experiences (e.g., cultural, social, and so forth) and place those in context (Geertz, 1973; 

Ryle, 1949). However, as Coleman et al. (2007) remind qualitative researchers, this type 

of research “makes no statement about applicability of findings outside the local 

context. It is the reader who decides whether the results fit his or her situation because 

contextual factors are essential to meaning” (p. 52). 

Dependability. 

Unlike the traditional quantitative view of dependability, which is embedded in 

replication and repetition of the study, qualitative views of dependability centre around 

perceiving the same results based on observing the same thing again (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). However, we cannot perceive the same thing again, as it would be perceiving 
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two different things, no matter how subtle the differences (Trochim, 2006). Through 

dependability it is my responsibility to describe any variations in the research context, 

and how these variations may have influenced the manner in which I approached the 

research (Trochim, 2006). These have been described under the interview protocol and 

reflexivity, they include elements such as time, and interview environments, as noted in 

the field observations and interview notes. 

Confirmability. 

Through bringing my own perception of twice exceptional children’s lived 

experiences to the research, I need to be aware that the study’s findings need to be 

verified by others (Trochim, 2006). The strategies I employed for enhancing 

confirmability were: member checking by participants and their parents; ensuring data 

were checked and re-checked through the study; having other researchers (my 

supervisors) check the transcript data to confirm my interpretation of the results; and, a 

concluding data check to determine the authenticity of the data collection and analysis, 

and to augment my potential subjectivity and bias (Trochim, 2006). These were 

conducted by reviewing all of the data collected, including re-listening to the interview 

audio and comparing the story constellations to this audio; these were then further peer 

and member checked for confirmability. 

Structural corroboration. 

Frequently researchers validate their research by using triangulation which is 

considered a “useful technique where a researcher is engaged in case study” as it is 

“characterised by a multi-method approach to a problem in contrast to a single method” 

(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, pp. 113-114). Triangulation in this sense is not just 

intended for validation purposes but also for “deepening and widening one’s 

understanding” (Olsen, 2004, p. 1) of particular cases, hence the examination of 

documentation pertaining to each participant. However, Eisner (1998) prefers the term 

structural corroboration in describing “the confluence of multiple sources of evidence” 

(p. 55) where the researcher organises an assemblage of portions and fragments of 

evidence that validate conclusions.  

According to Richardson (2000) triangulation carries assumptions that what a 

researcher is seeking is a “fixed point that can be triangulated” instead a researcher 
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should seek to “crystallise . . . [and] recognise that there are far more than ‘three-sides’ 

from which to approach the world [where] what we see depends upon our angle of 

repose” (p. 522). By using crystallisation methods, I was able to augment the children’s 

stories of experience by reviewing parental perspectives on those experiences, 

reviewing assessment, and school report data, to be able to recognise the different facets 

of evidence from the children’s stories, and use these to crystallise and structurally 

corroborate those stories. 

Addressing subjectivity and interviewer bias. 

In Chapter 1, I began by acknowledging my inherent biases as a person who 

identifies with disability and as a parent of a twice exceptional child. I am also active 

within both the fields of gifted and disability education and advocacy; through schools, 

universities, and various communities, and national and political associations. It is for 

these reasons that I have a vested interest in the research and the central phenomenon of 

twice exceptional children. I took a reflexive approach to the research, whilst 

monitoring my position by maintaining a naïve view of the data; discussions with my 

supervisors; and, writing my thoughts in a journal as a form of self-reflexivity to 

monitor and reflect throughout the study, in the hopes of unmasking “complex 

political/ideological agendas hidden in [my] . . .  writing” (Richardson, 2000, p. 523). 

My pre-suppositions were that twice exceptional children are a minority group both 

within and outside the education system; they are little understood by those around them 

including their teachers; twice exceptional children experience disablism/ableism as a 

result of their disability, and that their lived experiences will probably reflect these pre-

suppositions. 

 

Richardson (2000) suggests four categories which may assist in re-thinking 

subjectivity in relation to research: first, observation notes need to be detailed and 

concrete versions of what is seen, heard, felt, and tasted. I wrote down my thoughts, 

feelings and field notes as soon as practicable after leaving the interview setting. 

Second, methodological notes or a process diary are needed, which are self-messages 

about the data collection process; such as what to wear, who to talk to, what to say. I 

continued to monitor modifications I made to interview questions and the interview 

protocol, noting its flexibility. Additionally, paying attention to what I wore on each 

occasion, particularly for those children with sensory disability. Third, by making 
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theoretical notes which consist of hunches, critiques of self–doing, thinking, feeling, 

seeing; Richardson indicates that these open up “text . . . to alternative interpretations 

and a critical epistemological stance” (p. 526) which is a method of keeping me from 

being hooked on my take on reality. This was carried out continuously, both during the 

data collection stages, and through the data analysis stages by the use of notes and 

personal reflections. Fourth, by making personal notes regarding the research; by 

personally undertaking the interviewing process, while also examining any personal 

doubts and anxieties, I placed all of my feelings out on paper “because I know they are 

there anyway, affecting what/how I lay claim to knowing” (Richardson, 2000, p. 526). I 

undertook this through the processes of personally conducting all the interviews, 

making notes of any doubts and anxieties, as well as any elements that worked 

particularly well. The evidence of these processes also emerged in the final narratives 

demonstrating my thoughts, feelings and ideas, as I conducted the interviews and 

reflected upon those. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I have outlined the theoretical perspectives for my research and 

explored the methodological framework utilised in this qualitative study. I described the 

recruitment of participants and the review of specialists’ reports for each child. I then 

described the narrative-informed case studies, followed by discussion of narrative 

analysis/analysis of narratives, and then the story constellations approach. In this 

chapter I have also discussed trustworthiness, my subjectivity and reflexivity, whilst 

acknowledging ways to manage these. The next chapter presents the first four of the 

eight participants’ story constellations of their lived experiences—Turbo, Cat51, 

Ashley, and Boomstick. Chapter 6 continues with the final four children’s stories—

Harry, Anny, Buster, and Bob. 

  



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   97 

 

Chapter 5: Story Constellations - Turbo, Cat51, Ashley and Boomstick 

Chapter Synopsis 

The previous chapter described the narrative methodology and theoretical 

perspectives of affirmative disability theory and interpretivism used for this study. 

Through this chapter and the subsequent one, I present the children’s individual 

narratives as story constellations, beginning with a brief explanation of the constellation 

process. Following this, the participants will be briefly introduced. Next, the 

background information for each child is presented as an introduction to their individual 

narratives. Four participants’ narratives will be presented in this chapter, and the final 

four in the next chapter. 

Presentation of the Story Constellations 

The children’s narratives are re-storied privileging their voices from the 

interview data, and are presented as narrative story constellations which draw together 

the thematic plotlines for each participant. Following the presentation of each child’s 

narrative, a brief initial analysis and interpretation are included. This initial analysis 

begins the process of understanding the children’s lived experiences through the re-

storying of their voices. This re-storying followed Craig’s (2007) paired narratives in 

the form of story constellation, where I introduced a new set of companion narratives; 

Children’s Stories/Stories of Children.  

The Children’s Stories are those that the children related to me during the 

interviews, using their own words and some interpretation and reflection. The Stories of 

Children are told by their parents, through their voices in the text boxes from the parent 

interviews, with some reflection. The Stories of Children are also told by me throughout 

the constellations, where I add my thoughts, reflections and brief analysis. These paired 

narratives are drawn from the children’s interviews with some inclusion of parental 

voices where appropriate to add supporting information. 

A note on Chapters 5 and 6.  

Chapter 5 and 6 present the children’s story constellations. Due to the nature of 

narrative and the need to present coherent stories, these two chapters are long but 

necessary in giving a voice to the children and presenting their stories of lived 
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experience, one of the aims of this study. The stories can be read somewhat 

independently. Each section called Details of Experience and Reflection on the 

Meaning, presents the children’s experiences. The words in regular font are mine and 

those in italics, belong to each child unless otherwise stated. These are occasionally 

interspersed with my own reflections on the interviews, as I position those recollections 

against my observations and notes. The parents’ comments, where they contribute to 

beginning to understand the children’s experiences, appear in text boxes alongside their 

child’s words.  

Positioning of the Story Constellations 

The headings of Seidman’s (2006) three-phase interview process are used 

through the individual story constellations to situate these by providing contextual 

positioning to the children’s lived experiences. This positioning supports the 

development of our understanding of the lived experiences of these eight twice 

exceptional children.  

The first part of each Children’s Stories/Stories of Children explains the child’s 

focused life history (Seidman, 2006), where I describe the children’s background, 

including their assessments, and where the children tell about themselves. This places 

their experiences in context through describing and explaining their disability, 

giftedness, home and school contexts, and background; including hobbies, family life 

and friends.  

The second part of each narrative focuses on the two areas of details of experience and 

reflection on the meaning (Seidman, 2006) by participants. Details of experience 

concentrates on concrete details with some reflection on the meaning of their 

experiences. Finally, the stories conclude with the children looking forward and telling 

of their plans for the future. Through this arrangement the children’s lived experiences 

will be situated in the contexts of where they were formed.  
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Figure 5-1: The Story constellations approach - Children’s Stories/Stories of Children 
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Introducing the Eight Participants 

The eight participants were children identified with disability and identified 

giftedness. All of the children had a disability diagnosis from specialist health 

practitioners such as: paediatricians; psychologists; occupational therapists; and/or 

speech language pathologists. The participants consisted of: five males and three 

females, aged nine years, one month, to 16 years, and two months (see Table 5-1). Five 

mothers of these children agreed to be interviewed, and three mothers and fathers 

(couples) agreed to be interviewed. The parent interviews immediately followed on 

from the final interview with each child.  

Educational contexts for the participants were: four attending state (public) 

school and four attending private (Independent/Catholic) schools at the time of the 

study (Table 5-1).  One participant had dual enrolments in both primary and high 

schools (Cat51), and one participant had dual enrolments in high school and Technical 

College (Harry). Having an awareness of their educational contexts is important in 

considering their lived experiences as much of this occurred in these environments. Due 

to their age they are primarily school students and so spend the majority of their days 

during semester, at school (usually 8:45am to 3pm). 
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Table 5-1: Participant demographics and current schooling profiles 

Participant Gender Age State school Private 

school 

TAFE 

Turbo Male 13 yrs, 1 month   

Cat51 Male 9 yrs, 1 month   

Ashley Female 16 yrs, 2 month   

Boomstick Male 10 yrs, 1 month   

Harry Male 15 yrs, 11 month   

Anny Female 12 yrs, 1 month   

Buster Male 13 yrs, 9 month   

Bob Female 11 yrs, 5 month   

Note: TAFE is Technical and Further Education College 

Table 5-2 shows the participants’ outside school contexts where they all had a 

traditional family unit of both parents living at home. This is important in being able to 

begin to understand their lived experiences outside school, where they all had extensive 

supportive home environments. Their homes were in suburban and semi-rural areas 

with easy access to recreational facilities and areas in their homes and gardens, and 

nearby recreational facilities, to be able to pursue their own hobbies and interests. 

Table 5-2: Participants’ Outside School Contexts 

Participant Family Home environment 

Turbo Mother, father, eldest of three 

male children 

Suburban, two-story house with extensive 

garden, local parks – including a bike track 

Cat51 Mother, father and one younger 

brother 

Semi-rural single story house, with extensive 

grounds 

Ashley Mother, father and older sister 

(severe intellectual disability) 

Suburban house with small garden, local 

parks 

Boomstick Mother, father, younger brother Suburban two-storey house, pool and large 

garden, local parks – including a skate park 

Harry Mother, father, younger brother Suburban house with garden, local parks 

Anny Mother, father and younger 

brother 

Suburban, single-storey beachside house – 

local parks and beach 

Buster Mother, father, no siblings Suburban, single-storey house, pool and 

large garden, local parks 

Bob Mother, father, one older sister, 

one younger sister 

Semi-rural two-storey house, with pool and 

extensive garden, local parks 
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Of the eight participants, all had multiple identified disabilities (see Table 5-3), 

known in the psychological and medical literature as co-morbid conditions. Co-

morbidity is the existence of one or more additional conditions which co-occurs with a 

primary condition and also includes the effect of any additional conditions (Valderas, 

Starfield, Sibbald, Salisbury, & Roland, 2009). All of the children were able to 

communicate verbally using complex sentences and language structures advanced for 

their chronological age. Seven of the eight children had been formally identified as 

gifted through psychologist (or qualified school Guidance Officer), administered 

cognitive assessments (Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children – 3rd edition; Wechsler 

Intelligence Scale for Children - 4th edition; Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales for 

Children – 5th edition). These assessments had all been conducted prior to, and 

independent from this study, and were shared with me by the parents. 

Table 5-3: Participant's Disability Profiles  

Due to the nature of giftedness encompassing creativity, which the Wechsler 

Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC) and Stanford Binet (SB) assessments do not 

evaluate, we also accepted one child as a participant, who demonstrated creative output 

(art and music), and high academic achievements. These were corroborated by a 

combination of school reports, and parental checklists—Sayler’s checklist (n.d.). This 

participant was Ashley.  

Figure 5-2 presents the children’s individual gifted profiles; these will be further 

broken down at the beginning of the presentation of each participant’s story 

constellation. 

Participant Disability Diagnosis 

 CAPD Anxiety ASD Dysgraphia Dyspraxia ADHD Sensory Dyslexia 

Turbo *(m)        

Cat51 *(m)        

Ashley *(f)        

Boomstick *(m)        

Harry *(m)        

Anny *(f)        

Buster *(m)        

Bob *(f)        

Note. *f = female, m = male 
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Figure 5-2: Participants' Gifted Assessments  

Individual Children’s Story Constellations: Children’s Stories/Stories of Children 

In this section I begin the presentation of the eight children’s narratives as story 

constellations, Children’s Stories/Stories of Children; beginning with Turbo, Cat51, 

Ashley and Boomstick. The story constellations continue in chapter 6 for Harry, Anny, 

Buster and Bob. Figure 5-3, shows the arrangement of the story constellations using 

Seidman’s three-phase process from the interview stage: focused life history; details of 

experience and reflection on the meaning. This diagram is a two-dimensional 

representation of the children’s individual lived experiences as told through their story 

constellations. 

Turbo

Cat51

Ashley

Boom…

Harry

Anny

Buster

Bob

Participants' Gifted Assessments 

WISC-IV

SB-5

WISC-III

Other

9 yrs 8m - FSIQ 113, GAI 129 

7yrs FSIQ 126, GAI 136 

9yrs FSIQ 120, GAI 130 

8yrs 10m, FSIQ -NR^ 6yrs, 5m, FSIQ 138 

7yrs 9m, FSIQ - Not reported, GAI 121 

8yrs 3m, FSIQ - NR^, GAI 132 

4yrs 1m, WPPSI-R° FSIQ 103, PRI 122; Sayler's; achievements 

6yrs 1m, FSIQ 135 

* SOI - Structure of 
the Intellect 
^ NR- Not Reported 
°WPPSI-R - Wechsler 
Preschool and 
Primary Scale of 
Intelligence - Revised 

Participants' 
Lived 

Experience - 
Presented as 

Children's 
Stories/Stories of 

Children 

Focused 
Life 

History 

Details of 
Experience 

and 
Refelection 

on the 
Meaning 

Looking 
Forward 

Social, Cultural, & 

Political milieus 

 

Figure 5-3: Arrangement of each Participant’s Story Constellation 
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Story constellation 1: Turbo’s Focused Life History 

Introducing Turbo 

Turbo is a 13 year old young man, who has a WISC-IV GAI of 129, 

(administered at 9 years, 8 months—see figure 5-4 for details). His identified 

disabilities include: sensory processing disorder/sensory integration dysfunction; 

dyslexia; dysgraphia; ADHD and anxiety. Turbo is from a middle-class family who live 

in south east Queensland, Australia.  

Turbo has two brothers, Calvin and Seth, both younger than him. He has both 

parents living at home with him. Their Queenslander-style two-storey house is situated 

close to the ocean, catching the afternoon sea breezes that blow regularly in this part of 

the state. There’s a large back garden full of plenty of outdoor play equipment, 

trampoline, water slide plastic strip, balls and other outdoor toys. My four visits were 

always heralded by an overly-zealous fluffy, white dog, Minx (pseudonym). Turbo’s 

family pet that accompanied them on outings and sat 

by our side through a couple of the interviews, 

sleeping at our feet as we talked. Our talks took 

place at the dining table on two occasions, on one 

occasion on the lounge room floor as we lent back 

on the soft floor-cushions, and on the final occasion 

in the cool air-conditioned kitchen, seated at the 

kitchen bench. 

Turbo’s assessments.  

Turbo’s mother, Blondie provided me with the following specialists’ reports:  

two occupational therapist (OT) reports; one psychologist report; a learning assessment 

report from a specialist centre, and a speech language report (Table 5-4). Further details 

of Turbo’s assessments are in Appendix L. 

  

Figure 5-4: Turbo's younger brother 

created this Lego piece to represent his 

brother at Turbo's request 
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Table 5-4: Turbo’s Specialists’ Assessments 

Diagnosing specialist Diagnosis 

Occupational Therapist Sensory Processing Disorder; dysgraphia – 5yrs, 8 

months 

Psychologist Twice exceptional, underlying dysgraphia and dyslexia; 

ADHD – 9yrs, 8 months 

Psychologist’s report. 

Turbo had a WISC-IV assessment through a registered psychologist at age 9 

years and 8 months (see Table 5-5). The assessment found that Turbo’s cognitive and 

educational profiles suggested that he is a gifted student, or twice exceptional, with 

underlying characteristics of dyslexia, dysgraphia, and weak auditory processing skills.  

Table 5-5: Turbo's WISC-IV results 

Scale Sum of 

Scaled 

Scores 

Composite 

Score 

Percentile 

Rank 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval 

Qualitative 

Descriptor 

Verbal 

Comprehension 

(VCI) 

49 138 99 127-143 Very 

Superior 

Perceptual 

Reasoning (PRI) 

36 112 79 103-119 High Average 

Working Memory 

(WMI) 

13 80 9 74-90 Low Average 

Processing Speed 

(PSI) 

15 85 16 78-97 Low Average 

Full Scale (FSIQ) 113 (GAI 

129) 

109 73 102-115 Average 

Details of Experience and Reflection on the Meaning  

In this section I tell of Turbo’s lived experiences through his own words with 

some reflection by him on those experiences. 

Adventurous bookworm. 

Turbo tells me the reason why he picked his pseudonym Turbo because he used 

to be called Turbo all the time when he was younger, whilst living abroad with his 

family: I was always on the go, mum said . . .  I would say I’d be adventurous . . . but I 

like coming back home and doing research, like adventurous but I’m not like go out 

there and do it. When I’m doing mountain bike riding I’ve got a book of things I like to 
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We went on the waiting list and finally 

he got assessed and everything was 

confirmed. He had dysgraphia which 

was linked into the sensory integration 

issues. Dyspraxia, mildly, dyslexia and 

of course the ADHD . . .  But that was 

where the problems were coming in at 

school. The dysgraphia was going to be 

a problem because he couldn’t complete 

any course requirement that they wanted 

him to, so therefore they had nothing to 

mark, and nothing to report on because 

they couldn’t prove that he knew what 

he did.  

look at and then do it. Adventurous but a 

tiny bit nerdy. Yeah adventurous bookworm. 

That sort of sums myself up. I come in a 

little too early and ask for clarification “So 

nerdy as in  . . .” Turbo immediately 

rejoinders with I mean bookworm. 

Adventurous bookworm! It seems important 

to him that he isn’t portrayed as ‘nerdy’ but 

doesn’t clarify the possible negative 

implications this word might have for him. 

After some further discussion about his mountain bike riding, YouTube and filming and 

the bike stunts he’s keen to undertake, he seems to have kept the question about self-

description in his mind and returns, unexpectedly, Yeah . . . yeah, adventurous 

bookworm that likes computers, yeah, seemingly more satisfied with this self-

description than the ‘nerdy’ term. 

I’m the sports person. 

He tells me about his family, his younger brother Seth the arty let it go person,  

I’m the sport person, Calvin’s [second younger brother] the smart person and musical 

person. I did the guitar and drums but I just didn’t get it! I only did it for a term and a 

bit, but no, I always kept forgetting stuff and I can’t remember these beats. I only got 

one that I got into my head, it’s like I didn’t get anything else . . . Turbo sorts through 

photographic memories from his portfolio box, showing skiing, playing with toys golf 

clubs and balls, sitting in a helicopter, reading books and family holiday snapshots, 

from his portfolio box. All in all they present a dynamic picture of a creative, active and 

outgoing young man. 

So I’m like dyslexic. 

Turbo is distracted with the liquid motion toys he has on the table to show me 

from his portfolio items, turning them, intently watching as the coloured oil bubbles 

gradually move down in the liquid, through the inner machinery of wheels and cogs. It 

reminds me of when I found out about my dyslexia, he tells me. My tester had a lot of 

these to watch. So I’m like dyslexic . . . [the test involved] just finding out about my 
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dyslexia; like the usual about ‘how fast can you solve this puzzle?’  . . . ‘which pattern is 

different?’  . . . like those sort of things. There were coloured blocks . . .  like you’ve got 

to arrange this like that and things . . .  as Turbo demonstrates assembling imaginary 

blocks with his hands. 

I have a really hard time concentrating. 

Turbo speaks about his disabilities, Well, basically I just have a really hard time 

concentrating; I think the concentrating one’s ADHD. When something goes on in the 

classroom I have to start with having a look at it. So that’s . . .  annoying. I’ve got a 

book about all loads of ADHD. Turbo surveys the table which currently has neat piles 

of items from his portfolio box, but the book isn’t there. Oh, it says what the disability 

is and then has a picture of a dog that represents that. So it might have ‘ADHD kids are 

not keen to share’, this dog’s got a ball all to itself, maybe excluded from a game and 

it’s the dog crying in the corner, yeah so . . .  I kind of see myself in those pictures . . .  

Maybe the dog with the ball . . .  he shifts uneasily in his seat, chewing on his finger 

nails and the skin around them,  . . . if my brothers’ get too annoying I go downstairs 

and have time on my own.  He seems to have thrown this in, knowing I might have been 

expecting more from the silence but doesn’t expand. The long silence which follows is 

telling - Turbo glances at me as he continues to chew nervously on his nails, shifting in 

his seat – I smile, waiting patiently - I see he’s uncomfortable so we move on. 

We’d touched a little on Turbo’s dyslexia, so I ask if he could talk a little bit 

more about his experiences with dyslexia, he jumps in happy to have moved on – Well, 

I’ve really seen the words jump about . . . I could say that . . .  I think I’m alright now 

but I had a hard time sounding the words out, so I couldn’t like sound out the words, 

read it and spell it, I just couldn’t, yeah and writing, I wasn’t the fastest so . . .  I’ve got 

this typing program that I need to work on and I’m getting a reward once I finish, I’m 

getting my action camera and Minecraft. 

I’m not the fastest writer or reader in the world, and I’m really not that 

comfortable with spelling. That’s why when the spelling bee comes up; I just ask Miss if 

I could I just sit out of it because I just don’t feel comfortable with it . . .  Maths I’m 

alright with . . .  pretty okay.  He tells me he doesn’t really like mathematics but he 

manages to get through it. He’s still in a class with the one main teacher, so when he has 
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Belittling him in front of classmates 

saying just really cruel things ‘You 

should be able to do it, you’re not 

reading, you’re just being lazy.’ Turbo 

really hates the word ‘lazy’. It’s funny 

because he has a very, very laid back 

attitude to life. He doesn’t care a lot 

about anything. But the word ‘lazy’, 

really, really upsets him because 

school had used it so much to describe 

him . . .  the teacher would do that a 

lot - call him lazy a lot in front of 

other class members. Those sorts of 

little things, you know often it’s just 

those throw away comments that hurts 

the most, and for him he thinks a lot, 

he’s a deep thinker, and that will just 

play on him throughout the day, and 

as a result he often plays up, becomes 

even worse in terms of his behaviour 

because he doesn’t know how to 

approach these things. He doesn’t 

know how to let it go, and so that day 

just becomes worse, and worse, and 

worse and worse. 

trouble concentrating he tells me he’s able to go into the classroom next door for some 

quite time to work by himself: Or sit in class with a Teacher Aide or Teacher Aide’s 

office, I can go there.  

We talk more about how his disabilities affect him from day to day  . . . at 

school, I found out that I enjoy sports more than some others, one of my other 

nicknames that my parents call me is Delaylie, because I just go and go . . . I have a lot 

of energy! So I get out of the house so they don’t have to put up with me . . . I can beat 

most kids on the bike in my class. 

I ask about how he feels to beat the other kids in his class and he tells me that 

when they have a class race - it means a lot to me to do it [win]. Well I’m one of the 

underdogs in my class because when we know . . .  he trailed off. A long silence ensued, 

Turbo began stuttering a little – I’m rubbish  . . .  I’m not good at classroom stuff but 

when it gets to trivia, sports and team things, like remembering things from books I’m 

like, yeah! I kind of remember stuff in books. 

I’m interested by Turbo seeing himself 

with an ‘underdog’ status in his class I’d like to 

be a little more popular  . . .  but I’m happy  . . .  

I’ve got a couple of friends. When we begin to 

talk about happiness I ask about things that 

might make him happy, there’s a long silence as 

he contemplates my query, Not really . . .  he 

says as if wanting to mention something but not 

doing, then smiling as he thinks of something 

more mountain biking! We both laugh. 

They just don’t listen! 

We progress to discussing more 

experiences with his disabilities that perhaps 

have not been very good. There a very long 

silence, Turbo drums his fingers on the wooden table top as he thinks, a somewhat 

agonised expression on his face, I’m worried my question seems to have caused him 

some angst. I’m in the process of contemplating re-phrasing the query when he begins 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   108 

 

 

Subconsciously I’m sure it goes 

deep . . .  buries it deep down. I’m 

pretty sure he does . . . all these 

bad things that have happened 

over the years . . .  He’ll certainly 

look back on the schooling as 

years of quite unhappy memories. 

I think he will, and that has 

entirely been dictated by the 

teachers. I think when he had a 

good teacher who really clicks 

with him, then, that’s a good year, 

it’s a great year! 

to reply, the words running together as he forcibly speaks —A couple of teachers have 

been  . . . not really very understanding because they’d been told, usually at State 

schools, they get told [about my disabilities] and they were like ‘okay, okay’  . . .  and 

they just don’t listen! Mum and dad and someone in the city tells them about the 

disabilities . . . I feel angry and sad and not willing to listen to them, if they’re not going 

to listen to mum, I’m not going to listen to you, kind of a return a favour, basically . . .  

he trails off.  

I felt like a caged animal. 

There was a teacher who’d been told that I was gifted  . . .  she got the 

completely wrong idea, she thought, she heard dyslexia and was like ‘it must mean he’s 

really smart’ . . .  so I got given the hardest [spelling] words, the hardest maths, I just 

didn’t do it because I didn’t know it . . . she gave me a detention . . .  that’s the reason 

why I hate State schools so much, I went to two, both turned out rubbish . . . my first one 

I got bullied, the second one I felt like a caged animal because it was all music and I 

can’t play it . . . so you don’t know anything . . . it wasn’t that sport related, they didn’t 

know a single thing about me . . .  

I ask about his experiences of being bullied and he mimics the voices of the 

bullies as he says ‘Oh, stupid idiot! You don’t 

know anything!’ When I got up there I didn’t 

know how to spell it . . .  a faraway look came 

across his face as he stared at the table top. 

When he talked about the school where he felt 

caged, again a distant expression came over him 

as he moved uneasily in his chair, biting his lip 

and occasionally gnawing on his fingers – Oh 

well, PE in that school was basically yoga! 

Teachers and other kids have treated me badly because of my disabilities, yeah . . . 

there has been times . . . I can’t remember exactly . . .  - a long silence ensued. 
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I don’t think my disabilities have affected the things I can do. 

He tells me of his experiences outside school with ADHD and dyslexia - Well, 

outside school, I’m not that willing to tell kids that I’m dyslexic because I don’t want 

them to be like ‘Oh, he’s stupid, I don’t want to hang around with him!’ and partly 

because they probably don’t know what it is I don’t want to bore them. I don’t think my 

disabilities have affected the things I can do because once I do it, I just sort of 

remember how to do it, not really outside school, in school - yeah! Like reading, writing 

and spelling. 

I didn’t do NAPLAN; I sat out of it this year and stayed home baking. I’m pretty 

sure everyone knows about my disabilities in my class. Turbo talks about what he’d like 

others people to understand about dyslexia and ADHD which might help them to 

understand him – I’d really like them to understand overall what dyslexia is, so I don’t 

want them to go ‘Oh what’s wrong with him?’ How many people have got dyslexia, how 

many significant people have got dyslexia like Sir Richard Branson . . . I would explain 

that they need to watch for clues. Dyslexia is just a way . . .  but you don’t overcome it, 

it’s basically you have trouble reading, and writing and sometimes spelling. Lot of 

famous people have got it . . .  I don’t understand ADHD as much as dyslexia, so yeah, 

hardly know anything about it  . . .   apart from it makes me really jumpy and hard to 

concentrate. 

Only one teacher in my first school wasn’t very understanding, all of the 

teachers at my second school weren’t understanding . . .  Turbo took a long pause, 

drumming with his fingers on the table and again shifting in his seat—. . .  two at this 

school, yeah, two bad teachers at this school he confirms after extensive thought. I think 

they don’t understand because they single me out . . . like making me show what I’d 

done. Pull me up out of my seat and show the class my work – yeah not that good . . . 

show my writing and spelling . . .  Turbo transfers his weight in his chair from side to 

side, glancing down at his feet under the table and nervously biting his finger nails. I 

don’t really want to talk about this . . .  I quickly move on, anxious to leave the 

uneasiness far behind. “That’s okay,” I reassure him, “Thank you for telling me that 

bit.” It sounds like a meaningless thing to say as the apparently painful experiences 

seem so deeply etched in his memory.  
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Words are particularly cutting to 

Turbo he does not relate well to 

teachers that yell at him. Not at 

all, and there’s been a couple of 

yellers and that’s just like noise, 

irritation ‘I’m just going to 

become a really bad egg because I 

don’t know how to cope with it at 

all and I’m going to become very 

hyperactive and I’m going to 

fiddle and I’m going to click my 

pen and I’m going to make verbal 

noises.’ I think that’s just one of 

his habits . . .  his anxiety, if he’s 

anxious he makes some unusual 

noises, and that irritates teachers. I 

keep reminding them that it’s 

because he’s either anxious 

because he doesn’t know what 

he’s supposed to be doing, or he 

can’t do it, or he just needs out, he 

needs go for a walk, he needs a 

drink, he needs to calm down. 

Turbo neither likes being taken 

out of class for learning support or 

reading recovery or whatever it 

was when he was younger, he 

really, really hated it. Because it 

made him very obvious, obvious 

that he was different and that he 

needed the extra support. He much 

preferred to do it outside the 

school. 

I missed a lot of school.   

Just being out there and forgetting everything helps me with my dyslexia, (he 

pointed outside to the extensive garden). If I had an assignment or test tomorrow I 

usually go on a bike ride and just forget about it. I’m not sure that’s good because I 

wake up the next morning, get to school ‘alright we have a test today,’ he says 

mimicking the teacher’s voice, Arg! Yeah maybe that’s not the best, it’s alright just 

forget about it, he says simulating his self-talk for 

reassurance, I get to it, it’s alright, so it works 

most of the time. I usually get a scribe for tests, 

which is really good, so I can actually get my 

ideas down now, I know most of the answers but I 

just can’t get them down on the paper. 

Selecting one of his portfolio box 

photographs of himself at about aged seven, 

wearing a school uniform looking upset, he tells me, That’s me not wanting to go to 

school because I hated that school then! That was the second day that I was there, I 

missed a lot of school. I only lasted half a term and my parents pulled me out, it was 

really too hot and I couldn’t cope . . . I just said 

‘No I don’t want to do this anymore, I hate this 

school!  . . . There was only one really nice 

teacher in the whole entire place that understood 

me, and nothing really to do . . .  

Why’re you so stupid and lazy? 

We talk of other times when teachers did 

not seem to understand Turbo—two times, yes 

two more times [when teachers didn’t understand 

me] one at a state school, [she was] like ‘I know 

everything, no one can tell me . . . why’re you so 

stupid and lazy? There’s no excuse, if these guys 

can do it, you can do it, so . . . ’I can’t even 

remember her name, can’t even really remember her face, I hope that’s a good thing . . 
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. possibly she was the main reason that I left the school . . .  ‘No one can tell me, you’re 

just a child, I’m the teacher, I now everything!’ For the last part Turbo mimicked his 

teacher’s voice as he stared into the distance seemingly hearing her declaration 

surpassing time. She was very . . .  basically self-centred; I think that’s the word . . .  

You must be a troublemaker! 

Turbo begins to talk about his school results and the grades he receives telling 

me he mostly gets C, C’s or D’s yeah . . . C’s in Spanish but we don’t care about that 

because I will never go into a Spanish speaking country  . . . I got D’s in research for 

Art . . . I don’t really get it [research], I was told to find information about him [an 

artist] and I was like I don’t get this guy so copy and paste! And I don’t know how but 

he [teacher] knew I was copying and paste, yeah, so . . .  I reckon he just looked at me, 

he’s a kid that is going to be a troublemaker . . . one of my friends he is a troublemaker, 

I don’t think he means to be . . .  so he sees me sitting next to him and he’s like you must 

be a troublemaker . . . I’m not in with much of what he does . . .  

Moving back to talking about grades Turbo continues – I’m very happy with B 

and up from there, so mostly D’s and C’s I’m just okay because they’re mostly subjects 

that I’ll not really need in life . . . I don’t think I’ve got anything lower than a D before . 

. .  the only  people who know about my grades are in this family, unless I tell the people 

at school . . .  when I achieve well and get praised, I feel like nothing can take me down 

. . .  when I get praise from the kids in my class I’m on top of the universe! I’m very 

happy when they’re like, ‘That looks really awesome you’re going to get good marks for 

that!’ I feel very happy about it, especially when it’s from kids. 

I ask about how Turbo feels when he perhaps does not do so well at school – he 

glances up at the ceiling, then turns to me – Most of the time I just shrug it off . . . it 

doesn’t matter that much, I’ll make up for it  . . .  I get worried that I’ve failed or 

haven’t done very well . . .  many kids in my class know that I have dyslexia because 

they’ve seen me at the front of the class getting scribes, they’re like, ‘So why’s the 

teacher doing your work? ‘No, I’m doing the work, but she’s just writing it down!’ 

‘Why?’ They ask – ‘Because I’ve got some disability that is called dyslexia and that . . . 

I don’t know if they do the okay as sarcasm or okay is like they understand . . .  To make 

them understand what I am, so they don’t . . . feel uncomfortable if I have to explain, I’ll 
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Going forward I don’t really know 

. . .  I think he’s got some ideas 

potentially of where he’ll go, 

because he’s told us he’s enjoying 

Army Cadets at the moment, and 

perhaps he’s thinking maybe the 

Army might be a good route for 

him, but I would imagine he 

would, whilst he is more than 

capable, I think he’ll be put off 

any further education straight 

away. He may come back to it 

later on, but I couldn’t imagine 

him wanting to do that early on at 

all.  

do it, but I don’t like to explain it over and over again! It just kind of gets tiring, 

annoying . . . yeah . . .”  

I’m a little bit naughty. 

Turbo tells me about the things he likes to do in class – I love getting up and 

presenting, mucking around with the pictures in PowerPoint, sometimes it’s a little 

overdone! The kids are surprised, engaged, they usually have questions at the end. If I 

do say so myself, they’re pretty good! I’m intrigued as to why he thinks the other 

students are surprised that his presentations are good – Well, they’re like, ‘That’s really 

good!’ They only expect the goody-two-shoes to do it, and I’m not really a goody-two-

shoes! I’m a little bit naughty! He laughed a little mischievously, we both laughed. I ask 

why he says he’s ‘naughty’, Getting distracted, yeah, blurting out silly things. 

Giftedness is scholarship people to me. 

When I initiate a discussion about giftedness and what the word gifted means to 

Turbo, he pauses deep in thought – Well . . . basically to me . . . it may sound silly, but a 

boy wearing a white shirt with black polished shoes, suit pants with a Wallace and 

Gromit sweater with a bow tie, slicked hair . . . snooty nose, standing outside and old 

fashioned school . . . it’s like that for me . . . like who plays the piano and like aces 

subjects [at school] . . . I think that’s one of the 

stereotypical ones . . .  people that basically get 

scholarships . . .  I think . . . gifted is scholarship 

people to me . . .  

I ask if he sees himself as being gifted – 

Maybe . . . I’ll say I don’t know,  I can’t give you 

an accurate answer more than that . . . it depends 

really, like gifted at . . . what? Gifted at something . 

. . I don’t think I’ve found that gifted thing yet . . . 

but I feel like I’m close . . . it will come up eventually I’m sure I’m not bothered about 

finding it . . .  I’m not bothered when . . . I don’t care if I’m 70 or 700! 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   113 

 

 

Looking forward.  

We converse about Turbo’s future and what his plans are – Well I need to get my 

spelling under wraps, my typing, maybe a little bit more fluent reading, but I’m 

average, I’m slow, but I can get most of the words.  . . . Once I’ve finished my final year 

[at school] I want to go to an outdoor school [abroad] I want to go and do the 

mountain bike race in the States . . . absolutely spectacular! 

I’m intrigued about the outdoor school and ask what it is that’s appealing about 

the school – It’s outdoorsy and it’s more sporty and adventurous, two things that I like . 

. . I’m hoping to get into the police force [after that] or being in the army . . .  help 

people that’s the thing . . . if I’m honest, I’m happy just to hear about a great man and a 

woman that’s done a gifted thing, like Henry Ford and Leonardo da Vinci, those guys 

are like me . . . they’ve got dyslexia, like me and they had ADHD like me . . . and I’m 

happy to be sort of in anyway related to them through dyslexia. 

Analysis of Narrative: Turbo’s Story 

This section briefly summarises and analyses Turbo’s story and presents a 

concise consideration of some elements of his narrative.  

Turbo talked about having a few friends at school, and being seen as the 

“underdog” in his class. He related popularity to having many friends however; his 

friendships appeared to be with peers who others, particularly teachers, identified as 

“troublemakers” in the class. Turbo perceived that the ‘troublemaker’ status assigned by 

teachers to his friends, rubbed off onto their perception of him. Other than those 

examples, Turbo talked very little about friends. One of the strategies used to support 

Turbo at school, in relation to his dyslexia, was to have a scribe during tests and 

prolonged writing activities. He talked about how other children perceived the teacher 

as “doing his work” when she scribed for him because of the support needs he had 

mainly in relation to his dyslexia. Turbo feels he has to justify to his peers why he is 

apparently being treated differently, and in their eyes having the teacher do his work.  

Whilst Turbo sometimes had the presence of a support person (his teacher), 

when having to cope with writing tasks, which frequently caused him stress, and 

anxiety, he did not feel supported as his ability to cope was affected by the judgments 
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he felt were coming from his peers. Turbo had self-reported low self-esteem (as detailed 

on his psychologist assessment); and also felt the effects of being perceived as 

“different” and the frequent target of bullies, in most instances this occurred in the 

school environment. 

However, what became evident throughout Turbo’s story constellation were the 

many silences and long pauses that permeated his details of experiences, instances 

where Turbo did not share those experiences with me. Indeed there was several times 

where he did not want to share particular painful memories of school experiences 

relating to the teacher singling him out and peer bullying. These silences when written 

out on paper as a story, become what Neumann (1997) terms “white spaces” (p. 92) 

meaning that Turbo’s story is only partly composed of words and “also composed of 

silence [where] no text can exist” (Neumann, 1997, p. 92). Turbo’s silences cannot be 

turned into words or a shared understanding with me. This occurred as Turbo talked 

through other means of expression: his far-away look on his face of inward 

contemplation; from the gnawing at his fingers and the picking of his skin and scabs as 

he spoke; the uncomfortable shifting in his seat. These unspoken elements of his story 

are “forms of telling” (Neumann, 1997, p. 107) which I endeavoured to understand 

without the use of words from Turbo. These silences unusually occurred around 

memories of recollecting particularly painful experiences at school. Turbo could not put 

them into words, feelings that were internalised and burned deep down as his mum, 

Blondie had observed. He did not want to re-live those distressing memories in their re-

telling. Turbo’s outward signs of discomfort spoke where his words could not.  

Story constellation 2: Cat51 Focused Life History  

Introducing Cat51 

Cat51 is nearly nine and a half, a boy 

with a WISC-IV GAI of 121, (administered at 7 

years, 9 months. He has processing difficulties; 

sensory issues; ADHD; ASD; fine motor skill 

difficulties and anxiety.  

Cat51 is from a middle-class family who Figure 5-5: Cat51's drawing he did for 

me to represent himself  
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reside in sub-tropical Queensland, Australia. Their home is set on a hillside, catching 

the summer breezes which blow gently on the four hot summer days when we meet for 

our chats. Cat51 has a younger brother who also has ASD and both of their parents live 

in the family home. Our first two interviews take place at the family dining table in the 

kitchen area of their home. Our final two chats are undertaken whilst sitting on the 

lounge-room floor, where Cat51 plays with building his Minecraft cardboard set of 

three-dimensional artefacts. 

Cat51’s assessments. 

Cat51’s mother, Purple provided me with the following specialists’ reports:  two 

occupational therapist (OT) reports; two psychologist reports; a speech language report; 

and two paediatrician summary reports (Table 5-6). Further details of Cat51’s 

assessments are in Appendix M. 

Table 5-6: Cat51’s Specialists’ Diagnoses 

Diagnosing specialist Diagnosis 

  

Psychologist Identification of giftedness from parental reports; 

“sensory integration issues” – 5yrs, 5 months 

Paediatrician High functioning Asperger’s syndrome with mild 

anxiety – 7 yrs, 10 months 

Psychologist  Continue diagnosis of mild Asperger’s syndrome - 

7 yrs, 10 months 

Paediatrician ADHD, 8yrs, 10 months 

Speech Pathologist Superior expressive and receptive language skills; 

mild social/pragmatic difficulties in conversational 

discourse – 9yrs, 11 months 

Psychologist report. 

Cat51 had a WISC-IV assessment at age 7 years and 9 months following his 

diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome and mild anxiety by his paediatrician. The following 

details some of the psychologist’s report:  

Cat51 is very overwhelmed by a lot of noise, where his resultant behaviour is to 

spin and flap when stressed, and he has strong associative thinking. He has 

difficulty stopping his thoughts and at times these draw him away from what he 

was originally thinking about. He categorises objects well but sometimes 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   116 

 

 

continues past the point of relevance. He has a number of physical tics which 

have changed or disappeared over time. He is hypersensitive to irritations such 

as creases in his clothing, and toothpaste.  Cat51 has very creative thinking and 

enjoys the conversation of older students. He is apparently bored at school.  

In relation to Cat51’s WISC-IV results the psychologist detailed the meaning of 

the test scores (see Table 5-7):  

Cat51’s Verbal Comprehension Index is in the average range. This score must be 

considered a minimum level since Cat51’s errors were often because he searched 

for a more difficult reply than was required: for example, when asked How were 

a butterfly and a bee alike? Cat51’s answer was “They are non-mammal bird 

things.” Whereas the answer ‘bugs’ would have been sufficient and correct, 

which his reply was not. There is no provision for creativity in the WISC-IV (see 

Appendix M for further details from this report). 

Table 5-7: Cat51's WISC-IV results 

Details of Experience and Reflection on the Meaning 

In this section I tell of Cat51’s lived experiences using his own words.  

I can’t really describe me that well. 

Our first chat at the family’s dining table is accompanied by mum, PurplePeople 

(abbreviated to Purple), whilst Cat51’s younger brother watches television nearby. 

Scale Sum of 

Scaled 

Scores 

Composite 

Score 

Percentile 

Rank 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval 

Qualitative 

Descriptor 

Verbal 

Comprehension 

(VCI) 

38 108 70 99-116 Average 

Perceptual 

Reasoning (PRI) 

93 127 96 117-133 Superior 

Working 

Memory (WMI) 

19 97 42 89-106 Average 

Processing Speed 

(PSI) 

18 94 34 85-105 Average 

      

Full Scale (FSIQ) 115 

GAI 121 

   High 

Average 
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[One time there was a relief 

teacher], she came in to teach 

Cat51’s class and he couldn’t cope 

with her in the classroom because 

there was no control over the kids, 

kids were running amok, not much 

routine that he was used to. So he 

started spinning around and 

flapping his hands. She told him 

off, he then couldn’t make eye 

contact with her with the autism, 

so she thought that was 

disrespectful. She sent him to prep 

[lower year level classroom] to do 

colouring in as a grade 2 kid, as a 

punishment. I collected him in the 

afternoon [at the end of school] 

and found him in the prep class 

and was not very happy. I said, 

‘What happened?’ She said ‘He 

was spinning and flapping, I told 

him off and he wouldn’t look at 

me.’ I said he’s autistic, and she 

had no understanding of it. So, 

now he’s allowed to choose what 

relief teachers he can have. [That 

was about] a year ago.  Maybe the 

principal’s a bit more clued on, 

‘That relief teacher’s not so great, 

we’re not even going to try it. This 

relief teacher’s superb, we’ve had 

her before, he’ll be fine with her.’ 

He can just go into another class if 

they think it’s one that’s not going 

to manage. I’ve always said he can 

stay home rather than have a 

really bad day like that. It’s just 

not worth the fallout. 

Cat51 describes why he chose his pseudonym, 

I’d like to be Cat51  . . .  I just use it all the time, 

I’m thinking of a cat in Area 51  . . .  I just keep 

on wondering what would happen if a cat got 

abducted by a spaceship and somehow, would be 

very, very rare but not impossible, and somehow 

went into area 51. We laugh as Cat51 explains 

the rationale behind his choice of pseudonym. 

I asked how he would describe himself to someone who didn’t know him, I 

didn’t realise the difficulty the question might 

pose – That’s like something that’s very hard, you 

can’t really describe me that well . . .  it’s very 

hard . . .  especially in school, when they ask you 

like what grade or year I am, right now that’s 

probably the hardest thing to ever answer. 

Because I’m a grade 3 right now and for my age, 

grade 3 and when I get back to school I’ll be a 

grade 4, by age but going into grade 5. Cat51 

also attends high school for STEM subjects 

[science, technology, engineering and maths].  

I ask Cat51 how he feels about being able 

to choose which work he wants to do from the 

year 5/7 class, I don’t know, I just feel weird, 

weirdish about it. I just feel different. I ask if he 

minds feeling different. Not really. When I was 

younger and  . . .  nobody knew about it [my 

autism], that I had it . . .  nobody knew, those 

times that nobody actually understanded [sic] 

me. Obviously nobody would have understanded 

[sic] me because I didn't know I was different, I 

was just different and yeah, just different and I 

didn't know what was going on, why it was all 

different . . .  it was weird. Because I didn't know 

It’s very confusing . . .  [he does] 

grade 8 maths. [He does grades] 6 

and 7 at primary school and grade 

8 at high school, but in grade 3 by 

age. You don’t go in grade 3 class 

do you? So confusing, you go in 

year 5 to 7 class and choose which 

work you want to do from that 

classroom . . .  You do like year 

4/5 English but year, 6/7 maths, I 

think it’s confusing. 
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what other people mean [meant], like ‘Do you have a cat in your bag?’  . . .  I didn't 

know sayings [very] well and I got confused, and they didn't know why, because most 

people know those sayings. 

He tells me about his hobbies and what he likes to do at the weekends Read, I 

like computers, technology, math and science and reading are my hobbies. [At the 

weekend] not all the time, you know like Maths and Science I’ll do at school. Going out 

. . .  going out to places like the amusement park, museums, other things like that. 

Cat51 his working on some Minecraft cardboard model cut-outs as we chat, he 

shows me the small paper fence model he has finished assembling. We talk about it for 

a little while. When the conversation breaks, I ask if he could re-visit my question about 

how he would describe himself to someone else: Well somebody who didn't know me, 

then I wouldn’t bother because they’re a stranger they don’t need to know about it. If 

they knew me and they didn't know about the autism, then I would start off by saying 

that autism is something that you’re born with and you see the world a bit differently to 

others and you can’t change that and it’s fine. And it’s not fake it’s just something that 

you have and you just can’t stop it, because nothing’s wrong with it. I’m interested in 

Cat51’s use of the word ‘fake’ and ask what he means by it: It’s not just imaginary, I’m 

not making it look silly, so I don’t get in trouble. Because they [other people] might 

think I get in trouble, it’s because I don’t want to get in trouble . . .  I think that some 

people think that autism is fake, some people probably do. They’re like ‘That’s 

nonsense, it’s nothing, it’s not real!’  

It’s an autism band to say I have autism. 

Cat51 shows me his rubber wristband he wear which 

states ‘Asperger’s Syndrome, Medical Alert Autism.’ This is 

my autism band that just about nobody realises I’ve got on, 

nobody’s actually realised it’s there . . .  Lots of people 

question me on it, and I don’t know what to say. The main 

answer is usually, ‘It’s an autism band to say I have autism’. 

That’s the most common answer. Because I did the speech 

[at school], about living with autism, now people realise that 

people with autism, they’re just not normal people. They’re in a different world, they 

Because he takes 

medication, we like 

him to wear it, if he’s 

not with us. Just so 

that they know, I 

mean if the doctor or 

somebody, an 

ambulance driver saw 

that I guess they might 

think he’s medicated 

and that affects, say if 

there’s an accident, 

what he got given. So 

there’s that side too. 
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By about [aged] seven, the ASD 

was more noticeable and he 

started with the motor tics, he’d 

shake his head and blinking and 

flapping his hands, and so we 

were saying ‘We’ve got to do 

something about that now.’ The 

[alternative] school said, ‘You 

need to do it all privately with 

therapists.’ We said ‘We can’t 

afford to do that.’ So we said 

change of plan again, he’ll have to 

go to mainstream school within 

[his brother] and then we can look 

into his therapy. We put in 

mainstream school so he was 

seven and a half he started Year 2 

and immediately they said, ‘Please 

go and get a confirmation of the 

diagnosis, it’s quite obvious and 

he needs support in school.’ We 

did that now about two years ago, 

and that was when we probably 

realised that every day that there 

was a disability side as well as a 

gifted side, and that both sort of 

needed attention.” It was just a 

mine field, information’s going in 

one ear and you don’t know what 

to do.  

We were having problems in 

school with him being inattentive 

and a bit all over the place. So 

school wrote a big note about all 

that and then he [the paediatrician] 

said he was probably ADHD as 

well and we should probably trial 

medication. So we hummed and 

erred, that’s when the motor tics 

were really bad. So that sort of 

swung us to say we have to do 

something because now it’s 

looking really weird. So we tried 

him on a short acting Ritalin type 

thing and it made such a big 

difference so we said, ‘Okay, 

clearly some ADHD in there too.’ 

see different things, so they understand different things in different ways and different 

meanings. So you know if they  know that they have autism or Asperger’s or that sort of 

thing, disabilities, gifts, that they are different and you need to respect them in different 

ways, because they’re just not like a normal person. They’ll act differently, they’ll think 

about other people differently . . .  So I would have to say I take Ritalin. 

They’re going to think of you as something that’s not true.  

I ask how Cat51 would describe his disabilities, if they didn't know about autism, I 

don’t think I want to actually bother about it. First 

of all I’d have to tell them what autism is, 

otherwise they’re not going to understand it, and 

they’re not going to believe you as much. So, I 

would tell them what autism is, basically, and show 

them about it and then I  would say well . . .  

there’s not much disabilities that I have that I can 

really talk to people about, except [with my] 

organisational [skills]. He laughs. I don’t have a 

relief teacher [anymore]. There’s another relief 

teacher that fully understands it . . .  [it wasn’t] 

nice [when the relief teacher didn’t understand me]  

. . .  I was very 

upset . . .  

Some people 

don’t want to 

know about 

autism] I 

don’t know 

[why], they just don’t want to . . .  they think it’s 

wasting their time or something.  

When, my teacher, Mrs Z. [pseudonym] met 

me, I was on break space [time out] quite a bit . . .  

half way through the year when I got diagnosed [with autism] and we all knew that I 

had autism. It was different at school after I was diagnosed because lots more people 
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knew about it and I  knew that I was different and I knew that was normal [to be 

different], before I didn't know that was normal and I thought I was different and I was 

really different, and it’s bad and that. But now that I know of it, I know it’s normal for 

me.  

‘Normal people’ think of me as being different. 

Cat51 tells me a little about his school: They know me and my autism really well. 

They know that I have autism because of the Go Blue Day [Autism Awareness Day], I 

did a speech. It’s helped me because they understand me more, and they know I’m just 

not like most people are, actually it’s quite lucky, it’s quite rare to have it.  

Normal people think of me of being different, I don’t think really them being 

different to me, apart from gifted, and my creativeness, I have so much things to think 

[of] and put out . . .  I think [some other children] do [have the creativeness] but not all 

of them. I’m interested in his use of the term normal that Cat51 has used on a few 

occasions now during our interviews, in describing himself in relation to other people. I 

ask what the term means to him: Normal means you know they might be different, but 

not have autism or slightly different to you, and not have autism or anything like that. 

But just normal, no gift, no anything like that. I think if you have autism then you have a 

gift of disability, but if you don’t then it’s a lot harder, it’d be a lot more rare to get a 

gift or disability, because then you would have the ADHD or something else or COD 

[OCD], that issue whatever it is now, so yep, it’s really different to normal somebody 

that doesn’t have anything. [The autism support group has] helped me by helping me 

with the holiday program and I like that, that’s good, that’s fun, it’s good and fun.  

It gets really terrible with the teasing! 

They teased me at school, the way that a bully would . . .  Just a normal bully, 

teasing, basically, except other people started teasing me. [They would] just say mean 

things, that sort of stuff, swear words and like push you, and like hurt you, those sort of 

things. It’s happened to me. It happened before everybody realised I had autism and 

then I realised I had autism. But then when we did [realise I had autism] it was all fine. 

Realising that we had autism changed a lot [of things]. When they [the bullies] knew 

about autism, they stopped bullying me a lot, yeah. I think they stopped bullying me 
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because when they knew about it, they knew I was different and they shouldn’t actually 

be bullying me because I wasn’t just pretending to be mean or I wasn’t like in their 

opinion a ‘crazy kid’ or whatever. 

[The bullying] was usually at first break [recess], or when they had nobody else 

to [bully]  . . .  they just did it. Like there’s nobody else they could tease, so they just 

decided to [tease me]. I thought it was terrible and mean, and sad . . .  because I cried 

and that. I told the teachers and now they know not to really tease and now they’re 

starting to stop more. [The teachers] went over and tell them off. It started to start kind 

of stop it . . .  and then it starts, they’re still doing it, so . . .  [I’m still] trying to stop it, 

the bullying. The bullies, they try to get you as upset as possible, as quickly as possible. 

Even sometimes might be to fight you, and they’re like ‘Come on, why aren’t you 

fighting?’ And that . . .  I just walk away. They call me stuff and then I’ll go tell a 

teacher. [They call me] ‘pussy’, those sort of, you know, normal things. I ask if those 

things are considered normal, Cat51 replies emphatically: For them yeah . . .  They’re 

normal words, just the most common mean words. He’s quiet and subdued as he tells 

me. I think he is thankful of not having to look at me when he’s recalling the 

experiences. He studies the paper constructions in his hands as he talks, turning them 

over and over. 

I feel really good that they’re not bullying me as much. 

Sometimes I’m quite upset about getting blamed for things that I don’t do. [Like] 

apparently hassling [people] when I’m not, or bullying when I’m not, and it’s the actual 

bullier [sic] that is . . .  because every single time the bullier tries to blame it on 

somebody else, and sometimes it works, and that’s what I don’t like . . . They’re playing 

[with me] now. I feel real good that they’re not bullying me as much . . . you don’t have 

to worry about it as much and that’s good. And now people just don’t have to leave the 

school. 

The teacher pushed me way too far one day. 

What I really don’t at school like is writing; not reading, reading’s fine, but 

writing I don’t like. I’m generally not good at writing  . . .  and it’s quite boring most of 

the time . . . It makes my hand cramp. Sometimes I’m allowed to type my work instead of 
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That happened last night [a 

meltdown], didn't it Cat51? And she 

comes onto your bed and you had a 

play with her. 

[At school he] gets disruptive, 

talking loudly, calling things out, 

disturbing people, flicking things 

around the classroom, walking 

around the classroom, interrupting 

the teacher, that sort of thing. But 

not ever meltdowns at school, not 

that sort of disruptive behaviour. 

He’s seen other kids have 

meltdowns at school, and there’s 

one who he is very friendly with, 

who kicks in walls and things like 

that . . .  he’ll see this other kid’s 

big meltdowns and say ‘You just 

can’t do that!’ And I say ‘But at 

home you’re no different, well 

you’re not kicking in the wall but 

you’re crying and screaming and 

carrying on.’ He just can’t stop it.  

Which is what the paediatrician 

was saying, it’s to do with not 

being able to put the brakes on. 

handwriting, or dictate it to someone who writes it 

out for me. I ask how he goes when he has no 

choice about writing - I just try to, when I’m tired 

I just . . .  can’t do it then. Once I get a hand 

cramp  . . .  the teacher pushed me way too far one 

day so . . .  he trails off as he shows me some 

handwriting from one of his school books. Yeah, I just couldn’t write anything. So she 

pushed me too hard one day . . .  ‘cos then they push me too far and I just don’t like it  . 

. . They just keep on pushing me and then eventually I just cannot do it at all  . . .  I just 

get tired of everything, then I just don’t want to do anything at all. Don’t want to do 

maths, don’t want to do science, don’t want to do anything . . .  Then because my hand 

got such a bad cramp  . . .  and then I feel like sick  . . .  a bit sick after doing so much 

writing  . . . I get sick sometimes . . .  I don’t know why . . . my stomach, sometimes I get 

like a whole like body cramp . . .  Like they [the teachers] keep on thinking I still don’t 

[have a cramp in my hand], but when I really do have a really annoying cramp in my 

hand, they don’t think I do, then they just push me too far. They keep on getting me to 

write  . . .  I can’t write anymore, it just gets too far. 

“She helps me with my meltdowns” 

Cat51 comes back from a short break and we start chatting about his pets: I have 

a dog Honey [pseudonym]. She’s a Labrador mixed 

with a kelpie we think . . .  She’s a puppy . . .  she 

chewed dad’s 

shoes apart . . .  

Had to throw 

them in the bin.  

. . .  I do quite a bit [with Honey] . . .  playing, I like 

to rest with her, she helps me with my meltdowns . . 

.  She rests with me, she plays with me, she licks me 

. . .  I play with her . . .   
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He doesn’t notice that sort of 

thing, [the effects of his autism] – 

I do – when we go out  . . .  it 

makes it quite hard for me to take 

him out like on the train or when 

I’m trying to pay for the ticket and 

he finds it all very noisy and [he’s] 

running around I can’t look after 

him properly, so it’s not safe. So 

that’s sort of a bit of disability that 

he might not notice but I do. 

I just can’t tell what a disability is. 

Things that I’m bad at, so writing for 

example, other people are doing it right and I’m 

there, you know, that’s what happens. I feel like 

it’s the disability but I can’t tell. You know I 

can’t just tell what a disability is unless it’s like 

meltdowns, which is kind of a disability, not 

much of one though . . .  Things that trigger 

meltdowns are things like when you don’t get 

something you want, and you start getting annoyed, some people are getting it and 

you’re not and you don’t understand.   

I just don’t like the normal chair. 

Cat51 tells me about how he likes to move about rather than sit still at times, he 

has a stand for a large yoga ball that he uses at home and at the dining table, he does not 

like sitting on the wooden chairs at the dining table: I can use it at the table and I don’t 

drop my plate. I don’t like the normal chair at 

school that much I just don’t like the normal chair 

I can’t rock on it and then I fall over . . .  I fell over 

once or twice and hurt my neck . . .  I’m not going 

back to school until I have it! I’m just going to keep 

hurting myself. 

A meltdown is where I just get really 

mad in my brain. 

A meltdown is where I just get really mad in 

my brain really . . .  When like something bad 

happens, or something annoying, a meltdown, that 

I’m probably going to remember for quite a long 

time, I try to just chuck it out of my brain, put it in 

the short term memory, not the long term memory . 

. .  So I feel better . . . I always forget about them 

It’s usually somewhere that’s 

noisy or crowded or something’s 

not quite as he thought it was 

going to be -another little 

meltdown  . . .  It just gets too 

much [for him] and it’s just like a 

toddler meltdown, just way out of 

control, several times a week 

usually. Not at school, he’s never 

done it at school, never done it at 

school. He’s got close, and then 

usually they’ve called me and said 

‘He’s not coping, he’s got a 

headache, you’ve got to collect 

him, he feels sick.’  And then I’ll 

collect him and then he’ll do it. 

It’s never really at school, it’s 

usually when he comes home - he 

feels a bit safer, he knows he just 

can’t do it at school. So he can 

contain it, which probably makes 

it worse because then he comes 

home and it explodes too much . . . 

Or when we’re out at the shops is 

another big one. 
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really quickly. He moves uneasily on his yoga ball, staring into the patterned carpet. 

Disability gives you experiences you don’t expect. 

Disability can’t really give you a good experience in my experiences that I know 

of actually. So none of my disabilities have actually given me any good experience yet, 

nothing that I can think of . . . It just gives you experiences that you don’t expect . . .  I 

love going to autism respite care but that’s not because of disabilities, it’s about the 

autism, that I have. As I seek clarification and ask if that means he does not see his 

autism as a disability, he moves back to his chair at the table: For me I don’t see it as 

much of a disability. I see it as something like I get. I don’t see it as really like a gift or 

a disability, I just see it as that’s just how it goes and that’s what happens . . . For me, 

most of the time I don’t really recognise it [autism]. Sometimes I do like in maths 

lessons, I recognise autism, I recognise the gift that I have and those sort of things, but 

daily life, not too much, I know that I do [have autism] but it doesn’t really affect me 

most of the time . . .  in maths I can notice it because I know that I can see that I’m a lot 

different, I’m really smart. 

Disability is something that affects you and makes you a bit less. 

If people don’t know about my disabilities, then they’ll just treat me like a 

normal person really . . .  It doesn’t really matter if people know about disabilities. [He 

laughs self-consciously]. If I get treated like a normal person, I’ll probably tell them. 

But sometimes you just don’t need to, so it doesn’t really matter. Cat51 moves on the 

yoga ball, rolling over the top on his stomach. I ask if he want a break and he says: No 

we’ll keep going.  

My definition for disability is something that affects you and it makes you a bit 

less, it makes you have a bit less knowledge and it makes it a bit harder for you to think, 

so it affects you and sort of like downgrades you in it. It sort of downgrades you in 

various ways. Most of my disabilities aren’t physical, I can’t really recognise any of 

mine, my disabilities, because mum says that, being with writing, isn’t a disability it’s 

because I haven’t done much [at my old school]. Which I didn’t, I find writing difficult 

and organisation, organisation and writing is my only things that are linked to 

disability.  
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I brush it on my skin when I’m feeling anxious. 

Cat51 has gathered another assortment of items for his portfolio box. They are 

dispersed across the dining table as we sit ourselves with Purple ready for a chat. He’s 

keen to get started and share his objects. He begins with a nail-brush type object with 

soft bristles- It’s a skin brush thing, I brush it on my skin you know, when I’m feeling 

anxious, or sad and frustrated, and bored and, those sorts of things . . .  when I’m 

frustrated when I’m doing the work.  

Out of the portfolio box comes a white, round disc stone-like object, with a hole 

in the centre and a length of string attached in a loop: This is my chewy necklace; this 

was is an old one so it’s very flexible. [It’s for] chewing when I’m anxious, when I’m so 

hyperactive . . .  now I use chewing gum instead of the chewing necklace . . .  it helps 

when I need to chew on it, because I just want to chew on something. Before I got the 

necklace, I chewed on my periodic table’s t-shirt, I’m like ‘nam nam nam’ [imitates 

chewing sound and demonstrates chewing action on his t-shirt]  . . .  the whole shirt  . . .  

chewing on it all the time and it became wet and weird, then mum had to sew it and I bit 

it again. 

It feels like I’m controlling a computer in my brain. 

I can tell the other people in my maths class are different to me because, I can 

see that they are actually, like Year 7’s in there, they’re doing it with me and it’s not 

extension for them. I can tell that if I’m on a lower grade than them, and I’m doing that 

work, I can really tell that I’m gifted, it’s like the gift pops out there. Prompted by 

Purple, Cat51 begins to tell me 

details about how his mind works 

and his thought processes: The 

wheels, I’ve still got it in my head, 

it’s always changing, as mum knows 

. . .  Like keeps on updating, it’s a bit 

like accessing a computer chip 

really, sort of but in a wheel. You 

know how you have music on an 

iPod and you swipe it, it keeps on Figure 5-6: Cat51’s drawing of how his brain works 
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I tried to go back to work, and it 

just didn't work because then 

they’d [school] called and ‘Can 

you collect him?’ I was forever at 

school collecting him for things 

that weren’t really anything, and 

finding them really exhausting at 

home as well so . . .  By the time 

we got to the mainstream school 

and figured the diagnosis, we sort 

of worked out that it’s probably 

going to be too hard to be two 

working parents with two kids like 

that . . .  the school would call me 

because of things like] his eye 

hurt,  he says can’t breathe very 

well, he’s got headache, he feels 

sick, that sort of thing. [I think it 

was] stress I think, or the sensory. 

He does the same at [his current 

school] but they know, well he 

works himself up into that, so they 

put the things in place so that 

doesn’t happen. You would 

always go if your kids sick but 

when it’s all just because 

everything was too chaotic in the 

classroom that day, there were no 

visuals, he gets a headache. 

going like a wheel, with the pictures in my head, I see it going round like that. I have a 

look around [in my mind], and I see different pictures, for different places, I’ll think 

about it, and it’d be like going there, clicking on it, it would feel like, in my head, 

there’s a picture there, I think it and I might click on it, it’s like I’m loading the picture, 

it’s a moving a picture, when I’m remembering it. Sometimes when I have memories, it 

feels like I’m controlling a computer a bit in my brain.   

Cat51 pulls some other items out of his portfolio box - What else? I’ve got 

medals, I’m really surprised right now, really surprised. I’ll show you this. He showed 

me some photographs of award ceremonies where he was presented with awards for his 

achievements. I was proud, amazed and shocked [to receive the award and meet the 

dignitaries].  Cat51 shows me some medals, a fist full of coloured ribbons and metal 

awards. They were for speech and drama, and academic merit awards from school – The 

academic award is like the best of the awards basically I think . . .  That’s the best for 

my class, it was a medallion that had stars, it said ‘academic achievement,’ you have to 

be like one of the best people. It just something to 

be very proud of because it’s something that not 

much people get . . . Two in a row means basically 

you’re a child that’s going to have a really bright 

future . . .  it’s like winning . . .  you’re a very lucky 

person; which I am actually. It’s how smart you 

are. For me it’s not about the medals, it’s not 

about earning them or getting them, it’s about 

having fun along the way.  

I just sit there, it’s dumb! I wait for 

everybody else! 

Cat51 and I sit on the carpet in the lounge 

room. He is calmly building some Minecraft 

cardboard objects from a set he’s bought, 

persisting with the fiddly paper tabs. He’s intently 

concentrating on what he’s articulating to me 

whilst focusing on the task at hand. We talk about 

school and the kinds of grades he gets: A’s and B’s and sometimes C’s but not always. 
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There’s not really ever C’s, it’s only ever C’s in PE and that’s it. There’s a lot of people 

being mean and that, teasing other people and brings you down, brings everybody.  

We talk about what he likes at school: Science and Technology, and sometimes 

history. Well I like the excursions in history. I like maths. I get quite bored with it 

though I really think it’s usually [things I already know] and stuff I don’t want to do. 

When I get bored I chew chewing gum and usually day dream. I just sit there, it’s dumb! 

I wait for everybody else, and daydream . . .  about what I’m ‘gonna do when I get 

home, sometimes [I daydream about] new theories in maths . . .  [I think about doing] 

Minecraft, the order of things, what I’m going to eat, what I’m going to read and those 

sort of things [when I get home]. 

We talk about more about the subjects that Cat51 likes at school: Well, maths 

and science, I always get A’s, or B’s not usually B’s though. It’s only B’s when I get 

distracted by other people. Otherwise it’s only A’s on maths and science, sometimes it’s 

usually B’s on spellings, not usually C’s, but B’s. So like most of my report card is A’s 

and B’s, there’s only ever one C grade, sometimes rarely, uncommonly two, on 

behaviour, this year I got a C and I went ‘Why have I got a C?’ Because I didn't do 

anything wrong this year so I’m like, ‘Oh, okay I think they got it mixed up’ [with 

another student’s grades], they probably did, sometimes they do . . .  I don’t know why I 

got a C if there was a reason at all. 

Cat51 talks about when he does well at school and how he feels: When I do well 

at school, it just feels normal. It always happens, usually. I feel normal, I don’t feel 

strange or anything. I feel normal because just how I always am. So yeah, like that 

really, just how I normally am. I feel different to just feeling like a normal person and 

then when I [do] feel normal, yeah I just feel normal. Most of the time, I don’t have it 

[autism], it’s only when things happen that my autism shows up, when my gifted. [When 

I feel different it] feels like the giftedness in like maths lesson. You feel like it’s coming 

out. I feel different I know that I’m different to other people because I’m gifted. 

Cat51 chats eagerly about his favourite subjects at school: The subjects I like, I 

do better because they’re fun. Like maths and science, maths isn’t fun but I enjoy doing 

it because when I finish it quickly I get to do other stuff! [Like] relaxing, resting my 

hand and those things, but sometimes it’s like free time, but that’s rare because there’s 

not usually free time.  Sometimes, when I have a headache, she [the teacher] lets me go 
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on the computer and when I’m on the computer I concentrate on it and my headache 

stops, it starts going away quickly. I’ve realised so I do that when I can. I don’t know 

[why my headache goes away], when I’m focused on one thing, I’m less anxious, I’m 

more calm, more relaxed. So when I’m concentrating on something fun everything gets 

cleared out of my mind including the headache. So I find that it’s quite a good thing to 

do and sometimes it takes a session, sometimes it takes half an hour, sometimes it just 

goes away. When I get a headache, the things I’m doing is when other people are like 

talking to each other, in either maths, or something that’s really confusing like that. 

Cat51 resumes his Minecraft cardboard building – concentrating his hands on the tiny 

boxes he’s assembling from the Minecraft kit. We pause to chat about his construction 

of the pieces from the kit. 

I know that I’m gifted diagnosed by lots of people, you know I’m kind of 

sick of them.  

To me the word gifted means it’s like when people are talking about autism. It’s 

like, I see gifted as  . . . somebody who’s been born with it and got it, and it’s nothing to 

do with what they’ve done, it’s just because they think they’re good at it and they’re 

lying, or that’s what other people think, they think it might be a lie. I see gifted as sort 

of like they’re born with it, that’s fine. I know what it’s like because I’m gifted and 

that’s how it goes and it’s not much, it’s just something to know, they’re gifted, that’s 

all right, it’s none of anything and just don’t mind it. Gifted is  . . .  there’s the thing that 

happens in your brain, in your brain, in your brain. It just thinks differently, you see 

differently, you hear things differently, because I always like mishear things or think 

things are different words or see things as different words. So  . . .  yup, that’s what it’s 

a bit like with autism and gifted . . .  I don’t think they [autism and giftedness] could be 

[together] . . .  they might be separate, but I don’t look that deeply, I just accept that I 

have it, and that’s okay. Otherwise I know that I’m gifted and I’ve been told by . . .  

people, that checked, diagnosed by lots of people, you know I’m kind of sick of them 

that’s what happens and yeah.  

Looking forward. 

I ask about Cat51’s plans for the future: I don’t really have much plans for the 

future, I just want to do it, just go ahead and just do stuff. Just you know like a normal 
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life, just live a life with autism and respect that. [When I grow up] I just want to do 

whatever I want to do really; I don’t know what to do yet. There’s lots of jobs out there, 

I don’t know which one to choose yet. I don’t really tend to [think about the future], not 

until it actually happens. I don’t really tend to think about anything until it happens or 

when it’s going to happen soon. 

Analysis of Narrative: Review of Cat51’s Story 

The following section will briefly summarise and explore Cat51’s narrative in 

order to begin to understand his lived experiences.  

Cat51 used the term “normal” extensively when talking about himself in relation 

to others and vice versa. When explaining why he wore the autism identification 

wristband he explained how he viewed himself as “different” to others. He explained his 

use of the terms normal and different further in relation to him having autism. It was 

interesting that at times, he referred to not thinking himself or other people as being 

different, yet, continued to refer to his self as being different. 

Cat51 viewed himself at times, as being different to other students in a positive 

way because of his giftedness and this, in his view, made him think differently and see 

the world differently to others. He did not have a clear understanding between what his 

gifted traits were and where his disability traits appeared. To him they seemed to be at 

times, one and the same, giftedness and autism inextricably intertwined. At other times 

he saw both autism and giftedness as separate components of himself. Throughout his 

story constellation Cat51 appears to be trying to understand himself, who he is and how 

he fits in to his world. As Clandinin (2013) notes “knowledge is entwined with identity” 

(p. 53). In Cat51’s story he is using his knowledge of his experiences to endeavour to 

understand himself and his identity. As part of his identity, and identity creation, Cat51 

wore his autism wristband and wanted people to know of his autism and ask him about 

his band. He recollected his disappointment when people did not ask about his 

wristband. He appeared proud and happy with the autism part of his identity, and why 

not? In this regard he did not want to be treated as what he termed a normal person he 

wanted others to know that he was different.  

When talking of disability and going to respite care he did not connect that the 

reason he went there was because he had a disability. He stated that to him, autism was 
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not necessarily a disability. To him autism was neither “good” nor “bad”, just a part of 

his identity. He saw autism as making him smart, and consequently was proud for 

others to know and recognise the autism part of his identity. Yet, despite this, others’ 

lack of understanding of his disability status deeply affected him. He appeared confused 

that the relief teacher did not recognise that he had autism, just as he had seemed 

confused when his mother told him that he attended respite care because he had a 

disability. At times bullying interfered with his schooling, but he put that down to the 

fact that the bullies did not know he had autism, and when they became aware they 

stopped bullying him. Upon closer examination the bullying had actually continued 

beyond when his peers found out about his autism status.  

There were gaps, inconsistencies and contradictions as Cat51 grappled with his 

identity and where he fitted in to his world. At time he described himself as normal, and 

that it was only others who saw him as being different, but he actually saw himself as 

the same as everyone else, except for times in maths classes when he found the work 

easy and others did not. At other times he claimed difference as he referred to himself as 

being different to others. The preferred narrative of his identity was hard to pin down, 

he wanted to be the same as his peers, but he also wanted to be different. Cat51 

appeared to be endeavouring to find his desirable self to preserve face (Riessman, 

2008), conflicted about what face or image to project to society, what was acceptable 

and what was not. His mother had told him about some of his behaviour, particularly his 

meltdowns, and how these were not socially acceptable, so he had an understanding that 

parts of his autism identity were not part of his desirable self. Yet, he recognised that 

achievements were part of what a person should desire because they came with 

accolades and approval from others. Cat51’s story constellation presents a snap-shot 

view of discursive societal practices about what are desirable facets of one’s identity 

and what are not. 
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Figure 5-7: Ashley's self-portrait - 

Aged 16 years 

Story constellation 3: Ashley Focused Life History 

Introducing Ashley 

Ashley is 16 years and two months old 

at the time of our interview sessions. She lives 

with her family in a middle-class suburb in 

Queensland, Australia. Their home is low-set 

in a cul-de-sac, presented amongst a quiet leafy 

surround. 

Ashley’s giftedness was not as straight 

forward to establish as the other participants in 

the study. The problem was her WIPPSI-R had 

been done when she was four years old and 

gave a FSIQ of 103, which according to many 

researchers is well-below a cut-off score for 

giftedness. In order to include Ashley in the study, I had to be careful of any bias 

towards inclusion. I thus sought some corroborating assessment information to justify 

inclusion of Ashley in the research study. This was available in the form of school 

achievement reports and the parent completed Sayler’s (n. d.) checklist. I also included 

my own judgements on the merits of Ashley’s artwork as being well within the category 

of a talented artist. This was corroborated by her school assessments and reports. The 

inclusion of Ashley painted a picture of the importance of including a holistic balance 

of evidence for giftedness, rather than one single giftedness test, such as a psychometric 

report. 

Ashley’s disabilities included a diagnosis of Pervasive Developmental Disorder 

Not Otherwise Specified, Semantic Pragmatic Language Disorder and anxiety. Prior to 

our interview, Susanna, Ashley’s mum had told me via email that, “Ashley was quite 

insistent that she did not want to be identified as disabled anymore. So two months ago 

we went back to [care centre] to be ‘undiagnosed’ [for Pervasive Developmental 

Disorder Not Otherwise Specified, Semantic Pragmatic Language Disorder]. In year 5 

she came runner up in her year level at the school speaking competition and the next 

year she won. When she was 10yrs old she decided to shave her head for the [cancer 
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charity] and with support from her father raised $1,300. She has a very strong social 

conscience and is not afraid to intervene if anyone is being bullied. She herself was 

quite badly bullied in Year 5. Her report cards are good, with A’s and B’s generally, 

except for physical education which she doesn’t like.” 

Ashley and I have spoken on the telephone, prior to my first visit. I had also 

spent some time in email correspondence with Susanna, Ashley’s mum, and we had 

talked on the telephone too. We had devoted some time to discussing Ashley’s 

disabilities, particularly anxiety, and abilities, namely in the area of Visual Arts. The 

primary reason for our communication had been both Ashley’s and Susanna’s interest in 

taking part in the research study.  

Time was spent arranging mutually suitable times for the face-to-face interviews 

at their home and exchanging information, from my end, about the study, and from 

Ashley and Susanna, some information about Ashley’s assessments, school records and 

artwork. In one of her fist emails, Susanna wrote, “Ashley is quite gifted though she is 

not a savant. She plays the piano quite well and can ‘jam’ and make up compositions on 

the spot. She is very good at art and loves it. Both of these subjects she is going to be 

studying in her final two years of high school. English, she loves and even got an A+ for 

her Romeo and Juliet essay, which she had deliberately set out to do. She is also doing 

physics, chemistry and maths. She has trouble with the algebra side of maths.” 

In the same email, Susanna told me of her eldest daughter, Sarah who has a 

profound disability, affecting her cognitively and physically. Susanna and her husband, 

Lesley, were placed in the principal position of having two children, both with 

disabilities, but profoundly different needs, particularly related to care. Sarah needed 

round the clock care and regularly went to respite care, due to Susanna’s advocacy for 

her and her eldest daughter’s needs.  On the other hand, Ashley needed interventions, 

particularly when she was younger, and specialist care, but with the added need of 

creative stimulation to cater for her giftedness. 

Ashley’s assessments. 

Ashley’s mother, Susanna, provided the following assessment reports (Table 

5-8): two speech pathology reports; one assessment team report: psychiatrist, 
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psychologist, speech pathologist, and occupational therapist; one sleep report; one 

audiology report; and two paediatrician reports. See Appendix N for further details. 

Table 5-8: Ashley’s Specialists’ Diagnoses 

Diagnosing specialist Diagnosis 

Assessment team: 

psychiatrist; 

psychologist; speech 

pathologist; OT 

Atypical autism – Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not 

Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS) – 4yrs 

Medical Doctor – Sleep 

Study Specialist 

Mild to moderate obstructive sleep apnoea syndrome – 4 

yrs, 8 months 

Speech Pathologist Severe impairment in functional use of language,  Mild 

delay in speech perception in noise – 5yrs, 5 months 

Paediatrician Not currently meet the criteria for PDD-NOS – “NOT 

found to have autism or any of the related disorders from 

this assessment” – 7yrs, 4 months 

Speech Pathologist “Age appropriate understanding and basic expression of 

language . . . mild delay in ability to discriminate speech 

in background noise . . . overall average receptive 

language and expressive language skills and average 

understanding and expression.”  - 7 yrs, 4 months. 

Paediatrician Anxiety – “related to concerns over crowds . . .  her 

anxiety had become pervasive.” – 15yrs, 7 months 

Paediatrician “Specific anxieties relating to traumatic experience of a 

storm and also crowds.” – 15 yrs, 11 months 

Multidisciplinary Assessment Team Report. 

Ashley had an extensive list of specialist reports over her childhood. Included in 

these were a psychologist’s report using the WPPSI-R (Table 5-9), when she was aged 4 

years. Considering that at the time of this research study Ashley was nearly 16 years 

old, this cognitive test is considerably dated. However, it is useful in noting her 

cognitive strengths and weaknesses at an early age around the time of her diagnosis of 

PDD-NOS (aged 4 years).  

Ashley’s inclusion in this study was on the basis of a holistic assessment of her 

giftedness, including school reports of academic high achievement, and high 

achievement in art and music. The following extracts from Ashley’s early assessment 

team report detail the assessment findings in relation to Ashley’s cognitive functioning 

at aged 4 years: 
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Figure 5-8: Ashley's anime 

style digital artwork – 

‘Green Eyes’ 

Table 5-9: Ashley's WPPSI-R report 

 Score 

(mean [or 

average]) = 

100 

Range Deviations 

from the 

mean (1SD 

= 15 points) 

Verbal IQ 87 Low 

average 

Almost 1 

SD below 

mean 

Performance IQ 122 Superior 1 1/3 SD 

above mean 

Full Scale IQ  103 Average 1/3 SD 

above mean 

 

Ashley was referred because of her parents’ concerns over her delay in language 

development. During the assessment her eye contact was good . . . unusual 

behavioural features included on episode of hand flapping and frequent mirror 

gazing. Ashley’s level of functioning on problem-solving skills was assessed 

over one session using the WPPSI-R. Some of Ashley’s responses to questions 

suggested auditory discrimination problems and comprehension difficulties, 

particularly with question answer format. The quality of Ashley’s responses 

included superfluous information that was difficult to understand, and 

indecipherable at times. With abstract verbal material Ashley displayed delays in 

processing information with heightened distractibility (albeit this is from a very 

old report as she is now 16 years old—see Appendix N for further details from 

this report). 

Details of Experience and Reflecting on the Meaning 

In this section Ashley tells about her lived 

experiences through her own words with some reflection by 

her on those experiences. 

I’m terrible at describing myself! 

As we settled back in our chairs to and begin our 

chat, one of the two cats in the corner of the settee awakens, 

seeing a new visitor and comes over to check me out. I reach 

down to allow the cat to sniff my hand, “Oh hello 
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gorgeous.” I exclaim as the long-haired grey cat brushes against my hand. This is Tiny 

Lass [pseudonym]. We have two cats, this is Tiny Lass and the other one over there, 

next to Sarah, is Tex [pseudonym]. As we move on from chatting about the cats and 

other ice-breaking chitchat, I ask Ashley how she might describe herself: I’m terrible at 

describing myself. I suffer from this so terribly, like at the moment the next unit in Art is 

self-portrait . . .  I was trying to develop what I should for my self-portrait. Because this 

is my perception of reality and so I was like, how I perceive myself, so how do I 

describe myself? I don’t know this one! How am I perceived by others, to which I did 

ring Julian [pseudonym - boyfriend] and go, ‘How do you perceive me?’ To which he 

then, I don’t think he realised it was to do with Art, because he said, ‘You’re an 

amazingly beautiful girl, you’re amazing at Art.’ I was just like ‘Oh! Typical you!’ 

Yeah, so . . .  how would I describe myself . . .  I think I’m thankful to not be a very 

judgemental person, mainly because I’ve had these issues myself that I don’t want 

people to judge me, so I would never judge someone else as well. I think it’s also to do 

with the fact that both my parents aren’t very judgemental people so I’ve just naturally 

instinctively realised it as well. I like to think that I’m an approachable person and 

someone that people can talk to if necessary. I’m the very cool psychologist. And so 

really I’m . . .  a bit true, honest, sometimes, very open person, I am. If you ask me a 

question, I’m going to tell you what I think. If you don’t want to know, don’t ask. 

It might be better to start now before I turn normal! 

I ask Ashley if she does art at school: That was a huge issue. I wanted to do it at 

school, but, they decided to put music and art, two creative subjects, on the same line 

[on the timetable]. I’m doing art through Distance Education, I’m actually really glad I 

did it, because they’re pushing me more and I have more control over what I do, it’s 

more very self-directed and stuff. But next year I get to choose what media I do for the 

entire year. I’ve actually drawn things sexual so teachers can’t take my artwork off me. 

They’re like, ‘Ashley stop sketching while I’m talking!’ It’s just like, ‘I can still hear you 

when I’m drawing, I can still hear you.’ And then she’s like, ‘Well if you’re drawing a 

sketch, then I’m going to have to take it at the end of the lesson.’ So I hold it up and I’m 

like, ‘You want to take this?’ And she’ll just look at the person in their bra and stuff and 

then it’s just like, ‘Mmm! 
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She just wanted to be home and so 

I said to her, ‘This is not right, we 

need to go and see counsellor,’ she 

thought about it and so we did. 

Ashley’s really improved from it. 

So a lot of that going out came 

from anxiety, I think Ashley is 

quite an anxious child, but she’s 

now coped quite well but not just 

because I’m working on that . . .  

We’ve just been there again and 

she’s been totally undiagnosed. I 

don’t know whether having [her 

boyfriend] helped her, because she 

knows that there’s another person 

out there who accepts her for who 

she is and that sort of stuff, but 

anyway . . .  with the agoraphobia 

the counselling has really helped. 

Susanna pops in and suggests to Ashley that she should start entering her work 

into some art exhibitions. Ashley nods, stating that: It might be better to start now 

before I turn normal! I’m intrigued by this 

conversation about ‘normal’ and ‘turning normal,’ 

so I inquire, turning to Ashley: “When are you 

turning normal?” When I’m an adult, yeah it’s just 

more like you start off as a genius and you go, 

we’re seen as amazing but as you get older you 

become normal. And it’s quite correct actually, 

because as you get older you just become normal. 

God won’t help you if you won’t help 

yourself. 

Ashley tells me about the kind of things 

she likes to do when she hangs out with her family: Well often, we have this sort of 

thing where we’ll often sit after dinner and just talk and chat, so often dinners will be 

one or two hours long. Sometimes we go to the movies and do that together. We used to 

get kebabs but then they went on a diet. Love kebabs, they’re so beautiful! Susanna 

comes in as we’re talking, listening to our conversation, then joins in telling me of 

Ashley’s agoraphobia and anxiety. Ashley was sitting quietly, occasionally glancing at 

her mum and nodding in agreement as she talked. I get the feeling Ashley wanted to tell 

me about the agoraphobia but perhaps didn’t know how to broach the subject. 

I ask Ashley how she went with getting through those feelings of not wanting to 

go out and being anxious: The counselling was really good. Talking about it, it was the 

thing of coming up with plans of I am able to be responsible. I’m able to get out of 

situations if I want to, I can take my phone with me, I can have plans. I can’t remember 

exactly what it was called but that helped. We saw the GP to get a referral for it and 

they originally actually put me on to drugs to help along with the therapy. I tell you one 

thing, I did not like those! They turned me ADHD. I could not sit still, it was the most 

vile feeling ever, I felt sorry for those who have ADHD, because it was just terrible. And 

I felt always on edge, and I hated it, I couldn’t stand it. Like I was on it for a couple of 

weeks, I was like, ‘I can’t do this anymore!’ I don’t see the need to have drugs. It’s 

annoying side effect to get that really, jittery stuff from it, obviously I was just possibly 
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I don’t know if Ashley’s been 

completely honest with you about 

going out. Ashley actually suffers 

very badly from agoraphobia and I 

called her aside and had a talk 

with her, I said, ‘This not right for 

you at fifteen to be not wanting, 

generally not wanting to come out 

with us’. She wouldn’t go out with 

any friends or anything like that, 

she would only go out with church 

ladies who were you know in their 

fifties because she trusted them. It 

all really started I think from that 

big storm that we got caught in, 

it’s called the [name of storm]. 

How I remember the supercell that 

it was equivalent to a cyclone 2. 

We got caught right in the middle 

when we were driving. It was 

terrifying I have to say, it was real 

terrifying. Ashley was terrified of 

storms after that, and then it went 

way through into other areas like 

not wanting to go out with people 

and stuff like that. 

unlucky. It was like I didn't want to go out.  Even now, sometimes I’ll get quite 

defensive. 

I would feel really nervous, sort of sick in 

the stomach, stuff like that, and I’d always be on 

edge and I would always be watching the sky. I’d 

be fine with the church people, because there was 

this lady with actually the exact same problem 

with me, so we were able to relate. And if there 

was a storm coming around, she would be the 

exact same as me, ‘We’re getting out of here!’ I 

don’t have issues now with storms, I still wouldn’t 

want to go out in the car. But I don’t get that 

whole jittery feeling when ones around in the 

house like I would get that thing sort of sick 

feeling I would get when going out, in the house 

when there was a storm, and I would normally go 

grab the cat, try and occupy myself with 

something else. So that was sort of in a sense an action plan for same result. I think I’m 

a sort of person that needs to be told, ‘It’s okay to be like this and that there’s ways that 

you can get around it and it’s not wrong to feel this.’ I just need to be able to have an 

action plan, you from going and doing stuff. I’m the sort of person who’s like, ‘God 

won’t help you if you won’t help yourself.’ If you’ve got problems, try and solve it 

yourself. Like obviously I’ve had issues since I was young with my social behaviour and 

stuff, and I was still bad in grade 7 and 8. 

I had to do so much to change myself. 

In grade 9 I felt that was a very big year of change for me socially, like I stopped 

associating with people who associated with others that just upset me. I thought I 

became much more responsible that year and much more mature and I was making 

more friends on my own with much more creative artsy friends. Obviously my other 

friends before, they were creative, but they were writing, these people were art and also 

their humour was much like mine. But the friends that I had then I still have now, we’ve 

reconnected again. It was just at the time I couldn’t cope with it. I had to do so much to 
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change myself and the second I hear someone trying to wimp out on an excuse, it really 

annoys me because I’ve tried really hard to get to where I am and mum’s helped a lot in 

therapy and stuff . . .  My whole thoughts, my maturity and stuff have changed, the way I 

have an outlook on life as well. That was an incredibly big year of change for me, and I 

was becoming less of an annoying brat because my social skills, in that year, was very 

good for me. 

I didn't associate with a lot of other people. But I spent more time developing 

friendships there and in grade 10. We’ve got into a stage now this year, where we’re 

just essentially the friends that I had in grade 7 and 8 and I developed in grade 9 and 10 

were essentially just one huge group of friends. It’s really nice actually. Last year we 

did stuff like go to [restaurants], go to the movies together. I organised for a [group of 

my friends] to come over here and so we could just spend a day together and have fun 

and I had recently gotten my camera, because I love photography. I took so many 

photos that day because we all just went for a walk to just the forest. We went for a nice 

walk, and had fun together; it was really good . . .  [In Years 7 and 8 and earlier] I 

wasn’t considerate of other people’s feelings, I didn't realise I was also being 

inconsiderate of people’s feelings. I would sometimes yell things out in class. Not being 

rude, just things that I never realised that I was doing that would be rude and stuff that I 

now know. I would get really annoyed at if someone else did it. It just wasn’t the 

appropriate time to talk. But I’ve changed a lot since then like I don’t do that, I’m not 

annoying as much.  

Oh, a cat, they’re such a stress relief! 

Ashley picked out a small cat’s collar from her portfolio box: This was Tiny 

Lass’s first collar actually. I included that because that was just more representing how, 

when I first got her, and the responsibility I started to learn from having a cat. That it’s 

something to look after and the relationship because, oh, a cat, they’re such a stress 

relief, because you just pat and they purr and they make you feel happy. She’s like best 

thing in your life, I felt so happy. I’m responsible for feeding them, doing their water. 

Grandpa brushes the cats because it’s a way for him to bond. But they don’t really need 

brushing. 
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One of the reasons why I didn't 

want Ashley undiagnosed, was 

because I was very concerned that 

the fact that we’re now going in to 

the year 11 and 12, when it really 

mattered, maybe this was the time 

we really need you know we 

might have a meltdown, and 

anxiety. 

Very bad habits! 

Ashley shows me some fake finger nails which she takes from her portfolio box, 

telling me: I’ve always had very terrible nails. They’d actually grown out to be quite 

amazing. But they had to be cut down to do piano and stuff. I haven’t bitten them off for 

like five or six months. I used to be a terrible, terrible biter of finger nails. I don’t know 

why, when I get nervous I just want to bite them off or if I’m bored, it’s sort of like how I 

would bite off my finger nails. You could see the skin on the end, a lot of the skin. I’m a 

vain person, and when I started dating, I put long fingernails on.  I don’t know whether 

or not mum’s told you this before, but I used to suck my thumb and it only stopped last 

year. That was because I had finger nails on and I couldn’t suck my thumb when I’ve 

got this really long nail. I got some fake acrylic ones properly done, at the end of last 

year and that stopped me with biting my finger 

nails. They just broke the habit. I felt these have 

helped very bad habit . . .  very bad habits. 

They’ll think you’re dumber! 

I ask her about her recent decision about 

not wanting to be identified with the disabilities 

anymore, her mum had told me, and it was in one of the most recent specialist reports: 

Yeah, because I don’t feel like I’m like this, I have lots of friends that would be deemed 

normal in society and if they’re able to put up with me and see me as just who I am, 

then I don’t see why I need a label, because at the end of the day, I’ve found that people 

have just looked down on me for being labelled as that. I don’t want to ever go on in 

future like trying to have jobs and stuff like that and having people go, ‘Oh, it’s this 

person!” Make a preconceived judgement about you because people would just 

automatically, they don’t mean it, but they’ll think you’re dumber, that you don’t have 

the same ability to do things as others. I am perfectly able to do the same things as 

others, sometimes I’m better than what is considered the normal people. I didn't want 

that related to me anymore. It wasn’t going to help me anyway. It was just essentially a 

label that people could make preconceived judgements about me. It’s not like I need any 

medication, it’s not like I needed any funding for anything, it was completely useless. So 

I did not want that associated with me. Because I found that the special ed. units that 

are involved with the assisted education, like if you have mental disabilities or can’t 
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Figure 5-9: Ashley's digital artwork – 

‘Charlotte’ 

cope as well at school. Well I was technically, I was enrolled in that, but I’d never 

actually used it, so I don’t even understand about that. I know mum wanted it there just 

in case I was having issues. But I wasn’t particularly the most diligent with school work 

for a very long time. I got into my schoolwork in grade 9, like originally I was getting 

C’s and B’s and that was just because I wasn’t putting any effort in, I’d sit in class and 

talk. 

 

I wouldn’t do anything, any work in class. But in grade 9 I wanted to change 

this, all my friends are getting academic awards and stuff and if they can do it why 

can’t I? I was getting to the stage where I was starting to mature and it was just like this 

is just going to affect my future if I’m just going to sit around in class and do absolutely 

nothing. So that year I went up to A’s and I really tried hard in everything.  I’ve been 

doing that ever since. I feel, trying hard at it, that I don’t feel that I would need that 

extra support because I’d never once needed it even when I was not doing my best. I 

definitely don’t need it now because I sort of feel I have the ability to do it . . .  I don’t 

feel I do. I feel like I have the same intelligence like a lot of people and it just won’t be 

fair to those that tried really hard while I’m being spoon fed. Also with that special ed. 

program, I felt the teachers would often very much 

baby me and would very much look down on me, 

just speak to me like I was dumb.  

They would always sort of put me down 

and like point out the very obvious things. I can 

put two and two together thank you very much! 

You don’t need to treat me like this. It just makes 

me very angry to have people decide who I am . . .  

because I’m not that. You don’t get the right to 

choose that. I’m sorry but having a personality 

and being a little bit different to everyone else, I 

don’t think is acceptable to classify as you having 

a disorder.  
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Figure 5-10: 'Blue' 

I wasn’t the best with my social skills during primary school. 

I wasn’t the best with my social skills during primary school; like I could not 

cope with females - too complex. So I had, my friends were all guys. Because it was 

easy, you just had to punch them on the shoulder and they got the message. I would just 

shift sentences back to front, or words. Let me think of one, say  ‘treen grutle’ [sic], I 

would say something like that, when I would meant to say, ‘green turtle’. I would swap 

the front . . . letters and stuff around. Sometimes I do it in front of people and they just 

look at me. So sometimes it’s a bit difficult getting sentences out, I’ve always found, to 

have a one on one conversation with a person, where I have to look at them for a very 

long time, gets stressful and I will cut off. Like I found if teachers have spoken to me 

privately for a long period of time, by the end of it I’m 

just like, ‘Uummm what did you say?’ I think it’s just the 

stress of one on one, it’s harder seeking information, 

because it’s one person talking the whole time, I wanted 

to tune out, that’s why if I can, I’ll have a friend there or 

something so that they can talk as well.  

Ashley tells me how she has found her disability 

affects her day-to-day life: I think half the reason I got 

bullied in primary school, was because of how I would 

like yell out in class and how I’d just be generally 

annoying, inconsiderate of others’ feelings. I didn't realise I was. I think that’s one of 

the reasons I got bullied because they were like, ‘Oh, my gosh this girl’s a runaway.’ I 

would hate it being myself. I ask how Ashley became aware that she was doing those 

things, Just me thinking back now, I realise that I was really annoying. I don’t have the 

most amazing memory but sometimes I’ll just remember scenes very accurately, scenes 

where I now go, ‘No Ashley no, just stop, please!’ When the teacher would ask a 

question, I’d shout out the answer . . .  I didn't know the best way to approach things 

socially sometimes. So that’s only changed recently, that I’m aware of those things that 

I do.” 
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I definitely think it swallowed my confidence. 

Ashley talks further about her disability: All I remember is that I’ve always been 

classified as this. When I’d been younger, it’s not really deemed something I’d worry 

about essentially. I definitely think it swallowed my confidence, having it [a disability] 

makes me think, ‘How do people think of me and such?’ Like when they’ve seen me, do 

they think, ‘Oh, she’s annoying!’ or, ‘Why did she do that?’ Like even now, I think, ‘Do 

people look down on me?’ Even though they don’t know this, do they still look down on 

me and stuff like that. So that’s how it has affected my confidence. I don’t know whether 

or not I’m doing things subconsciously that I don’t really quite know that I’m doing, 

like, ‘Am I still annoying and upsetting people without realising it?’ That really lowered 

my confidence quite a lot with those sort of social situations. But I can’t be too bad 

because I believe I’ve got quite a lot of friends, very much. I’m often quite shy when I 

just meet people. But then when you get to know me I’m completely really relaxed and 

then you have the full brunt of my terrible, terrible jokes and humour which are quite 

crass. We’ve a fun school. I think one of the good things about having it [a disability] is 

that I can now understand how is to suffer from those sort of things.  

I would have most preferred if no one knew about my disabilities. Just because 

they can’t make judgements and stuff like that if they don’t know. Like of course it’s 

useful if necessary but for me I don’t think it was very helpful at all. Like mum probably 

would like to say that it was incredibly helpful and necessary but I don’t feel personally 

it was. And I don’t particularly like it . . .  I’ve just never really liked to be considered 

different than others and having that I felt that I was just being excused for doing stuff. 

It’s the fear of not being normal compared to everyone else I have to say. We chat about 

Ashley’s use of the term ‘normal’ and I ask if she sees other people as being ‘normal’. 

She initially replies, No. Then adds, In the diagnosis world, yes. It’s more about how 

they exist and yeah, make it up. 

Recently I’ve just been accepted into this youth club, and it’s this group that is 

about, like environmental stuff, but showing it through art and film and stuff; and like 

social problems and it’s everything that I love in one. And it’s amazing, we just had our 

second meeting two nights ago, it was fantastic. I think it’s a very good opportunity for 

me to be forced to make new friends. Like obviously [at school] you make a couple of 

friends and just over a while you just start to gather more. Well putting myself into a 
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Figure 5-11: 'Green Eyes' 

new situation means I have to sort of make  more, not that I’m like the odd sort of 

person  that can’t make friends, it’s just puts me little more out of my comfort zone, but 

I’m really enjoying it, really enjoying it. We move on and Ashley shows me some more 

of her artwork and we talk about colours, composition and designs, sharing a common 

interest in art. 

Ashley recalls a typical week, Monday’s after school, I go and have maths tutoring with 

my friend’s mum, she’s very nice, I really like her. I 

wouldn’t go with anyone else except her, because I 

know her, I know her, she’s knows me, she will be 

nice to me too. She’s known me since grade 7. I’d be 

feeling anxious say it was like with a new person I’d 

be like I don’t want to disappoint. So there’s that on 

Monday, Tuesday is distance ed. [for art], half way 

through the day, Wednesday is distance ed. in the 

morning, Thursday is just normal school then [after 

school youth group] with me in the afternoon. Friday 

is just normal school work doing assignments and 

stuff. Saturday if I don’t have something on, my boyfriend will come. I like music and 

art; they’re sort of my go and relax subjects. I enjoy physics, but it’s a thing I have to 

concentrate on. I like music because it is nice and creative and stuff and I can do what I 

do.  

I’m gifted and lucky to be able to do art and music the way I’m able to. 

Gifted sort of means that you’ve been given the opportunity and abilities to do 

things that others might not be able to do, or gifted essentially to have a talent, you’ve 

been gifted to have such a talent, blessed to have that and I think that’s good. I ask 

Ashley if she sees herself as being gifted, I would say yes but that would be narcissistic. 

I ask why she thinks it would be narcissistic, she replies. Because I sort of think I’m 

amazing, I’m gifted. I’m gifted and lucky to be able to do art and music the way I’m 

able to. Because some people don’t have that sort of ability, but they have gifts in other 

areas as well. Some people that have disabilities or stuff on the autism spectrum are 

able to do the things that I can’t do so in a sense it’s just not about talent that you have, 

but also the things that you’re able to do. Like you’re gifted to be able to have so many 
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friends and be able to go out and enjoy social situations, and not get stressed about it. 

So it depends whether or not gifted academically or just generally if you like it. I think 

everyone’s gifted; it’s just whether or not you hone that skill.  

I failed, I was so upset! 

Transitioning we talk about how Ashley feels when she doesn’t do well at 

school, I get very, very, very upset. That’s just because I had set high goals for myself 

and if I fail them, it’s always when you’re getting an assignment back and you’re just 

like, ‘Please let it be what I was hoping it would be . . .  please!’ Because otherwise I 

will just sit there disappointed for the rest of my life, go home being depressed . . .  in a 

depressed form for ages. ‘At least I’m getting better than a lot of people do, get over it 

Ashley!’ We had a maths test last year. Got a C- on one part of it, the second part  . . .  I 

failed. I was so upset because I tried so hard, and it was just so difficult . . .  it just 

wasn’t clicking . . .  and I was just so frustrated. I just started crying in class and people 

were just like, ‘Oh my God, you okay, Ashley?’ Let’s hug you . . .  I’ve got a very 

naturally competitive nature. Being around people that are quite intelligent a lot it sort 

of drove me to want to be like them and do well and that improved my academics. Being 

around certain people, very good influences. I set the bar low, so anything I do is better. 

I used to be terrified with the all marks [grades]. I think maybe because I was getting 

C’s and stuff. I don’t know. 

People don’t understand why I don’t want to be associated with it. 

I ask what Ashley believes are some of the barriers to other people 

understanding disability, I’m intrigued by her unique perspective having a disability and 

having a sister with a profound disability, Possibly one is why people don’t understand 

why I don’t want to be associated with it, you haven’t undergone what it is to have 

people look at you because of this. Sure it may be able to help me and all those things, 

but I don’t feel it will. I really think one of the biggest barriers is that you’ve just never 

been in this situation. It’s always not having that experience which is a barrier, and 

making and having preconceived ideas about what it is, because of this they’re going to 

act like this, that’s very preconceived. They might not act, they may have traces of 

something that’s on there, but not everyone’s going to act the same. People have 

personalities.  
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Ashley explains further, I’m not going to be able to get things as easily as 

everyone else. Yeah sure I’ve a bit of difficulty understanding some stuff sometimes, it 

takes me a bit longer to learn things than others, but that’s just how I am, some other 

people have that as well. It may just be due to the teaching style. I found that doing 

some maths tutoring lately, it’s been one on one, and I’ve had all my mistakes picked 

up. That has really greatly helped me. Just because it takes me a little longer to do 

things, doesn’t mean that I’m dumb. It doesn’t mean I can’t do the same things that 

others do. It just means that it takes a while for some concepts to sink in. But once they 

sink in, they’re there, and that’s it, they’re not going anywhere. So just because it takes 

longer doesn’t mean you have the right to look down on me and stuff like that, like, ‘Oh 

you’re dumb!’  

So, if you tell them beforehand that I have this disability, I don’t want them 

going and reading a whole book about this sort of things, and then being like, ‘Oh 

they’re going to act like this.’ I prefer them to get to know me as a person and what I’m 

like, because they may realise that what they’ve been reading in books might not be 

right, because everyone’s completely different. You just need to really get to know the 

person and be willing to understand and accept the fact that they’re different. Some 

people just want people to be perfect straight off, and it’s just if you’re not, then they 

just get annoyed at you. Patience as well. 

Looking forward. 

Ashley talks about where sees herself going in the future, Ah it’s so stressful 

because you have to start picking subjects in Year 11 and 12 and it’s just sort of like, 

‘Wow!’ This is going to impact your future greatly because if you suddenly decide you 

want to do something in the future and you haven’t done the subjects in Year 11 and 12, 

then you’re in trouble . . .  Ashley trails off as one of the cats rolls over to have her 

stomach rubbed. Cat hair swirls up into the air as Ashley cradles the cat lovingly on her 

lap.  

What I want to do in the future, it’s so difficult because . . .  it’s sort of 

something artsy fartsy . . .  I’ve to get a job out of it, I’m just sort of thinking lately that 

I’m just going to go to Uni. [university], do something to do with art. If you can’t find a 

job well what do you do? Go and do something with education, then do a job, then do 
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art on the side. I don’t like to sit down and definitely say, ‘I’m going to do this,’ because 

I have a mind that changes so fast, it’s phenomenal. But that’s the sort of thing I should 

do something that I really enjoy even if doesn’t really work out because at the end of the 

day, you just need enough money to live and as long as you’re enjoying yourself, that’s 

good enough. 

Analysis of Narrative: Review of Ashley’s Story 

This section briefly examines some of Ashley’s story to support our 

understanding of the main threads across her narrative of lived experience.  

Through Ashley’s story constellation the importance of her pet cats, and her 

wanting to be “undiagnosed”, meant that she unintentionally challenged the labelling of 

her as a person identified as twice exceptional—she did not want to be seen as someone 

with a disability. We had inadvertently called, or hailed (to use Althusser, 2001, 

favoured verb) Ashley, to be or become, what being twice exceptional involved—

identifying as a person with giftedness and with disability. She no longer wanted to take 

up this identity—the disability aspect at least, which had been allocated to her by a 

system which had no alternative if it was to intervene and support her education and 

development. Ashley at 16 years old had come to see herself differently. As far as she 

was concerned her circumstances had changed, she now found having a disability label 

to be contentious; a source of discomfort. She was in the process of change, not just into 

a young woman, but in recognising and deciding to have a say in how she wanted to be 

perceived by others. This is what Clandinin (2013) refers to as relational in narrative 

inquiry; the relational between Ashley and her world, Ashley and her lived experience 

which have shaped and brought her to this point in time. 

Ashley’s evolving knowledge about her young adult self, her past experiences 

around disability and her disability status, led her to her current vantage point. Thus, her 

knowledge about herself is “entwined with [her] identity” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 53). 

Clandinin suggests that through thinking narratively about who we are and where we fit 

in “speaks to the nexus of a person’s personal practical knowledge, and the landscapes, 

past and present, on which a person lives . . .  a concept of stories to live by allows us to 

speak of the stories that each of us lives out and tells of who we are, and are becoming . 

. .  this highlights the multiplicity of each of our lives—lives lived out and told around 
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multiple plotlines” (p. 53). Her present vantage point is clearly influenced by a 

multiplicity of different factors.  

Ashley has uncovered that perceptions of her by significant others; parents, 

friends, peers and teachers, mattered to her. Because of this she did not want those 

people to see her as incapable in any sense, as she perceived a label of disability showed 

her to be. She felt those narratives of disability were fixed to her by significant others 

(Clandinin, 2013). By having others story her in these ways was immensely disturbing 

to her. Ashley was seeking to construct “preferred narratives” (Riessman, 2008, p. 7) 

about herself. Riessman suggests that our propensity with identity is “no longer viewed 

and given as ‘natural’, individuals must . . .  construct who they are and how they want 

to be known . . . in postmodern times, identities can be assembled and disassembled, 

accepted and contested.” (p. 7).  

Ashley’s key narrative of disassociation from her disability diagnosis, resulted 

from her multiplicity of experiences; having a sister with profound intellectual 

disability, perceptions of her by others, perceptions of herself, and her own disability 

experiences. Ashley is in Turner’s (1975) liminal space, a space of transition and 

transformation, where she stands on the threshold of a new landscape of experiences, 

moving across the limits of what she once was, into what she is going to be, but not yet 

knowing what that might be. 

Ashley talked about her early years in primary school where friendships were 

difficult because of her social issues and understanding people’s body language, and 

expression; Ashley recognised that her social skills appeared to limit her ability to 

engage with other children, particularly girls, and recalled with apprehension about how 

she could not easily interact and relate to others. Yet, she confided that she still had 

worries and concerns over how she acted in social situations, unsure if she was doing 

things subconsciously. Ashley identified giftedness as a person who was able to have so 

many friends and be able to go out and enjoy social situations, and not get stressed 

about it. However, she had agoraphobia and found going out and engaging socially 

outside her home and school, to be very stressful and anxiety provoking, so hinted at a 

problem with seeing herself as gifted. 

Ashley had a very strong stance on not wanting to be perceived by others as 

different and that it caused her to be afraid at being perceived as “not normal”: Ashley 
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saw being different to others and being perceived as not normal were in some ways 

assets, particularly with her artwork, as she talked about the possibility of having an art 

exhibition. This perception was woven through Ashley’s narrative as she sought to 

escape from the label of disability which she no longer believed assisted or supported 

her in the ways intended. She believed that the label gave teachers and support staff, the 

perception that she was incapable. 

Story constellation 4: Boomstick Focused Life History  

Introducing Boomstick 

Boomstick is a 10 years and one month old boy. He has a WISC-IV GAI of 132 

(administered at 8 years and 3 months). His disabilities include: ADHD; dyslexia and 

anxiety. His interests are art, particularly drawing; skateboarding; swimming, and 

playing on his gaming console and 

computer. 

Boomstick is from a middle-class 

family living in suburban Queensland, 

Australia. Their two-storey 

Queenslander-style home is set across 

from a sprawling parkland and bush area. 

For one of the interviews we sit at the 

family’s wooden dining table chatting 

amongst Boomstick’s array of portfolio 

items. For our subsequent interviews we alternate between sitting outside on the 

covered veranda to sitting on the leather sofa in the air-conditioned family lounge room. 

On each arrival at the family home I am greeted by Linda, Boomstick’s mum, who 

immediately made me feel at ease with her kind smile and welcoming gesture. Often 

followed closely by an old, black dog, which would sniff me with interest, I would 

follow Linda upstairs to the family area, and greet Boomstick, ready for our chat. 

Figure 5-12: Boomstick's dragon 

sketch 
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Boomstick’s assessments. 

Boomstick’s mother, Linda provided me with the following specialists’ reports: 

Guidance Officer’s Report (WISC-IV and WIAT-II); Psychometric assessment report 

from a psychologist; two paediatrician letters (Table 5-10). Further details of Boomstick’s 

assessments are in Appendix O. 

Table 5-10: Boomstick’s Specialist Diagnoses 

Diagnosing specialist Diagnosis 

School Guidance Officer “Core reasoning abilities in the high average to very superior 

range. Significant difficulties with Processing Speed and 

Working Memory” – aged 8 years, 3 months 

Psychologist  Phonological Dyslexia; ADHD-Predominantly Hyperactive-

Impulsive Type; anxiety – aged 8 years, 8 months 

Paediatrician “Some inattentive ADHD tendencies” – aged 10 years, 2 

months 

School Guidance Officer Report 

Boomstick had a WISC-IV assessment performed by a school guidance officer 

(permitted in Queensland - Department of Education & Training (DETE), 2014) 

including a WIAT-II assessment, aged 8 years, and 3 months (Table 5-11). The following 

are extracts from the guidance officer’s report: 

Table 5-11: Boomstick's WISC-IV assessment results 

Scale Sum of 

Scaled Scores 

Composite 

Score 

Percentile 

Rank 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Qualitative 

Descriptor 

Verbal 

Comprehension  

39 116 86 108-121 High Average 

Perceptual 

Reasoning 

48 137 99 127-140 Very 

Superior 

Working 

Memory 

20 86 18 80-94 Low Average 

Processing Speed  15 85 16 79-95 Low Average 

Full Scale (FSIQ) Not calculated 

GAI 132 

    

Boomstick worked quietly and systematically during the testing at all times, 

and persevered well when tasks became difficult. Although he was generally a 
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little slow and measured in his responses, he did display indicators of anxiety. 

After about 75 minutes of testing, Boomstick seemed to be tiring. When asked 

he said that his brain was “getting sore”. Boomstick’s unique set of thinking 

and reasoning abilities make his overall intellectual functioning difficult to 

summarise by a single score. His nonverbal reasoning abilities are much better 

developed than his verbal reasoning abilities, and both of these are much 

stronger than his abilities when asked to rapidly process routine visual material 

and to hold information in short term memory, because of this, it is best to 

consider his abilities in each of these discrete entities (see Appendix O for 

further details from this report). 

Details of Experience and Reflection on the Meaning 

In this section Boomstick tells me about his lived experiences through his own 

words with some reflection by him from time to time, on those experiences. 

I’d like to be like Superman. 

The long summer afternoon has a welcome interruption every time I enter 

Boomstick’s home - the air conditioner, thankfully cools my steaming body. I have been 

in and out of the car all morning and I’m grateful for the cold glasses of water that 

Linda offers me at each visit. I chat with Boomstick asking about what he’s been up to 

during the Australian Christmas holidays, which double as summer holidays, continuing 

for six weeks. He doesn’t tell me much, his shyness holds him back.  

I ask Boomstick what name he’s chosen for a pseudonym, he tells me 

emphatically, Boomstick. I watch a bit of YouTube sometimes and there’s a channel 

where this guy calls himself Boomstick, so I thought that would be an okay name . . .  he 

does [videos of] superheroes fighting each other . . . .I like watching superheroes fight 

because it’s cool. They all like have different super powers and it’s cool watching both 

types of super powers cross. Boomstick’s speech is unhurried, quiet and thoughtful. 

Being able to share something he’s interested in with me appears to be drawing him out. 

I get a sense of his keen imagination, I’d like to be like Superman . . .  and Superman 

really has a lot of powers because he can do a lot of stuff. Being stronger than anything 
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in the universe, only have one weakness, be able to fly, be invincible, laser vision, x-ray 

vison.  

We talk about the coming new school year and I ask what Boomstick’s looking 

forward to most of all about going back to school, I’m going to be in the school band 

this year. I’m learning percussion, we just playing music for the school and stuff. I only 

got to know at the end of last year that I’m going to be doing percussion. Some of [my 

friends] are in percussion, some of them like doing flute, the flute or trombone or 

something. Well everyone gets into band; they just get an instrument, so yeah. So what I 

thought I should play was the flute, percussion or saxophone, and I got into percussion 

which I really wanted to do. And then I realised that in Year 3, I actually did really well 

with the xylophone which is part of percussion. Oh, and soccer at school. I’m thinking 

about touch football, that’s good as well.  

I would have had a sister but she died. 

Boomstick tells me he is 10 years old and in Year 5 at a state school. When he 

pauses to think he makes sing song noises to fill the silence. He tells me it is a good 

school and it is the only school he has attended. I have two dogs. The subject of his pets 

seems engaging, I ask what the dogs’ names are, Lydia [pseudonym] and Gym 

[pseudonym]. The big one’s Gym the small one’s Lydia. We chat briefly about the two 

dogs, prior to moving on to talk about Boomstick’s family.  

Boomstick tells me he has a younger brother, I would have had a sister, but she 

died. Well, I wasn’t really alive then because she was older than me and she was only 

this small [indicates about 10 cm with hands]. When mum first told me about that I felt a 

bit sad and stuff, actually I don’t really tell many people. He takes a long pause and I 

thank him for telling me about his family. 

I ask about the kinds of things he likes to do after school and at the weekends, 

after school I like to play games, yeah, just play games. I play games off my iPod, like 

Minecraft. Boomstick talks, hesitatingly, deliberately, thinking as he goes, or I just 

watch YouTube. [At the weekends we] go out or we just have a lazy day and play games 

or watch movies and stuff. We chat about his favourite movies, such as the Hunger 

Games. He tells me they have a bucket list of things they are going to do in the current 

school holidays. Mum hands Boomstick the list from the kitchen and he tells me about 
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the things that are on there, Well we’ve already done two things. Mum interjects adding 

that they have already done four from their list. Boomstick corrects himself, four things 

really. We’ve gone to the city hall, skate park, drive-in and [university] He tells me they 

also watched a live soccer game, a couple of nights ago, he was not happy that his 

favourite local team lost the match. 

I have lots of friends. Boomstick does not elaborate, so I ask if he can tell me a 

little about them and the kinds of things they do together when he hangs out with them, 

Some of the friends that are outside of school, I don’t really get to see much at all now 

because some of them that I was friends with in Kindergarten, and we’ve been friends 

ever since, I haven’t really been seeing them much because they go to another school 

and  . . .  they haven’t really invited me over that much except for one of them I’ve been 

seeing him a few times, but nearly all of them, maybe the rest have all forgotten about 

me because they would have made friends at their school and they would have been 

having so much fun with their other friends that they would’ve forgotten. His speech 

ends with a long silence. 

The tablets inside of here help me listen in class. 

From his portfolio box, Boomstick picks up a weekly blue tablet dispenser, with 

each day of the week printed on the separate lids, a tablet rattles inside, Okay, it’s not 

much to say with this, the tablets inside of here help me listen in class. I have to take 

one twice a day, so one in the morning and one at lunch, at first break at school. If it’s 

not a school day I just have one a day. Mum gives the [school] office some tablets and 

they give me some there [at school]. Amongst the papers Linda handed me there’s a 

letter from Boomstick’s paediatrician, it is a summary from Boomstick’s paediatrician 

from a recent visit. It details how Boomstick is off his ADHD medication for the 

holidays but will resume with up to three tablets a day once school starts back. The 

paediatrician will then review Boomstick in another six months. “Your mum’s given me 

this letter; do you want to tell me a little bit about that?” I query handing the letter over 

to Boomstick. Well I have a paediatrician, I think its behaviour, yeah it is, he helps me 

with behaviour stuff, and just that I think . . . I’m okay, but at school with my 

medication, it’s sort of not as good. Because I’m so used to it, well, he [the 

paediatrician] said I’m so used to the tablet that my body just doesn’t really want to 

listen again . . .  In the morning before breakfast I take it and then at first break, after 
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first break. [I remember to go to the school office for it] I just do. It’s sort of like a daily 

process, every day I do it. So it’s just my instinct. [I’ve forgotten to go] a few times. [I 

don’t often notice I’ve forgotten] the office rings [the classroom] to say that I need to 

come up and get my tablet and sometimes I take it too late . . . because sometimes they 

realise after second break and by the time then it’s too late to take it. I have to take it at 

the exact time. [If I take it too late] I won’t really go to sleep [at night time] because it 

lasts from first break all the way to the end of school. That’s how long, yeah, in the 

morning it doesn’t really last as long for some reason. 

It’s a bit hard for me to read and write and listen sometimes. 

Boomstick moves to show me some more things from his portfolio box, this is 

Dragon [shows me a text to speech dictation software box and headphones with 

microphone]. I have my own laptop and I can speak into the headphones and it writes 

what I want into MS Word. I take my laptop to school as well, for writing and I use this 

as well. You have to train it, so it’s like How to Train Your Dragon! [the movie]. We 

laugh. He conveys that he takes his laptop to school every day to support him with 

doing his work. He proceeds to place the headphones back on the table. 

After a long pause Boomstick begins telling me a little more about his 

disabilities, how they show up rather than what they are called. I am intrigued because 

he can describe what impact they have on his daily experiences by telling me where 

they emerge, Reading, writing . . .  reading, writing, he repeats in a whisper as if telling 

himself that he has covered those two areas, whistling to himself he continues. Well, the 

full name of my disability is dyslexia . . . It’s a learning disability . . . it’s a bit hard for 

me to read and write, and listen, sometimes . . . something else would distract me and I 

should be listening to something important and I’m not completely focusing on what the 

teacher says. [The kinds of things that distract me are] noises around me . . .  just 

noises around me disturb me. At our school there are builders with jackhammers and 

stuff and they’re working away, and I look out at that and whenever there’s like a bird 

outside the door I would look at that as well . . .  And I have very bad eye contact.  

Boomstick’s speech speeds up at the end of his sentence, endeavouring to get his 

thoughts out before they disappear. As he says he has bad eye contact, he glances at me 

to see my reaction, I smile, I do not think he has bad eye contact, he just appears shy 

and reserved. I ask him why he says he has bad eye contact, because when I speak to 
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He can’t, keep a train of thought 

very well. With the medication he 

can be very different in his 

attentiveness and focus and things. 

He used to get in trouble a lot, 

because he was just seen as the 

distracted, larrikin, naughty boy 

and he used to spend a lot of lunch 

times outside the office finishing 

work off and things like that so. I 

beat myself up about that a lot 

because I used to encourage it 

because I could tell that he was 

bright, and I just thought he was 

being lazy or just not, you know 

even just then I said lazy as the 

first thing and it’s not that he is, 

it’s just he really can’t stay on a 

task for very long without a lot of 

help, even with homework  . . . I 

used to encourage teachers and 

say, ‘Yep, yep, you keep him in, 

you do whatever you want,’ and 

now I’m the complete opposite, 

like if I find out that they’ve kept 

him in, I’m just the parent you 

don’t want to know as a teacher, 

[laughs] . . . so my role’s as his 

advocate. 

some people I look away and stuff a bit. I just look at stuff, it’s hard to concentrate. I 

reassure him that I think he has got good eye contact with me and that it does not bother 

me anyway. I let him know that if he wants to look away and talk, that I do not mind at 

all. Well, I forgot to tell you that I’ve got like ADHD and dyslexia, so it’s two things. My 

disabilities have affected me with my reading and writing I think it is, and listening to 

the teacher, the teacher will be saying something important and I won’t be listening I’ll 

be fiddling around with something. [A specific time] was [in] Year 3 and I was sitting, 

well that time I was actually listening.  

I’d know I’d missed important information 

because I wouldn’t know what to do. Like in 

science, or English, I get told to write something 

and well, say it was art and making a . . . . 

Boomstick trails off and begins to suck air in 

through his teeth, again making the thinking 

noises, what was it? It was in art one time, I think 

we were making, paper whales, and the teacher 

had explained what to do and I was fiddling 

around with a piece of paper, and then when the 

teacher had said, ‘Start making the whales,’ I had 

sat there for four minutes and then I went up to the 

teacher and asked if I could have some help and 

she said, ‘No! You should have been listening!’ I 

think the teacher thought I wasn’t listening 

because I didn’t know what to do. It was meant to 

be very easy but I wasn’t listening, because 

everyone had finished pretty quickly and then [I 

felt] sad. I didn't get to do the activity. I was just 

sitting there waiting for them [the other children] to finish. When I went up to ask, she 

said that she wouldn’t help because I should have been listening and then she told me, 

‘Why don’t you watch someone else do it?’ So I watched someone else, just the person 

beside me. He appears sad at the memory of the experience.  
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For the first time ever he wanted 

to read his report card last year 

[Year 4]. He got hold of it before I 

really got to look at it myself and 

kind of figure out how I was 

gonna do it, I was driving the car 

and he ripped it open. What I 

wanted to do was look at it when 

we stopped but he’d already seen 

he got a ‘D’ for English. I wanted 

to cover up all of those grades and 

just look at his efforts because 

that’s where the big difference is 

from two years ago now, as where 

he had ‘Sound’ or ‘Developing’ 

effort, he’s now got ‘Very Good’ 

and ‘Excellent.’ I think that’s 

where I can say to him, ‘As long 

as you’re doing that, I’m happy. 

So long as you’re trying, I can’t 

complain,’ its things like that ‘D’ 

for English, apparently they have 

to give him a ‘D’ because he was 

accommodated for. That’s so 

wrong; it’s not that he doesn’t 

know the answers, if you asked 

him verbally or whatever. 

Disability means it’s hard for you to do something. 

I think that disability means it’s hard for you to do some something, that’s pretty 

much all I think. Boomstick moves on to tell me that his ADHD and dyslexia affect him 

every day, with my confidence and writing and reading. I’ll say a word sometimes and 

I’ll get it wrong which really annoys me. When it [the incorrect word] comes out, the 

person who I was talking to would have said ‘WHAT?’ or, ‘That doesn’t make sense.’ 

[One time] I was talking to [my brother] and I said something wrong and he said, 

‘What do you mean?’ and then he said, ‘Oh, because you said the word wrong before.’ I 

knew what I meant but he didn’t. [When I talk sometimes and to people I don’t know] I 

get really nervous and I’d sort of almost stop talking altogether. 

I don’t want them to think that I’m really dumb. 

I inquire if the other students at school are aware of Boomstick’s ADHD and 

dyslexia, he shakes his head, no, well not all of them just like one of my friends, know 

and that’s all, that’s the only person that knows, 

that’s my friend. I don’t think it’s important [for 

my friends to know] because I don’t really want 

them to think that I’m really dumb . . . because the 

last time I told someone, they went off telling their 

friends and I didn’t really feel very comfortable 

because they started teasing me. They came up to 

me and said, ‘Hey, you must be really dumb!’ and 

‘Hey look it’s the dumb boy!’ and stuff like that. 

I’d just met this person and so I thought it’d be 

okay if I told him and then he went off and told 

his friends. I just thought he’d keep it to himself. 

[I felt] unhappy [about it]. [Another time] there 

was this guy [from school] at the skate park, so 

whenever I went to the skate park they’d be there 

and they’d be teasing me. They’d call me names— 

‘dumb,’ ‘stupid,’ and ‘dumb arse.’ 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   156 

 

 

I’m usually behind most of the time. 

I take my laptop to school for writing sometimes. I take my laptop to school 

every day. [I’d] probably [use my laptop] about everyday but not like all day for 

reading and writing, part of the day. I’m still okay with [hand] writing. [If I have to 

copy something off the board] I’m usually behind most of the time, but if it’s just little 

things to copy down, I’m pretty much at the same stage as everyone but when it’s like a 

really long word, really long sentences, yeah I take a bit more time. [Sometimes] I get 

in trouble for taking a long time; the teacher makes me copy off someone else’s book. 

And also that’s bad for them because they have to wait until I finish with their book so 

they can use it, so we’re both sitting there and they’re waiting for me and I’m writing. I 

feel annoyed. They get annoyed at me, they tell me to, ‘Hurry up!’ and I say ‘I am, I’m 

going as fast as I can!’ And they say ‘Well it’s not fast enough!’ I had a lot of trouble 

finishing work because of all the distractions. It takes me a bit longer than others [to 

start my work]. I’m okay once I get started a bit until I get to the hard bits. [Then] I 

would sit there for about a minute and then it would be lunchtime by the time I had 

finished the answer and I’d have to go to the library. 

Sometimes I have to stay in at lunchtime to catch up, I’ll be sitting there writing 

and it takes me like the whole [lunch] break to do it because I have to go sit in the 

library and everyone’s like talking and playing games in there and it distracts me a lot, 

so I never really get it finished, and I have to do it [again] at second break as well and I 

never really finish it at second break. Then I have to do it the next day until I finish it. 

We have lunch first and then we go to the library and then the next break we’d have to 

do it if we didn’t finish it at first break. One time we were doing a maths test and I had 

to do it at lunch because everyone else had finished and I was the only one who wasn’t 

done.  

She would yell at me just because I hadn’t finished. 

Last year I didn’t really have to do anything at lunchtime because the teacher 

knew I had dyslexia and she would give me more help. She’d say, ‘If you need help, 

come out to me,’ but the year before last year [Year 3], the teacher would say, ‘You 

don’t need help. You’re going to be a big Year 4 next year, you shouldn’t need help!’ 

Which was weird because everyone in the class got help last year [in Year 4] if they 
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needed it but the year before last year [in Year 3] it was really weird. When I was in 

Year 3, I was diagnosed [with dyslexia] about a quarter way through the year. She [the 

teacher] should have given me more help and she shouldn’t have been so mean. She 

would yell at me just because I hadn’t finished something. I was just about to finish my 

sums and everyone else had finished  and it was almost lunchtime and everyone was 

having spare time, and I was just about to finish and she said ‘Boomstick, if you don’t 

finish it right now,’ lunch was thirty seconds away, and she said if I don’t finish it in 

thirty seconds I’ll have to stay in at lunch, and I didn’t really listen because I was 

concentrating hard enough, I was concentrating on my work and I’d finished when she 

stopped yelling at me and I said ‘I’m done!’ and she said ‘Oh.’ No praise for my work, 

or for finishing, just yelling. 

Sometimes I get scared at night . . . I was getting dreams about me failing 

everything. 

I get nightmares . . . Sometimes I get scared at night, sometimes I don’t. I was 

getting dreams about me failing everything at the end of the year. One dream, I was just 

sitting there [at school] and it was the start of the year, and I had just said one word to 

the teacher and she said I had failed straight away. Normally I fail English and I almost 

failed maths one time and that got me worried, because I don’t like failing. [I feel] sad 

and annoyed [when I fail subjects]. He paused, and got up to make a cup of tea, asking 

me if I would like one, “No thanks.” I replied. I wait patiently, until Boomstick returns 

carefully carrying his mug of hot tea back from the kitchen, placing it cautiously on the 

dining table where we sit having our chat. Boomstick sips his tea, as he swirls a drop of 

spilt tea with his finger on the plastic table mat as he talks—The teacher says what I 

need to do to get better marks but I’m still very close to getting bad marks. [The 

teacher] tells me to try harder! That’s really all she says, ‘Work harder and go better 

than you can go,’ and I can’t really go better than I am now, so that worries me. His 

finger traces a pattern of swirls and curves on the mat, dipping his finger in using the 

drop to trace more patterns on the plastic place mat, lifting his finger to raise up the 

liquid with the surface tension, as he talks. We talk about school grades and Boomstick 

tells me he gets grades like, normally around B+ or C+ or B-. Maths is okay, I normally 

get a D for English—But for effort I get ‘Excellent’ and ‘Very Good’. For English well, 

wasn’t like a ‘Very Good’, wasn’t an ‘Excellent’. No matter I just got either one of 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   158 

 

 

Grade 1 and 2 where the worst, 

where he really did believe he was 

stupid and he was always in the 

bottom reading group and he was 

always teamed up with kids who 

had English as second language or 

Asperger’s or whatever, and inside 

he was this really bright little boy, 

but he was being pushed into this 

kind of group. 

them, for all of my grades were fine. But I still have to work on my English. They also 

know I’m doing well in English because I’m writing very good sentences most of the 

time. [I’m] Not very good at all [with punctuation and grammar], like I can recognise a 

verb and a noun, and I don’t think I can recognise an adjective, yeah, all I can really 

recognise is a verb and a noun, or an adverb or a pronoun. [The teacher helps me] like 

if I don’t understand a word or sentence, I’ll go ask what it means and she’ll explain to 

me. I don’t do very well in them [spelling tests]. At school last year we had a spelling 

test, I was in the low group and then there’d be a high group of spelling and I was in the 

low group, which was easy, I kept getting 10 out of 10. [I felt] really good. [Before that 

I went] bad! [Before I was in the low group] I would get seven out of twenty. 

He picks up a handful of medals from his portfolio box, the gold, silver and 

bronze metals glint in the light. Some of these are from swimming  . . . I don’t really 

display them I just like put them in my room hanging up somewhere and these are 

swimming as well and I did a kids triathlon. I pretty much do it every year. . . bike 

riding, swimming and running. He has three years of sporting medals in his hand, he 

turns them over showing me the etched images on the front and back of each one, I 

enjoy sports and art and music, I just like that I just get really good marks for sport . . . 

I go okay with the other subjects I guess. 

I didn’t really have good help after I was diagnosed. 

We talk about the kind of support he has received at school to help with 

dyslexia, he tells me that I only got diagnosed two years ago. So I didn't really have 

good help after I got diagnosed. But last year was okay. [The year before, in Year 3] I 

was sitting there and then I would ask for help, and the teacher wouldn’t give me any. I 

didn't understand it and asked for help, and the teacher wouldn’t give me any. I just 

went up to the teacher and asked for help, and she 

said, ‘Oh you shouldn’t because you’re going to 

be a big grade 4’er next year.’ And she was rude. 

[When] I was in grade 4 we got help. And the 

teacher in Year 3 was only new one. [In Year 3 I 

felt] sad, like I would fail everything. I didn’t see a 

way out of that, not until Year 4. I’m nervous 

about going into Year 5 this year because [having a] new teachers mean they need to 
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learn as well and a whole year isn’t enough time really to learn about dyslexia. They 

need to pretty much learn a lot of ways to help and a whole year wouldn’t be enough 

time to get to learn all about it . . . If she had known everything by the start of the year, 

that would have been way better. I got a bit frustrated because I barely got any help. At 

the start of the year, [Year 4] I didn't really get much help. But then when the year went 

on, the help started improving. And I started getting more help. 

They beat me up again, about three more times! 

We chat about friends at school and he tells me that no one sticks up for him 

when he needs it, even though he stuck up for one of his friends once, when I am getting 

bullied no one comes and I’ve been helping people but they don’t help me back! A few 

times in Year 2, I got beat up and once in Year 1, I got beat up. I was just walking 

around [at lunchtime] and two people from Year 3 had come up and started punching 

me, kicking me. At a different time, one of the class bullies [from my class] come up and 

kicked me, and no one had come to help. [I was hurt], one of my friends had walked by 

and just didn’t care and I had sticked [sic] up for them and they didn’t stick up for me 

because they didn’t want to get beaten up as well. The teacher had given the two boys 

time-outs and [the teacher] was ashamed that my friend had just walked by, so my friend 

got a time-out as well for just walking by. [After that] they were still the same, they beat 

me up again about three times more. In Year 1, I got kicked and then Year 2, I got beat 

up a few times. [In Year 3] I was fine then because I was like really good on computers 

and people would come up to me and ask for help with the computer, so I was okay then 

and last year [in Year 4], I was okay as well. I’m interested as to why Boomstick felt 

that being good on the computer was an insulation against the bullying—they had 

stopped beating me up because I had helped them on the computer and [they] thought I 

was pretty nice. I ask why he thought that they had targeted him before and beaten him 

up—Well bullies really just do it for fun, so that’s why I thought they beat me up. 

Boomstick continues to gaze at the table, carefully tracing the spilt tea around the mat.  

I just think they don’t understand it because they haven’t heard of it and they 

just don’t really understand much . . . about dyslexia and ADHD and stuff. [To make 

people understand better, it would be good to] ask the teacher if they can tell everyone 

what it’s about. The teacher tried to do that last year but no one really understanded 

[sic] it at all and I did as well but they still didn’t understand. She said it’s just a 
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learning disability that’s all, and I told them all about it and they still didn’t 

understand. [I just told] just a few people [not the whole class] that wanted to know but 

they still didn’t understand. They came and asked me about it. They’re like, ‘I still don’t 

understand I think I should stop asking because it’s too confusing.’ They said it was 

confusing because they don’t know how they could like help in any sort of way at all, so 

that got a bit confusing with them. They didn’t really want to know, they still didn’t 

understand, so they just left it there but I thought that was fine because at least they 

tried. 

I feel sort of left out because no one understands me. 

I don’t think that anyone can understand me at all because I’ve got dyslexia and 

that makes me feel that no one will ever understand me. I’m just this person that isn’t 

understood, I feel like where I’m going I’ll never be understood because no one 

understands me, I feel sort of left out because no one understands me. Nobody really 

cares if I could tell them what I mean. But no one really cares about that stuff. He talks 

quietly in a low voice—Except for one of my friends at school, everyone who I try and 

make them understand they just don’t care, they’re just like ‘Oh, yeah whatever!’ It’s 

annoying. It’s important to me that other people understand me because if they can 

understand me they can know me better. Teachers understand me a bit. Well my teacher 

last year and few other teachers from the [learning support building], they understand 

me and they help me in ways and they encourage me. They just help me with learning . . 

.  I think I have bad memory. I think that comes out of my ADHD or it’s just my 

dyslexia. I can forget lots of things, and then the next day I’ll remember! I’ve done Lego 

so much and I’ve played Minecraft so much that I know a lot about it. So yeah I 

remember about those. But I don’t remember my time tables very well. 

The new teacher was good. 

If all the teachers knew about dyslexia and if all the teachers were nicer, they 

normally shout at you and they’re very strict. In Year 1, I was doing my work everyone 

was handing their work in, as the teacher was marking it,  it was at break [time], I was 

sitting in, watching everyone hand in their books, for the teacher to mark and got 

distracted because at the time I had wobbly tooth. So I was sort of wobbling it and 

turning it I just turned it around, kept turning it around [trying to make it come out]. 
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Figure 5-13: Boomstick's 'Roald Dahl Portrait 

Character' 

The teacher yelled at me because I was so distracted with my tooth, that she yelled at 

me. The last time she had yelled at me she was pregnant and she got kicked [by the 

baby] after she yelled at me once. So she was like, ‘Ouch,’ and I’m like, ‘Yes!’ She 

yelled, ‘Do your work!’ And then the baby kicked her. When I had my wobbly tooth she 

yelled at me, ‘Do your work or you can stay in for the whole of [lunch] break!’ I ask 

Boomstick what he means by yelling and he gives me a verbal demonstration of a loud, 

angry, impatient voice—‘Boomstick, do your work! That but in like sort of grumpy 

voice and more louder. It makes me feel frustrated. After the last time she yelled at me, 

when she was pregnant, she stopped yelling at me, because I knew she knew that if she 

yelled again she would get hurt, the baby will kick her again. So that was good and 

when she went in hospital [having the baby] we had a new teacher and she [the other 

teacher] never came back to the school ever since! The new teacher was good. She left 

the school, after two years. 

I ask how Boomstick believes that teachers should be made aware of dyslexia, 

Well, probably even before they come to school. You know how people go to uni. 

[university/college] they get taught stuff, I think before they come to the school and they 

should get taught about dyslexia. I’m sure mum was saying that they do know. One of 

the teachers at school, she knows a lot and I 

didn’t get her this year. I’m like, ‘Please get her, 

please get her, please get her!’ And they were 

like ‘Nah.’ I don’t know [why I didn’t get her]. I 

don’t know, but ‘Nope!’ I think she would have 

loved it because I’m dyslexic and she knows a lot 

about dyslexia, she’d be happy to have me in the 

class because she’d know how to help me more.  

I like drawing things, most of my 

drawings are pretty good. 

Boomstick shows me a black hard-bound 

sketchbook, flicking through the pages I’m 

intrigued as I glimpse the pen and pencil sketches he’s drawn, My sketchbook,  
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Figure 5-14: Boomstick’s landscape 

drawing with coloured pencil 

the first time we ever got told to draw something I drew this. Showing me his pencil 

drawing of a dragon—everyone else in the class thought it was really good. I thought I 

would do was there was these two dragons around a cup looked at the cup, the bottom 

of the cup, it was like a wine cup and I drew the legs as the bottom of that and then I 

just drew. I just thought up the rest of the body and that’s what it came out as and then I 

thought I’d draw that in as well. He indicated a dragon coming out from the side on 

drawing. He’s speaking confidently and happily sharing his sketches. I ask if he likes art 

- Yeah, it’s sort of in my element. He says, flicking through the sketchbook, locating 

further drawings to present to me. I like drawing things most of my drawings are pretty 

good. I started to draw these random things, then I drew some of these [shows me some 

bug sketches], that’s when I started listening to the Percy Jackson books. Then they got 

better as I drew.  He showed me the different stages of drawing scenery and landscapes, 

permeated with sketches of faces and figures. Then I got to the stage where I was 

drawing really well in class and I would be drawing a lot then. [I do my drawings in] 

free time, spare time [at school].  

Boomstick told me about his coloured pencil landscape drawing which he did at 

school - We had to draw sort of like a town. Not really much is going on there. I drew 

the hills and the houses and the water with the 

boat. He spent some time going through his 

drawings, chatting happily about them as he 

flicked through the sketchbook. There’s an array 

of create images, from what he says he has a very 

fertile imagination. He shows me a portrait he 

painted in mixed media—It was a Roald Dahl 

character that I created with water paints.  

My favourite subjects at school are sport, 

art and music and science. I like singing and 

singing along to songs. So that’s mainly things I 

like about music and then I already told you 

about sports and I think you might know why I 

like art because I showed you my art book. This 

is my other art book. He tells me. It’s a small one. He presented me with an A5 size, 

black spiral bound book to look at from his portfolio box items. This is a home one, the 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   163 

 

 

other one’s a school one. He began to turn the pages showing various drawings on the 

white cartridge paper. Faces, I have two for home and one at school. I prefer pen 

because I think it’s more smoother but then when I make a mistake it’s sort of okay and 

then it’s not. One night I got really afraid of monsters so dad told me to draw these 

monsters, [it helped] a bit because right after that dad said, ‘Monsters aren’t real 

there’s nothing to be afraid of.’ But I still get nervous, and that’s all of that book. 

I just don’t see myself as gifted. 

Giftedness doesn’t really mean much to me. All I think the word gifted means to 

me is you’re special. You have like a special personality or you’re like really good at 

something, or you can do things that no one else can, like high jump. You can jump like 

five metres. You have some people who use the sticks for high jump, maybe you could 

jump that high without a stick thing, that’s what I think special is or you’re really tall. I 

ask if he sees himself as being gifted and he tells me unequivocally, No, not really. I 

don’t know why not. I just don’t see myself as gifted. At our school there isn’t really 

anyone that is gifted.  

My drawings are sort of gifted, but I wish I could draw a bit better! Well my 

drawings look really good that’s what I think. My sketching isn’t that good, but I have 

drawn pretty cool things. [Other people] think it’s good. [But teachers at school] say I 

could improve them. Yeah, but I said I did really well, they’re like, ‘You can still 

improve!’ It’s so annoying. Which is really annoying, because I do really well, they just 

say I can improve. I think it means that they don’t think my drawings are very good. 

Once I did get my drawing displayed up at the office. But that was once, the year before 

last [Year 3]. It wasn’t really a drawing it was sort of just art . . .  My running that’s 

good as well. I’m a very fast runner. I’m the fastest in my grade. But some people still 

think I’m not fastest because I can only run fastest on the short distance. Or I am fastest 

in my class but I’m not sure about this year. 

I ask if it is important to Boomstick to be good at something, Yeah, and I’m also 

gifted in swimming. So I’m not really very gifted. People tell me, ‘Boomstick, you’re 

good at this,’ and stuff. It makes me feel gifted. It’s all just like a normal day for me. 

Some days I do well, some days I won’t . . .  normal, normal day. 
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I struggle in work and I get in trouble. 

Boomstick showed me some of his work in his writing book, a two-page story 

from history lessons on The First Fleet which he’s written very neatly. I didn’t really 

enjoy writing it. It was boring we’d have to sit there for about an hour writing and that 

makes me bored. I’d rather be drawing! I started writing really neatly, I don’t know 

how I learnt. It takes me a long time [to write] if I struggle. I have to struggle to write 

sometimes I do, on bad days I think. When I have a bad day I’ll be very tired, I can 

barely be listening to the teacher, I struggle in work and I get in trouble. I get in trouble 

for not doing my work. I just sit there. The teacher tells me off, she says, ‘Do your work, 

Boomstick otherwise you’ll have to do it at lunchtime!’ I have a bad day every two days 

or nearly every day of the week. For two weeks I had bad days, I didn’t complete my 

maths test until the end of week, I started it on Monday, it took me the whole week for 

some reason. The other kids finished two days before me.  

Not every day is a bad day at school. The days I have sports, I will be wide 

awake and I’ll be doing well, which is weird because every single one of those days I 

feel up and excited, for the whole year it’s been like that. I had speech pathologist so I’d 

miss out on a bit of school in the morning but I wouldn’t miss out on sport which was 

good. Sport’s in the morning, so we’d just finish [with the speech pathologist] before 

sports. But then it changed up a bit so it was every two weeks we got to have got sports. 

I just feel excited [when I have sports] for some reason. 

Looking forward. 

We talk about where Boomstick sees himself going in the future, I would either 

be an inventor or a cop [police officer], one of the two. The only reason I want to be a 

cop is you get to wear bullet proof vests and you get to use guns. I would invent hover-

boards, cars that could fly, all those sort of things and for the hover-board you’d have 

to have magnetic shoes because when you on a hover-board you can fall off easier than 

a normal skateboard, so you’d be able to go up walls and do a back flip and land. The 

cool things about hover-boards, is you can go over water. So that’s why I’m also willing 

to invent a hovering car, because then it can hover over water. I have a very weird mind 

because I can’t think of very many things, then I think of many things to invent. No one 

else has a mind like mine no one’s the same as me.  
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Analysis of Narrative: Review of Boomstick’s Story 

This section briefly explores the main parts of Boomstick’s narrative to begin to 

understand his lived experiences.  

Boomstick saw having dyslexia and ADHD as the reason why he failed English, 

where the teacher seemed to view his failure in terms of him not trying hard enough. 

Whereas he believed he was trying as hard as he could but still failing. This caused him 

further anxiety because he was not clear how to improve, and he perceived that there 

was an expectation from his teacher that he would “always” fail in English due to his 

support requirements. 

Boomstick’s adjustments in the classroom were text to speech software and his 

laptop. He was already concerned at standing out and being perceived as being different 

to his peers. Despite this support, he talked about the worries and bad dreams he had 

about failing at school and getting poor grades. He believed he was trying as hard as he 

could at school but still was not receiving high grades, and in English he was still failing 

with a D grade on his report. He recounted how other students commented that it was 

not fair that he was able to use adjustments when they had to write.  

Boomstick did not appear to have the personality trait of dispositional optimism 

(Major, 2006), as he perceived that no matter what he did or how hard he tried, he was 

still going to fail. This suggests that he believed that his academic achievements were 

guided by external forces, such as the teacher believing he needed to try harder. 

Boomstick’s experiences of academic failure, and negative beliefs about his own 

abilities, affected his self-esteem; his confidence in his own abilities to achieve 

academically and not fail at school was very low. These beliefs affected Boomstick’s 

attitude and behaviour towards school, learning, and belief in his own abilities. This 

lack of confidence, and external forces impacting on his achievement, meant that his 

coping mechanisms were greatly affected, leaving him further stressed and anxious, so 

much so that he was having nightmares relating to school failure. 

As a result of his experiences, Boomstick no longer believed that his hard work 

was going to be rewarded. He was beginning to see, without necessarily recognising it, 

that that there existed status differences in his classroom. As a result of his belief about 

his academic outcomes being beyond his control, and his growing awareness about 
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status differences, Boomstick was beginning to feel the effects of being part of a 

stigmatised group. Boomstick was being penalised in his grades, for having disability 

adjustments. His teacher perceived that this meant he should always receive a D grade 

in the academic area where he needed most support—English. In actuality, his 

adjustments meant he should have been able to access the curriculum “on the same basis 

as” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005, p. 13) other children without his disability 

support needs. These adjustments did not present him with academic advantage which 

his teacher perceived they did. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I outlined four of the participants’ story constellation centring 

around each child’s focused life history (Seidman, 2006) placing the individuals’ 

experiences in context through introducing the child. The second part of each narrative 

focused on the details of experience, and reflection on the meaning (Seidman, 2006) 

further focusing on concrete details regarding their experiences with some personal 

reflection on those. Finally, at the end of each participant’s narrative I have presented a 

brief analysis of narrative (after Polkinghorne), to begin to examine the children’s 

stories through their experiences in and outside school, and how this may hold meaning 

on an individual basis. I began to make intellectual and emotional connections with the 

lived experiences of twice exceptionality, experiences of being less-abled and 

experiences of being more-abled through these story constellations.  

 

The next chapter presents the subsequent four participants’ narratives: Harry, 

Anny, Buster and Bob. In Chapters 7 and 8, the story constellation plotlines will be 

examined across the stories using narrative analysis. 
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Chapter 6: Story Constellations - Harry, Anny, Buster and Bob 

Chapter synopsis 

This chapter continues from Chapter 5 with the presentation of the children’s 

story constellations. Here I present the next four participants’ stories: Harry, Anny, 

Buster and Bob. These are presented as paired narratives of: Children’s Stories/Stories 

of Children. The Children’s Stories are those that the children related to me during the 

interviews, using their own words and some interpretation and reflection by them, in 

this way privileging their voices. The Stories of Children are told by their parents, 

through their voices in the text boxes from the parent interviews, with some reflection. 

The Stories of Children are also told by me throughout the constellations, where I add 

my thoughts, reflections and brief analysis. 

A note on Chapter 6. 

Due to the nature of narrative and presenting coherent stories, this chapter is 

long but necessary in giving a voice to the children and privileging their stories of lived 

experience, one of the aims of this study. Unless otherwise stated the word in regular 

font are mine, the words in italics are the children’s, and the word in text boxes are their 

parents. 

Story constellation 5: Harry’s Focused Life History 

Introducing Harry 

Harry is 15 years and 10 months old at the time of our interviews. He had a 

WISC-III assessment when he was six years and 

one month old, which showed an FSIQ of 

135. He has Asperger’s Syndrome as 

identified in the DSM-IV, (now termed ASD 

in the DSM-5); fine motor skill issues; poor 

coordination and anxiety. His interests 

include Yu-Gi-Oh, computer games, writing 

short stories and reading fiction, his areas of 

strength are mathematics and science. Harry lives 
Figure 6-1: Harry's Treasured Cuddly 

Toys 
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in a quiet leafy, middle-class suburb in Queensland, Australia, with his younger brother, 

who also has autism, his mum, Skye, and dad, Jon, and their pet dog. His parents are 

both teachers at two local high schools. 

I had exchanged many emails with Harry’s dad, Jon, over the last five months 

but we had not met face-to-face before. We’d chatted once on the phone—when I think 

I had inadvertently woken him up—endeavouring to coordinate some mutually suitable 

times for our interviews. Throughout these initial interactions, Jon had been very 

accommodating and keen for Harry to participate in the study. His enthusiasm for my 

study, despite our diary-synchronization issues, was very encouraging.  

Harry’s assessments.  

Harry’s dad, Jon, provided me with the following specialists’ reports: a guidance 

officer’s report (WISC-III); a psychologist’s report; and a physiotherapist’s report. 

Table 6-1 shows a summary of these assessments and resulting diagnoses. Further 

details of Harry’s assessments are in Appendix P. 

Table 6-1: Harry’s specialists’ diagnoses 

Diagnosing specialist Diagnoses 

Guidance Officer “His FSIQ falls within the Very Superior range of 

abilities.” – aged 6 years, 1 month 

Psychologist Asperger’s Syndrome – aged 8 years, 0 months. 

Physiotherapist “Strength and balance below average”; issues with 

proprioception (sense of movements and positions of one’s 

body in space) – aged 9 years, 8 months. 

School Guidance Officer Report. 

Harry had a WISC-III performed by a school Guidance Officer (permitted in 

Queensland), at age 6 years, and 1 month (see Table 6-2). The following presents 

extracts from this report and from the psychologist’s report (aged 8 years) which 

complements this assessment; 

Harry was happy to participate in the assessment and it was easy to establish a 

rapport with him. He commented that he was the smartest kid in the world. He 

was very mature in his speech and was able to hold a conversation. He was very 

interested in the assessment but was curious to read all the information around 
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the room and to discuss what some signs meant. He seemed to tire easily and his 

poor fine motor skills were especially evident in the Coding subtest. At times he 

appeared restless and lost concentration but he continued with the subtests (see 

Appendix P for further extracts from the report).  

Table 6-2: Harry's WISC-III report, aged 6 years, 1 month 

Scale Sum of 

Scaled 

Scores 

Composite 

Score 

Percentile 

Rank 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval 

Qualitative 

Descriptor 

Verbal  81 137 99 12-141 Very 

Superior 

Performance 71 129 97 118-134 Superior 

Full Scale (FSIQ) 152 135 99 128-139 Very 

Superior 

Details of Experience and Reflection on the Meaning 

In this section I tell of Harry’s lived experiences using his own words. 

Anonymous. 

For each interview I padded down the driveway, encountering the wooden steps 

leading up to the front door of Harry’s home. The door always opened to reveal their 

large hairy dog, zealously trying to see through the screen door who was visiting. Jon’s 

smiling face always greeted me warmly. There was the distraction of the friendly dog 

brushing against my legs. As I would walk into the living area I would bend down and 

pat the dog. Harry was not usually too far away, expecting me and already having 

assembled items from his portfolio box on the wooden dining table. We sat for each 

interview at the family dining table adjacent to the open kitchen. Jon joined us for the 

first interview, but eventually left us to ourselves, once Harry appeared to be 

comfortable with the process. 

Harry had difficulty deciding on a pseudonym and initially wanted to be known 

as Anonymous, until I advised him about the importance of names in narratives, linking 

it to his love for fictional reading and writing, I suggested that he might like to choose a 

name to represent himself to the readers. We left it until the final interview, where he 

advised me that he was going to get his dad to pick a name for him. Jon suggested 

Harry, after his love of the Harry Potter book series. 
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The unfairness is that kids with 

Asperger’s when something 

happens to them, they respond in 

high level ways. Responding in 

high level ways, gets them in 

trouble. Like for example, I 

remember he’s sitting there on a 

computer somewhere putting in 

his password. A kid’s standing 

behind him leans over, he’s put his 

password in with one hand and 

he’s got a pair of scissors in his 

other hand [that he’d been using] . 

. . the kid leans over and says ‘I’ve 

seen your password now, I’m 

going to get on and get you in 

trouble’. So, Harry turns around 

and he punched the kid in the face, 

he had the scissors in his hand, 

and the scissors went across here 

[motions on face with hand]. It 

was him not even thinking about 

that, just responding in a high 

level way, an angry way, to 

something that happened, that was 

when he was younger. So that was 

an incident where he got into more 

trouble than the actual instigator, 

even though the instigator said and 

did something that was really 

mean. 

I would describe myself as rather curious. 

I would describe myself as rather tall, and intelligent but unmotivated and completely 

lacking in discipline most of the time, but friendly a bit friendly . . .  rather friendly 

actually, I don’t mind how friendly people, think I was  . . .  I don’t really like being 

rude. I would also describe myself as rather curious, having a  fluctuative [sic] 

emotional state, and also having a fairly . . . 

difficult time of speaking  . . .  I mean . . .  it’s not 

that easy for me to put my thoughts into words that 

much, and, I don’t really talk all that much with 

other people . . . also I have some difficulty in 

making friends a bit. He seems to have a very 

perceptive self-understanding. 

When people bully me, I can tell 

someone about it. 

I go to rather a big [State] school, it’s 

basically a good school and the teachers are nice. 

My dad’s a teacher there  . . . often [that’s] good 

because when people bully me, I can tell someone 

about it . . . when people bully me I usually tell my 

dad or a teacher and the bullies get in trouble . . . I 

am eager to learn more but Harry is hesitant to 

share the information, I . . . I’d like to not say if 

that’s alright? “Of course!” I say, feeling that I 

have caused him discomfort. I change the subject 

and ask if he can tell me about some of the things he likes about school—It’s a clean 

school and most of the students there are good, aside from the people who do bullying, 

and everyone gets a laptop! I like biology a bit . . . The good thing about biology is that 

I get to learn about animals  . . .  I know about what kind of things they are . . .  I 

suppose my favourite type of animal is bugs maybe, certain insects, I like ants they’re 

small and rather good. 
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Everyone knows that Harry has 

this strange textual and 

pathological fear of fruit. Can’t 

stand the texture, he can’t stand 

the smell, won’t go near it, won’t 

eat it. And the teacher who’s 

supported him did a lot work with 

him about getting him to hold fruit 

and getting used to it.  Still doesn’t 

help now, because that’s years 

ago. He has a healthy scream, in 

grade 7 at school, he opened his 

[desk] tray and someone’s put 

fruit in his tray. You know mean 

stuff! It doesn’t need to be done. 

He let out a scream like no one’s 

business and everyone in the 

classroom got a bit of a shock. So 

Harry gets in trouble for that. But 

the kids who do those mean 

things, they never found out who 

it was, they don’t get the same 

kind of [reprimand] . . .  even the 

really mean kids, those really 

mean events, I don’t want to talk 

about those, but that really mean 

kid, he got school captain or 

school leader  . . .  You know kids 

do really, really mean stuff. And 

Harry’s just trying to fit in  . . .  I 

think that that’s the biggest 

problem still. 
 

I like writing stories. 

I’m more Asperger’s than Autism, very high-functioning Asperger’s apparently . 

. . I’m 15 turning 16 next year. I like playing video games, having showers, going on the 

Internet, reading, as well as playing card games. I like to read fan fiction—it’s based off 

someone else’s fiction. I like writing stuff and thinking, imagining things, watching TV 

shows . . . I like writing stories . . . I write stories with certain original universes, 

sometimes set in original theories that I think up. [I’m in] grade 11, in between 11 and 

12 actually, I’m having three years for grade 11 and 12 . . . this year’s the second year, 

next year will be the last year . . . I like [doing it 

over three years].  

I ask about Harry’s family—Well, my little 

brother also has Asperger’s, he’s  . . . very hard 

to please I think . . . sometimes tries to control 

everything . . . he’s nice though. My dad, he’s 

nice but he can get angry at my little brother 

because he always argues about which one is 

right and I always have to go and say ‘Calm 

down’, stuff like that to them. My mum sometimes 

argues. My mum’s nice but she sometimes gets 

angry at my dad as well but that’s not really 

because of anything  . . .  I don’t know why. And 

the dog . . .  he’s really nice and friendly and likes 

cheese a lot! We laugh, Harry queries his dad as 

to why we are laughing, he tries to explain but 

motions to Harry to move on. [I spend a lot of 

time] with my grandparents on my mum’s side . . . 

they’re . . .  grand and . . . they’re nice people, 

they like watching TV and reading the newspaper 

and my Grandma likes playing Mah-jong, while my Poppy is a trombone player and 

he’s a bit silly . . . he also likes playing cards, we play different card games with my 

Poppy but sometimes we play cribbage.  
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Now the saddest thing I think from 

a perspective of being a parent that 

sees him at the school, he’s a very, 

very quiet, well-mannered boy 

who just likes to be by himself. 

And he’s not lonely, he’s just 

alone, he’s alone in his own little 

world that he likes and sometimes 

kids, purely because he’s different, 

they’ll just give him a bit of stick 

about it . . .  or they’ll do 

something they know he doesn’t 

like. That happened a lot all the 

way through, all he wanted was to 

just be left alone and others not to 

bother him  . . .  leave him alone 

and let him do his thing. Because 

they knew he didn't like fruit, they 

put fruit in his tray, those sorts of 

things.  Just mean things that 

didn’t need to be done! He’s 

definitely a bit more 

understanding, I think, there’s a 

stage where they grow into 

understanding about themselves a 

bit more. 

 

I don’t have friends really. 

I don’t really have that many friends, I just sometimes talk to people over the 

Internet but that’s all, I don’t have friends really. [Over the Internet] we just talk about 

serious stuff and play games sometimes . . . Harry shuffles in his seat and yawns, I ask if 

he’d like to take a break. I’m aware it’s easy for me to become focused on the interview 

and not Harry’s current needs; he assures me he’s keen to continue. I’m just a bit 

nervous though. I assure him I am too and tell him of my anxiety, “That’s alright,” I 

say, acutely sensitive to his dilemma, “Me too! I’m a bit shy . . . meeting new people, 

going to new places; perhaps turning down the wrong road . . .  makes me a bit nervous. 

So we can be nervous together!” I assure him. He smiles a faint smile and seems 

bolstered by me confiding my nervousness too.  

I have to work hard to move my hands. 

Harry continues more confidently and 

unhesitatingly, to tell me about his disabilities—I 

have both Asperger’s Syndrome and low muscle 

tone. The Asperger’s Syndrome causes me socially, 

to be not really good at social things but it lets me 

focus on one thing really, really, really easily, and I 

can’t really do other things while I’m focusing on 

that one thing because that other thing will become 

the thing that I’m focused on. Also, the low muscle 

tone makes my hands shake a lot  . . .  it means I 

have to work hard to move my hands, sometimes I 

feel tired. I find it hard to talk to people  . . .  I might 

be able to tell that I’m not paying attention to other 

people’s feelings by the looks on their faces and by 

how they react and act around other people, 

sometimes I don’t pay attention to how other people 

think . . .  Also find it difficult to hold onto stuff a lot 

of the time without spilling it at least, or dropping it. I’m pretty good at typing; I can 

touch type rather fast 
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I’m rather good at focusing on one thing, no matter what happens. He seems 

more relaxed and comfortable with me and how the interview’s progressing. Sometimes 

people have treated me badly because of my disabilities . . .  yeah but I don’t exactly 

remember those exact times, and if I would I wouldn’t want to say. Jon asks, “You want 

to talk about the fruit times?” Harry answers an emphatic No!  

It’s very hard for me to talk to people. 

It’s hard for other people to understand why I can’t act and talk with people all 

that much. Which is another thing about my disabilities [and if I had to explain my 

disabilities to someone] I would say that it’s very hard for me to talk to people and to 

pay attention to people. Firstly, because it’s hard not to drop fragile things. I feel 

worried when I find things broken, I don’t want them to break and hurt me or something 

like that. Like sometimes I’ve done with glasses and things like that . . .  sometimes I 

hurt myself with them . . . I stepped on a broken piece of glass that I accidentally broke 

as well, and sliced my finger once or twice. 

At lunch time I tend to read books down at the unit. 

Teachers at school are nice, yes they’re nice! They help me; they’re friendly at 

times to me, and other things I can’t really remember. I try to draw out some further 

information but Harry’s reluctant to talk further about his teachers.  

I seek to learn more about his school day and ask about what he likes to do at 

lunch time—At lunch time I usually stay down and tend to read books down at the Unit, 

read books or other things down at the special education unit. That’s more a place 

where people are gifted like me or mentally disabled. Mostly those who are mentally 

disabled are helped with things and there’s a small eating area outside, which I usually 

eat at and sit at the table where I can do stuff. There’s quite a few people who work in 

there, sometimes [they come to classes with me], they help me by allowing me to focus 

on work and simply remind me to do work because I may need reminding that I need to 

do work . . . I don’t really tell most people about me having a disability because I don’t 

feel like it, I like to keep it to myself . . .  I would define disability as the lack of an 

ability, the lack of one or two abilities that are not essential but that people usually 

have. 
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I think I’m actually too unmotivated to actually use that giftedness. 

I ask about what the word gifted might mean to Harry—Gifted means to me 

being born with the ability to learn faster and better than other people. But also there 

are other kinds of gifted, there’s gifted in intelligence, gifted in learning, and gifted in a 

variety of other things. To me it also means being born naturally above other people but 

not really, but I don’t mean any offence by that or anything because it may sound a little 

bit arrogant or something. So, all I’m saying is that gifted people were born with the 

ability to be better than other people at certain areas. They aren’t better than other 

people, may not be better than other people at other areas but at some areas they will 

be. I ask if Harry views himself as being gifted, after a long deliberating pause, he 

replies—I think that I would say maybe. But other people tell me that I am gifted 

because of how smart I am but I think I am simply too unmotivated to actually use that 

giftedness completely properly. Also [about] being unmotivated, being gifted is maybe a 

reason why I’m unmotivated because at times I get arrogant and believe I can complete 

things without having to work that hard . . .  Most people don’t see giftedness badly; 

[they] don’t react to it.”  

I think I need to work harder to get better marks. 

We move on to talk more about school and school grades—I feel I do really well 

at school. I don’t really care about anyone else’s opinions of me and how I do at school. 

Over the last few years [I haven’t done so well at school], in most of my classes I’ve 

been getting C’s or D’s instead of B’s and A’s. I think that I need to work harder to get 

better marks. My teachers say that I’m rather good with behaviour and effort but they 

say that I need to focus  more in class to get better marks at the actual work, to be 

focusing more on my work than other less important things, [like] my ideas for my 

writing, [which] I don’t really share with [other people]. Sometimes my [parents] get 

mad at me [when I don’t get very good marks] but most of the time they don’t. Harry 

asks if I would like to see some of his report cards from the folder on the table. As we 

go through the pages Harry elaborates on his reports—Grade 8 was the last year that I 

really got all B’s. I felt happy that I got B’s and A’s too at times, I’m thinking about how 

the marks are compared to nowadays, the differences include that a lot of the older 

report cards have slightly better marks but the newer report cards have less marks. I’m 
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thinking about how I was during that year [year 1]; I was pretty good doing those 

things. 

Harry talks about times when he feels most comfortable at school as being 

Lunchtime because it lets me have some time to myself. I feel comfortable on the 

computer. [I feel most uncomfortable] during film and television lessons because in film 

and television lessons I can’t seem to resist, no matter how hard I try, the temptation to 

not do my work as most of its done on computers [and I get distracted by doing my] 

writing and stories or at times drawing, I like to draw people. 

I’m going very well at school; well I’m getting alright marks . . .  B+ about . . . I 

feel that’s good. I feel good about that. Usually I get lower than average grades, but 

that’s only because I don’t really concentrate all that much. I don’t really like doing 

school things all that much . . .   

I get better grades in maths, I got a B in the last maths class that I did. The kids 

in maths class are rather tough because I’m in Maths B they have to be good in maths 

to be in Maths B. In Biology, the kids are a bit rowdy they do dirty jokes and stuff some 

of the time, a lot of noise bothers me at school in those sorts of classes. Noise just 

bothers me because when there’s a lot of loud noises, I can’t really focus on one thing 

at a time, a lot of the time. The noise, it kind of bothers me because it sets off an alarm 

in my head like tiny noises, like it makes my ears ring a little. When that happens I tend 

to hold my hands over my ears or something like that. The pet dog barks at the screen 

door as if seeing or hearing something outside beyond the wooden veranda, Harry 

attends to his bark and chats to the dog. As he gets up from the table I see for the first 

time he has a Dr Who t-shirt on. When he returns, I comment on his shirt in an attempt 

to engage him in conversation about it. We talk a little about the different Dr Who 

characters over the years but come back to my questions as Harry seems eager to 

complete the interview and although he was enjoying chatting about Dr Who, we seem 

to have exhausted the topic for now.   

Looking forward. 

We chat about Harry’s future and the plans he may have. I ask where he sees 

himself going in the future—I don’t really know, I don’t have any plans right now but 

I’m thinking about making some when I get out of school. I see myself as alright in the 
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future but not the best, as in being well-off; being able to hold down a job and have 

enough money to have a stable lifestyle. IT, Information and Technology is [a career 

that appeals to me] another is game designing, video games. I’m already doing a 

Certificate III course in TAFE [Technology and Further Education institute] about IT, 

but next year I’m going to do a Certificate IV or a class on video game design, I’m 

going rather well with it . . .  I wouldn’t like to see any change in my life, I like my life 

how it is, I like being able to have fun on the weekends and week days and do stuff like 

read and play games on the computer and stuff like that.  

Analysis of Narrative: Review of Harry’s Story 

This section briefly analyses some of the main features of Harry’s narrative in 

order to begin to understand his lived experiences.  

Harry described himself as friendly. Yet, he admitted he did not have any 

friends, other than those he only ever conversed with over the internet when engaging in 

online gaming. Harry was intensely conscious of his lack of friends and his difficulty in 

making friends. His parents, Skye and Jon, described his lack of friends and his insular 

world, stating that Harry’s “not lonely, he’s just alone, and he’s alone in his own little 

world that he likes.”  

Harry was conscious that he may unintentionally appear rude to other people, 

seeing himself as being unaware when he might be perceived by others as being 

discourteous. He would often apologise during the interview chats we had, just in case 

he had inadvertently come across as being rude, not that he ever did, but he was 

apologising just in case. He seemed acutely aware of this potential unintentional facet of 

his personality, as if others had made him cognisant that his actions could be perceived 

by other people as being rude.  

Harry’s world, which he liked, consisted of his personal interest, such as 

computer gaming and his creative writing. His writing was an interest he pursued often, 

as he recounted, at times when he should have been undertaking other activities, like 

school work. Harry’s introversion did not bother him; he enjoyed his hyperfocus on 

internal ideas for his writing. Introversion is seen as a characteristic of giftedness 

(Lovecky, 2004). Yet, in children with ASD, introversion and hyperfocus can be viewed 

as obsessive by outsiders (Webb et al., 2005). These characteristics can lead to prejudice 
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as others perceive introverted children like Harry, as different. They appear self-

absorbed and disconnected from peers. This can result in lack of friends like for Harry. 

Harry’s introverted nature came across in the interviews. I noted in my field note 

observations that he rarely looked up from the items on the table in front of him. He 

found talking painstakingly difficult at times. When he spoke of his areas of interest, 

like writing, he talked passionately, however, he was not willing to share his writing 

with me because he did not know me and did not feel comfortable sharing that interest. 

The DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association, 2000) and DSM-5 (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013), list intense interest and obsessive behaviours as 

essential components of an ASD diagnosis. Yet, Harry’s interests are not rote as the 

diagnostic criteria suggest, but meaningful and rewarding to him; to Harry, his special 

interest in creative writing (although viewed by outsiders as obsessive), was actually an 

enjoyable area and relaxing area of interest for him. This is consistent with Attwood’s 

(2013) observations which described children with Asperger’s (and ASD), intense 

pursuit of personal interests. This is important because research suggests that gifted 

children with ASD “have a greater chance that their area of special interest will result in 

a productive career.” (Lovecky, 2004) (p. 142). This appeared to be the case for Harry 

as he moved through the last years of high school undertaking further education at 

TAFE College. Lovecky (2004) confirms that the ability to achieve well academically, 

for gifted children with ASD, means that they are more likely to undertake further 

education as Harry had done, “where deficits are seen as eccentricities rather than 

handicaps.” (p. 142). 
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Story constellation 6: Anny’s Focused Life History 

Introducing Anny 

Anny is 12 years and one month old, and 

lives in a small rural, coastal, middle-class 

community situated in New South Wales, Australia. 

I have known Anny’s family for several years and I 

am relaxed to be in her home, seated each time, 

comfortably on the soft lounge suite in the low-set 

family home, close to the beach. Each time we meet, 

Anny often had laying out on the floor and coffee table, artworks and folders of her 

pictures that she wanted to show me. Anny loves art and music and is highly creative. 

Anny’s assessments. 

Anny’s mum, Julie, provided me with the following specialists’ reports: a 

paediatrician’s report; General Practitioner’s report (GP – family doctor); a psychologist 

report; and an auditory processing report (Table 6-3). Anny has had two cognitive 

assessments, the first when she was six years and five months old, a SB-5 which 

showed an FSIQ of 138. The second, when she was eight years and 10 months old, a 

WISC-IV, showed a GAI of 111. Anny has ADHD; CAPD and anxiety. Further details 

of Anny’s assessments are in Appendix Q.  

 Table 6-3: Anny’s Specialists’ Diagnoses 

Diagnosing Specialist Diagnoses 

Psychologist SB-5 - FSIQ138 – 6 years, 5 months.  

Paediatrician ADHD-PIT; anxiety; WISC-IV–GAI 111 -8 

years, 10 months. 

GP – family doctor “Stress and anxiety”–9 years, 6 months. 

Audiologist CAPD – 8 years. 

Specialists’ Reports 

The following are extracts from Anny’s specialists’ reports detailing her 

assessment results. The first report details Anny’s SB-5 assessment results, aged 6 

years, and 5 months old (Table 6-4): 

  

Figure 6-2: Anny's artwork – 

"Loving, and Light, See the Angel, That 

Friend.” 
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Table 6-4: Anny's SB-5 Assessment Summary 

Factors Standard 

Scores IQ 

Percentile 

Rank 

Confidence 

Interval 

Fluid Reasoning 141 99.7 129-145 

Knowledge 128 97 118-134 

Quantitative reasoning 125 95 115-131 

Visual-Spatial 

reasoning 

140 99.6 129-145 

Working memory 129 97 118-134 

Domains    

Nonverbal IQ 139 99.5  

Verbal IQ 134 99  

FSIQ 138 99  

 

Anny presented as a confident child with a maturity that belied her years. She 

made conversation easily and often verbalised her thought processes. She 

showed a great deal of persistence and her degree of focus was excellent for her 

age. Anny’s parents reported that she shows a great deal of sensitivity and needs 

to have her access to world issues filtered. She tends to be labelled by teachers 

as a ‘dreamer’ who has ‘selective hearing’. 

The following are extracts from Anny’s paediatrician’s report where she 

undertook a WISC-IV assessment (Table 6-5); Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (3
rd

 

ed.) assessment; the South Australian Spelling Test; and, the WRAT-4 Arithmetic Test:  

Anny is recognised as a bright girl but seems to become very fatigued by the 

effort of concentrating on school work. She experiences particular difficulties 

with auditory concentration. She has been found to have a central auditory 

processing disorder. Her problems seem to be affecting her self-esteem and she 

is a very sensitive child. She also finds it hard to fall asleep at night. Despite her 

difficulties, she is doing well at school and is a “straight A” student. She seems 

to be good at gross motor abilities but can be adversely affected in team sports 

because of her organisational problems. 

Anny is involved in the gifted program at school. She manages her homework 

well. She is also good at carrying out daily routines. She can be an anxious 

person who tends to worry but is otherwise a happy child who is not prone to 
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She does have high anxiety and 

that has really skewed her ability 

to think, to show what she knows, 

that kind of thing. With all of them 

[specialists] they all thought that 

there was something else with her 

going on which was like ADD or 

Asperger’s. With all of them they 

have ruled that out, even though 

she has some of the traits. So I 

have to say it would be easier if 

they did label her. 

depression. She has a blinking tic which started four weeks before I saw her. A 

year ago she had a throat-clearing tic. 

During the psychometric testing Anny was cooperative in the one-on-one testing 

situation. She was quite tired on the day that she was tested and this may have 

adversely affected her results. On the WISC-IV Test of Intelligence she was in 

the Superior range for Perceptual Reasoning and Processing Speed, but in the 

Average range for Verbal Comprehension and Working Memory. A meaningful 

FSIQ could not be calculated because of the large discrepancy between scales 

(see Appendix Q for further details from this report). 

Table 6-5: Anny's WISC-IV results 

Scale Composite 

Score 

Qualitative 

Descriptor 

Verbal 

Comprehension 

(VCI) 

98 Average 

Perceptual 

Reasoning (PRI) 

123 Superior 

Working Memory 

(WMI) 

99 Average 

Processing Speed 

(PSI) 

121 Superior 

Full Scale (FSIQ) 

 

 

113 

GAI 111 

Above 

Average 

 

Note: Some data were not available 

Details of Experience and Reflection on the Meaning: Anny’s Story 

In this section Anny tells about her lived 

experiences through her own words with some 

reflection by her on those experiences. 

If they’re a real friend, they’re there 

for you. 

At our first interview chat I introduce 

Anny to the portfolio box I have brought for her. 

A small pink decorated, cardboard box with a magnetic metal clasp to close it. Anny 

smiles, That’s really cute! I’m glad she likes it. I’ve got a whole lot of items to put in 
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there already. She tells me. Anny tells me she only has one more day of school to go 

until the beginning of the Easter school holidays. She’s eager to get chatting, moving 

straight into telling me about school, Tomorrow’s our last day, so I’m pretty excited! 

She tells me, grinning. Our future interviews are conducted sitting on the soft sofa in the 

family lounge room, where we usually ended up on the floor surveying Anny’s art work 

which ends up strewn on the floor. 

There are a few things about my friends, my family that I’d like to tell you. I find 

my family very important to me. I find my friends not as important but I find them very 

important because to me to have a friend, say at school, they’re there for you, because if 

they’re a real friend they’re there for you and I find that quite important. If it goes to 

learning, I think myself, I learn with the right side of my brain so I don’t learn very 

logically . . .  My two favourite subjects would be English and art . . . My family are 

important to me. I find they’re very I don’t know, I just find them really important to me, 

they connect to me really well and they support me at times. My mum can always tell 

when I’m up to something, when I’ve done something. Even though I can keep a poker 

face she still knows when I’m sad, when I’m really happy, obviously. I’m very close to 

my mum, I talk to her about things, if there’s problems at school, like when it comes to 

socially, if I’m really what do you say, anxious and stressed about assignments and 

homework. Those sorts of things. Anny tells me she is in Year 7 at school.  

Sometimes I have meltdowns at school. 

I would describe myself as creative and sensitive. Also musical, caring, gentle, 

courageous, understanding, kind, curious, persuasive, strong, quick, smart and 

sometimes devious . . . Today, actually wasn’t that much of an interesting day . . . but 

Monday was—I wouldn’t say interesting, but I do sometimes have, how would you say? 

Sometimes I have meltdowns at school; I have it quite a few times, when it comes to 

tests and things. That’s what happened Monday, that’s pretty close . . .  there’s so much 

happening, it’s high school, even though it’s the end of term.  
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Anny’s major issues, I think it’s 

anxiety fuelled, is perfectionism, if 

something isn’t exactly right, 

she’ll start again on her work. At 

high school, she’s had one 

instance where, because she’s shy, 

she really is a wall flower and 

because she’s not like an A+ 

student, they didn’t believe the 

work she’d done was her work, it 

was too good. Well they actually 

did say, ‘Can she dumb it down a 

bit?’ I had to remind them that she 

does have a good vocabulary, she 

has been given the gifted label, 

she does have other stuff going on 

and her anxiety, they have to do 

things at the school. They’re doing 

it, this is the first time in her life, 

so when she has tests and that she 

goes to the learning support room, 

I’m not sure she’s enjoying that. 

She actually likes the recognition 

that she needs support and that 

she’s getting support, but in the 

learning support room, there are 

kids who have, you know some of 

them quite profound disabilities, 

learning disabilities, it can be off 

putting. 

So her meltdown, she calls it a 

meltdown, it isn’t, you know if 

you live in the world of 

psychology, where you call it a 

meltdown, but she feels out of 

control and she feels bereft and 

highly emotional. She feels she 

can’t control her emotions. She 

cries, she doesn’t really do much 

else, she can sometimes shout 

about, but not really, nothing like 

what I’ve seen of other kids. I 

think it’s anxiety fuelled and it can 

be anything which triggers it. 

Anny speaks rapidly, eager to tell me what 

occurred—I was at school, well it was because I 

had an assignment for geography. The assignment 

was three tasks, there were two tasks that you had 

to type up and hand in, the third one was an exam, 

so in exam conditions you have to remember it [the 

information for the exam]. I’d just been so focused 

on doing my exam, that I forgot about handing in 

my other two parts of my assignment. So on the day 

[that the assignment was due], I was so confident, 

then I realised that I forgot it and my teacher said 

that there was no other chances and it would 

become 20% of my mark [taken] off. I don’t know 

why, sometimes I just meltdown because I just, I 

don’t know, I just get really upset about it. But it all 

went well; my Nan [grandmother] was at home and 

she went into my files in my bedroom and got it. 

Yeah that was really lucky but otherwise they [my 

mum and Nan] explained it to my teacher because I 

don’t really like crying in front of my teacher. The only person I would cry in front of is 

Mrs Fox  [pseudonym] who’s a learning support 

teacher; she also does her work with people like me 

because I have a lot of anxieties from a lot of 

things. I don’t know why I just burst into tears, I 

just felt upset and that it felt like there was no use 

of doing all that work for a month, and that I just 

have these thoughts that there was no way I could 

have got out of crying because [even] with positive 

thinking and deep breathing, it’s so hard to not cry. 

Anny runs out of breath as she recalls the trauma of 

the incident, struggling to explain but smiling as she finished expressing herself.   

It was only at the start of the school day, and I had geography, and when the 

bell rang, I hadn’t stopped crying. So I went and I got my stuff, and went straight to my 
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class and then for some reason I just burst out crying again. I didn’t want anyone to see 

me, it’s like for forty five minutes the only thing that people would be asking is, ‘What’s 

wrong?’ and things like that. So I just decided to go to the bathroom and just wait ‘till 

the bell, so that I wouldn’t miss any lessons. It’s just hard sometimes . . .  Anny sighs at 

the effort of explaining. I washed my face and I blew my nose, but even though 

something cannot seem so bad to other people, it has an impact on me. My friend Sarah 

[pseudonym], she walked [with] me . . .  I was in the office with me with Mrs Fox 

because she was anxious about the test as well, so I did sniffle and stuff there a bit, but 

it was when I realised that I actually forgot my assignment that I just went to the 

bathroom, I couldn’t do anything. I phoned my mum from the bathroom and you’re not 

allowed a phone at school but some girls obviously do it in the bathroom and I 

sometimes ring and tell mum I’m all okay and things and my mum said that my Nan was 

going to come in [with my assignment] and I was so relieved . . .  It’s in and I’m just 

happy that it’s in now. . I was first to finish around about three weeks before it was due, 

I like getting things done before the last minute. 

Anny tells me she did her exam in the learning support classroom—I did it in a 

room [at learning support] with a little clock but it doesn’t make any sound. You wind it 

up to the time you have for your exam, and it slowly descends back to zero. I did that for 

my maths test as well and I found it works for me very well and I was happy with my 

exam. My exam went well, I finished with 15 minutes still to go, checked and checked, 

so I found that all good. Studying for my actual exam was okay; once I had it I 

remembered it because I have to write it down with a pen or a pencil to remember it. So 

I had a piece of paper, its three hundred words so it’s a lot to remember for me. I can 

write too much sometimes . . .  I kept practicing and practicing and even on the bus on 

the way to school, and that went really well. [The exam] was an essay.  

I don’t tell people [about my CAPD] because they interpret it as a hearing 

problem. 

Anny talks to me about her disabilities, thinking about my anxiety and my 

hearing. Well, I don’t really tell people, about my anxiety; shall I just start with 

hearing? I nod reassuringly, I don’t tell people because people interpret a hearing 

problem as in like they can’t hear. I have to say my hearing is a whole lot better than an 

average human because I can hear so many things. I don’t know what it’s called. So I 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   184 

 

 

don’t tell people because of that, mum just explains it as too much things in my brain. 

Just like sometimes, not all of the speech [I’m hearing], goes to the centre of my brain 

to get processed. Sometimes it’s because when there’s a lot of noise in the classroom, 

and my brain is like trying to get one thing and trying not to get distracted by the other 

things . . .  I think it’s called Central Auditory Processing Disorder [CAPD], I don’t 

know. I do have some really close people that understand, so like my family, and they 

understand what it actually is. They’re not like people who say, ‘Oh, can you hear me?’ 

You know those sorts of things. 

I have to tell the teacher like normally about my [CAPD] issues, I like my 

science teacher, when I told her about it, she said to the whole class, ‘Oh, I’m just going 

to swap quite a few people around’, so I got to sit in front but she swapped a few other 

people so it wasn’t so noticeable that she was doing it mainly for me. I remember one 

day when I said [about my CAPD] to the English teacher. I don’t like being at the front, 

I kind of have to. I said to my English teacher that I had Central Auditory Processing 

Disorder, I said, ‘I’d like to get a place towards the front of the classroom.’ Next lesson, 

she said to the whole class, ‘Anny has hearing problems,’ I’m just like, ‘I don’t have 

hearing problem’ [to myself], ‘So she needs to be close to the front.’ I was just like [to 

myself], ‘Don’t say that to people because I can hear really well!’ I think she’s 

forgotten, which is good, because I’m at the front, I’m sitting next to my friend. I have 

glasses because I’m far sighted, reading glasses, and I’m sitting next to my friend Bella 

[pseudonym] who also has glasses, but she’s like close sighted, so she’s wearing them 

all time, and she [the teacher] said, ‘Do you guys want to stay at the front?’ I said, ‘Yes 

please.’ She said, ‘I think you guys will be able to see better.’ I’m just like, ‘Finally!’ I’d 

rather be in the front to see better than to hear better. That’s you know, that’s just 

better. I don’t think it went too well when my English teacher told the whole class about 

my CAPD, I just felt embarrassed because I don’t have hearing problems, well I do but 

like I can hear, it’s not like I’m deaf or anything. Of course you don’t really say these 

things to other people.  

I can’t show what I can do in tests. 

With anxiety, I just find it really hard sometimes. When it comes to tests and 

NAPLAN, they say, ‘We want you to show what you can do,’ and I just say, ‘But I can’t 

show what I can do in tests,’ because it’s just, I go blank and I don’t remember 
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anything. One reason, the only reason I like NAPLAN, is because you have a choice 

about which bubble to fill in. I don’t like the English one, because I go blank, my 

creativity, I have none at all, I can’t think, I get stressed for really little things that don’t 

actually really matter. I find it really hard to cope with things. I just get stressed with all 

that, like you know some people don’t do their homework because they just don’t feel 

like it, well if I don’t do something for homework I get stressed over it all.  

Anny endeavours to explain further about how anxiety affects her—It affects me 

in actually going to school, I’m fine when I go to school, it’s just when I get there, when 

I’m in classes, when I’m doing tests. If it’s a normal class just doing normal things, then 

I don’t feel anxious because I’ve got nothing to be anxious about there. Sometimes, with 

tests, I completely stress about it because I really want to get good marks. I don’t get 

recognised that much, recognised for my creativity and my thinking, the way I think and 

things. I never have done . . .  I just need to try my best now and it will all work out 

that’s just what people say, yeah. I don’t feel that it will all work out though when I do 

my best, well my mum says they’re going to start recognising me. People get recognised 

at different ages and for me it’s going to be when I’m a lot older. Maybe because of 

something, I don’t know. Yeah time, takes time. I’m just tired. 

When I’m under stressful conditions I blank out. 

I am curious about Anny’s description of disability as we have been talking over 

the interviews, I ask how she would explain the term to other people—I don’t explain it 

to people because they don’t get it, no one really gets it the right way. If I had to explain 

it, I would explain it to someone that would understand and I would actually have 

trouble. Okay, so anxiety I would say, I get anxiety as in like, well I wouldn’t really 

explain to someone, I’d have someone else explain it to them, if I had to, because I’m 

not very good at explaining. I can’t explain really well to people. It’s all in my head and 

I can’t speak it out properly. I’d explain it as when I’m under stressful conditions I 

blank out, I don’t feel well. When other kids say, ‘Why are you going to learning 

support?’ I know another kid went with me to the learning support once because he 

couldn’t write because his hand was broken. So he had to speak to someone and that 

person would write it down for him [in learning support]. One of the girls in my class 

said to me when I was going there, ‘Can’t you write?’ I said, ‘When it comes to tests, 

I’ve got a high level of anxiety and I can’t concentrate.’ Which is how I explain it to 
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people if I had to, that’s if they ask me. With the hearing I’d say, I actually have like 

twice as better than the actual human average of hearing; I can hear very acutely, I can 

hear anything. It’s just sometimes, the speech doesn’t make it to the centre of my brain 

because there are other distractions and it just blocks it out. I don’t like loud noises, I 

don’t actually deal with loud noises, they just hurt my ears, probably because I’ve got 

acute hearing. I don’t put those earplugs, that look like corks in my ears, because 

everyone says, ‘They’re corks in your ears!’ Which isn’t too good, I just avoid them 

[loud noises] as much as possible, in the most discrete way. That’s how I deal with loud 

noises. 

Outside school, my disabilities haven’t really affected me. 

My disabilities have affected the way I’ve tried to work, like on say assignments. 

I don’t get good marks, maybe it’s because I didn’t hear when the date’s due or what 

else I’m supposed to do, like with a task activity in class or homework. So it does affect 

what I do and I have to ask what other people are doing and sometimes, at my old 

school, they said, “Oh you should’ve been listening!’ I said, ‘I was, I just didn't hear 

everything.’ I had to say that. You know it just goes on. Outside school, my disabilities 

haven’t really affected me. Outside school, normally, most times, I’m with my family 

and they understand, I never have this ever at home. I never have any hearing 

problems, nothing like un-processing to my brain. When I’m with my friends, I don’t 

have problems with hearing either, or outside school’s activities, depends what it is. 

The only place it sort of affects me is in school and places like that. Sometimes it’s hard 

for other people to understand because other people don’t actually have the experience 

themselves. With the hearing I’ve never heard of anyone that has the same thing as me, 

but I’m sure they have obviously because there’s a name for it. With my hearing, it’s my 

experience that a lot of people don’t know what it is; they don’t even have an 

understanding of actually what it is. So I find that quite hard, because I don’t think 

many people do have it. 

I have it every day, I mean it’s hard you know. 

At school, everyone eventually finds out [about my disabilities]. I don’t really 

get teased but I just don’t really have a good reputation anymore. With anxiety, I have a 

lot of things with tests and that, I have too many to say. With my hearing, I don’t really 
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I do think that she had a tough, 

awful time [at her old school]. She 

was fairly articulate, when she 

found out that it was effectively 

bullying, she spoke to me and then 

we went and spoke to the teacher. 

It took a while though for [the 

girl] to stop, she was a law unto 

herself you know . . . She 

wouldn’t just stop. 
School were very solemn about it 

[the bullying], and took it 

seriously and said, ‘We’ll be onto 

it!’ It seemed to stop for about a 

week and then it seemed to start 

again a little bit and so then I told 

the teacher, ‘It seems to be starting 

again.’ So wasn’t a one bullet you 

know fixed it, but they did treat it 

seriously. I think it depends on the 

teacher, the personality involved. 

Some of them are like, ‘Suck it up 

princess!’ Kind of approach. 

 

have experiences; it’s more of an everyday known reputation. I don’t know if I’ve heard 

properly or not. I ask what Anny means by her every day reputation —eventually when 

they all find out, most people think I can’t hear. It’s not right to be not being able to 

hear for a week just randomly and then be able to hear the next week, it’s like I have it 

every day, I mean it’s hard you know, not knowing if you’ve taken everything in that 

someone’s said or not . . .  I go to the learning support unit, not because I’m dumb, but 

because of my anxiety and the learning support teacher’s like a professor in this sort of 

thing, but in my case, she actually doesn’t understand how I can do well on assignments 

and class activities but I don’t go well in tests and things like that. As we talk, Anny’s 

concentrating on threading some pink shoelaces in her canvas shoes that she has 

recently finished decorating with a painted design. She talks about perfectionism as she 

looks at the painted shoes in her hands, turning them as she carefully threads the laces—

I’m a perfectionist I have to thread them right. Being a perfectionist means I have to get 

everything right.  

I had no friends, which was quite sad. 

Anny recounts more about her experiences with disability—Some people have 

treated me awfully because of my disabilities, I just try not to remember it. Like I know I 

have been treated badly, I was bullied in Year 3, 

those sorts of things. I mean the thing wasn’t 

actually recognised as bullying, but it was. It was 

still making me sad and it still included basically 

not being nice over and over and like teasing in a 

not obvious 

way. Some 

people are really smart these days. It’s hard to 

explain the bullying. That’s the bit that’s really 

hard to explain. Like it’s exactly what I’ve said, 

these days they tease you in a way that’s not 

obvious to other people . . .  Anny trails off leaving 

her sentence unfinished. Like about how they like 

tease you in a non-obvious way to other people, the 

people being teased know and they’re sad. They get teased, they’re sad but they don’t 
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know why, I get that all the time. Anny struggles, explaining the bullying, her words 

muddling and mixing together in an effort to make me understand. Sighing as she says, 

you would say it’s hard to explain. I can say one thing, a lot of kids say to their mums or 

dads or someone, ‘I’m being bullied at school.’ They say, ‘How?’ The kids say, ‘I don’t 

know, they just are.’ They [the kids] say, ‘I have no evidence, I have no proof.’ Yeah, 

they have no proof or evidence because these days the bullies are actually quite smart 

in that particular thing. Last year, there were so many mean kids in my grade [in 

primary school]! There was no one at all that was nice. So I had no friends, which was 

quite sad but there’s really nice people in my new grade [high school] thank goodness! 

I’m happy about that now, really happy about that. So I think you should take note that 

the kids are getting smarter when it comes to bullying other kids, and they can do things 

that are hard to explain.  

It happened during class and at break times because the teacher wouldn’t 

recognise it [as bullying], the kids that are not being teased, can’t actually explain or 

know what this thing actually is. They can’t identify it. Only the person who is being 

teased can feel it. It’s strange, it’s really strange. I do have to say it’s really clever, the 

way they [the bullies] do bully people because they can’t be caught. The teacher has no 

evidence and obviously the kid [the bully] says, ‘Oh no, I didn't do anything!’ I mean I 

was bullied all the time, every day for years because no one actually understood what 

the clever way of being bullied was. I know it but I can’t explain it, the thing that they’d 

classify as actually bullying was in Year 3. I was being called names by this friend of 

mine but she wasn’t actually a friend, just some part of our group. You can’t tell people 

about the bullying because they don’t understand, so I did tell my mum at one point, my 

mum and dad, they just didn't understand, so I couldn’t do anything else to help. I just 

was sad all the time, you know I just wanted to go to another school and just start 

afresh, those sorts of things, I haven’t had it for a while though now, which is good. 

It’s just not fun to be bullied, I mean everyone knows that but, some kids that 

have never been bullied, probably they wonder how it feels, you wouldn’t even want to 

know how it feels. It’s a terrible experience because you can be bullied in so many 

ways. It was extended bullying; it would start at the beginning of the day, basically as 

soon as everyone got to school. I think I was bullied because of my disabilities, not 

anxiety because people don’t bully other people about anxiety, it’s not really something 

you bully about, you can’t really tease someone about having anxiety. Yes, I do get 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   189 

 

 

bullied, but also maybe because I didn't have any friends to support me I was bullied. 

Probably because I was the odd one out, I wasn’t really normal I suppose. I mean I 

wasn’t weird, but I was like, you know, had really strange ideas, I actually had a 

humungous imagination. My fears that I had, I didn't have an imaginary friend, I mean I 

found that hard. I have really strange dreams; I still don’t understand what they mean. 

I do feel that sometimes at school, people don’t understand me. 

When I don’t do well at school, my mum says not to be disappointed. ‘Oh, 

you’re still a smart kid; they’re just not recognising it.’ Of course I know that, of course 

I feel a little bit disappointed because I tried my best and they still hadn’t seen what I’ve 

done. I do feel that sometimes at school, people don’t understand me. I know my 

reputation in my class is the average kid and so it stays like that in school. My learning 

support teacher doesn’t understand, even though she’s like a professor in it, she still 

doesn’t understand how I can be doing well in the assignments but when it comes to test 

conditions, I don’t go very well. No one really actually understands unless they have the 

experience themselves . . . I think people, who have a disability and are gifted as well, 

should be together in classes because if they’re still gifted, I think they should be still 

together because otherwise they’re not learning with the same kids. So I think it’ll be 

best to still stay together.  

I find high school easy because you’re doing one subject at a time. So, if you’re 

in primary school, and my teacher says, ‘Okay finish off. Let’s finish off your English. 

You’ve got to finish off some of your religion and then we’ll start maths.’ I’m just what? 

It’s so hard to focus; I find different areas are special. See the different classrooms, 

different teachers, so that’s what I like about it and there’s lots more moving around. 

Not saying that that’s that fun because I do get really tired and we have quite a lot of 

homework but that’s what our laptop is for. 

What I really like doing is drawing. 

On the weekends, at the moment I just want to lie down, I’m really tired. It’s my 

time where I can actually sleep, because I have to wake up at 5:30am to catch the 

[school] bus, which comes at 7:30am. It’s a walk to the bus stop, so I’m really tired; I 

just want to lie down. But on the weekends, if I had spare time, so if I had absolutely 
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nothing to do, I love going outside not really for sport, I’m not that much of a fan, I like 

going to do things like surfing and boogie boarding with my dad. What I really like 

doing is drawing in the sand. I love doing that, for some reason, then I just can’t get off 

the sand. I like the beach, I like reading books and drawing and that sort of thing. I like 

playing the piano. I actually like practicing, it’s fun to me. I have music lessons on 

Monday afternoons; yeah I’ve got my music book. Anny shows me her piano music 

book, which she fetches from the nearby piano. 

I really like to do art, I find it really interesting. I’ve done a few school 

assignments on art; it’s not really things that I’m interested in at the moment, its things 

like an aerial view of the map of your school to, your home. The other one, when I went 

terrible with it this year, because I’d never done Egyptian art before. We had to do an 

Egyptian thing of you and your life. I don’t know how to draw Egyptian. I like clay, I 

like painting, I like oil painting. I like watercolour, I don’t like oil pastels actually, I like 

soft pastels though, they’re nice. I like pencils, I like drawing a lot as well. I like a lot of 

stuff, as longs as it’s to do with art I like it!  

I find it really hard because I don’t have time to do my art lessons, so it feels like 

I’ve dropped on my art. I’m not very happy about that. I still think I’ve got the technique 

but I don’t think I’ve practiced enough to keep that sort of thing up.  

Anny heads off down the corridor to fetch more artwork to share with me —This 

one I did in soft pastels, I would say that landscape would take me six hours. I use my 

fingers for the picture. I’ve a problem with using my imagination. I need inspiration. I 

Figure 6-3: Anny's Summer Landscape Painting 
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Figure 6-4: Anny's Winter Painting 

loved doing it [art]; it’s like the best thing in the world. Sometimes I can just be 

impatient. 

Anny tells me about her landscape painting of the different seasons, it’s a 

double-sided painting, on one side the painting depicts winter and on the other side 

summer—Oh I haven’t finished this. It was winter nights and then summer and all the 

seasons there. It goes into autumn, still day, that’s autumn and that’s my character. You 

know I’m looking back right now, looking at all the other artworks that I haven’t even 

finished! Anny talks about her enjoyment of art—I wish I had time to go out to art 

lessons once every week. I used to do that, I haven’t done it for a while. I’m not very 

happy about it. I really want to do art lessons every week. I don’t have time. 

I’m gifted but I’m not recognised. 

Transitioning, I ask about what the word gifted means to Anny—I think gifted 

means many things, but some people mistake it as being recognised in class as a person 

who gets the A’s. I don’t necessarily think that, I just think that it’s sort of a smart 

person I think, because I’m gifted but I’m not recognised. Gifted is when you learn fast 

in area even if you don’t know what it is. Like you’re learning, so you don’t already 

know it, but you’re learning a lot faster than the majority of people on average. Not 

everyone enjoys their areas of giftedness. I know I’m gifted because mum told me. I 

don’t know if that’s true or not, but yeah. I see it as learning particularly fast and I’m 

quite creative in my work. I’m not exactly sure about where, and all the details you 

know. I know my IQ but I don’t tell anyone so . . .  It’s not really that I learn fast though 
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because otherwise I’d do well in my work. My mum tells me I’m a deep thinker; I’m a 

fast learner, not like you know these kids that are fast learners . . .  I’m a deep thinker 

so it might make it seem like I’m slower learner but faster as in like I get it, I get things 

easier, I don’t need it fully explained to me.  

No one’s ever known I’m gifted because I’m not recognised, because people 

think that gifted means smart, that they get A’s and they get a hundred percent in tests, 

that’s what people normally think is gifted. I have tried with my hand up, but I just don’t 

get the right answer, I just get it wrong. I don’t put my hand up; I’m actually a shy kid. 

They [at school] don’t know because I haven’t told them [that I’m gifted], and if I did, 

then they wouldn’t believe me because I’m not smart, so I haven’t actually had any 

experience of being gifted and being recognised as that. 

It feels like that you don’t have your own personal identity. 

Anny tells me about how she feels when she does well at school—I enjoy it as 

much as possible because there can be times where I don’t do so well. I feel really 

proud of myself when I do well at school and I don’t really tell people about it, but I do 

tell my mum and dad that I’m really happy about it. Not really tell the whole school. I 

mean I don’t really like everyone knowing. I’m not really a show off. I find that like the 

spelling tests, I can get quite upset because I hear it wrong and then spell it that way, 

and so I get it wrong, but I actually know the real spelling. Once I had an English test, 

and we had to write about a picture, the practice one [for NAPLAN], it was a beautiful 

picture, I absolutely loved and it. Then when it came to the [actual NAPLAN] test, the 

story was about like twenty people on the beach and you can’t write about that. I 

couldn’t and it was really boring. I said, ‘I’m not allowed to look at my marks until my 

mum sees it first.’ [When the results came out] The mark, I went terrible. I got below a 

C, I didn't really like it, so that’s sometimes how it goes. That was this year. 

Anny shows me some of her music award certificates from her piano exams— 

So, this is just some of my certificates, but I had a lot of anxiety in it, that’s why the 

results didn’t come out as well as I practiced at home. There were some slips due to 

some tension in the shoulders. I had a B+ basically. I don’t like exams, it’s just 

stressful! You go into this room there, they’re not that friendly I suppose, they just say 

do this and this, they don’t even look at you! Except for when you’re playing. Anny 
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shows me some school award certificates from the previous year—Last year, I was 

actually recognised, and I got a Certificate of Excellence because I excelled in the 

Creative Arts [at my old school]. Anny pulls out another award certificate from her 

high school, I was really disappointed about this, this is from this year, and there’s this 

really annoying girl in my class, anyway, and the teachers normally muddle up my 

name [with hers].  

Okay well, this is [an award certificate], a thing the school does all year round, 

it’s for effort. Now I know that the other girl, that the teachers muddle our names up. 

She’s loud, you know disruptive, never on time to class, and like never does her 

homework that sort of thing and I’ve actually put every bit of my effort in, even my mum 

says I deserve like a Gold [certificate], it goes red card, orange card, bronze, silver, 

gold. I mean in art I got 8 and I know that is Bella’s score. Bella you know she’s really 

happy that she got the [Gold] award, so I didn't want to say anything to her but I just 

was really disappointed. I got a bronze certificate with a score of 8.7 out of 10. She 

[Bella] got higher than me. So I definitely know we got muddled up by most teachers. 

Most teachers thought she was me! I’ll tell you, my art teacher muddles us up, which is 

terrible because I got like seven in that, because they call me ‘Bella,’ and they call her 

‘Anny’. 

The English teacher does the same and my geography teacher too . . .  So most 

of them they muddled our names up . . .  I [put a lot of effort in] and of course it was 

quite upsetting for me. In fact this sounds weird but it feels like you don’t have your own 

personal identity that people understand you as, I mean that is seriously over 

exaggerating but that is actually how I feel. I don’t like it, and these go towards our 

reports. Apparently she [Bella] looks like me, but we don’t look anything alike, not at 

all! She sits near me, so I get distracted in my work all the time. She talks, slaps my face 

with a paper, thinking it’s funny, it’s not nice. She’s really, really annoying! 

I was afraid of being myself because I’m just not normal. 

Anny fetches a book from her room about the meanings of dreams, telling me—

Nothing really explains [the dreams] I had when I was little. It was all natural disasters, 

volcanoes, flying but like trying to get away, you know that sort of thing, tsunamis, lots 

of tsunamis. Things like earthquakes, floods, tsunamis, a whole lot of volcanoes, that’s 
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Her sleep is terrible! Always bad 

dreams that was what she says. 

She now has melatonin every 

night to get her to sleep. We never 

used to do that, but she’d be still 

awake at midnight, or at one in the 

morning. In the end the 

psychiatrist said, ‘Just give her 

melatonin.’ 

practically it. I haven’t had one of those dreams for years. Actually haven’t had a 

dream for a while which is actually kind of weird! I have a lot of dreams like I didn't 

even have any clothes on, I was at school, no one 

noticed, oh, it’s just weird. It means that I’m being 

afraid of being myself because I’m the odd one out, 

that’s probably where I get them. I was afraid of 

being myself because I was just not normal I would 

say, I mean no one’s normal, but you know, I was 

just afraid of being myself because I just came up 

with strange ideas, the way I did my work [at school], I don’t know I just was not 

normal . . . but I’m fine now! 

 

I ask Anny what she might have been doing that was different to other people that may 

have made her feel this way—I don’t know really, I was just different. The way I 

worked, I suppose I didn't really talk to people, people looked at me in strange ways, 

that probably meant I wasn’t right. The way people teased me, I felt like maybe it was 

because I was myself, those sorts of things. I mean I have really high self-esteem now. I 

don’t have it [being bullied] now; well I do, just not at this school. I’ve got friends that 

are there for me. 

 

She continues flipping through the dream-meaning book—You know something 

that’s interesting? I’ve never had a good dream before. Never. It’s either a bad dream 

or a nightmare. You’d never want to be in one of my nightmares seriously. Sometimes 

I’m scared to go sleep because I was scared. I was like, ‘Oh no I’m going to have one of 

them nightmares, I’m so scared!’ Oh I need to tell you about this dream. It goes on, 

every now and then, not anymore though because it’s like I don’t dream anymore. 

 

Anny tells me about a recurring nightmare she has—It happens about twice a 

year, I’m scared it’s going to happen this year. This is my sixth home. In a house when I 

was younger there was this guest room, and I’d look out the window at night there, and 

there’s a moon, it kept changing, it’s like pieces. It started off normal moon, then it 

turned into origami and changed to different pieces, I keep thinking, ‘Oh no, I hate this 

dream!’ There’s a chest in front of me, ‘Anny don’t open the chest!’ I say to myself. For 

some reason I open it all the time, no matter how much I tell myself not to. All these 
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little witches, they were more when I was little, but now all these spiders come out, and 

surround me. They used to tickle me, like really bad, now they like hurt me, then when I 

wake up I’m like, ‘Uh . . .  uh . . .  uh . . . ’ Like actually sitting up and I’m scared to 

move in my bed, I’m like ‘Don’t move!’ Because when I move after that dream, I have 

so much pain in my back, and I don’t know why that is, something about the spider, it’s 

the spider . . .  She trails off at the memory of the nightmare. Looking at her dream book 

Anny tells me what it might mean—Spider - means that you want to stay away from a 

situation in your life. Also be powerful, it can also be a powerful dream protecting you 

from doing something you shouldn’t. I don’t think I do that, but . . .  I don’t know. 

Looking forward. 

We transition to talking about Anny’s plans for the future—Anny responds with 

ardent interest, coveting to share her thoughts with me on the subject—I’ve had a lot of 

time thinking. Recently my mum said, ‘You’re thinking too hard, you should just let it 

come, because the future’s already there and you can’t really change what it is. You 

shouldn’t keep thinking about what to do.’ Apparently Year 7 doesn’t really matter 

towards your [final high school outcome] like that, but when it starts coming to my 

work in Year 9 and Year 10, that’s the time when I’m going to start really 

understanding what my future’s going to be. I’m just going to try my best and do what I 

want. When I leave school you see I don’t know what I want to do . . .  I want to be 

everything. I want to be a doctor; my mum says I could be a doctor. My mum wanted it, 

she wanted to be a doctor but she didn't have the qualifications to be one. I really want 

to be a doctor.  I think I get most of the intellect from mum definitely, not dad. I’m not 

the stage person to show off things, I want to play piano, that’s something. Art—Yeah I 

don’t know what in art, I want to do it when I’m older, whatever it is, it has to be 

something to do with art, yeah. To be a doctor you need to be qualified in all sorts of 

things, maths, science and health, not really art I don’t think! Maybe a brain surgeon, 

maybe not because I get grossed-out easily. The only thing that’s going to hold me back, 

if I am, like a medical doctor, any of that, is that I don’t do well with blood. I just don’t 

really like it. I’ve fears of like leaking to death you know that sort of thing. Also things 

like I just don’t like the look of it, it just creeps me out. 
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Analysis of Narrative: Review of Anny’s Story 

This section briefly summarises and analyses some of the main features of 

Anny’s story constellation in order to begin to understand her lived experiences.  

Anny has a solid understanding of what friendships mean to her, particularly the 

importance of friends at school. Anny related that during her years at two different 

primary schools she did not have any friends. Her understanding of friendships and 

having friends related to perceptions of people being nice, meaning she could willingly 

be friends with them. Anny also talked about being afraid at being perceived as not 

normal by others at school. The add-on at the end of stating she is fine now appeared to 

be provided to confirm that she is not different anymore. 

Anny spoke about not being recognised for her abilities at school. She felt she 

was not able to show what she could do at school, particularly through tests and exams, 

which prevented her from achieving the high marks she felt were needed in order to 

have her abilities recognised by others. Having perfectionist tendencies added further 

internal pressure to Anny succeeding at school. 

Anny wanted to be viewed by others as normal. She felt ostracised and 

friendless when others saw her as different and not normal. Yet, standing out as being 

different by being recognised for achievements, did not equate to being different in 

Anny’s view. Being perceived as different by others for achievement was acceptable to 

Anny, being perceived as being different because of disability was not. Consequently, 

Anny felt at times, that she wanted to disassociate from going to learning support for 

tests. She shunned some of her disability adjustments. 
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Figure 6-5: Buster's digital 

artwork 

Story constellation 7: Buster’s Focused Life History 

Introducing Buster 

Buster is 13 years and five months old at the 

time of the interviews. He had a WISC-IV 

assessment when he was nine years old, which 

showed a GAI of 130. His disabilities include: 

ADHD; CAPD; ASD; dysgraphia; dyslexia; fine 

motor skills difficulties and anxiety. His areas of 

interest are computing and IT; Media Arts; science, 

swimming and spending time playing outside with 

his friends. Buster lives in a small, middle-class rural 

community in Queensland, with both his parents and their menagerie of pets and 

animals; his pet cat, pet dog and many frogs, lizards and an assortment of native 

Australian birds. He has an older brother who is studying overseas. 

Buster’s assessments. 

Buster’s father, Trevor, provided the following specialist’s reports: one 

psychologist report; one paediatrician’s report; one audiologist’s report; one 

occupational therapist (OT) report; one speech language pathologist’s report; and, one 

school Guidance Officer’s report (Table 6-6). Further details of Buster’s assessments 

are in Appendix R. 

Table 6-6: Buster’s Specialists’ Diagnoses 

Diagnosing specialist Diagnoses 

Guidance Officer Dyslexia – 7 years, 10 months 

Audiologist CAPD – 8 years, 2 months 

Psychologist Twice exceptional – WISC-IV (GAI 130) and WIAT-II; 

phonological dyslexia; anxiety – 9 years 

Speech Language 

pathologist 

Phonological dyslexia – 9 years, 3 months 

Occupational Therapist Dysgraphia; fine motor skills’ deficits – 9 years, 10 months 

Paediatrician ASD and generalised anxiety disorder – 11 years, 1 month 
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Psychologist report. 

The following are extracts from Buster’s psychologist report which details his 

cognitive abilities as assessed on the WISC-IV (Table 6-7) and his academic achievement 

as assessed by the WIAT-II at aged 9 years: 

Table 6-7: Buster's WISC-IV results 

Scale Composite 

Score 

Percentile 

Rank 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval 

Qualitative 

Descriptor 

Verbal 

Comprehension 

(VCI) 

140 99.6 128-144 Very superior 

Perceptual 

Reasoning (PRI) 

106 66 97-113 Average 

Working Memory 

(WMI) 

88 21 81-98 Below average 

Processing Speed 

(PSI) 

94 34 85-105 Average 

Full Scale (FSIQ) 117 

GAI 130 

87 106-119 Above average 

Buster presented as a well socialised boy who was quite chatty and well 

engaged.  He did not appear to be overly anxious but did display a relative rise in 

tension on nonverbal tasks. His general demeanour suggests a high level of 

maturity. His overall IQ is in the Bright range but it does not represent the large 

range in his abilities and should not be used as a measure of his intelligence. The 

more significant issue is the very large discrepancy between his verbal and 

language skills as compared to his nonverbal skills. On verbal and language 

tasks he can show a Highly Gifted level of reasoning skills.  In contrast on 

nonverbal skills, whilst his reasoning scores are above average, they are 

significantly lower. 

It is important to note that Buster scored highly on the verbal tasks that involve 

both knowledge and reasoning. Thus, Buster’s issues are about channel use:  it is 

only through the verbal language channel that he can show his true gifted 

potential. Buster showed a very high level of abstract verbal reasoning when 

forming associations and concepts. He showed a very high level of vocabulary 

and understanding of language ideas. His language expression was highly 

developed. 
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This assessment confirms that Buster is a verbally highly gifted child. His 

overall IQ does not reflect a large discrepancy in his abilities which is quite 

significant.  Nonverbal skills are significantly lower than his verbal skills but 

mostly in the average range. It is only through using oral words and language 

that Buster can truly show his highly gifted potential. Thus in summary, Buster 

could be described as a “twice exceptional” child; he has a number of separate 

Specific Learning Disabilities.  He is significantly underachieving compared to 

his own ability in his schoolwork; otherwise he is a Highly Gifted child (see 

Appendix R for further details from this report). 

Details of Experience and Reflection on the Meaning: Buster’s story 

In this section Buster tells me about his lived experiences through his own words 

with some reflection by him from time to time, on those experiences. 

I have known Buster and his family for many years through the work I have 

done with gifted children and twice exceptional children. His parents were both keen for 

him to be involved in the study and he wanted to share his story so other people may 

learn from his experiences. Each time I arrive at his home, Buster invites me to sit on 

the carpeted lounge room floor for our chat. His collection of artefacts from his 

portfolio box is regularly positioned next to his floor cushion. He is always eager to 

start talking, smiling and alert. 

I love to build things and make things. 

Buster tells me about why he chose his pseudonym—Well, I chose Buster after 

one of my favourite TV shows, ‘Mythbusters’. They’ve got a crash test dummy that is 

used in car crashes, they’ve got an old one of those and they destroy him again and 

again and again. So that’s very fun to watch, so I decided to call myself Buster, I don’t 

want to actually be Buster, but he’s a cool character. 

I’m 13. I enjoy playing on my computer, playing video games, things like that. I 

mostly play construction and designing games like Minecraft, and Rollercoaster Tycoon 

3, which is a game where you can build theme parks and design theme parks. Most 

games I like are the genre of designing and building. What else? Well, I like playing 

with Lego and building models. I love to build things and make things. I made multiple 
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pencil holders, a few out of wood and a few recycled cans. I’ve built a couple of things. 

I’ve just been messing around, I tried to build a shelf or two to hold a few boxes, but 

that didn’t turn out very well. Sometimes I also make things with electronics. So I’ve got 

a whole tool box full of soldering irons and cables that I just make stuff out of. So that’s 

very enjoyable. 

I enjoy playing outside with my friends. Sometimes we build things in the trees 

and on the ground, down at the park, and I’ll play with my dog or maybe I might go for 

a short bike ride or play outside with my dog. I like going swimming and I also love 

going to the beach. I like swimming using my body board, and using my GoPro®, my 

camera that can go in the sea. That’s good, and I also like to go sailing. We have a 

small sailing boat. At the weekends, sometimes like this weekend I’m going over to my 

friend’s house for a sleepover, we might go to the basketball court down the road, with 

his little brother. Sometimes if my friends come over here, we go in my pool and I use 

my camera, my GoPro®. We take photos and footage and just mess around. At the 

weekends, I’ve got a couple of friends who live up the road, and we play in this little 

like bunch of trees and we’ve found old bricks and bits of sticks and stuff like that, and 

we’ve started to build a cubby house down there. We found some rope, well I took some 

rope down and we found some more, we found an old tyre, so we turned it into a tyre 

swing and we’ve got a little garden there from old plants that people have thrown out. 

That’s started to grow and we’re working on the interior so we found some things to 

decorate it like old glass photo frames. 

I would be quite friendly and quite a caring person. 

I ask Buster how he might describe himself to someone—now that’s a tricky 

one. Depends, if I’m comfortable with someone, I’ll be really joking around and I want 

to talk about well whatever you want to talk about. Say we were chatting about a new 

game or something, I’ll let you talk about it then I might talk about something else. I 

would say that I would be quite friendly and quite a caring person and, if you’re over at 

my house, and you want to have a go at a game that I’ve got and you don’t have it, I 

would let you have the go instead of just sitting there watching me play. I know because 

I’ve been in that situation but I find that it is very boring and sometimes quite annoying 

to just sit there seeing your friend playing this game. 
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I remember getting frustrated because they thought I was just being like a 

naughty kid. 

My disabilities are dyslexia, autism and ADHD and sometimes I get anxiety. I 

just find it harder to write down extra-long pieces of text off the board or copying it off 

an overhead projector. It’s hard for me to spell words and my writing’s messy. I’m a 

pretty good reader; I read a lot, so yeah, not bad at that. If it’s during say like school 

holidays my disabilities don’t affect me as much as if it was during school, because I’ve 

got to spell a lot at school and write a lot of stuff, but during school holidays I don’t do 

as much writing so I don’t think it affects me as much. 

With dyslexia, I find it hard to write after a while. If I have to write a large piece 

of text my wrist gets sore and my writing isn’t as neat as it was when I first started, but 

I’ve definitely gotten better with my writing because my writing was really messy, like 

when I was in Year 1 and Year 2. But over time it started to get progressively better, so 

I could write more and it’s stayed more neater, but yeah my wrist still gets sore. It’s not 

really important to me that my writing is neat, but I do like it to be neat enough that I 

can read it. But sometimes teachers don’t really know that I have dyslexia, so if I have 

substitute teacher or someone like that and I have to write a large piece of text, my 

writing gets messier as I write for longer, and they think I’ve just rushed it and I’ve 

been really messy and I haven’t really put pride in my work, so I sometimes have to re-

write it. But it just turns out the same. When the teachers’ get me to re-write it, I 

remember getting frustrated because they thought I was just being like a naughty kid 

and just messing around with them and being rude and things like that. But that hasn’t 

happened recently. I think the teachers’ thought I was being rude by not listening to 

them, or that I was ignoring them. So, when I wrote the original text they’d say, ‘Okay 

write it again but make it more neat, and make it less sloppy, writing on the lines,’ and 

things like that. But when I re-wrote it and gave it back to the teachers, they just said 

the same thing and I’d start to get a bit more annoyed and a couple of times the 

teachers said, ‘Why aren’t you listening to me? Why aren’t you taking more time and 

care?’ And things like that. 

I ask Buster if he gets a chance to explain to the teachers about his dyslexia—

Two or three times, like the first few times it happened I tried to say to the teacher, ‘I’ve 

got dyslexia,’ or ‘I’ve a writing issue, so my writing isn’t as neat,’ but a couple of times 
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the kids actually in the class also told the teacher like just stick up for me. A couple of 

times the teachers just didn't listen to me, they thought I was making up excuses. One of 

my teachers in Year 4, she wasn’t a very nice teacher, once she actually held my work 

up in front of the class and another time she showed the kids, and she said, ‘Guys this is 

what a bad piece of work looks like,’ And then she held up, not a high achieving 

student, but someone who had more neater writing than I did, and then said ‘And this is 

what it should look like. This person’s, unlike Buster’s is not rushed,  he’s rushed and 

he needs to take more time so I’m going to send him to re-do it and if anyone else has 

work like this you need to rub it out and re-do it.’ Everyone in the class knew that was 

my work, the one she said was rushed and messy. That same teacher, I don’t think she 

really believed me at first that I had dyslexia. I wrote it [my work] the first time and 

then she ripped it out of my book, and then I re-wrote it like as neat as I possibly could 

and then she ripped it out again and said, ‘This isn’t good enough’, things like that. In 

my primary school we used to have to take the work up to the teacher to look at it to 

make sure they approved of it, to make sure that the writing was neat enough and we’d 

written it all down. Then hand it in to the teacher, when she looked at it she would just 

rip it out of the book, yeah that’s annoying . . . I think only one or two other kids had 

their work ripped out of their book. I was a bit annoyed, and I was a little bit upset, 

because I thought, well the teacher’s not believing me when I tell her, but yeah then 

eventually I told my parents. I said, ‘This teacher doesn’t believe me when I said I have 

issues writing,’ and things like that. So they spoke to the teacher, I can’t really 

remember if they sent in a letter or they spoke to the teacher, and after that she was a 

bit more accepting that I had trouble writing. 

Oh, come on, hurry up, hurry up! 

I ask if dyslexia affects Buster in other ways, like reading—not really, but I used 

to and sometimes now, I still have trouble spelling words, so especially long words. 

Buster talks briefly about having autism, and I ask about his experiences with having 

autism—Sometimes I have difficulty making friends, yeah, that’s all. He moves on 

quickly telling me of his flexible joints - I find that my joints are very flexible, so it 

seems that also has something to do with me gripping my pen, that’s why my wrists and 

fingers get sore because my joints are very flexible, so when I try and hold the pencil, 

the pencil moves around in my fingers quite easily or the pen, so I find that I’m gripping 
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it harder when I’m trying to write so it doesn’t slip out of my hands or move as much. 

That makes my writing just a little bit more neater [sic]. I type a lot better but it doesn’t 

really affect when I’m typing or playing computer games and things like that. 

In my English assignment that I’m doing at the moment, ‘protagonist,’ I can’t 

really spell ‘protagonist’ and ‘antagonist’ properly, I forget it doesn’t stay in my head 

when I try to write it. It’s kind of like someone that’s just normal and can quite easily 

spell words like that, trying to get me with dyslexia, to spell really fancy tricky words. 

One of the other things is when you’re copying something off the board the teachers will 

say to you, ‘Oh come on, hurry up, hurry up!’ You’re trying to write in your neatest 

writing, so you can read it, but you’re also trying to copy it down so you’re not holding 

the other people up. But the teacher could be standing over you saying, ‘Come one 

hurry up, go faster!’ And then you go faster but if say its study for a test, you come back 

and you can’t read it. So you can’t study properly for the test because you don’t know 

what you’re trying to say . . .  You’re trying to get through quickly so you can complete 

it, but you’re also trying to write it neatly enough so the person who’s marking it can 

read it properly. 

I just feel upset, and sometimes sick, sometimes I just feel like lying down 

and not doing anything. 

Sometimes, like after the weekend and its Monday morning I get anxious, stuff 

like that, and if I’ve got a test, or I’ve forgotten to do homework or something like that. 

Sometimes even when I go on holiday, I get a bit anxious. Don’t know why that is. I just 

feel upset and sometimes sick, sometimes I just feel like lying down and not doing 

anything. When I feel anxious I try and distract myself by doing something else or do 

like a breathing technique where I breathe in for three seconds, hold it for a couple of 

seconds and breathe back out for another three seconds. It helps, yeah. If I feel really 

anxious, I might go do something physical, if I can, I might go for a walk outside or do 

something to distract me.  

Buster’s cat moves slightly, positioning herself more in the sunlight, whilst still 

leaning against Buster’s legs. We chat about his cat as he tells me how much he enjoys 

having her company—she’s just someone to cuddle up to if it’s cold and sometimes it 

even helps me with anxiety and stuff like that. It’s just nice to cuddle up to her and just 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   204 

 

 

forget about everything. Buster elaborates on his anxiety and the strategies he has in 

place, particularly for school, I’ve got a counsellor at school that you can talk to if 

you’re anxious or you’re being bullied or if you need extra help with something or if 

you just want to talk to someone. I go see them maybe once a week or once every couple 

of weeks, and just have a chat with them, so yeah it’s good. 

The teachers’ didn’t really do much, I didn’t really trust teachers after that. 

I was bullied a lot last year and in Year 6 and Year 7 especially at my [second 

primary school]. It was mainly name calling and sometimes physical, but it was mainly 

verbal. There was this kid in Year 6, he was really rude and mean and he just sometimes 

would randomly run up and try and pick a fight. One time there was like 10 or 15 kids 

and they just made a circle around me and the kid, so I couldn’t get out, and he tried to 

pick a fight with me. They were all shouting, ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’ I just pushed my way 

out of the circle, I pushed a couple of kids out of the way and I just ran away, I didn't 

say anything. I reported it to the principal but he didn't really do anything about it. I felt 

annoyed that they didn’t act on it. Since I was also bullied in Year 6 and 7, and the 

teachers didn't really do much, I didn't really trust teachers after that. I didn't trust them 

to do anything about things like bullying or anything like that. I never really told them 

or spoke to them about it [being bullied] after that. I had a couple of friends at that 

time, but some of the kids who I thought were my friends, actually just ended up 

bullying me in the end. They stopped being friends with me because then they got 

bullied for being friends with me. I had friends from my previous school, so I wasn’t 

really friendless outside school, but I didn't really have any friends inside school. So at 

lunchtime I might do some homework or I might just sit on my computer and play games 

in the library, I took a laptop in to help me with work at school so I’d go on that during 

break times.  

Buster tells me about how things have been in high school with being bullied—

Well it wasn’t as bad in Year 8 at my new high school as it had been in [my last primary 

school], but I still was getting bullied. This year [in Year 9] it’s a lot better, I’m hardly 

being bullied, it’s like 15, 30 kids bullying me this year and last year it was like three 

quarters of the grade which was almost all of them. They would do things like name 

calling and not wanting to be my friend and telling me to go away and ‘Fuck off,’ and 

stuff like that as soon as I walked past. They would get up and move when I sat down at 
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The bullying over the years has been 

incessant! Really, really terrible at 

times, I don’t know why. The school 

kept saying they were addressing it 

but the things Buster was telling me, 

almost every afternoon when I’d pick 

him up. You know, talking to his 

teacher, going to see the principal – so 

much! They all seemed very 

concerned and kept saying they’d 

address it but nothing seemed to 

change. Or it did for a week or so, 

then it went back again. The worst 

was the private school he was in. The 

kids just singled him out, awful 

stories. I think that’s been a real scar 

on him. Kids can be so hateful when 

they’re in groups. Excluding him, 

kicking, punching, moving away 

when he’d sit down. All it would have 

taken was 1-2 boys to maybe be 

friendly with him and it would all 

have turned around. The school 

handled it badly; I don’t think they 

understood the true extent of it or if 

they did they didn’t protect him from 

it. They have a duty of care you know. 

Needless to say we pulled him out and 

changed schools. 

their table in classes, I don’t even say anything to them and they’d do that. So there was 

like a table of kids sitting down at lunch time, I’d walk over and sit down next to them 

and they’d just all get up and leave or move to another table or push me off the table or 

sometimes the kids would get two or three of these kids and literally pick me up and 

drag me off the table to try and get me away, like not drag me across the ground but 

they’d grab my shorts and pull me backwards 

so I’d fall off the chair. That was mainly at my 

old school. 

There’s one kid this year who is 

bullying me a lot in class but I’ve been trying 

to ask teachers when they have set seats for 

everyone, if I could move away from him so he 

doesn’t bully me but yeah, there wasn’t much 

bullying in class last year, which was good. 

When the bullying happened at my old primary 

school the teachers, they didn't do anything 

really, but at high school, they just told the kids 

not to do it but they still did it. At my old 

primary school when someone would bully me, 

the teachers would just say, ‘Oh shake hands!’ 

Or they’d say, ‘Oh just shake hands and it’ll be 

all over,’ or, ‘Shake hands and make up,’ or 

something like that. That was their way of 

dealing with bullying just that. If it was 

something like name calling, they’d go, ‘Oh just man up!’ I just thought that it was a 

stupid technique of trying to fix a problem that never really got resolved. It might get 

resolved for half a day or a week at the most. Even with the principal, they’d just tell the 

kids to stop doing it, then a week later they start doing it again. 

He hits the back of my knees with his foot, he kicks me. 

I ask Buster how his school might be improved for him or for someone like him, 

he responds emphatically—Get rid of all the bullies, the people who are rude to me all 

the time. There’s just a kid, and he always comes up to me, and it’s been quite recently, 
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just been bugging me. He goes and he hits the back of my knees with his foot, he kicks 

me, and he goes, ‘Booff!’ as he does it. He also just randomly walks up behind me and 

grabs your like ribs and stuff like that, just when I’m walking to class or around the 

school. He’s just always saying, ‘Fuck off’, ‘Fuck off’, ‘Fuck you!’ He thinks it’s 

alright.  

There’s another kid, I can’t remember his name, but he sat behind me in 

English. We had a substitute teacher and he was sitting behind me and he’s whispering 

under his breath, ‘F . . .  you teacher!’ Not towards the teacher so she could hear him, 

but he’s like, ‘F . . .  you teacher!” saying, ‘Dick, dick!’ He kept going, ‘Dick,’ out loud. 

Because that was one of the teachers who’s always doing all this explaining around a 

task we had to do. When we started work he kept kicking the back of my chair and 

pulling my chair back and tipping my chair from side to side with his feet. 

 He kept like flicking my ear, and blowing really hard in my ear and pushing his 

desk right against my chair, I kept telling him to stop but I didn’t want to get into 

trouble for talking so I tried to ignore it. I finally had enough and I went and told the 

teacher and she said, ‘Okay I’ll do something.’ But she never did. So, I’m probably not 

going to bother reporting him, it’s too late to do anything about it now. Then I’ll just be 

known as a dobber [snitch], I have to just put up with it. 

Like right up in my face, yelling at me! 

Buster has an astute memory of his Year 4 teacher, elaborating on his 

experiences in her classroom—A couple of times she yelled at me without reason. Once 

I found this piece of paper on the ground, one third of a sheet of A4 paper that was 

folded up and it was stapled and there was all staples sticking out of it. It was a Friday 

afternoon and we had to clean up the classroom floor, before the cleaners came, all of 

us had to go onto the floor and pick up rubbish and the big pieces of paper. So I picked 

it up and it was like a paper phone but it was just in the middle of the room on the floor, 

the corners were torn off and I picked it up and I thought, ‘I wonder who this belongs 

to?’ I stabbed my thumb on a couple of sticking up staples so I thought, ‘No one’s 

looking for it.’ So I threw it in the bin thinking it was just a bit of rubbish. It could have 

hurt someone and so the teacher found out, this kid said, ‘Oh you just threw my paper 

phone in the bin.’ I said, ‘Oh sorry I didn't know. I stabbed myself on a staple and it was 
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That teacher, she had real 

problems! I don’t think she liked 

boys, had it in for a couple of 

them that year! I wasn’t tolerating 

it, the last straw was that afternoon 

I turned up to collect him from 

school and there she was berating 

him, yelling at him in the corridor 

outside the classroom. All parents 

and kids there walking past, and 

other teachers looking on. No one 

stepped in until I did when I 

arrived! I had to stop it; you don’t 

carry on like that to anyone let 

alone a kid who’s eight years old! 

That teacher really affected him. 

Made me wonder if she was like 

that with everyone looking on, 

what was she like on a daily basis 

in her own classroom? The school 

were good though, I don’t think I 

was the only one to complain. I 

told them that the next school term 

he wasn’t under any circumstances 

going back into her class! When 

we got back the next term, the 

whole class had a new teacher! 

all torn, I didn't know it was yours.’ So he’s pushed me and said, ‘Oh why did you do 

that?’ He got upset and started to cry, he told the teacher, and the teacher took me 

outside and she’s yelling and screaming her head off there like, ‘Why would you throw 

someone’s paper thing that they made in the bin?’  

She thinks that I’ve just thrown out this perfectly good paper phone this kid 

made, like thrown it out but it wasn’t like that. So my mum’s come along because it was 

end of school, and seen her yelling at me, like right up in my face, yelling at me. As the 

teacher sent me back inside [the classroom] I think my mum said something to her . . .  

When someone did something wrong she would 

always overreact with what happened. I think the 

next day my mum went to the principal, because 

that wasn’t the first time it happened, it had 

happened a few other times throughout the year. So 

she [my mum] went to the principal. 

I had that teacher for two terms, not the 

whole year, because I don’t know if she left, if she 

went on leave or something like that because she 

was stressed. Or if lots of parents complained to 

the principal like my mum did . . .  After she left for 

the rest of Year 4 I had a really good teacher. We 

had a lot of work since our previous teacher hadn’t 

done much work at all with us, we’d had [exercise] 

books for English that we had and we’d only done 

a few pages of that in the whole two terms, when 

other classes had done like half their book. So 

yeah, we were really far behind. We had to catch up with work and instead of getting no 

homework or a little bit of homework we were getting like four or five different 

homework things a night, just to catch up. I’m glad that we had her [the replacement 

teacher] otherwise I think I would have been really far behind and really disadvantaged 

going into Year 5. 
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The funding thing always seems to 

have been an issue at one school or 

another, apart from his high school 

now. The other schools thought they 

didn’t have obligations to cater for 

him because his disabilities didn’t 

attract any funding! Funny they 

don’t seem to care about supporting 

the kids unless there’s money 

involved! When he got the autism 

diagnosis that changed a bit. Before 

that he’d get some funding and be 

pulled out for remedial literacy 

groups before NAPLAN testing. As 

soon as NAPLAN was over the 

literacy classes and funding were 

withdrawn. I don’t think he liked the 

remedial classes, the books were 

boring and some of the other kids 

could hardly speak English. He 

needed a group he could connect 

with where he wasn’t different all 

the time. 

They couldn’t help me because I didn’t 

have funding. 

I never really got support for my disabilities at 

[my first primary school], or [my last primary 

school] but at the school I’m at now [high 

school], it’s a lot better, I’m actually getting 

support and there’s Teacher Aides in the room. 

Apparently [my old primary school] said that 

they couldn’t help because I didn't have funding 

or something like that. I think it was a similar 

story at [my first primary school]. To them if I 

needed help with my disabilities I had to do 

everything up at Learning Support. It wasn’t like 

only occasionally needed help with something. It 

was either you need help with nothing or you 

need help with everything. I think it was a similar story to [my old primary school], 

‘Well you don’t have funding so you can’t get support’, stuff like that. 

You haven’t earned the right to sit back in the class! 

Seated on the carpet in Buster’s lounge room, he has a pile of Lego® on a cloth 

that he is going to play with as we talk. He begins finding some bricks to build his 

creation. Buster is now back at school after the Easter break and eager to tell me how 

his week has been. My week was alright. In science I got in trouble for whispering a 

couple of words to the person sitting next to me and the teacher, he was training to be a 

teacher, and he told me to sit at the back of the room, for half a lesson. So I thought that 

would be the end of it, I thought it’d be only for that one lesson and then he was away 

the next day for my next science lesson. So the next time we had him, we had a double 

lesson, which would have been yesterday. When I went into the room for class, he said 

to me, because I sat down with the rest of the class not thinking anything of it, and then 

he said, ‘Oh Buster, go sit at the back of the class since you were sent to the back of the 

room last lesson, you haven’t earned the right to sit back in the class!’ I felt annoyed 

because we had a lesson where he wasn’t there and I was allowed to sit back in the 

class, so I thought if the punishment was going to carry over to the next lesson, it would 
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be with my normal teacher not the prac teacher. So that was quite annoying that he 

carried it on into another day’s lesson. At the start of the term or a couple of weeks 

after the start of the term, he came in and he made a mistake and I put my hand up. He 

said that camels have water in their humps and of course that’s wrong, but I politely 

said to him, ‘Sir, it’s actually that camels have fat stored in their humps, not water.’ 

And he said, ‘Okay thanks for saying that,’ because almost everyone thought, that 

there’s water in their humps but there’s not and after that I don’t think he’s really liked 

me. My usual teacher, she’s quite nice. 

Buster tells me how sitting at the back of the classroom affected him—We were 

studying for a test that we have next week and he was getting us to write down stuff that 

we had to study and I couldn’t like write it down because I was at the back of the class 

and I couldn’t see anything. Yeah and I had to get the girl who sits next to me to write 

them down for me because I didn’t know what they were and she just copied them out of 

her book and then gave them to me. The rest of the week was good, nothing much else 

happened.  

Why do you get to type it, why don’t we? 

I’m curious if the other students know about Buster having dyslexia—People 

ask, ‘Why is your writing so messy?’ Stuff like that. It’s not because they’re trying to 

bag me out or anything, it’s just because they genuinely want to know why my writing’s 

so messy. So I told them and they’re like, ‘Oh really, do you have dyslexia?’ The other 

day we had a media exam and we had to write about the protagonist and antagonist 

from a movie. I asked the teacher if I could type it, because of my dyslexia, because it 

had to be something like five hundred words. So I thought, ‘How am I supposed to write 

five hundred words without my arm getting tired and she’s not going to be able to read 

it towards the end, it’s going to be so messy?’ So everyone’s like, ‘Oh why do you get to 

type it, why don’t we?’ I tell them and they’re like, ‘Ah, okay’. Most of them know what 

dyslexia is. 

I think people just assume sometimes, like if someone thinks, ‘Oh he’s got 

dyslexia, that means that he needs funding and he needs tonnes of funding!’ You can’t 

get funding for dyslexia but they say, ‘Oh he can’t do anything because he’s got 

dyslexia or autism,’ and stuff like that. I think that can affect what they think and people 
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sometimes think that some disabilities are really, really, really bad or they think all 

disabilities are really bad. If I had to define what disability is, I would just say, that it 

was something that impaired someone from doing a certain task. Buster’s cat has heard 

us talking and comes over to sit with us, she rubs herself on my folder as she drifts past.  

I don’t do really, really well in school. 

We talk about giftedness and I ask Buster if he can tell me what the word gifted, 

means to him—Well, what I think people think in a way, is that they think gifted means 

that they’re high achieving and that they always get A’s and they’re always doing 

extracurricular activities. But I’m not like that because I don’t do really, really well in 

school all the time and I don’t always get A’s and I’m not always doing extracurricular 

activities. So I’d just say that it’s someone that could have a large amount of knowledge 

about a certain topic, but in saying my definition, that could just be someone that loves 

that thing and they like say, Ancient Egypt, and they’ve read all the history books about 

Ancient Egypt. I don’t know if they might be classified as gifted, or if it’s just that they 

have a lot of knowledge since they’ve studied it since they were 12 and now they’re like 

fifty or whatever. So yeah but I don’t know, that’s probably my definition. I wouldn’t 

say they’re an expert but I’d say something like someone that has, at a young age, might 

have knowledge, say they’re five and they know what the Hadron Collider does and they 

know things about how the collider collides particles together. 

I think some people think, especially at my [old primary school] since I was in 

the gifted and talented program, I think people expect since you’re in it [the gifted 

program], that you’re a goody two shoes and since other people found out I was in it, I 

think I was treated differently by people thinking that I’m a teacher’s pet and they’d 

think I’m good at everything and that I’m a snob and stuff like that. I don’t think other 

kids in the gifted classes were treated like that, just me. There weren’t that many 

popular kids in the gifted classes, like the kids who surf and play rugby, the other gifted 

kids kind of kept to themselves but the popular gifted kids had their own groups of 

twenty or thirty other kids [from outside the gifted program], so they weren’t really 

bullied about being in the classes. There were two or three popular kids in the program 

and sometimes I found that I did get actually bullied a little bit in the gifted classes, 

during class time. 



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   211 

 

 

He always loved reading, or being 

read to. Yeah. So many books, he 

still has loads of books and reads 

all the time. Used to be non-

fiction, loved to learn how things 

worked, take stuff apart. Still does 

it, any old electrical stuff, we can’t 

throw it out, can’t recycle it 

because he wants to take it apart . . 

. Yes but that’s been tricky, I was 

scared he’d hurt himself or there’d 

be some toxic stuff in there so 

we’d have to be careful whilst 

trying not to limit him. He was 

into everything, exploring, 

watching people, animals. Loves 

animals, loves his pet cat and dog. 

Just has this affinity with animals. 

Horses, oh yeah he used to go 

horse-riding. That was such a 

passion for him. But got so 

expensive, we just couldn’t sustain 

it with all the other financial 

things, like assessments, testing 

and all the health care visits. 

They would just exclude me from groups and group activities and they would 

keep all the equipment to themselves that was meant for everyone to use. If I came over, 

they’d just take it away or not let me use it, and they’d just end up using it the whole 

time or just sitting there next to it not using it. Then when I’d go over to ask to use it or 

go over to use it they’d say, ‘Hey, we’re still using it,’ and then they’d just pretend to 

use it and then go off and do their own thing. I just got a bit annoyed, sometimes I’d just 

ignore it, go do my own thing or sometimes I told the teacher and they told the kids to 

share the equipment.  

The work’s too easy, most of the time I already know it. 

I think, I’m not like boasting or anything, I think I excel at the area of science 

and things like that because I feel like in science classes, that the work’s too easy. Most 

of the time I already know it, but I’m still really interested in science. I still like science 

classes. I still listen if I already know it, and I still 

do the work, especially if we’re doing a practical 

activity where we’re doing something so I’ll 

always still participate. 

Buster talks about the kinds of grades he 

gets at school—I used to get D’s for maths and 

English a lot, but in the past couple of years 

they’ve improved a lot so they’ve been going to like 

B’s and A’s. That’s at my new school. We got a 

Progress Report last term and I did quite well. I 

got A’s and B’s for effort and a couple of A’s for 

achievement. A couple of months ago I had an 

English assignment, and we had to write a 

persuasive text, but our teacher told us that the 

booklet she gave us was just like a scaffold to help 

us when we wrote it. We were told that it was a 

practice NAPLAN, so no one thought we had to hand it in or do a draft. So we came to 

write it and I thought I did quite well, but it turns out that I got an E for it and that I got 

in trouble for not handing in a draft when only two people handed in drafts.  
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He’s got dyslexia, how can he get an A? 

I do quite well in science and history; I do quite well in media. So there are a 

few subjects that I’m good at, definitely maths is a tricky one. That’s probably the 

difficult subject but when I was at [my old primary school] I was getting D’s for maths 

but at [high school] last year I got B’s and I got moved into the accelerated maths class, 

so I don’t know how that came about. Sometimes I have a teacher aide there but that’s 

usually only for maths it’s only once a week and for English probably a couple of times 

a week. I have a maths tutor that I go to twice a week after school and yeah I don’t 

really have anything else outside of school except for my parents helping me. 

I ask Buster how he feels when he does well at school - I’m quite proud of 

myself especially if I’ve studied for a test and I get a really good mark or I find the test’s 

really easy and I’m quite glad I think, ‘I’m glad I studied for that.’ At the start of this 

year, we had a science test on electronics and I’m quite good at electronics, so I 

thought, ‘I’ll still study for it anyway.’ There were a couple of things there that I 

couldn’t really remember, so I studied them and then when it came to the test, I thought, 

‘I’m glad I studied that because now I know what the answer is.’ I feel quite good about 

myself and I’m glad I studied. It’s quite good; you just fly through the test and know 

that you’ve probably got almost everything right because you distinctly remember it 

from studying. Sometimes I have trouble remembering stuff, especially if I have to write 

an essay but short quick answers, one or two words or maybe a sentence or two, I can 

do that. I got 98% or something, so it was an A, so it was pretty good, pretty happy. 

People didn’t believe that I got an A because they think, ‘He’s got dyslexia how can he 

get an A?’ Sometimes the teachers’ ask if it’s okay to call your grade out so everyone 

can hear it, I always say, ‘Yes,’ because I don’t really care, but people were puzzled 

because people knew that I was good at science but they didn’t think I was that good. 

Everyone’s like, ‘Well how could he get such a good mark?’ A couple of kids thought I 

cheated. I got an A and people think, ‘Oh in English and other subjects he’s not very 

good, because we’ve got this spelling booklet in English, and they’re like, ‘He’s got a D 

on that, how can he be getting A’s without cheating?’ I just thought, ‘Well, I don’t 

really care about what they think’, I know that I didn’t cheat, I know that I did quite 

well and I know it was because I had studied for it, and that I’d actually worked hard to 

get that mark. 
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I’ve always enjoyed reading. 

Buster tells me he enjoys reading and points to one of the books he has next to 

his portfolio box—I like reading a lot, I’m quite good at reading. I used to struggle a 

little bit with reading but yeah, I don’t really ever remember being like really, really 

bad at reading and I’ve always enjoyed reading books and looking through fiction and 

nonfiction, I don’t really mind except if it’s say a maths textbook I won’t enjoy reading 

it. But yeah I’ve always enjoyed reading. Buster’s portfolio collection also encompassed 

a few books and I’m eager to hear about what he enjoys about books and reading. 

Usually when I’m going to school and in my English classes, they tell us to read books. 

I started this book series this year in English, I’ve read all the books in that series so 

far, they’re pretty good, I think there’s about 13 of them. I read also science books, 

about science, I didn't have to read all those books for school, we only had to read the 

first one but I continued on reading the rest of the series because I enjoyed them so 

much. I like the different genres in it, so you’ve got action and a lot of suspense, so you 

don’t really know if he’s going to die or if the person’s going to get away. I also read 

books outside school, different novels.  

Buster picks his sleeping cat up; she is been at the side of us for most of our 

chats. He places her gently into the large portfolio box; she happily curls up and 

continues sleeping as he gently rubs her head with one hand whilst building his Lego® 

creation with the other free hand. I ask if he has heard the term twice exceptional 

before—Yeah you could say that I am twice exceptional since I’ve got dyslexia, autism 

and stuff like that, but, still good at things like other activities like science and I’m still 

gifted and I have a disability at the same time. I ask Buster how he might define the 

term twice exceptional based on what he’s just mentioned, he’s thoughtful before 

replying, pausing with his building—I’d just say that someone has a disability or they 

struggle in something but they’re good in other different areas. So like me for example, 

I’m really, really good at science and things like that, but I’m not very good at maths 

and I’ve got dyslexia and autism.  

Looking forward. 

When I finish school, I’m looking forward to that, I don’t really like school. But 

when I finish I want to be a pilot or an engineer. I’d like to fly commercial planes. My 
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old school said my maths wasn’t good enough to be a pilot or an engineer. My mum got 

really angry when they told us that. I was only in Year 6. I think she got angry because 

they were telling me what I could and couldn’t do in like six years’ time when I finish at 

school. There’s a long way to go till then. If I don’t do one of those then something 

where I build stuff, or blow it up. I could be a pyrotechnician that would be fun! 

Analysis of Narrative: Review of Buster’s Story 

This section will briefly analyse Buster’s narrative by looking at the various 

parts of his story and focusing in on the main themes.  

Buster had some difficulties forming friendships particularly at is new primary 

school, where peers who he initially formed friendships with just ended up bullying me 

in the end. He had friends outside school but he perceived that the way others viewed 

him in school affected the friendships he was able to make in that environment. Buster 

recounted experiences with his friends outside school where they would have sleep 

overs, go swimming and play in the forest area near his home. The friendships he 

formed outside school appeared to relate to his areas of interest and activities he liked to 

engage with. He described himself as being quite friendly and a caring person whilst 

describing the characteristics of a good friend, so he appeared to be knowledgeable 

about the qualities associated with friendships. However, he described autism, in the 

only time he talked about how his autism affected him, as impacting on his ability to 

make friends; Buster did not posit any rationale other than autism about why he might 

not have had any friends at school. 

Buster talked about making friends with new children that started at his school, 

but how these friendships would not last after the children saw him being teased and 

bullied by others, often as a result of his disability and being seen as different by others. 

Peers chose to distance themselves from him in order to protect their own identity from 

being stigmatised by association with a stigmatised individual. Yet, outside school 

Buster talked about his friendships with other children, hanging out and playing outside. 

At school where his disability became visible through his engagement with classwork, 

he became ostracised as a result of others’ perceptions of him as different. Outside 

school, where the effects of his disability were not so noticeable, he formed many 

friendships. At school, Buster was vulnerable to victimisation and bullying by being 
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Figure 6-6: One of Bob's fashion 

sketches 

alone. Bullying was worse for Buster in the middle years of schooling (late primary, 

early high school). This supports previous research (e.g., Rose, Simpson, & Moss, 

2015) around children with disability at school being frequently bullied. Lovecky 

(2004) asserts that “it is middle school that many children with ASD report brutal 

teasing and bullying.” (p. 249). When Buster’s schooling context changed and was more 

supportive, he gained more friends and the bullying subsided. 

Story constellation 8: Bob’s Focused Life History 

Introducing Bob 

Bob is 10 years and six months old. She had a WISC-IV assessment when she 

was seven years and nine months old, which 

showed a GAI of 136. Her disabilities include: 

ADHD; motor dyspraxia and fine motor skill 

issues; sensory processing disorder; visual motor 

integration difficulties and anxiety. Bob loves art 

and is passionate about science. I have not met 

Bob or her family before my first visit. They live 

in a high-set house in a middle-class, bush land 

setting in Queensland. Bob has two sisters, one 

younger and one older, and lives at home with 

both her parents. 

Bob’s assessments. 

Bob’s mother, Godmother, provided me with the following specialists’ reports: two 

occupational therapy reports; two separate psychologists’ reports; and, two separate 

paediatricians’ reports (Table 6-9). Further details of Bob’s assessments are in 

Appendix S.  
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Table 6-8: Bob’s specialists’ diagnoses 

Diagnosing specialist Diagnoses 

OT Motor dyspraxia and fine motor skill deficits – 7 years, 5 

months 

Psychologist (1) WISC-IV, GAI 136; “visual processing difficulties” – 7 

years, 9 months 

Paediatrician (1) ADHD-PIP; “emotional issues”- 9 years, 8 months 

Psychologist (2) “severe anxiety disorder”; neurodevelopmental disability; 

sensory processing deficits – 9 years, 10 months 

OT “Movement disability consistent with her diagnosis of 

dyspraxia”; “reduced proprioceptive and tactile 

discrimination in hands and fingers” – 9 years, 11 months 

Paediatrician (2) Confirmed diagnoses of ADHD and anxiety disorder – 

prescribed anxiety and ADHD medication – 10 years, 3 

months 

Psychologist report 

Bob had a WISC-IV assessment (Table 6-9) and a WIAT-II assessment with a 

psychologist aged 7 years and 9 months old. The following extracts from the 

psychologist’s report detail the testing results: 

Table 6-9: Bob's WISC-IV assessment summary 

Scale Sum of 

Scaled 

Scores 

Composite 

Score 

Percentile 

Rank 

Qualitative 

Descriptor 

Verbal 

Comprehension 

(VCI) 

55 126 96 Superior 

Perceptual 

Reasoning (PRI) 

47 135 99 Very Superior 

Working Memory 

(WMI) 

27 120 91 Superior 

Processing Speed 

(PSI) 

18 94 34 Average 

Full Scale (FSIQ) - 126 

GAI 136 

96 Superior 

Bob presented as a warm, engaging 7 year old, who while quiet and tentative 

initially, gained confidence during the testing procedure. She was quite settled 

and calm throughout the sessions and was cooperative and task orientated, she 

demonstrated a very calm, ordered approach to the tasks, and her focus was 

excellent.  Bob appeared to enjoy even the most challenging work and did not 
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Figure 6-7: One of Bob's 

'cartoony' sketches 

want to give up on tasks she had begun, even when they were clearly too hard 

for her (see Appendix S for further details from this report). 

Details of Experience and Reflection on the Meaning 

In this section Bob tells about her lived experiences through her own words with 

some reflection by her on those experiences.  

Justice Must Prevail! 

At each session we sat on the leather couch in the family room of Bob’s 

Queensland home, she appeared self-assured and 

eager to chat. For the first interview her mum, 

Godmother accompanied us, but for subsequent ones 

we were left on our own to chat. The large, red, pet-

dog, Bunya [pseudonym], slept on the floor usually 

at Bob’s feet, or else on top of us on the couch.  I 

wondered if he was 

there just in case, 

ready to spring into 

protective action like he did when he announced my 

arrival with his bellowing bark emitted from the front 

veranda. He seemed friendly enough. 

We talked about what her pseudonym might be 

and she immediately told me—Bob, Bob Fredson. The 

freedom to choose a new identity seemed to encourage 

Bob as she talked freely. Justice must prevail! She 

announced as her mum talked about why they were 

taking part in the study, to share their experiences with 

others.   

I am 10 years old  . . .  and I am in grade 6 . . .  on the weekends I like to swim in 

the pool. And I like to read . . . lots of reading . . .  I don’t go to the library often but I 

tell mum which ones are the books I want reserved at the library and we pick them up. 

We talk about hobbies and Bob tells me she enjoys drama—I do it on Thursday 

This is a good opportunity for 

you, you were afraid to say what 

you thought last year, and now 

you can be Bob Fredson and say 

what you want to say. That way 

other parents and kids will know 

what to do. They can say this 

works and this doesn’t. You 

would like to help people, you 

are a helpful sort of a girl and 

fairly keen to stand up for 

justice. 
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All the [teachers] liked her 

because she’s so personable but 

she got far more attention for 

being cute and sweet, a bit vacant, 

I don’t know. With the speech 

impediment she was just very cute 

. . . . it was really cute, it was like 

a really cute little kid kind of 

thing. Since it was a multi-grade 

classroom, she just got moved 

down and they didn’t believe she 

could do maths, and she still 

couldn’t remember all the steps to 

the [maths] equipment. So they 

would say ‘She doesn’t know how 

to add these double digit 

numbers,’ and when I realised that 

she was gifted I took her home 

and I said, I still remember the 

numbers, ‘Can you add 63 and 

21?’ She thought for a minute and 

she could add it in her head and I 

went back to the teachers [and 

said], ‘She doesn’t need to do all 

these steps. She can’t remember 

the steps, first of all, so can we 

make a chart with all the steps?’ 

‘No, we can’t make a chart with 

all the steps’. They didn’t believe 

me and eventually they asked her 

and then they figured it out 

themselves but you know, they 

were a bit sceptical. Then, every 

time she would undo stuff [special 

provisions and support] that I 

would get for her, she would just 

say ‘Oh, I don’t want to do that’. 

afternoons . . .  I played the piano last year. I took a break this year [from piano] for 

drama . . .  that was at the start of this year . . . I decided I like drama and art more then 

I like music . . .   I enjoy doing [art] in school and 

I do a lot of it at home. If you want I can grab a 

little picture I did this morning. Bob stepped out 

of the room to fetch the artwork she had made.  

Bunya immediately got up and followed Bob out 

of the room, returning trailing behind her a few 

minutes later. Bob showed me a drawing of two 

girls with some collaged images around them, I 

ask about her inspiration for the image—I don’t 

know. I just thought of it and then I drew it. Bob 

flicked through the sketchbook showing me 

further recent artwork, drawings of trees with 

potato printed leaves—I like to draw people  . . . I 

can draw animals and objects but I’m best at 

drawing cartoony people, particularly girls. 

Mom, she’s very supportive when I have 

doubts and she answers all my questions. 

Bob moved on to talk about family—My 

dad’s an engineer, at the moment I think he’s 

interstate  . . .  I don’t know where he is, but he’s 

working right now and I have my, mom, she’s very 

supportive when I have doubts and she answers 

all my questions and my big sister, it can be a little annoying to have a big sister, but 

I’m glad I do because she was my main inspiration for art. Then I have a little sister, 

which I can’t say I’m so grateful for. Little sisters can be a little bit pestering and they 

copy everything you say. She is very mischievous. She is 6 . . . . When I’m with my 

family I like to watch TV or play Wii® or every night my dad reads Lord of the Rings to 

us, well every night when he’s home, unless we watched a movie. I like to play outside 

and garden with my big sister and my little sister sometimes joins in.  
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She got really frustrated because 

she wanted to be in the higher 

group in math. Every time I’d go 

in to school and I’d try and get her 

disability adjustments . . .  Then 

she’d go undo it and she’d cry at 

the teachers and say she didn’t 

want to be different from everyone 

else which was true, and she spoke 

with her fake speech impediment, 

and then she got moved to the 

lowest group in maths and she was 

really mad! 

At school I usually hang out with my friend from [Southeast Asia], Lia 

[pseudonym], we play basketball. Well, it’s not really much of a basketball hoop but it’s 

a little wire circle that meant to be basketball hoop, there are two of them posted on two 

of the trees in the forest [at school]. The basketball courts are a little crowed most of the 

time. I haven’t got her phone number yet so [we don’t hang out much outside school] . . 

.  [outside school] I have a really good friend called Melissa [pseudonym]. And then I 

have my next door neighbour Bianca [pseudonym]. She is a grade younger than, we 

usually get along when she is in a good mood. Good moods can last for about a month 

and bad moods can last for about a month. But she’s been in a good mood recently. We 

go to her house make potions, pull pranks, play on her trampoline, or go swimming. 

[The pranks we play are like when] we put some gooey, purpley grey stuff in her big 

sister’s shampoo . . .  I didn’t get in trouble but I am not sure how much trouble Bianca 

got into, she didn’t seem to want to talk about it. Ever since that prank we haven’t done 

any more. She giggles. 

That’s when I started to show symptoms of anxiety. 

I ask Bob how she might describe herself to somebody—Creative  . . . let me 

think . . .  friendly, loyal, most of them are good character traits. Bob continued to 

ponder before turning and stroking Bunya who was sleeping on the couch behind us 

whilst we sipped our tea which Godmother had brought in. We chat about what a good 

life he has being able to sleep whenever he wants. 

Bob tells me she had part of her prep schooling interstate before moving to 

Queensland. She found it very hard to move from her home country in North America 

to Australia, finding it very hard to understand the 

Australian accent—It was a bit frustrating not 

being able to understand what people were saying. 

She told me of their move to Queensland and how it 

was a little easier—I had really nice, laid back 

teacher  . . .  And she was really nice and school 

was cool, except it was different to what it is now, 

because now I’m in the higher groups of school but 

before I was in the lower groups of the class. All my 

school was Montessori, until the start of last year [Grade 4].   
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With bullying, there was another 

kid when Bob’s was in Year 1 . . .  

he was always causing trouble and 

beating people up . . . eventually 

Bob had enough of him and she 

got in trouble. There was another 

kid in the last school, in Year 3, 

kept taking her mechanical pencils 

and breaking them and doing all 

this other stuff to her. She tried 

telling the teacher, nothing 

happened . . . Finally he kept 

messing with her, she grabbed 

him on the nipple pinched him as 

hard as she could, she can’t tell 

how hard she’s pressing because 

of her dyspraxia, and twisted, and 

made him scream and cry . . .  
This year she has another boy that 

messes with her, and so I told her 

it could be worth it, to just draw a 

line in the sand once . . .  But said 

she doesn’t want to be known as a 

person of violence . . .  

I had the same teacher from prep in grade one. And another teacher called Lee 

[pseudonym]. She was very sweet and that’s when I started to show symptoms of anxiety 

. . .  That was a good year for friends.  

Teachers couldn’t keep the kids noise level under control that year at school . . .  when 

there’s a lot of noise I can’t really concentrate . . .  They put me in lower class because 

they thought I had speech impediments. I’m interested about the speech impediment and 

asked Bob what she did, Bob giggled as she replied—I don’t know . . .  I can’t 

remember. I guess it just started . . .  I was moved her up to a [grade] 4/5 class and that 

was really good I got A’s in like a lot of subjects. 

He didn’t bother me again! 

We chatted about Year 3—There was this 

little kid and he was a pest! He would steal all my 

Pacers [mechanical coloured/lead pencils], and take 

the lead out of them and then put them back on my 

desk. He couldn’t be controlled by the teacher, 

finally I’d had enough and I pinched him and made 

him cry and got sent to detention for it. He didn’t 

bother me again! 

Sometimes things get distracting for me. 

Disabilities can be hard sometimes, because 

of my ADD, I couldn’t say I have ADHD because 

don’t have the H. So ADD. Bob took a long pause, 

thinking before resuming— I can’t hear a lot when there’s a big noise happening and 

sometimes things get distracting for me and let’s see, some symptoms of my disabilities 

are I don’t step on the lines on the tiles or I clap two times before I do a belly flop or I 

do a number of steps in each like sidewalk square. I’ve recently been told [by mom] that 

doing these things isn’t very good for your brain, so I am trying to quit the habit but it’s 

harder than it sounds. I don’t know [if that disability has a name] I think it’s just autism 

or something. I ask about the disability that affects Bob’s hearing and what it’s called – 
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In her old class [because] she’d 

missed out socially because I’d 

been pulling her out to home 

school her. So that was a bit 

rough. She didn’t have a lot in 

common with the kids in that class 

CAPD. The other ones might be part of ADHD but I don’t know . . .  [my disabilities 

are] not quite as bad, well mines not quite as severe as it can get. It affects me at school 

but people don’t really notice. I don’t really care what they think [of my disabilities] . . .  

I’m a visual learner, when we’re doing practices on tests and stuff, I usually remember 

the question and how it looks and then when I get corrected I remember the right thing 

and then when the test comes I remember it. Being a visual learner, this is not really 

related to school, but being a visual learner is good for art. It’s really good because 

once I’ve visualised something in my head I can just draw it out on paper but the bad 

thing is, because I don’t have very good spatial awareness, I know what I am supposed 

to be drawing but I can’t get my hand to do it sometimes. But usually I don’t have very 

many problems with that. 

Disability means you have something that’s different about you. 

Hand writing I’m terrible at that! I have these really good thoughts that I want 

to remember, then I start writing it but then a couple of seconds later because my hands 

are so slow, I forget the really good idea and I have to rephrase it into not so good 

writing. I don’t usually need extra time on test [to support me with my disabilities] but 

sometimes I do. Sometimes I need a little extra help from the teacher because I don’t 

understand the questions the way everyone else understands it . . . I just don’t 

understand what I’m supposed to answer, like on tests. Usually I get stuck on one or 

two questions. I just go on to the other questions and once I’m finished with those I go 

to my teacher and ask him, or I listen to what others are asking him because sometimes 

other people might have my troubles so I just listen 

in. 

Disability means when you have something 

that’s different about you, that normal people, not 

that there’s such a thing, or other people don’t 

have. They’re almost like little quirks that everyone 

that’s disabled has. Let me think  . . .  Bob let out a sigh as she tried to consider words 

to describe what disability means to her. I see her struggling and ask if she would like to 

take a break, she does. I suggest going out of the room and doing something else for a 

while, but she’s content to sit and cuddle Bunya, chatting to me about his love for 
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That was when she was unofficially 

accelerated. She when from year 

three into the middle of year three 

and they wanted her to take 

NAPLAN because they thought she 

would do well on NAPLAN, and 

she did because they gave her extra 

time and separate supervision. After 

NAPLAN it was okay for her to go 

ahead and accelerate. The different 

classes, in the lower class with those 

kids she didn’t relate well to them 

and have friends there. She couldn’t 

be herself. 

cuddles and having his belly scratched. After about five minutes Bob announces that 

she’s ready to restart the interview. 

Some people, they would just exclude me. 

At the new school, people know that they can’t beat me in a battle of words 

because they’ve tried. I endeavour to learn about what was different now to previous 

school years, Bob attempts to articulate why—Sometimes I couldn’t keep up with the 

rest of the class, they just treated me less. Some people, they would just exclude me but 

then when they excluded me I knew that I didn’t want to do what they were doing 

because I didn’t want to do anything with them because they excluded me and that was 

showing their character that they weren’t very nice, when they’d excluded me in my 

younger years. In my previous school, they wouldn’t let me play in games or stuff, so 

grade three was kind of my year that I liked to play with the boys. The boys didn’t have 

so many things to them and they didn’t like exclude and do that they were just more fun 

. . .  Now I don’t have that many problems anymore. I have lots of friends in my new 

class; I don’t really have any enemies, in my new class, that’s what I meant because 

nobody really doesn’t like me. I ask Bob about 

what might be different now compare to then 

she was having the problems—Now, when I 

skipped a grade, people are more mature but 

before the other people, they treated me less 

because they knew I was in a younger grade 

then everyone, because I was in grade 3, in a 

class of grade 4 to 7. I am not sure I understand 

so I ask if Bob can clarify for me - They treated 

me differently when they knew I was younger. 

I’m still younger now but nobody knows it because I have skipped a grade and I’m 

known as the only grade 3 in the [multi-age] class. [I’m in grade] six now, by my age I 

would be in grade 5.  

I like being in a social group [of friends], it’s just not social groups for learning 

because it’s kind of distracting.  I had trouble when I was [in the lower class] but it got 

better when I went to the other class with [finding] friends . . .  I was in the younger 

class, it was just people who were less mature and I couldn’t often relate to people 
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She’s completely damaged from 

people telling her for years that 

she doesn’t have a disability, she 

doesn’t feel like she’s that bright 

and doesn’t want to use disability 

adjustments and then the school 

says, ‘Oh well,  we know they 

want to be normal,’ So they [the 

school] will still not do disability 

adjustments. Instead of working 

with me to persuade her. 

because they were just like . . . less mature. I wanted to be friends with everyone. But 

not everyone wanted to be friends with me because social groups were already formed 

and it was the middle of year.  

I had almost nothing in common with those kids . . . Oh that’s a beautiful sunset, 

look . . .  Bob pointed to the vanishing glow of the sun, through the partially closed 

window shades, as it cast a golden red and marmalade-orange luminosity over the high 

clouds. We both looked out in appreciation, chatting briefly about the beautiful sunset 

before it disappeared into dusk. The kids didn’t bicker with each other about weird 

subjects like cats, which type of cat is better? Then they get themselves into fights and 

they’d run away from each other and it was just kind of foolish. I got harder work and it 

was just kind of nice.  

I’m glad that I’m going to high school and can start over again.  

My school is a state school, a very big school . . .  I’ve been there for a year and 

a term; this is my last year in primary school and then high school next year [grade 7]. 

I’m kind of glad that I [am going to high school and] can start over again and I’m glad, 

I’ll be able to have harder work and they sort people by how well that learn and they 

sort people who want to learn out from the people that don’t want to learn, the people 

that like music from the people that like basketball. They sort them out in classes and 

groups like that. High school’s going to be fun for me because I’m looking forward to it. 

I’ve always liked school. I always look forward to art on Tuesday afternoon’s and my 

teacher does daily PE [physical education]. I’m 

always looking forward to that because his games 

are really fun . . . In Year3, I did not like that 

teacher very much because she couldn’t keep the 

class under control without yelling, she was always 

yelling. It drove me mad.  I couldn’t concentrate on 

my stuff. Even in reading, people would keep 

chatting and the only thing she did was yell, yell, 

yell; ‘Be quite!’ or ’Just stop!’ Or just say the name of the class, sometimes it was a yell 

like talking loud, sometimes it was the angry loud [yelling]. I have one subject that I 

hate which is Japanese. Now the teacher has changed I like it more. My old teacher’s 

coming back. I just don’t like her because she yells a lot . . .  
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I like being treated like a normal person. 

I don’t think a lot of people see my disabilities and I don’t think it’s important 

for people to know about my disabilities, I like being treated like a normal person, not 

that anyone’s normal but like an average person. To me disability is someone that was 

born like that, different; there are lots of disabilities, the disability word kind of means 

like someone that was born differently from others. Well, more differently than other 

people because everyone’s different. 

I think it makes a difference, what teacher I have. 

Bob tells me about the kinds of grades she gets at school on her report cards—

Usually A’s and B’s, and occasionally C’s, mostly in sport, the only C on my report 

card. In science I got an A, in maths, I don’t know what I got; I think I got an A or a B. 

In English I got an A. All my first assignments in music were C’s and D’s and some B’s, 

but then my last assignment mum helped me with, it was a poster, a really nice looking 

poster, and it was an A+ so my overall result in music was A. I remember getting five 

A’s on my report card. I was meant to get a Gold Award but they accidently gave me a 

Silver Award and I still haven’t traded it in. [The Gold Award] is a little badge you 

wear on your uniform for getting five A’s or more on your report card. I was a bit 

confused at first [when I got the silver award instead] it didn’t really matter that much. 

I think it makes a difference what teacher I have, part of the reason why I got a 

C in sport was because my sport’s teacher’s a grouchy old man, he’s always really 

cranky, he got mad at me for holding the discus wrong. I’m doing better in sport this 

year and I’m starting to work into the list of the people that he favours. It’s more 

pleasant not being on other half of him. [I know who he favours] because he never yells 

at them, he just softly corrects them, because they’re the ones that are good at sport. 

I’m going to get into that group by holding the discus right, running fast, doing well in 

sport. I am doing my best, the other subjects you get A’s if you try hard but then in 

sport, if you try your best and you still don’t run fast because you’re not a fast runner 

and you don’t have very good coordination, well, you might get an A in effort but that 

doesn’t affect your result in the subject. So, sport isn’t really important to me with the 

grumpy old grouch, he’s been the sports teacher for years. He’s kind of generally 

always angry; I just don’t like being yelled at.  
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I ask how Bob feels when she does well at school—I feel very proud of myself 

and I feel happy. [When I don’t do very well] it just makes me motivated to try a little 

harder. Sometimes I feel a little bit discouraged but usually I just try a little harder to 

increase my effort. When I do well at school, I guess some people would feel jealous but 

I don’t tell most people, well I tell some people my marks but most of them are happy 

for me. 

Bob tells me about homework—For homework we do about a page, maybe two 

pages but I don’t do very much homework. I do homework, just not at home. I do it on 

the bus, on the way to school or I do it when I get early in class or I do it right before 

the teacher announces that he’s going to mark it and I start doing questions, writing the 

questions before he answers them. I do most of my homework at the start of class  . . .  I 

only do my homework at home when dad’s here because he says that I need to do it, he 

says it’s better to be prepared. Usually, when mom’s here I just don’t do my homework, 

we go swimming in the pool, invite my neighbour over, or I go over to her house on the 

trampoline or something like that, [homework] is not very important [to me].  

I see myself as being gifted in all subjects. 

We chat about what the word gifted means to Bob—Gifted means [being] really 

good in effort, trying your best in subjects. I think gifted means trying your best, even at 

stuff that you don’t like or you’re not good at. Being good at trying or being good at the 

subject or being pleasant to be around, well that’s not all of it. Not everybody is gifted, I 

don’t think so . . .  Yes I do see myself as gifted, or I’ve been told that I am gifted, twice 

exceptional. Some of gifted means gifted as in you have a gift that you’re good at. I see 

myself at being gifted in all subjects, well most subjects, except LOTE [Languages Other 

Than English]. Don’t really like that, Japanese. I still try my best and do what I can to 

be a good student to the Japanese teacher and I am one of her favourites, I just don’t 

like the subject. I don’t really like the Japanese teacher, which can make it a bit hard to 

learn Japanese . . .  At school we’ve been learning about snap circuits in class. They’re 

like an electric circuit. But it’s kind of boring because I have an electric circuit kit at 

home, and I do that but this one’s fairly simple. 

I ask about Bob’s use of the term twice exceptional and ask if she can tell me 

what it means to her—[It means] twice exceptional, it means you’re gifted and you have 
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a disability. I hear it sometimes, every now and then. Mom uses that word, and some of 

the doctors use that word . . .  let me think, the psychologist, I forgot the other one, the 

paediatrician. 

Part of my dyspraxia is I can’t tell how hard I’m pressing. 

Bob showed me some more items from her portfolio box, a collection of books, 

bookmarks, notepads and a forensic science kit—The magnifying glass has been taken 

because we were setting some leaves on fire this morning [with the sun] on the 

concrete, and then this one, a net. Not so useful for catching butterflies, it’s more useful 

in a pond for catching minoes and tadpoles . . .  I like catching bugs . . .  I had a little 

container; its lid was like a magnifying glass. We caught grasshoppers, this is another 

bug grabber.  Bob showed me some green plastic tweezers—I don’t grab them by that 

because part of my dyspraxia is I can’t tell how hard I’m pressing. Bob told me of her 

love for science and showed me a booklet from a chemistry workshop - It was a 

workshop on chemistry and looking at atoms and molecules, mom took me to the 

workshop. This one is from a science camp that went for three days. Bob showed me 

another booklet—It was really fun. Except I kind of got left out in robotics, I just didn’t 

understand that, it was noisy going there overnight in a cabin with 16 people. 

Looking forward. 

I asked about Bob’s future plans and hopes, she told me about what she would 

like to do when she leaves school—Well, I am aiming for a career in zoology. I’m 

actually aiming towards having my own zoo, but it’s taking a couple of years of saving. 

Bob became more animated and passionate as she talked about her plans for a zoo—I 

am saving, I guess you have to start somewhere. I don’t have a lot but I’d love to be a 

zoologist or an engineer or architect. I really love animals, there’s no end to learning 

about animals because they are always new things to learn. I would probably have a 

snake or reptile zoo because I like reptiles because some of them are so weird they’re 

cute. My favourite reptile is a python, a diamond python because they’re pretty and 

they’re good pets. Mom doesn’t want me to have one because she doesn’t like snakes, so 

she says ‘Start off with a pet sitting business and then we will see where that goes.’ 

When I can drive a car I can start a travelling zoo where you go to school and show 
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them your animals help them learn about animals and maybe they might want to pat 

some, and the schools pay you. 

I inquire about what appeals to Bob about engineering and architecture— hey 

just look like fun jobs. Mom’s an architect, and dad’s an engineer. I really like both of 

them because engineering’s really fun. Like planning a house, like this room is going to 

be here, and this room is going to be here and this is going to be so many stories and 

that. We finish up our final interview, and I thank Bob for all of her time. 

Analysis of Narrative: Review of Bob’s Story 

This section briefly examines Bob’s narrative in relation to the main themes 

which have emerged from her story.  

Bob described herself as friendly and loyal, what she termed as “good character 

traits”, she also talked at length about her many friends, naming them and sharing their 

antics with me through her narrative. Bob appeared to be the only participant who had 

consistent friendships throughout school and outside school, despite some ups and 

downs, particularly with some of the personalities of particular girls in her group of 

friends; she maintained strong friendships through her engagement in shared interests 

and activities.  

Bob explained that to her that having a disability made her feel different to 

others as she told me of her definition of disability being when you have something 

that’s different about you, that normal people . . . or other people don’t have. Bob 

explained that she did not believe that it was important for others to know about her 

disability because she stated that she liked being treated like a normal person.  

Wanting to be seen as normal for Bob meant not being viewed by others as 

being different. She felt that using her disability adjustments made her seem different 

from her peers. Yet, she did not mind standing out as being different to her peers in 

academic achievements. One difference was acceptable, the other was not. Bob’s school 

environment conveyed a message to her that having a disability as part of one’s identity 

was unacceptable. Inzlicht and Good (2006) term these types of environments as 

threatening, ones which impede a sense of belonging, comfort and acceptance. 
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Bob was getting mixed-messages at school; part of her identity was acceptable, 

part was not.  She felt that she was already part of a minority group in her school by her 

identification with a non-dominant group of children from other countries, obvious by 

their different accents and appearances. Standing out further because of disability 

accommodations and the effects of her disability, were not acceptable to Bob; hence her 

reluctance, much to her mother’s exasperation, at utilising her disability adjustments 

whether the teacher facilitated it or not. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter concludes the presentation of the children’s narratives organised as 

paired narrative story constellations; Children’s Stories/Stories of Children. Throughout 

the last two chapters the children’s stories told of their lived experiences privileging 

their voices with some contribution from their parents added to their voices of 

experience. Following the presentation of each story constellation I briefly summarised 

and analysed the children’s narrative in relation to narrative theory and literature. 

Stories of school dominated the children’s narratives as they reflected on their 

experiences primarily in those contexts. Clandinin and Connelly (1996) term these 

stories of school as institutional stories that are powerful stories in shaping identity. As 

a result of still being at school, the children are in the midst of being shaped by these 

living stories of school (Clandinin, 2013). This was evident throughout the story 

constellations where school provided the main focus for many of the participants’ 

stories of lived experience. Throughout these stories some common themes or plotlines 

emerged. In Chapter 7, I examine the children’s narratives through Polkinghorne’s 

analysis of narrative  (1995) examining the plotlines which emerged in and across the 

Children’s Stories/Stories of Children. 
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Chapter 7: Plotline Analysis and Discussion  

Chapter Synopsis 

The previous two chapters presented the eight children’s story constellations. In 

this chapter I focus on some of the big picture thematic plotlines through 

Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narrative, bringing together the lived experiences, 

across and between the individual story constellations. Each plotline will be described 

as it appeared in the children’s narratives, and then discussed in relation to the findings 

and considered relative to the literature.  

Plotlines across the Eight Story Constellations  

Various aspects of the children’s experiences were interrelated and overlapping 

which made it difficult sometimes to tease out clearly distinct plotlines. For the purpose 

of this discussion I have drawn out five main plotlines in relation to their experiences of 

being twice exceptional, both at school and outside school. These five key plotlines are: 

Personal Interests; Negative Experiences; Support Networks; Stress, Coping and 

Resilience; and Sense of Self (see Table 7-1).  

Table 7-1: Plotlines Across the Eight Participants Lived Experiences 

Plotlines Sub-Plotlines 

Personal Interests  Down time 

 Self-directed pursuit of personal interests. 

Negative Experiences   Bullying by peers; 

 Bullying by teachers; 

 Teachers’ yelling; 

 Being singled out in front of peers. 

 

Support Networks  Pets;  

 Friends, parents and social networks; 

  

Stress, Coping and 

Resilience  
 Stress and coping responses;  

 Situational factors;   

 Maladaptive coping; 

 Resilience and protective factors.  

Sense of Self  Feelings of ‘normal’/‘different’; 

 Labelling; 

 Achievement expectations. 
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Below, I outline each plotline as it was revealed through the data, across the 

participants’ story constellations. Each of these five plotlines is presented in turn. Near 

the beginning of each section a table is included which frames the sub-plotlines and 

shows examples from the data. After the respective tables, individual plotlines are 

discussed in relation to the data, findings and related literature. The plotlines are in no 

particular order but are discussed as they appeared in the data, and not all are of the 

same magnitude or equally prominent.  

These five plotlines provide insights into the children’s lived experiences in 

relation to being twice exceptional. During the reading, re-reading and re-storying of the 

field texts, a secondary layer of analysis uncovered sub-plotlines within the dominant 

plotlines and these are examined along with each main plotline.  

Plotline - Personal Interests  

Having regular time set aside during their week to actively engage in their own 

interests, was a vital component of the children’s stories. All of the participants had 

unique interests which they wanted to be able to pursue and engage in. This engagement 

in play and creative activities supported the children having down time from needing to 

deal with issues such as daily stressors; impacts of disability; bullying; school work; 

complex social situations; and, having to attend specialist appointments and associated 

exercises undertaken often on a daily basis. These activities were predominantly driven 

by the children’s own interests and intrinsic motivation; where the activities provided 

opportunities to just be a child and have fun, doing what they wanted to do, without any 

external pressure from anyone else. Table 7-2 presents an overview of the plotline and 

sub-plotlines of Personal Interests. 

 

Table 7-2: The Plotline and Sub-plotlines of Personal Interests 

Plotlines Sub-Plotlines 

Personal Interests  Down time 

 Self-directed pursuit of personal interests. 

 

Table 7-3 shows evidence from the data in regards to development of this 

plotline and provides some examples from the children’s story constellations of the 

activities and interests they pursued (e.g., piano; mountain biking).  
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 Table 7-3: Examples of Personal Interests Across the Participants 

Participant Interests/hobbies/creative areas/play School or 

self-

instigated 

 

Turbo 

 

Mountain biking; making and watching online videos; 

computer games; playing with his dog; army cadets. 

 

Self 

Cat51 Science experiments; building with Lego; watching 

videos; playing with his dog; going to theme parks; 

going to the movies. 

Both 

Boomstick Art - drawing; creative writing; computer games; 

watching videos; Skateboarding. 

Both 

Ashley Art – computer art, drawing, painting; music - piano; 

hanging out with friends and youth group activities. 

Both 

Harry Creative writing; watching and making online videos; 

card games; computer games; drawing - people. 

Self 

Anny Art; piano; swimming and going to the beach. Both 

Buster Building – Lego, woodwork, electronics; outdoor play 

with friends; making videos/photography/media arts; 

computer games; watching online videos; swimming 

and going to the beach; riding his bike with friends. 

Self 

Bob Art; making ‘concoctions’ – science; environmental 

activities – collecting bugs; drama. 

Self 

 

I have used the children’s own words as much as possible in the table, in 

describing their activities. Some were self-instigated outside school, some instigated 

both at school and outside school. These descriptions relate to the sub-plotlines under 

Personal Interests of Down time and Self-directed pursuit of personal interests. Table 

7-4 details how the children described their personal interests and how these represented 

down time and escape from their disabilities through the pursuit of their interests. The 

purpose of being able to know this kind of detailed information is in order to view this 

in the contexts of, and as part of the children’s lived experiences. 

 

Opportunities to engage in, and pursue, their own interests formed important 

aspects of the children’s lived experiences. Although parents were important in 

encouraging their children’s pursuit of the activities and providing avenues and outlets 

for their interests, the children were the driving forces in that part of their lives (see 

Table 7-4).



 Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   232 

 

 

Table 7-4: Examples from the Data of the Children’s Areas of Creativity and Play 

Description Evidence from the participants 

 

Down Time - 

Escape from 

disability 

 

Play and creative activities as an escape from his anxiety, stating that 

when he feels very anxious that he often needs to do something physical 

to cope with the anxiety –“If I can, I might go for a walk outside or do 

something to distract me [like play with my Lego or GoPro camera].” 

(Buster) 

Down Time -

Escape from 

disability 

Mountain biking was something which Turbo was good at, something 

outside academics and school, where he could show other people, 

particularly his peers that he was actually skilled and capable at 

something– “I can beat most kids on the bike in my class . . .  it means a 

lot to me to do it [win]. I’m one of the underdogs in my class because  . . 

. I’m rubbish  . . .  I’m not good at classroom stuff  . . . Just being out 

there and forgetting everything helps me with my dyslexia. If I had an 

assignment or test tomorrow I usually go on a bike ride and just forget 

about it.” (Turbo). 

Down time – 

self-directed 

pursuit of 

interests 

“I wish I had time to go out to art lessons [outside school] once every 

week. I used to do that, I haven’t done it for a while. I’m not very happy 

about it . . .  I find it really hard [not having time to do art] . . .  I loved 

doing it [art] it’s like the best thing in the world.” (Anny). 

Down time – 

escape from 

disability 

“I like music and art they’re sort of my go and relax subjects . . .  I like 

music because it is nice and creative and I can do what I [want to] do.” 

(Ashley). 

Self-directed 

pursuit of 

personal 

interests 

“My teachers say that I’m rather good with behaviour and effort but they 

say that I need to focus  more in class to get better marks at the actual 

work, to be focusing more on my work than other less important things, 

[like] my ideas for my writing, [which] I don’t really share with [other 

people].” (Harry) 

Self-directed 

pursuit of 

personal 

interests 

Bob showed me a booklet from a chemistry workshop - “It was a 

workshop on chemistry and looking at atoms and molecules, mom took 

me to the workshop. This one is from a science camp that went for three 

days . . . It was really fun.” 

 
 

Some of the children articulated that being good at these activities meant they 

could prove to themselves and others that they were actually good at something—

evidence of their gifted ability. This finding supports research findings by Dole (2001) 

who found that involvement in areas of personal interest in the form of extracurricular 

activities supported twice exceptional children’s development of positive identity, self-

knowledge, self-acceptance and self-determination. 

All of the children engaged in creative activities that were in their areas of 

interest, frequently self-directed, rather than those fostered by schools. As I talked with 

the participants about their areas of passion, all but one (Harry), showed me evidence of 
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their creative activities. These were either from their portfolio box, or they would 

interrupt the interview to fetch items and hurry back to discuss the new artefact with me. 

Their passion and excitement was evident in the way they spoke of their artefacts and 

demonstrating how they worked, or informed me how they had created the object (Field 

notes and observations – 16/1/14; 21/1/14; 5/4/14; 8/4/14).  

This finding is consistent with Reis et al. (1997)  who noted that out of school 

experiences and interests are important mediating factors for twice exceptional children 

as they provide amelioration to their frequently negative school experiences. Further 

these findings support what Reis et al. (1997) found with regards to non-school based 

interests fostered by parents which contributed to a positive sense of self. 

The children’s out of school interests could be utilised in the classroom to 

engage the children, thus supporting amelioration of their disability through their 

interests and strengths. This is consistent with the findings of Baldwin, Baum, Pereles, 

and Hughes (2015) who suggest that students’ interests should be utilised in educational 

programs to support and address their disability needs as a result of their twice 

exceptionality.  

Plotline - Negative Experiences 

The plotline of negative experiences was woven through the children’s 

narratives, suggesting some negative lived experiences. This was corroborated by the 

parents. All eight of the participants reported ongoing negative experiences, mostly at 

school which usually involved interpersonal interactions. Table 7-5 presents and 

overview of the plotline and sub-plotlines of Negative Experiences. The plotline of 

negative experiences and sub-plotlines revealed that the children all felt that they had 

experienced negativity particularly from others, and for the most part at school. This 

finding is consistent with much of the literature on twice exceptional children’s school 

experiences where many have noted that they are frequently negative (e.g., Reis et al., 

1997; Willard-Holt, Weber, Morrison, & Horgan, 2013). 
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Table 7-5: The Plotline and Sub-plotlines of Negative Experiences 

Plotlines Sub-Plotlines 

Negative Experiences   Bullying by peers; 

 Bullying by teachers; 

 Teachers’ yelling; 

 Being singled out in front of peers. 

Table 7-6 provides some evidence from the children’s story constellations of 

these negative experiences using their own words. It is important to view this in the 

contexts of, and part of the children’s lived experiences.  

Table 7-6: Examples from the Participants with Regards to Negative Experiences 

Description  Evidence from the participants 

Bullying by 

peers  

“They [other students] would do things like name calling and not wanting to 

be my friend and telling me to go away and ‘Fuck off,’ and stuff like that 

[Year 9] . . .  sometimes the kids would get two or three [others] and literally 

pick me up and drag me off  . . .  to try and get me away  . . . they’d grab my 

shorts and pull me backwards so I’d fall off the chair . . .  they stopped being 

friends with me because they got bullied for being friends with me.” (Buster). 

Bullying by 

peers 

“I think half the reason I got bullied in primary school, was because of how I 

would like yell out in class and how I’d just be generally annoying, 

inconsiderate of others’ feelings. I didn't realise I was. I think that’s one of 

the reasons I got bullied.” (Ashley). 

Bullying by 

peers 

“When I am getting bullied no one comes and I’ve been helping people but 

they don’t help me back! A few times in Year 2, I got beat up and once in 

Year 1. I was just walking around [at lunchtime] and two people from Year 3 

had come up and started punching me, kicking me.” (Boomstick). 

Bullying by 

peers 

“[The bullying] was usually at first break, or when they had nobody else to 

[bully]  . . .  they just did it. Like there’s nobody else they could tease, so 

they just decided to [tease me] . . .  They teased me, you know, a way that a 

bully would, just a normal bully, teasing, basically . . .  [they would] just say 

mean things you know, that sort of stuff  . . .  swear words and like push you, 

and like hurt you, those sort of things . . .  I thought it was terrible and mean, 

and sad . . .  because I cried and that.” (Cat51). 

Bullying by 

peers 

“I do get bullied, but also maybe because I didn't have any friends to support 

me I was bullied . . .  Probably because I was the odd one out, I wasn’t really 

normal I suppose. I mean I wasn’t weird, but I was like, you know, had really 

strange ideas.” (Anny). 

Bullying by 

peers 

“I was the younger one [in my class] so sometimes I couldn’t keep up with 

the rest of the class, they just treated me less. Some people, they would just 

exclude me.” (Bob recounting experiences in Years 2-3 at school). 

Teachers’ 

yelling 

“She [the teacher] was always yelling. It drove me mad.  I couldn’t 

concentrate on my stuff . . . the only thing she did was yell, yell, yell; ‘Be 

quite!’ or ’Just stop!’ Or just say the name of the class, sometimes it was a 

yell like talking loud, sometimes it was the angry loud [yelling].” (Bob). 
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Table 7-6 continued 

Description   Evidence from the participants 

Singled out in 

front of peers 
“Two bad teachers at this school . . . I think they don’t understand because 

they single me out . . . like making me show what I’d done. Pull me up out of 

my seat and show the class my work – yeah not that good . . . show my 

writing and spelling . . .” (Turbo). 

Singled out in 

front of peers 

“When she [the teacher] looked at it [my handwriting], she would tear the 

pages out of my exercise book and tear them up and throw them in the bin 

and say, ‘Oh you should take more care in your work.’ . . .  I was a bit 

annoyed, and I was a little bit upset, because I thought, well the teacher’s not 

believing me . . . She just thought I was rushing or I was just purposely not 

taking care in my work. Sometimes it was really bad, like my arm was really 

sore since we’d done tons of writing.” (Buster from Year 4 and 5 at school). 

These findings are consistent with Reis et al.’s (1997) discovery that all of their 

participants related negative school experiences, and this affected their self-concept, 

motivation and academic success at school. Furthermore, Reis et al. and my findings 

both found that the participants’ experiences frequently related difficulties with 

teachers, social problems, and resultant frustration. However, the Reis et al. study was 

retrospective in that 12 college students were interviewed about their past experiences at 

school. In contrast, my study explored the participants’ experiences whilst they were 

still children and their experiences were relatively recent, and in some cases continued 

to be negative. 

Bullying.  

All of the children described that they had been bullied at some time during their 

schooling experiences and for some it was more pervasive than others. Bullying was 

described by the participants as another child or group of children picking on them (see 

Table 7-7 for detailed examples); being verbally or physically abused; taunting; name 

calling; and, deriding them to their peers, or in front of their peers (e.g., Buster; Cat51; 

Boomstick; Harry). These incidents were frequently repeated by the same instigators, or 

groups of instigators, or by various individuals/groups over the course of anywhere 

between a few weeks to several years. Limited research directly examines the 

prevalence and effects of bullying on twice exceptional students. However, reports in 

the literature on bullying being widespread in general populations in schools, have been 

evidenced over time (Dowling & Carey, 2013; Mae, Stewin, & Mah, 2001). A recent 

Australian study suggested that 30 per cent of 6 to 16 year olds had been bullied at some 
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time during their schooling, and of those, 39 per cent reported that the bullying went on 

for a year or more (Blumer, 2015).  

Table 7-7: Descriptions of Bullying from the Participants 

Participant Description of bullying 

Anny “I do have to say it’s really clever, the way they [the bullies] do bully 

people because they can’t be caught. The teacher has no evidence and 

obviously the kid [the bully] says, ‘Oh no, I didn't do anything!’ I mean I 

was bullied all the time, every day for years because no one actually 

understood what the clever way of being bullied was . . . I was being called 

names by this friend of mine but she wasn’t actually a friend, just some part 

of our group. You can’t tell people about the bullying because they don’t 

understand . . . I just was sad all the time, you know I just wanted to go to 

another school and just start afresh.” 

Buster “I was bullied a lot last year and in Year 6 and Year 7 especially at my 

[second primary school]. It was mainly name calling and sometimes 

physical, but it was mainly verbal. There was this kid in Year 6, he was 

really rude and mean and he just sometimes would randomly run up and try 

and pick a fight. One time there was like 10 or 15 kids and they just made a 

circle around me and the kid, so I couldn’t get out and he tried to pick a 

fight with me. They were all shouting, ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’ I just pushed 

my way out of the circle, I pushed a couple of kids out of the way and I just 

walked away, I didn't say anything. I reported it to the principal but they 

didn't really do anything about it. I felt annoyed that they didn’t act on it. 

Since I was also bullied in Year 6 and 7, and the teachers didn't really do 

much, I didn't really trust teachers after that. I didn't trust them to do 

anything about things like bullying.” 

Turbo “That’s the reason why I hate State schools so much, I went to two, both 

turned out rubbish . . . my first one I got bullied [they would say things 

like] ‘Oh, stupid idiot! You don’t know anything! [in front of the class]” 

Harry – Jon (his 

dad) explained 

the bullying 

because Harry 

was reluctant to 

talk about his 

experiences of 

being bullied 

“Everyone knows that Harry has this strange textual and pathological fear 

of fruit. Can’t stand the texture, he can’t stand the smell, won’t go near it, 

won’t eat it . . .  He has a healthy scream, in grade 7 at school, he opened 

his [desk] tray and someone’s put fruit in his tray. You know mean stuff! It 

doesn’t need to be done. He let out a scream like no one’s business and 

everyone in the classroom got a bit of a shock. So Harry gets in trouble for 

that. But the kids who do those mean things, they never found out who it 

was, they don’t get the same kind of [reprimand] . . .  even the really mean 

kids, those really mean events, I don’t want to talk about those . . .  You 

know kids do really, really mean stuff.” 

Buster “There were two or three popular kids in the program and sometimes I 

found that I did get actually bullied a little bit in the gifted classes, during 

class time . . .  they would just exclude me from groups and group activities 

and they would keep all the equipment to themselves that was meant for 

everyone to use. If I came over, they’d just take it away or not let me use it, 

and they’d just end up using it the whole time or just sitting there next to it 

not using it. Then when I’d go over to ask to use it or go over to use it 

they’d say, ‘Hey, we’re still using it,’ and then they’d just pretend to use it 

and then go off and do their own thing. I just got a bit annoyed, sometimes 

I’d just ignore it, go do my own thing or sometimes I told the teacher and 

they told the kids to share the equipment.” 
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Table 7-7 continued 

Participant Description of bullying 

Anny “It’s a terrible experience because you can be bullied in so many ways. It 

was extended bullying; it would start at the beginning of the day, basically 

as soon as everyone got to school. I think I was bullied because of my 

disabilities.” 

The discussion on bullying is hampered in part by inconsistent definitions and 

the outdated understanding that bullying is often defined in terms of “linear thinking 

that perpetrations and victimization are static” (Rose et al., 2015, p. 516). In actuality as 

my findings suggest bullying for these children was cyclical and fluid. 

Here bullying is defined and understood as encompassing the fluid nature of bullying 

across contexts and time. This fluidity falls on a continuum where children can be 

victimised via different means; direct and indirect forms of aggression, and social 

exclusion (Rose et al., 2015), as evidenced by the children’s encounters with bullying 

(see Table 7-7 for further examples of bullying). 

Most definitions of bullying suggest that repetition over time should be a 

criterion for labelling bullying (Gentry, Pickel, & Johnson, 2014; Peterson & Ray, 

2006b; Smith, 2014a). However, there is limited clarification with regards to this being 

the same perpetrators over time, or the same type of bullying over time by different 

perpetrators, individuals, or groups. The children discussed varying types of bullying 

and aggression from peers, many of which targeted them because they were perceived 

as being different from their peers (this is explored as a plotline later in this chapter). It 

is important to note that this finding supports research conducted by Peterson and Ray 

(2006a) which highlighted that students’ not being known and understood by their peers 

were contributing factors in bullying of gifted individuals. The bullying prevalence rates 

amongst students with disability are relatively high as confirmed by Rose et al. (2015) 

who suggest that students with disabilities are over-represented in the bullying statistics. 

Prevalence rates for students with disability exceed the prevalence rates for those 

students without disability. The area of bullying of twice exceptional children is under 

researched, and so the prominence of bullying here across the participants’ stories 

makes it an important contribution to our understanding of twice exceptional children’s 

experiences.  
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One of the important components of the children’s experiences of bullying, is 

the suggestion by Peterson and Ray (2006a) that the prevalence and impact of a single 

incident of bullying can be highly distressing for some children. This further highlights 

the importance “of nonsustained [sic] bullying” (p. 264) which is frequently not 

included in definitions of bullying behaviours. It was clear from the participants’ 

descriptions that the incidents of bullying did not just have one or two ongoing 

perpetrators, but rather they often noted several perpetrators who were widespread 

across the school, their cohorts and from one school year to the next. 

Aforementioned literature indicates that there is a higher than usual incidence of 

bullying for gifted children, and higher incidence of bullying for children with 

disability. This suggests that twice exceptional children could be at additional risk of 

being bullied because of being both gifted, and having disability. Differences such as 

what the children related—social and emotional issues related to their disability, (e.g., 

ASD); and, standing out because of their achievement and/or disability could have 

increased the incidence of bullying for the children. Both giftedness and disability on 

their own serve as increased risk factors for bullying, suggesting that for twice 

exceptional children (with combinations of both disability and giftedness) bullying rates 

may be high and occur more frequently. This was clear in the findings, and so further 

research is needed to confirm and investigate this complex issue. 

Teachers’ and adults’ responses to bullying. 

All of the children said that they had reported being bullied to adults, including 

teachers, but from the children’s perspectives action taken by adults to curb the bullying 

appeared to have mixed results. The children expected to be listened to and their 

concerns taken seriously by adults. Findings here suggest that teachers often dismissed 

the children’s reports of being bullied as their supposed over-reaction and 

hypersensitivity to being bullied as a result of the effects of their disability. The 

participants’ reported teachers ignoring or dismissing their reports of bullying, or being 

told to “shake hands” or “man-up” (Buster). In actuality the children’s perceptions were 

what mattered, regardless of whether it was what the school distinctly identified as 

bullying, the participants’ identified it as such and expected adults to stop it. This 

finding supports the literature on gifted children being bullied, where Peterson et al. 
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(2006a) found that bullying often occurs out of view of adults and is frequently 

normalised by them and by doing so, invalidates children’s experiences.  

Several of the children eventually decided not to report the bullying to teachers 

for perceived inaction by them on previous occasions when reporting bullying led to 

limited action and limited cessation of the bullying episodes. For example, Buster, who 

detailed loss of faith in teachers to act to stop the ongoing incidents of bullying and peer 

victimisation which he experienced.  

The children talked about their experiences of indirect (Bosworth, Espelage, & 

Simon, 1999), or covert bullying, for example, where Anny related her experiences of 

bullying which she felt was not actually recognised by adults as such—“I mean I was 

bullied all the time, every day for years because no one actually understood what the 

clever way of being bullied was.” These findings further reinforce earlier research that 

suggested that teachers rarely intervened in playground and classroom incidents of 

bullying (Brendtro, 2001; Craig et al., 2000). By not responding to the children’s 

experiences of being bullied the teachers perpetuated, and appeared to condone the 

bullying. This was further reinforced by individual teachers’ negative attitudes and 

behaviour directed at some of the children during class time, (see further under headings 

of Bullying by Teachers, and Teachers’ Yelling).  These findings agree with 

Farrington’s (1991) proposition that adults who fail to respond to bullying, appear to 

support and condone the cycle of bullying and aggression across generations and school 

cohorts. 

Social isolation and bullying. 

For the participants, incidents of bullying seemed to occur during recess where 

the frequent aloneness of the children presented them as vulnerable targets for bullies. 

The children speculated that this may have been because they were frequently isolated 

and that other students viewed them as being targeted by bullies. Consequently, their 

peers were fearful of similar experiences and being targeted by bullies for association, 

thus potential friends remained distant. The children’s experiences were littered with 

recollections of lack of support from peers at school when incidents of bullying 

occurred. It would appear that being bullied is a further lonely and isolating experience 

for twice exceptional children, particularly for those already lacking in protective 
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factors afforded by close allies and friends. This aligns with findings in the literature 

which posit that the quantity and quality of friendships directly impacts a child’s 

vulnerability to bullying (Hodges & Perry, 1999). For example, Buster and Broomstick 

who both stated that having friends with them, seemed to curb the bullying. 

Emotional effects of being bullied. 

The emotional effects of being bullied were significant for the children. In some 

instances disabilities were exacerbated by these experiences, for example, anxiety, 

which was prevalent across all of the children. Two of the participants (Ashley and 

Buster) developed acute school phobias, a severe form of anxiety related to going to 

school. Conversely, Blondie explained how teachers’ yelling affected Turbo’s 

behaviour and made him feel anxious, hyperactive, and frequently increased his 

unacceptable behaviour in the classroom, which frequently made the teacher yell at him 

more. 

It is important to recognise that under the sub-plotline of bullying, there was 

most likely an increase in the participants’ stress levels. They all described feelings 

around stress; feeling anxious and worried about the bullying. This overlaps with the 

plotlines of Stress, Coping and Resilience (discussed further in this chapter under that 

heading). With an already extensive set of challenges from their twice exceptionality, 

these children all had high anxiety levels. Previous research suggests these high levels 

of anxiety can cause depression, which can lead to health problems and possible suicide 

ideation resulting from being bullied and victimised (Peterson & Ray, 2006a). 

Findings from this study with regards to twice exceptional children being 

frequently and repeatedly bullied, appear to be part of a wider picture of social and 

cultural problems existing across Australian schools. This is supported by recent 

Australian research which suggested that bullying “is a significant issue that more and 

more children need support with  . . . bullying behaviour in the Australian community is 

very high” (Blumer, 2015, para. 14-15).   

With regards to the possible effects of bullying on academic achievements it is 

worth noting that the participants’ school achievements for the most part, fluctuated 

over time, with very high and very low grades across their school reports. This is 

particularly troubling in terms of bullying and academic outcomes for twice exceptional 
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children, as bullying is a known contributing factor for poorer academic performances 

(Dowling & Carey, 2013). The children, at times, do not appear to demonstrate their 

expected gifted ability at school (from their school reports), through expected and/or 

anticipated high academic achievements. The effect of bullying experiences on the 

participants’ academic achievements was not specifically addressed in this study, 

however, it is worth noting the possible effects of bullying on their achievement at 

school. Giftedness may be easily dismissed or overlooked at school, as was the case 

with some of the participants (Turbo, Boomstick, Harry, Anny, Buster, and Bob), due to 

a lack of perceived high academic achievement by the children. 

Bullying by teachers. 

The participants described experiences of conflict with their teachers, sometimes 

certain teachers who would appear to frequently negatively target them (see Table 7-6 

for examples). Several of the children reported experiencing bullying by educators, 

incidents which left them feeling vulnerable and unsupported in school and their 

classroom environments. Episodes which the children saw as bullying by teachers were: 

being yelled at; being singled out in front of their peers; being humiliated by incidents 

like having their work ripped up in front of the class; and, having their disability 

publicly disclosed by teachers. Although these types of incidents may happen to many 

children, it is the cumulative effects of these for individual twice exceptional children 

which negatively impacts upon them.  

Some participants spoke of the lack of supportive relationships from educators 

who were teaching them on a daily basis. Examples supporting this came from 

anecdotes that the children shared with regards to: being segregated; punitive and 

humiliating punishments; being singled out by teachers; being blamed for incidents at 

school; and, missing out on educational opportunities. My findings are consistent with 

Besnoy et al. (2015) who found parents frequently reported bullying of their children 

(who had disability) by teachers, which they stated acted as a catalyst to their loss of 

confidence in educators and the education system. Further, this finding is consistent 

with Hartley et al. (2015) who reported high verbal and relational bullying by teachers 

of students who received special education provisions. 
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This finding is important and supports research which stresses that all children, 

but in particular, children identified as twice exceptional, need an educational 

environment that is safe and supportive, where levels of conflict between teachers and 

students, and students and students, are very low (Wang & Neihart, 2015). Negative 

relationships between teachers and students have been shown to adversely influence 

children’s engagement patterns in academic tasks (Beck & Malley, 1998; Hughes, Luo, 

Kwok, & Loyd, 2008; Wang & Neihart, 2015). Research supports evidence that positive 

teacher and student relationships, particularly for twice exceptional children, can 

increase their academic results (Goodenow, 1993; Hughes et al., 2008; Wang & Neihart, 

2015), it could also be said that a lack of supportive relationships between the children 

and their teachers, contributed to the children achieving lower than expected academic 

results. Teachers’ perform vital roles in supporting students’ well-being, interests 

(Wang & Neihart, 2015) and sense of belonging in the classroom to foster academic and 

social achievements (Goodenow, 1993). When this is absent or inconsistent, behaviour 

problems, academic problems, and lack of engagement and achievement can result. This 

is particularly troubling for twice exceptional children as they are capable of high 

achievement when well supported in the classroom (Vespi & Yewchuk, 1992). 

Teachers’ yelling. 

A strong dislike for teachers’ yelling appeared to be a sub-plotline that wove 

through most of the children’s narratives (see Table 7-6 for examples), particularly for 

those participants with sensory disabilities. The children’s feelings of being yelled at by 

teachers could relate to their sensitivities as a result of the effects of their disability, 

such as sensitivities to noise levels, commonly associated with autism and sensory 

processing disorders. However, their relating of the tone of the teachers’ voices and the 

loudness, further supported by their demonstrations of this type of yelling during the 

interviews, paint a picture of some classrooms which appear to be places of uncertainty 

and lacking in care and support structures. 

The effect yelling had on these children’s sense of belonging and being in a 

nurturing and safe environment at school, is immense. This type of aggressive 

management could also impact negatively on students’ academic achievements (Romi, 

Lewis, Roache, & Riley, 2011). Incidents of having an adult, who is in a position of 

power, yelling at a child who is smaller than them in stature, and in a position of relative 

weakness, mean the child could become extremely fearful and anxious. Coupled with 
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pre-existing disability relating to anxiety, these incidents had profound effects on the 

children’s emotional state. This was exemplified by their heightened levels of anxiety 

which were documented in their specialists’ reports, and recounted to me both by the 

participants and their parents. Additionally, this was demonstrated by the school 

phobias which two of the children developed as told through Buster and Ashley’s 

stories. 

Being perceived as the object of the teacher’s ire has implications for the way 

peers relate to children treated this way by teachers. Children look to teachers as role 

models and how to relate to, and treat others, particularly children who have disabilities. 

By treating children with differences in this way, teachers are modelling inappropriate 

behaviours to the other students who may see it as acceptable to ostracise and bully 

particular children who they perceive the teacher does not like. This relates to Bandura’s 

(1971) observational learning theory which suggests that observing inappropriate 

behaviours can lead to these being imitated by children. This finding supports Hartley et 

al. (2015) who reported high verbal bullying by teachers of students receiving special 

education. Further, my findings are also consistent with Reis et al. (1997) in relation to 

their research which suggested cruel treatment from teachers. However, my findings 

indicate a wider pattern of negative interaction between teachers and children, which all 

the children had difficulty reconciling and understanding despite their high reasoning 

abilities.  

Singled out in front of peers. 

Being singled out by teachers in front of their peers, in adverse ways, was 

entwined in all of the children’s experiences (see Table 7-6 for examples). The effects of 

these incidents on the children’s self-concept, self-esteem and perception of them by 

others, were immense as described and explained hereto. This indicates that teachers 

have considerable impact on how twice exceptional children feel about themselves, and 

how they are perceived by others. This supports much of the literature on teachers’ 

impacts (positive and negative) on the education experiences of twice exceptional 

children (Baldwin et al., 2015; Foley Nicpon & Assouline, 2015; Foley Nicpon et al., 

2013; Reis et al., 1997) in affecting self-esteem, self-concept, and academic 

achievements. 
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These negative experiences had been internalised for some of the participants, 

for example, their reluctance to recall and share certain negative experiences during the 

interviews and the silences which ensued (particularly Turbo and Harry). Turbo’s mum 

Blondie, also voiced concern about Turbo’s internalising of negative experiences from 

school. Internalising negative experiences means directing feelings inward to oneself, 

rather than outwards to others, health problems resulting from this internalisation can 

include anxiety, depression, loneliness, and psychosomatic conditions (Smith, 2014b). 

Implications of this in relation to future mental health are immense. Research indicates 

that children who have pre-existing mental health issues can be at a greater risk for 

depression, suicide ideation, and suicide attempts. This is particularly so for those who 

have experienced peer bullying and victimisation (Klomek, Marrocco, & Kleinman, 

2008; Klomek, Sourander, & Gould, 2010). Further research suggests that those 

identified as gifted can also be at an increased risk for suicidal thoughts and actions 

(Cross, 2013; Yewchuk & Jobagy, 1991). This could have immense implications for the 

future mental health and wellbeing of twice exceptional children. 

Plotline - Support Networks 

Support networks emerged as a substantive plotline through the children’s 

stories and were further corroborated and added to during the parental interviews. By 

support networks I refer to the identified external factors which the participants 

acknowledged as supports. These external factors formed the plotlines of Support 

Networks. Table 7-8 presents an overview of the plotlines and sub-plotlines.  

Table 7-8: The Plotlines and Sub-plotlines of Support Networks 

Plotlines Sub-plotlines 

Support Networks  Pets;  

 Friends, parents and social networks; 

The children identified specific support as coming from: their friends and peers; 

parents and some teachers; their pets, and social networks, such as support and 

advocacy groups, generally related to their identified disabilities. These support 

networks contributed to other areas throughout the children’s lived experiences, such as: 

advocacy which led to academic support and achievement, which further supported the 

children’s abilities to cope with stress, build resilience, and a sense of who they are. 

Table 7-9 provides some examples of these from the children’s story constellations. 
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Table 7-9: Examples of Support Networks from the Data 

Description Evidence from the participants 

Pets The interactions I observed between Cat51 and Honey (pet dog) showed the 

empathy he was building to be able to ‘read’ and understand his dog’s 

behaviour, especially how he knew when she needed the toilet. Purple told of 

the comfort and support Cat51 received from Honey when he was having a 

‘meltdown’. 

Pets Turbo, Ashley, Harry, Bob, Cat51, Boomstick and Buster also discussed the 

antics which their pets got up to as being amusing and how their pets distracted 

them from their troubles by laughing, playing and exercising their pets. Indeed 

these were observed to some extent during the interviews. 

Friends  Cat51 talked about autism respite camp as a place where he could be himself. 

Linda (Boomstick’s mum), identified a dyslexia support group in providing 

knowledge and support for her and her son. 

Friends with 

shared 

interests 

Ashley believed strongly that she had matured and developed her social acuity, 

particularly in Year 9, which she believed was a “very big year of change for 

me socially,  I stopped associating with people who associated with others that 

just upset me. I thought I became much more responsible that year and much 

more mature, and I was making more friends on my own with much more 

creative artsy friends.” The importance of finding like-minded peers, who 

shared her interests, particularly in art, was emphasised as being very 

important to Ashley.  

  

Support networks and the social support that these bring for the participants 

often provided mediating factors against the adverse effects of negative experiences 

such as bullying. This finding supports previous research findings in that high quality 

social support networks can heighten resilience against stress and provide protection 

against the development of, or worsening of, mental disorders related to distressing and 

difficult experiences (Ozbay, Johnson, Dimoulas, & Morgan, 2007). Further, that 

support networks are extremely important in developing and maintaining general good 

health, both physically and mentally in individuals (Ozbay et al., 2007). This cannot be 

over emphasised for the participants with their unique needs and characteristics.  

For these twice exceptional children support networks act as moderating factors 

for disability and giftedness and negative experiences. This finding is consistent with 

Ozbay et al. (2007) findings about the importance of these networks in protecting and 

supporting resilience to stress, genetic, and environmental vulnerabilities (for further 

details on stress and resilience see Plotline - Stress, Coping and Resilience). 

Additionally, the finding of the value of support networks for this group, supports 
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research by Dole (2001) which stressed the effectiveness of strong support systems for 

developing positive identity formation amongst twice exceptional children. 

Pets. 

Part of the children’s support networks came from an apparent unlikely source, 

their pets. Pets seemed to be a dominant feature in the home lives of seven out of the 

eight participants; Anny was the only child who did not have a family pet. The main 

pets were cats and dogs and they were integral parts of the children’s lives. Table 7-10 

provides some examples of the pets which the children had and their responsibilities and 

relationships with regards to their pets. 

Table 7-10: Details of the Children's Pets 

Participant Pet type Child’s responsibility 

Turbo Dog Companion; walking; feeding; playing 

Cat51 Dog Companion; playing 

Boomstick Two dogs Companion; playing 

Ashley Two cats Companion; walking; feeding; grooming; 

playing 

Harry Dog Companion; feeding; playing 

Anny None None 

Buster Dog and cat Companion; feeding; walking; playing 

Bob Dog Companion; playing 

  

Having two pets of my own, a cat and a dog, also helped to build rapport with 

the children during the interviews. I was able to relate to stories of their pets, I knew 

how to interact with their pets and, having that understanding gave me the ability to talk 

from a position of knowledge with the children about their animals. The children 

appeared to appreciate this and opened up possibly more readily than they otherwise 

might have. This was particularly the case with Bob as she was initially hesitant about 

research participation. Having seen me talk to, interact with, and be friendly with her 

pet dog, placed her at ease during the pre-interview and supported her in engaging more 

readily with me during subsequent interviews where her pet dog was always present.  

During the interviews the children would talk about their pets as they frequently 

greeted me and accompanied us whilst we had our chats. The presence of their 

companion animals assisted in building rapport with the children. This is consistent with 
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findings in the literature, particular for children with ASD, that having a pet present 

increases social interaction with others when compared to having no animal present 

(O’Haire, McKenzie, Beck, & Slaughter, 2015).   

The literature on the positive influences of pets on children’s development, 

points to an increase in self-concept and self-esteem for children who have pets and 

have bonded with them (Endenburg & van Lith, 2011). This is a necessary support 

particularly for twice exceptional children as previous research has demonstrated their 

generally poor self-concept and self-esteem (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, et al., 2006; 

Foley Nicpon & Assouline, 2015; Foley Nicpon et al., 2013; Wood & Estrada-

Hernández, 2009). Pet companionship for the children increased their self-confidence 

during the interviews (field notes December 2013- June 2014). Endenburg and van Lith 

(2011) suggest pet companionship also supports the development of autonomy and 

empathy (Endenburg & van Lith, 2011; Smith, 2012) which was evident from my 

observations of the children’s interactions with their pets during the interviews. This 

may be of particular importance for twice exceptional children; such as supporting 

healthy self-esteem, sense of autonomy, and empathy for others.  

To date in the field of twice exceptional research there is no known research 

relating to the importance and therapeutic effects which pets may hold for twice 

exceptional children. However, in the area of therapeutic animals there is a vast array of 

research supporting the benefits of pets for children and children with disability (e.g., 

Australian Companion Animal Council Inc., 2009; Banks Tabern, 2007; Endenburg & 

van Lith, 2011; Jalongo, 2004; Smith, 2012). This finding has important implications 

for home and educational practices for twice exceptional children, suggesting that the 

therapeutic benefits of companion animals in classroom and home environments may be 

substantial. 

Friends and social networks. 

Friendships were important for the children, particularly at school, and can be 

viewed as valuable elements in the children’s social support networks. It is important to 

note that seven of the eight participants had some issues around forming friendships 

with other children, either past or current problems in the area of making friends, 

particularly in school settings. However, once these friendships were formed, they were 
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able to be maintained, which suggests that the issues around making friends related 

more to initial social skills difficulties than understanding and maintaining friendships. 

This finding is consistent with the literature which describes and confirms the 

difficulties which twice exceptional children generally encounter in making friends 

(Assouline, Foley Nicpon, et al., 2006; Barber & Mueller, 2011; Baum, Schader, & 

Hébert, 2014; Foley Nicpon & Assouline, 2015). 

An important aspect of developing friendships for the participants was having 

mutual interests with another person whom they could share their unique ideas and 

outlook on life. For some of the children this was more with outside school activities 

and pursuits, which emphasised the significance of engaging in outside school interests 

and developing friends in different social environments to those presented by schools 

(e.g., Cat51 respite care, and Ashley with her youth group). This links in with the 

plotline of Personal Interests, and the importance of developing their own interests and 

enabling the participants to be children, rather than focusing on their positions as school 

students; working on remediation, or school work. This finding is consistent with 

Nielsen and Higgins (2005) who stressed the imperatives of engaging in friendships 

with like-minded peers with shared interests, who are twice exceptional, rather than 

solely with peers with disability or giftedness. This is important in supporting twice 

exceptional children’s self-understanding (Nielsen & Higgins, 2005). The significance 

of stable and dependable friendships as protective factors for children against bullying 

are well-recognised in the literature on bullying (e.g., Craig et al., 2000; Hartley et al., 

2015; Mae et al., 2001; Peterson & Ray, 2006a; Rose et al., 2015). The emotional 

support provided by friends were elements absent in some of the children’s lived 

experiences.   

Plotline - Stress, Coping and Resilience 

Woven through the children’s narratives were references and explanations 

around the plotline of Stress, Coping and Resilience. Table 7-11 presents an overview of 

the sub-plotlines from the children’s story constellations using their own words and 

their parents’ observations.  
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Table 7-11: The Plotlines and Sub-plotlines of Stress, Coping and Resilience 

Plotlines Sub-plotlines 

Stress, Coping and 

Resilience  
 Stress and coping responses;  

 Situational factors;   

 Maladaptive coping; 

 Resilience and protective factors.  

Table 7-12 details examples this plotline of Stress, Coping and Resilience, and 

sub-plotlines. These have come directly from the children’s story constellations using 

their own words, complimented by their parents.  

Table 7-12: Examples of the Plotline of Stress, Coping and Resilience from the Data 

Description Examples from the participants 

Stress “Sometimes it’s a bit difficult getting sentences out, I’ve always found, to have a 

one on one conversation with a person, where I have to look at them for a very 

long time, gets stressful and I will cut off. Like I found if teachers have spoken 

to me, like privately for a long period of time, by the end of it I’m just like, 

‘Uummm what did you say?’ I think it’s just the stress of one on one.” (Ashley). 

Stress and 

coping 

responses 

Purple, (Cat51’s mum), recalled several occasions where the school had called 

her to go and pick up her son because he was showing signs of being unwell, 

usually brought on by Cat51 having to undertake writing, or an activity which he 

found particularly difficult and stressful. “[I was] forever at school collecting 

him  . . . the school would call me because of things like his eye hurt, ‘he says 

can’t breathe very well’, he’s got headache, he feels sick, that sort of thing.” 

Purple saw the cause as stress or a result of sensory overload in the classroom: 

“It’s all just because everything was too chaotic in the classroom that day  . . .  

he gets a headache . . . school need to address that, not be calling me to go to 

deal with the fallout of not dealing his disabilities.” 

Coping and 

Situational 

factors 

Whilst Turbo had the presence of a support person, (his teacher), when having to 

cope with writing tasks, which frequently caused him stress and anxiety, he did 

not feel supported; his ability to cope was affected by the judgments he felt were 

coming from peers: “[Kids in my class have] seen me at the front . . . getting 

scribes, they’re like ‘So why’s the teacher doing your work?’ [I reply] ‘No, I’m 

doing the work, but she’s just writing it down!’ They ask why?” ‘Because I’ve 

got some disability that’s called dyslexia . . . they go ‘Okay], I don’t know if 

they do the ‘Okay,’ as sarcasm or, ‘Okay,’ is like they understand.” (Turbo). 

Situational 

factors 

“The teacher says what I need to do to get better marks  . . .  [she] tells me to try 

harder! That’s really all she says. ‘Work harder and go better than you can go,’ 

and I can’t really go better than I am now, so that worries me.” (Boomstick). 

Situational 

factors  

Godmother (Bob’s mum) explained how she was told by her daughter’s new 

school that they would not need her specialists’ assessments’, and that she 

needed to let the classroom teacher “figure her out”, further, that she would be 

fine in the new school without any interventions. 

Maladaptive 

coping 

Cat51 described his meltdowns: “I just get really mad in my brain really . . .  

When like something bad happens, or something annoying, that I’m probably 

going to remember for quite a long time, I try to just chuck it out of my brain, 

put it in the short term memory, not the long term memory . . . So I feel better.” 
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Table 7-12 continued 

Description                                                 Examples from the participants 

 

Resilience 

and 

protective 

factors 

 

Blondie (Turbo’s mum) discussed her experiences of endeavouring to advocate 

for her son at his school and telling them that their main role was to keep his 

self-esteem high through engagement and opportunities to achieve. Thus Blondie 

acted as a protective factor in building Turbo’s resilience.  

Stress and 

coping 

Ashley described her experiences around stress and coping with her anxiety and 

agoraphobia as preventing her from undertaking activities which she enjoyed.  

Physical and 

mental stress 
Cat51 explained the physical and mental stress of having to push himself and 

being pushed to write, often until he got a headache, hand and “whole body 

cramps”. Turbo’s stress was evident in his reluctance to recount incidents of 

being singled out in class by his teacher. 

Stress and 

anxiety 

Buster recounted his experiences with teachers’ ripping up his work when they 

perceived it to be untidy and how this led to stress and anxiety which at times 

pervaded other areas of his life, such as feeling anxious and sick when going on 

holiday. 

Stress. 

In this study stress is described and defined using Smith and Carlson’s (1997) 

working definition that refers to stress as resulting from “an event, situation, or 

combination of situations in which demands are perceived by the child or adolescent as 

exceeding his or her capacity to comfortably respond” (p. 232).  

Through the children’s story constellations it can be seen that their accounts of 

stressful events were seldom separate but were interconnected and successive. The 

cumulative effects of these stressors on individual stress levels, affected their ability to 

cope in many ways. This may be accounted for, at least in part, by their pre-existing 

situation of being twice exceptional. In effect stress acts as an additional disabling factor 

in the lived experiences of the participants. The children explored and explained their 

own experiences of stressful situations and coping with these, which included: bullying; 

tests and homework; teachers’ yelling; being overwhelmed by environmental conditions 

such as sound/noises; and ongoing and unpredictable effects of their disability.  

Stressors can be characterised for the participants as “chronic, denoting an 

ongoing aspect of the internal [and/] or external environment” (Compas, 1987, p. 277) 

which impacts on their daily lives, particularly at school. When in environments which 

were supportive, the participants experienced less stress. For example, Buster found that 

the levels of support at his new high school were helpful in him being able to work at a 
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level commensurate with his own abilities, and on the same level as his peers without 

disability. This meant he felt less stress and anxiety both at school and outside the 

school environment, suggesting that the provisions of safe and supportive environments 

are vital in the lives of twice exceptional children, particularly at school. 

In addition to these stressors, the participants had other stressors common to 

many adolescents and early adolescents, such as challenges to relationships—

particularly those with peers and some teachers. These stressors held significant 

meaning with regards to their interpersonal relationships, and friendships. According to 

Compas and Wagner (1991), early adolescence in particular, can be characterised “as a 

potentially chronic stressful experience, owing to the largely uncontrollable changes in 

every aspect of individual development and in every important social context” (p. 97). 

So, coupled with the other stressors inherent for twice exceptional children (as 

discussed above), early adolescence, and adolescence, can be particularly stressful times 

for these participants. 

Of significance were the understandings that the individual children held about 

stressors in their lives, although some of the experiences may not be perceived by others 

as particularly stressful. However, to children already with a somewhat heightened 

stress level to begin with, additional events can add to their stress load. A child’s 

perception of an event as stressful “is an important mediator of how it will be 

experienced and the coping strategies employed” (Compas, 1987, p. 234) by them.  

Coping. 

Coping and coping strategies were referred to by the participants mainly in 

terms of the school environment and having to cope with others’ lack of understanding 

of their needs. These were both in relation to their disability support needs, and their 

support and intervention needs due to high ability (giftedness), or high potential in a 

domain, or across domains (on Gagné’s model of giftedness). Situations which the 

participants’ related they needed to cope with on an ongoing, often daily basis, 

particularly with reference to school, may also occur for typical children. However, they 

have profoundly different effects on these children identified as being twice exceptional 

as outlined hereto and hereafter. 
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Major (2006) defines coping as “a goal directed process aimed at regulating 

emotion, cognition, behaviour, physiology, and the environment in response to stressful 

events or circumstances” (p. 204). It is obvious from this definition that some of the 

aspects of coping were beyond the control of the participants, for example, regulating 

their environment which was more directed and regulated by their teachers. Major 

(2006) suggests that there are situational factors that affect the extent to which an 

individual may be able to cope with stressful situations. These situational factors here 

included elements such as the presence of support networks or supportive people. Other 

elements which may affect a child’s ability to cope in stressful situations depend on 

personality traits such as: dispositional optimism—a stable trait which enables 

individuals to foresee positive outcomes from their actions in situations; locus of 

control—the extent to which individuals believe they are able to control events which 

affect them, or if these are controlled by external forces; and self-esteem—individual 

confidence in their own abilities and respect for self (Major, 2006). Situational factors 

will now be discussed in relation to the participants’ experiences and my findings.  

Situational factors.  

When considering environmental regulation and situational factors which 

affected the participants’ coping abilities, one environmental aspect which was common 

across the children’s narratives, was the implementation of (or lack of), supportive 

strategies and special consideration. These supports should have been in place on a 

regular basis for each of the children as outlined in their specialists’ reports and as 

required under legislation (e.g., DDA and DSE), particularly during class activities, 

exams, tests and assignments.  

Although all of the participants had thorough recommendations from their 

specialists’ regarding their support needs at school, (such as a scribe or a reader), these 

considerations were frequently implemented by educators on an ad hoc basis, or not at 

all. On some occasions when teachers wanted to implement recommended adjustments, 

the children did not want them for fear of being perceived as different, for example Bob 

who did not want to access a scribe at school.When accessing and using these 

adjustments the children stood out from their peers in a noticeable way, which in turn 

added to their stress and anxiety. The use of adjustments also led to incidents of 
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bullying because the children were perceived by peers as having weaknesses in the form 

of disability and were seen as being different.  

Some of the participants (e.g., Boomstick, Turbo and Buster), lost confidence in 

their abilities to achieve at school, implying low academic self-concept, as they 

perceived that no matter what they did or how hard they tried failure appeared as 

inevitable. This was particularly evident in areas where their disability impacted the 

most, such as writing. This finding suggests that some of the participants had, to a 

greater or lesser degree, an external locus of control, where they believed that their 

academic achievements were guided by external forces, such as what the teacher 

believed about their capabilities.  Coping with stressful situations affected the children’s 

self-esteem, in that their confidence in their own abilities to achieve academically and 

not fail at school, were frequently very low. This lack of confidence, and external locus 

of control meant that their coping mechanisms were greatly affected, leaving them 

further stressed and anxious.  

There were many possibilities for the resulting lower than expected grades, 

because of this the children were in some instances, able to discount their grades and 

look for external factors, such as the teacher not liking them, or their teacher having 

made a mistake, instead of the grade being a result of other individual internal reasons. 

Crocker and Major (1989) refer to this as attributional ambiguity where the individual 

can look to perceived failings as arising from outside their own doing. This helps 

individuals feel better about themselves because they believe their results are not due to 

any shortcomings in themselves, thus acting as a buffer against “the negative affective 

consequences of poor outcomes” (p. 138) and in some ways protecting self-esteem. 

However, amongst many of the participants, despite attributional ambiguity being 

evident to some extent, their perceived shortcomings were frequently seen as a result of: 

the effects of their disability (Boomstick, Buster, Anny); not having studied enough 

(Turbo); lack of ability in the particular subject area (Buster, Turbo, Boomstick); and 

being unmotivated (Harry and Turbo). 

Academic achievements were also influenced by rewards and punishments, that 

the participants saw a being their school grades, which reinforced their conception of 

being able or dis-able. When they perceived that they were achieving poorly compared 

to their own and others’ expectations the children held beliefs that no matter how hard 
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they tried, failure was nearly always the end result (e.g., Boomstick who stated that he 

tried as hard as he could but nearly always failed). This suggests that many of the 

participants locus of control were more external control orientated (Zimbardo, 1985). 

They believed that events around school success and performance were outside their 

control, and a result of others’ attitudes, and resulting from the effects of their disability, 

which they could not control either. These beliefs affected attitudes and behaviour 

towards school, learning, and their own abilities. The emergence of this factor adds 

evidence consistent with previous research with regards to the impacts of disability on 

giftedness (Baum et al., 2014) and how there should be less focus on grades for twice 

exceptional children (Bianco & Leech, 2010). Two of the participants, Ashley and 

Cat51, did view their achievements as being more in their control and having to work 

hard to achieve well. Cat51 ascribed some of his success to luck, rather than hard work. 

However, it is clear from this finding that two of the participants were able to succeed 

academically despite negative experiences and coping with the effects of their disability. 

This finding supports Reis et al. (1997) previous research on twice exceptional college 

students who achieved despite negative school experiences. 

In terms of coping, the adaptive strategies which the participants had developed 

to support them in their learning, and the adjustments by some educators, contributed to 

their being able to work at school in some instances, on the same basis as other children 

without additional needs. This was by no means consistent across participants’ 

experiences, or across all year levels at school. The use of supportive approaches, were 

very much dependent on the willingness of educators; school principals, class teachers, 

and support staff; to enable the children to use those strategies in their schools and 

classrooms. In many cases the children were prevented or limited in their use of their 

special consideration supports and adaptive coping strategies because some front-line 

educators did not perceive the need for that support as the child was already achieving 

at an average level in the classroom. Previous studies confirm the importance of 

enabling children to use their adjustments in classrooms and the reluctance of some 

teachers to allow these for twice exceptional children (Crim et al., 2008). Leggett, Shea, 

and Wilson (2010) suggest that normalising the use of adjustments would support the 

remediation of weak areas and build upon students’ strengths with the aim of addressing 

stereotyping and ineffective teaching practices. Normalising means making the practice 
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of accommodating a child’s specific needs as routine as possible, so that it is not viewed 

as anything other than common practice within the classroom. 

Situational factors of policy and practice. 

Other aspects of situational factors affecting the children’s experiences come 

from the larger contextual factors specifically affecting their educational needs. Whilst 

this study did not explicitly explore the implementation of relevant policies and 

legislation, some evidence was expected which connected the children’s experiences to 

the relevant policies and practices that should have been in place.  

From the children’s narratives there appears to be limited implementation, and 

application of related policies and legislation (discussed in Chapter 3 under Literature 

Review). For instance, there is limited evidence of the application of the commitments 

made in the Melbourne Declaration (Curriculum Corporation, 2008). For example, the 

implications from the Declaration for all students that they would have “personalised 

learning” (p. 7) tailored to their unique needs; nor is there much evidence about students 

with disability having “targeted support” (p. 7) tailored to their unique needs. 

The children’s narratives also provide limited evidence of the inclusive policies 

purported to be widely adopted by Australian schools (Caterson, 2010; Forbes, 2007) as 

“a process of responding to the uniqueness of individuals, increasing their present 

access, participation and achievement in a learning society” (Elkins, 2004, p. 5) .  

Australia has an obligation to use inclusive practices under the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nation, 2006), to 

guarantee that inclusive education is accessible to all children, irrespective of their level 

of ability (high, or low). Further, there is limited evidence from the children in relation 

to the implementation and understanding by some of their teachers, about their 

obligations to cater for all students with disability under the DDA (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1992) and DSE (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). This finding supports 

the recent Australian Senate inquiry findings (Commonwealth of Australia, 2016) that 

there was a distinct lack of awareness by educators in relation to their implementation in 

practice, of their obligations under the DDA and DSE, in enabling students with 

disability to access education on the same basis as other students. 
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Maladaptive coping. 

With the addition of the varied effects of multiple disabilities, areas of strengths 

and abilities, and underdeveloped coping strategies, it was not surprising that the 

children developed some maladaptive coping strategies. These were a result of a 

kaleidoscope of factors as outlined above.  

In terms of maladaptive coping strategies, some of the participants had 

developed ways of coping with daily stress by engaging in nervous habits such as 

compulsive nail biting (onychophagia), biting the skin around their nails 

(dermatophagia), and picking at their skin and scabs. These habits generally seemed to 

be an outlet for stress, anxiety, excess energy, or as a result of their disability. During 

the early interviews with Turbo whilst he was still at school, he was observed to bite the 

skin around his finger nails and to pick at his skin and scabs; he described this as a 

nervous habit. It was evident from the extent of the physical damage to his fingers that 

this had been ongoing for some time. Ashley talked about biting her nails as a nervous 

habit to cope when she was anxious: “I used to be a terrible, terrible biter of finger nails. 

I don’t know why, when I get nervous I just want to bite them off  . . .  You could see 

the skin on the end, a lot of the skin.” These were outward signs of stress and anxiety in 

endeavouring to cope. Buster also mentioned nail biting as “a nervous habit.” 

This finding on outward presentations of stress in twice exceptional children 

through onychophagia and dermatophagia, have not been explored in the literature to 

date. However, there are suggestions from previous research with regards to giftedness 

and twice exceptionality, that the impact of stressors on these children can cause other 

disorders such as: eating disorders, depression, anxiety and suicide ideation (Assouline, 

Foley Nicpon, et al., 2006; Barber & Mueller, 2011; Foley Nicpon et al., 2011; 

Peterson, Duncan, & Canady, 2009; Yewchuk & Jobagy, 1991). The presentation of 

onychophagia and dermatophagia could be seen as mild self-harming behaviours which 

the literature identifies as the strongest risk factors for further more serious self-harming 

and suicidal behaviour (Hamza, Stewart, & Willoughby, 2012; Klonsky, 2007). 

Resilience and protective factors. 

The children’s prior negative experiences affected their perception of, and their 

resilience to adverse situations. These included the effects of ongoing bullying 
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particularly through schooling contexts which left some of the participants feeling 

vulnerable and having self-reported low self-esteem. Some of the causes appeared to be 

related to being viewed as different and being the frequent target of bullies because of 

this perceived difference. 

Resilience is defined here as the ability to recover from stressful situations and 

experiences (Cabanyes Truffino, 2010), and incorporates “a dynamic confluence of 

factors that promotes positive adaptation despite exposure to adverse life experiences” 

(Cabanyes Truffino, 2010, p. 145). Resilience is an important factor in successfully 

adjusting psychosocially, which is connected with self-esteem and mental health.  

Some of the personal and environmental factors which affected the participants’ 

ability to be resilient during and after stressful situations, were affected by what 

Cabanyes Truffino (2010) refers to as pre-existing risk factors. These stemmed from 

their disabilities and the inherent effects that they had, which varied between 

individuals, over time and as a result of the cumulative effects of prior experiences. For 

example, the social implications and effects associated with disabilities such as autism 

for Harry, Cat51, Buster and Ashley. Even though these four participants were 

identified with autism, the effects of this disability varied profoundly from individual to 

individual.  

The children’s resilience was affected by their coping strategies being affected 

by environmental and personal factors, such as self-esteem, locus of control and teacher 

actions/inactions. Despite these negative experiences the children were able to function 

and get on with their lives, at school and outside school. Their ability to continue in 

school, and move forward, demonstrated their resilience. This occurred despite 

experiences of: being bullied; being humiliated in front of peers; finding it difficult to 

make friends; having no friends; being perceived negatively by others; and, being 

stigmatised and avoided. Despite these negative situations, all of the participants 

continued to grow, develop, and continue their education. Combined with protective 

factors, the older participants’ in particular, demonstrated that in some areas at least, 

protective factors were influential on their ability to grow and move forward following 

adverse situations and experiences. 
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Protective factors. 

Protective factors attributable to the resilience of the children, relate to the 

modulating, reducing and eliminating (Cabanyes Truffino, 2010) effects of having a 

significant other to talk to and who would advocate on their behalf. Protective factors 

played a vital role in the children’s ability to bounce-back, to be resilient in adverse 

situations. Some of these protective factors enhanced their abilities to manage stress and 

stressful events.  

Significant others included parents, friends, community support groups, 

psychologists/counsellors and some teachers, whom the children felt they could confide 

in and turn to for support. Positive support from these significant others came in the 

form of protective factors for the children, by demonstrating that they were cared for, 

and that others were committed to supporting them (e.g., parental advocacy with 

schools). This knowledge of support available to the children in coping with stress 

increased their resilience. This meant in spite of repeated negative experiences, they 

were able to bounce-back and continue to attend school, take part in social events and 

engage in activities on a daily basis. Both Ashley and Buster were able to overcome 

their school phobias with the support their received from their parents (and some school 

personnel), and continue to attend school. 

This finding is consistent with Trail (2006) who found that protective factors in 

terms of support from parents and significant others, were effective in empowering 

twice exceptional children. All of the parents were proactive in advocating for their 

children’s needs at school and in teaching their children to self-advocate. Parents of the 

participants did this by establishing safe and supportive environments at home where 

their children’s strengths and interests were cultivated and nurtured, and where the 

children could be themselves. This finding supports the literature where both Coleman 

(2005) and Trail (2006; 2011) suggest that where parents provide a nurturing 

environment for their twice exceptional children, they are able to thrive and feel 

supported, which in some instances extends into their education in the form of academic 

achievement. This was the case for Cat51 and Ashley who both demonstrated high, and 

relatively high, consistent academic achievement across their school reports over 

several years. 
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Plotline - Sense of Self 

The plotline relating to Sense of Self refers to aspects of the children’s lived 

experiences that contributed to self-understanding and self-knowledge. This plotline is 

comprised of sub-plotlines presented in Table 7-13.  

Table 7-13: The Plotline and Sub-plotlines of Sense of Self 

Plotlines Sub-plotlines 

Sense of Self  Feelings of being normal/different; 

 Labelling; 

 Achievement expectations. 

Table 7-14 presents some examples of this plotline and sub-plotlines from the children’s 

story constellations using their own words. 

Table 7-14: Examples of Sense of Self from the Data 

Description Examples from the participants 

Feelings of being 

normal/different 

“Normal people think of me of being different, I don’t think really them 

being different to me, apart from gifted, and my creativeness . . . Normal 

means  . . . different, but not have autism or slightly different to you . . . 

But just normal, no gift, no anything.” (Cat51) 

Feelings of being 

normal/different 

“I was afraid of being myself because I was just not normal I would say, I 

mean no one’s normal, but you know, I was just afraid of being myself 

because I just came up with strange ideas, the way I did my work [at 

school], I don’t know I just was not normal . . . but I’m fine now!”  (Anny)  

Feelings of being 

normal/different 
“I’ve just never liked to be considered different than others and having that 

[disability diagnosis] I felt I was just being excused for doing stuff…it’s 

the fear of not being normal compared to everyone else.” (Ashley)  

Achievement 

expectations 

“I was getting dreams about me failing everything, at the end of the year. 

One dream, I was just sitting there and it was the start of the year, and I 

had just said one word to the teacher and she said I had failed straight 

away. [I think I was worried about failing things] because I normally fail 

English and I almost failed maths one time, that got me worried, because I 

don’t like failing. [I feel] sad and annoyed [when I fail].” (Boomstick) 

Labelling Buster recalled the effects of being included in his school’s gifted pull-out 

program, where others outside and inside the program, viewed him 

negatively, Buster believed this led to him being bullied by students both 

inside the program and by other students outside the program. He was not 

perceived by others as belonging to either group. 

Labelling Harry chose not to disclose his disability to others, stating that he did not 

feel like explaining to people and would rather keep it to himself. Placing 

his view of disclosing disability to others in the context of his story 

constellation, it became evident that this was directly linked to his 

understanding of disability as being a “lack of an ability.” 
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Table 7-14 continued 

 
 

Description Examples form the participants 

 

Labelling Bob explained that she did not believe that it was important for others to 

know about her disability because she stated that she liked being treated 

like “a normal person.” 

Labelling Cat51 did state that he had had enough of all the testing which he had 

undergone, “people, that checked, diagnosed [me] lots of people, you know 

I’m kind of sick of them, that’s what happens”. 

Labelling “I don’t feel like I’m like this [ASD], I have lots of friends that would be 

deemed normal in society and if they’re able to put up with me and see me 

as just who I am, then I don’t see why I need a label, people have just 

looked down on me for being labelled as that . . . [They] make a 

preconceived judgement about you . . . they think you’re dumber, you 

don’t have the same ability to do things. I am perfectly able to do the same 

things as others; sometimes I’m better than what is considered normal. I 

didn't want that related to me anymore. It wasn’t going to help me. It was 

just essentially a label that people could make preconceived judgements 

about me. It’s not like I need medication, it’s not like I needed funding, it 

was completely useless, I didn’t want that associated with me.” (Ashley) 

All of the participants reported social difficulties, particularly at school, feeling, 

or being perceived as being different by others. These feelings were affected by being 

ascribed particular labels relating to disability and giftedness, and in some cases 

misunderstandings about these and the use of the term twice exceptional. In turn labels 

presented heightened or lowered academic expectations of the children by others, and 

self-expectations which at times, they had trouble fulfilling. It became apparent that the 

labels used to categorise and supposedly support the children, actually hindered their 

social interactions, education, and self-understanding.  

Feelings of being ‘normal’/‘different’. 

Difference and not being normal were recurrent elements of the children’s 

stories. The children referred to themselves as wanting to be normal, perceiving 

themselves as not normal, and believing that others’ viewed them as not normal. 

Feelings of being different and not normal were shaped by how the children viewed 

themselves in relation to others, particularly in the school environment. The children 

viewed themselves in relation to their peers who they did not view as receiving special 

consideration supports, or being withdrawn for special education, or gifted classes, or 

having difficulty in academic areas (e.g., writing). They saw themselves as different 
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because they could perform some tasks better than their peers, yet had profoundly more 

difficulty with other task that their peers found easy. This finding of feeling different 

with regards to ability, and wanting to be treated as normal, by peers and teachers, is 

also consistent with findings by Coleman, Micko, and Cross (2015) who reviewed 

twenty-five years of lived experiences of gifted students. One of the main findings that 

emerged from their review was the feeling of being different to others which these 

children held. 

The children’s feelings of being different to others were also formed from 

experiences of how their teachers related to them, how their peers related to them, and 

in turn how the children related to their teachers and peers. Their individual reactions to 

events and problems shaped their experiences. Many of these interactions and 

experiences were negative, or at least were recalled as being significantly negative. This 

could be because the children remembered negative events more than positive ones, as 

these had a more lasting impact, or that they occurred more recently. Either way, the 

negative experiences were etched in the children’s memories. 

The reactions by some teachers, to the participants could be as a result of what 

Priestley (2003) terms “the tyranny of ‘normal’ child development” (p. 64) where the 

quest for normalcy is a result of defining children’s development as via a progression of 

predictable and expected stages—the norm. If children are not meeting or attaining 

these prescribed stages then they are deemed to be outside norms. Indeed, if they are 

exceeding these stages in some areas but not others, then they are also deemed to be 

outside the norm in that respect too. Disability therefore, can be seen by others as 

outside the norms of expected development, as can giftedness. Publicly displaying these 

traits, being withdrawn for special programs and accessing extra support, led to the 

children’s feelings of being different. Being outside the so-called norms of development 

expectations meant the participants attempted to normalise themselves in order to fit in. 

For example, Bob not wanting to use her adjustments in the classroom. These findings 

of difference are consistent with Barber and Muller’s (2011) research findings which 

reported the social difficulties and feelings of difference that twice exceptional children 

often face. However, unlike the present study Barber and Mueller’s study was mixed-

methods using longitudinal data with some interviews with students with giftedness and 

learning disability, taking a category-based approach to exploring twice exceptionality 

through the category of learning disability. 
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Labelling. 

Throughout the interviews the topic of labelling became evident in the children’s 

discussions about the labels of disability, giftedness, and twice exceptionality, which 

they had been given. These labels frequently came from specialists, such as 

psychologists, or school guidance officers, who had performed assessments with the 

children, (e.g., the WISC-IV). Some of assessment reports utilised the term twice 

exceptional, others did not—hence the discursive labels available were mostly those of 

gifted and disability. Labels of disability came from some of their reports where 

children had been diagnosed with disability types such as: ASD, ADHD or SLD. The 

purpose of labelling was predominantly to assure needs being met through funding, 

adjustments and interventions for the children, particularly at school. In many cases the 

labels did not afford these expectations (e.g., dyslexia which currently attracts no 

funding in Australian schools). These labels affected the beliefs the children had about 

themselves for instance: their abilities; limitations and expectations. The children were 

endeavouring to understand themselves; where and how they fitted in to societies inside 

and outside school. This finding is consistent with  Baum and Olenchak (2002) who 

used the term “alphabet children” (p. 77) in describing children categorised with  

multiple labels, suggesting that labelling of twice exceptional children distorts and hides 

who these children really are. By doing so this conceals suitable educational 

adjustments for them because their diagnoses “contain more letters than wisdom.” 

(Baum & Olenchak, 2002, p. 77). 

With regards to educational supports, parents sought adjustments for their 

children’s needs. Some of the children liked this support, whereas others did not like the 

support as using their adjustments, which they felt made them appear different to their 

peers. The labels assigned to the children influenced how others saw them, where 

suppositions were made about their school capabilities and performances. The children 

were judged by their labels, as either capable or not capable, with the combined effect 

of disability and giftedness in the form of twice exceptionality apparently poorly 

understood by some educators. These suppositions were expressed and implied to the 

children through actions and inactions by educators, which resulted in incongruence 

between expectations, performance, and a sense of self.  
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This demonstrates the detrimental effects in relation to self and others’ 

expectations and perceptions based on labels, which adds to the social isolation from 

peers as discussed under Bullying. This finding supports disability research by Morrison 

and Omdal (2000) which suggested that labelling leads to social isolation at school. 

This finding illustrates the inherent problems with labelling. My findings here are 

consistent with substantial evidence from the literature of the negative effects of 

labelling and the resultant perceived need to fulfil those labels by children so ascribed 

(Bianco & Leech, 2010; Shifrer, 2013). Although unlike the present study Bianco and 

Leech (2010) used mixed-methods to explore the effects of labels on teachers’ 

perceptions of students labelled as having learning disabilities. Shifrer (2013) used 

quantitative methodologies to explore if learning disability labels influence teachers’ 

and parents’ achievement expectations. 

All of the children had undergone a great deal of assessments and testing 

because they appeared not to be developing against the expected benchmarks for their 

age. These benchmarks assessed the children against norms for their age in the areas of 

ability; in some cases as measured on psychometric tests; and, in other cases as 

perceived to be demonstrated at school. Parents in turn reported that the repeated 

requests from schools and their need for further assessments in order to prove their 

child’s disability meant immense financial pressures from having to pay for the 

continual testing. This is not to say that undergoing these assessments was necessarily 

detrimental to the children, as the current systems of funding and support depend on and 

perpetuates the medical model of disability in order to be able to access funding and 

support for these children.  

The problems with labelling lie herein, that the children state they felt different 

and not normal because they thought in some cases, that they do not fit in with their 

peers and their school environment. To be already feeling different and then to need to 

undergo assessments in order to prove this difference to be able to access support 

structures, further marginalises, stigmatises and makes the children feel that they are 

actually different. These official assessments appear to provide definitive proof of that 

perceived difference to the children, their parents and to educators. Cognisant of this, 

the children are habitually communicated to by others that they are different, in words 

and in action.  
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By categorising and sorting children by their disabilities their individuality and 

diversity is homogenised. This is problematic as educators frequently have a concept of 

a certain disability set, or giftedness expectations. Through the children’s story 

constellations some of the children’s teachers appeared to believe that they knew what 

individual children needed, or did not need, in terms of interventions and special 

consideration. For example, in Turbo’s narrative where he spoke of the teacher who 

heard the term gifted and thought it meant he needed to be given the hardest work. 

The children’s understanding of disability. 

How the children perceived disability was an important part of their lived 

experiences because it contributed to their sense of self and self-understanding. Their 

perceptions of disability also gave me an understanding of how their individual insights 

influenced their understanding of, and responses to, their own disability (see Table 7-

15). All of the children perceived disability in relation to the norm and in terms of being 

a deficit. Cat51 did briefly touch on the combination of ASD and giftedness, where he 

saw the two as inextricably entwined giving him insights and abilities that others did not 

possess. However, he did not see his autism necessarily as a disability. What was 

noticeable across the children’s stories was the multiplicity of experiences in relation to 

their disability. Even though some of the children were diagnosed and identified has 

having the same disability, the individual impact and manifestations of their disability 

were different. For example, Cat51, Buster, Harry and Ashley, all had autism diagnoses, 

but the daily impact of their disability varied considerably. Their difference in age and 

maturity levels would no doubt have played a part in this.  

The combined effects of multiple disabilities, which all of the children had 

diagnoses of, impacted them on a daily basis, even though the effects varied from day to 

day, the children still had multiple disabilities to contend with. These effects became 

worse when they were tired, frustrated, stressed or anxious. These would result in 

physical symptoms above and beyond the children’s ‘usual’ effects of their disability. 

For example, Cat51’s “whole body cramps” headaches, and uncontrollable meltdowns 

that resulted from activities like writing and sensory overload. The importance of this 

variation between individuals diagnosed with the same disabilities cannot be 

understated, as educators who have an awareness of some disability classifications may 

believe and respond to these labels in a homogenous way. Doing this fails to perceive 
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the distinctiveness of individuals, and instead sees their identity in terms of disability 

labels or in terms of no labels and therefore, no need for interventions. Table 7-15 

details the participants’ personal definitions of disability from their story constellations 

and what it meant to them in their own words. 

Table 7-15: Participants’ definitions of disability and perceptions of own disability 

Participant  Definition of disability Perceptions of own disability 

Turbo – Dyslexia, 

ADHD, anxiety, 

sensory integration 

dysfunction, 

Dyspraxia, 

dysgraphia. 

“Like ADHD kids are not keen to share 

. . . maybe [they’re] excluded from a 

game  . . . crying in the corner.”  

ADHD - “I just have a really hard time 

concentrating . . . When something goes on in 

the classroom I have to start with having a look 

at it. So that’s . . .  annoying.  [With dyslexia] 

I’ve really seen the words jump about . . .  I 

think I’m alright now but I had a hard time 

sounding the words out, so I couldn’t  . . . read it 

and spell it.” 

Cat51 – ASD, 

ADHD, anxiety, 

CAPD 

“Autism [is] a gift of disability . . . it’d 

be a lot more rare to get a disability, 

because then you would have ADHD 

or something . . . autism is something 

that you’re born with and you see the 

world a bit differently to others and 

you can’t change that and it’s fine. And 

it’s not fake it’s just something that you 

have and you just can’t stop it, because 

nothing’s wrong with it.” 

“There’s not much disabilities that I have  . . . 

except [with my] organisational [skills] . . .  

things that I’m bad at, so writing for example, 

other people are doing it right and I’m there, 

you know, that’s what happens. I feel like it’s 

the disability [autism] but I can’t tell. You know 

I can’t just tell what a disability is unless it’s 

like meltdowns, which is kind of a disability.” 

Harry – ASD, fine 

motor skill deficits, 

anxiety, poor 

coordination. 

“I would define disability as the lack of 

an ability, the lack of one or two 

abilities that are not essential but that 

people usually have.” 

 

“[I have a] fluctuative emotional state, and also 

having a fairly difficult time of speaking . . .  

it’s not that easy for me to put my thoughts into 

words that much . . . I don’t really talk all that 

much with other people . . .  also I have some 

difficulty in making friends a bit . . .  I’m more 

Asperger’s than Autism, very high-functioning 

Asperger’s apparently.” 

Anny – ADHD, 

anxiety, CAPD. 

“Most people don’t have a big 

understanding . . .  they don’t even 

have an understanding of actually what 

it [disability] is . . .  The person 

actually themselves needs to have the 

experience of the disability, to have an 

actual understanding about it. I think 

that would be the only way.” 

“When I’m under stressful conditions I blank 

out, I don’t feel well . . .  When it comes to 

tests, I’ve got a high level of anxiety and I can’t 

concentrate. With the hearing [problem] It’s just 

sometimes, the speech doesn’t make it to the 

centre of my brain because there are other 

distractions and it just blocks it out.” 

Buster – ASD, 

ADHD, CAPD, 

dysgraphia, 

dyslexia, anxiety. 

“[Disability is] something that 

impaired someone from doing a certain 

task.” 

“You could say that I am twice exceptional 

since I’ve got dyslexia, autism and stuff like 

that, but, still good at things like other activities 

like science and I’m still gifted and I have a 

disability at the same time.” 

Bob – ADHD, 

motor dyspraxia, 

sensory processing 

disorder, anxiety. 

“It means when you have something 

that’s different about you, that normal 

people, not that there’s such a thing, or 

other people don’t have. They’re 

almost like little quirks that everyone 

that’s disabled has.” 

“I don’t know [if my disability has a name] I 

think it’s just autism.” I ask about the disability 

that affects Bob’s hearing, “[It’s called] ADHD 

. . . The other ones might be [part of ADHD] but 

I don’t know, [my disabilities are] not quite as 

bad, mines not quite as severe as it can get. It 

affects me at school, people don’t really notice.” 
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Labelling of giftedness. 

During the interviews I asked each of the participants to tell me their personal 

definitions of giftedness, and if they saw themselves as gifted. Their answers, detailed 

in Table 7-16, indicated how some of the children had internalised negative stereotypes 

of giftedness. They were trying to reconcile their knowledge of giftedness and being 

told by others that they were gifted, into how they saw themselves fitting in and having 

a sense of belonging, particularly at school. Their perceptions of giftedness centred on 

high academic achievement, they tried to reconcile some of their lower than expected 

achievements against this perception in an effort to understand how they could be 

deemed gifted. The children frequently related their being identified as gifted to being 

told by significant others that they were, rather than necessarily believing it to be true. 

Some teachers saw little evidence of their giftedness in school achievements, where the 

stereotypical manifestations of giftedness were expected to emerge.  

Achievement expectations. 

Teachers’ expectations of achievement for the participants were perceived by the 

children as varying. If the children failed in a subject this was expected by some 

teachers as an indication of their true ability level. This was due to expectations of their 

performance being attributed to the effects of their disability and low achievement 

expectations of being a student with disability. Conversely, when they achieved highly, 

some teachers expected this would always be the case because their stereotyped view of 

giftedness was based on expectations of ongoing high achievement. This could also be 

attributed by the children to their own expectations of their academic achievements.  

Cat51 expected to always achieve highly, whereas Buster, Bob, Harry, Boomstick, 

Turbo and Anny, all held mixed expectation about their ability to achieve and believed 

that their achievement levels were varied. They frequently attributed their results to 

external reasons, such as the teacher not liking them.
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Participant Definition of gifted Perceptions of self as gifted 

Turbo – 

WISC-IV 

GAI 129 

“A boy wearing a white shirt with black polished shoes, suit pants with 

a sweater with a bow tie, slicked hair, snooty nose, standing outside an 

old fashioned school, who plays the piano and aces subjects, kids that 

are very good at school, sports, people that get scholarships . . .   

“Maybe . . . I’ll say I don’t know, I would say maybe but I can’t give 

you an accurate answer more than that . . . it depends really, like gifted at 

. . . what? Gifted at something . . . I don’t think I’ve found that gifted 

thing yet . . . but I feel like I’m close . . . ” 

Cat51 – 

WISC-IV 

GAI 121 

“Somebody who’s been born with it and got it, it’s nothing to do with 

what they’ve done . . .  they’re lying, or that’s what other people think 

. . .  it doesn’t really matter if they’re gifted, they’re gifted, that’s all.” 

“I know what it’s like because I’m gifted and that’s how it goes and it’s 

not much, it’s just something to know . . .  I know that I’m gifted and 

I’ve been told by . . .  people, that checked, diagnosed.” 

Ashley – 

WPPSI-R 

PRI 122, 

Sayler’s, 

school rec. 

“Gifted sort of means that you’ve been given the opportunity and 

abilities to do things that others might not be able to do . . .  gifted to 

essentially have a talent . . .  blessed to have that and I think that’s 

good.” 

“I would say yes but that would be narcissistic . . .  I’m gifted and lucky 

to be able to do art and music the way I’m able to . . .  you’re gifted to be 

able to have so many friends . . .  it depends whether or not gifted 

academically or just generally . . .  I think everyone’s gifted; it’s just 

whether or not you hone that skill.” 

Boomstick 
– WISC-IV 

GAI 132 

“All I think the word gifted means to me is you’re special. You have 

like a special personality or you’re like really good at something, or 

you can do things that no one else can, like high jump.” 

“No, not really . . .  I don’t know. I just don’t see myself as gifted. At our 

school there isn’t really anyone that is gifted.” 

Harry – 

WISC-III 

FSIQ 135 

“Gifted means . . .  being born with the ability to learn faster and better 

than other people . . .  also . . .  there are other kinds of gifted  . . .  

there’s gifted in intelligence, gifted in learning, gifted in a variety of 

other things . . . it also means being born naturally above other people . 

. .  born with the ability to be better than other people at certain areas.” 

“I would say maybe. But other people tell me that I am gifted because of 

how smart I am but I . . .  think I am simply too unmotivated to actually 

use that giftedness completely . . .  at times I get  . . .  arrogant and 

believe I can complete things without having to work that hard.” 

Anny – 

SB-5 FSIQ 

138, WISC-

IV GAI 111 

“I think gifted means many things, but some people mistake it as being 

recognised in class as a person who gets the A’s. I don’t necessarily 

think that, I just think that it’s sort of a smart person, because. Gifted is 

when you learn fast in area even if you don’t know what it is.” 

“My mum tells me I’m gifted, I don’t know if that’s true or not . . .  I just 

know that I’m gifted because my mum told me basically. I’m not exactly 

sure about where, and all the details . . .  I’m gifted but I’m not 

recognised.” 

Buster – 

WISC-IV 

GAI 130 

“What I think people think is that gifted means that they’re high 

achieving and they always get A’s and they’re always doing 

extracurricular activities. But I’m not like that, it’s someone that could 

have a large amount of knowledge about a certain topic.” 

“I’ve been told by other people that I’m gifted . . .  I am twice 

exceptional since I’ve got dyslexia, autism and stuff like that, but, still 

good at things like other activities like science and I’m still gifted and I 

have a disability at the same time.” 

Bob – 

WISC-IV 

GAI 136 

“Gifted means really good in effort, trying your best in subjects . . . 

being good at trying or being good at the subject or being pleasant to 

be around . . .  Not everybody is gifted.” 

“Yes I do. Or I’ve been told that I am gifted . . .  I see myself at being 

gifted in all subjects, well most subjects.” 

Table 7-16: Participants' Definitions of Gifted and Perceptions of being Gifted 
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On other occasions Buster and Turbo believed they had performed well on tests, 

only to receive a poor result after the assessment was marked. This ongoing variation in 

achievement levels left some of the participants with limited understanding of their 

academic self-knowledge, (academic self-concept), as they did not fully comprehend 

their own abilities to perform on assessment tasks, and understand when they had done 

well and when they had not. The literature recurrently indicates that students with 

disability are regularly held to lower achievement expectations (Aron & Loprest, 2012; 

Powell, 2003; Shifrer, 2013) than their peers without disability. Additionally that those 

with a disability label are frequently held back from gifted programs (Bianco & Leech, 

2010). Consistent high academic achievements were expected of the children as a result 

of their gifted label. 

When the children’s grades were made public as Buster and Boomstick 

explained, they swapped books for peers to mark, or grades and results were read out to 

the class, this could further stereotype and marginalised these children in the eyes of 

their peers. Leaving them open to other possible effects of misunderstandings and 

prejudice such as bullying, discrimination and ridicule by others for both poor and good 

results. The participants had to constantly strive to re-affirm that they were ‘truly’ gifted 

despite their apparent poor results. In some cases the children and parents perceived that 

educators appeared to lay in wait to discover and prove that the children were not 

actually gifted because of the fixed view of intelligence that they held about students’ 

abilities due to their stereotyped views of giftedness as meaning consistently high 

academic achievement levels. This finding supports earlier research with regards to the 

negative effects of a label of giftedness (Ablard & Parker, 1997; Assouline, Colangelo, 

et al., 2006; Cross et al., 2014). 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter the five plotlines and their respective sub-plotlines have been 

explored, which emerged through analysis of the children’s story constellations in 

relation to the findings, and connections were made with associated literature. The five 

plotlines explored the children’s lived experiences of: personal interests; negative 

experiences; support networks; sense of self; and, stress, coping and resilience. The 

purpose of being able to know this detailed information from the children which made 
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up these plotlines, is in order to view this in the contexts of, and part of the children’s 

lived experiences.  

Where there were conflicts, bullying, adversarial relationships, and lack of 

understanding, the children consequently experienced further stress and stigma on top 

of already existent stress and anxiety. This had deleterious effects on their self-esteem, 

self-concept, academic achievements, and development of relationships with others. A 

sense of true understanding, particularly from teachers who the children spend most of 

their week days with, would have had substantial positive effects on the lived 

experiences of these children had it been consistent and reliable.  

All children, but in particular, children identified as twice exceptional, thrive in 

an educational environment that is safe and supportive, where levels of conflict between 

teachers and students, and students and students, are very low (Wang & Neihart, 2015). 

The key to supporting twice exceptional children with their unique needs, appears to be 

the intentional creation of positive, attentive, and supportive environments. A great deal 

of research supports this finding that positive experiences and relationships, particularly 

in the school environment support twice exceptional learners (Baum et al., 2014; Mann, 

2006; Morrison & Omdal, 2000; Reis et al., 1997) in being able to demonstrate their 

potential through academic achievements.  
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Chapter 8: The Overarching Narrative of Lived Experience 

Chapter Synopsis 

In this chapter, I integrate and synthesises the various issues covered throughout 

the study, and provide explanations as to the overall meaning of this research in relation 

to the research question, and sub-questions. The main empirical findings from this study 

are chapter specific, and have been discussed within the respective empirical chapters: 

Chapter 4 and 5 story constellation sections; and,  Chapter 7: Plotline Analysis and 

Discussion.  

This chapter is in two parts. Part 1 brings together the big picture thematic 

plotlines explored in Chapter 7, to develop a central narrative in relation to the 

children’s lived experience. This overarching narrative of stigma, privileges their 

experiences in relation to the prevailing social, cultural, and political milieus. Through 

this exploration disabling and impeding contextual factors are explored in order to begin 

to address the research question that this study set out to investigate. Through this 

exploration of the prevailing milieus, disabling and impeding contextual factors have 

been uncovered. Some identified contextual factors related to discrimination, prejudice, 

perceptions of difference, and stigmatised views of disability, giftedness, and 

subsequently twice exceptionality. This exploration of contextual factors through the 

combined lens of interpretivism and affirmative disability theory resulted in the 

uncovering of a powerful overarching narrative of stigma. Part 2 explores the theoretical 

and policy implications resulting from my exploration of the lived experiences of these 

eight twice exceptional children. Furthermore, recommendations, limitations, and some 

directions for further research are provided. The thesis concludes with an epilogue, 

presenting brief updates on the participants.  

Part 1: The Overarching Narrative of Stigma 

Although the children’s lives are complex and cannot be divided into neat boxes, 

for the purposes of this study I have organised the descriptions of their lived 

experiences into some plotlines. However, as indicated in the previous chapter, these are 

interrelated, and it is the complex interrelationship of these which I now discuss as a 

feature of this study, leading to the overarching narrative of stigma. Table 8-1 shows the 

interconnection of the plotlines and the overarching narrative.  
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With the story constellations approach I re-storied the children’s narratives and 

presented these as Children’s Stories/Stories of Children. The analysis of these stories 

revealed five key plotlines which have been utilised to reach the overarching narrative 

of stigma in relation to the children’s lived experiences. Taking these five key plotlines 

I have developed a re-storied narrative of their lived experiences from the perpetual 

influences which came through all of the stories. This re-story of their experiences is 

recounted from the prevailing conditions under which the children experienced much of 

the lives; facing stigma (Table 8-1). 

Table 8-1: Re-storied Narrative Plotlines under the Overarching Narrative of Stigma 

This re-story ties the plotlines together because all of the children identified, and 

sometimes were perceived by others as being different. Consequences of being labelled, 

perceived, and treated differently were that the children became the stigmatised other; 

where disability (Crocker & Major, 1989; Goffman, 1963; Joachim & Acorn, 2000; 

Levin & van Laar, 2006; Shifrer, 2013) and giftedness (Barber & Mueller, 2011; Cross 

et al., 1993; Cross et al., 2014; Striley, 2014; Swiatek, 1998), and subsequently twice 

exceptionality were stigmatised. 

Goffman (1963) described stigma as society establishing the: 

. . . means of categorizing persons and the complement of attributes felt to be 

ordinary and natural for members of each of these categories. Social settings 

establish the categories of persons likely to be encountered there . . .  the 

character we impute to the individual might better be seen as an imputation 

The five thematic plotlines                  Re-story—Overarching narrative of stigma 

 

 Personal Interests  

 Negative Experiences 

 Support Networks 

 Stress, Coping & Resilience 

 Sense of Self 

 

 Stigma of disability – stigma of invisible 

disability; 

 Prior experiences of stigma – consequences 

of prior experiences of stigma; 

 Stigma and coping responses; 

 Stigma of threatening environments –  

academic performance; academic self-

knowledge; and, a sense of belonging 

(fostering of personal interests); 

 Disconfirming stigma; 

 Stigma of identifying as twice exceptional; 

 Perceptions of disability and giftedness. 
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made in potential retrospect—a characterization “in effect,” a virtual social 

identity. The category and attributes he could in fact be proved to possess will be 

called his actual social identity. (p. 1)  

As can be seen from the children’s story constellations, there was a strong 

requirement, particularly at school and from specialists, for the children to be labelled 

and categorised, and this led to the “complement of attributes felt to be ordinary and 

natural for members of these categories” (Goffman, 1963, p. 1). In effect, the attributes 

assigned to the children by others because of their labels of disability and giftedness 

(twice exceptionality) frequently led to expectations, and anticipated fulfilment of 

others’ stereotyped views of how people who are gifted and people who have disability 

should be. 

For this study, stigma is defined as a “negative attribute or identity that devalues 

a person within a particular context or culture” (Quinn, 2006, p. 83). Both disability 

(Quinn, 2006) and giftedness (Cross et al., 1993; Cross et al., 2014; Striley, 2014; 

Swiatek, 1998) are frequently viewed as “negative attributes” within our predominantly 

Western culture. This became evident through the children’s lived experiences, where 

those with twice exceptionality were stigmatised.  

The overarching story of stigma is woven through the Children’s Stories/Stories 

of Children in relation to perceptions and understandings of these children and their 

individual experiences explored through their story constellations. Where stigma is 

found, it is said to be the difference between an individual’s social and actual identity, 

where the discrepancy between these two identities is judged by an individual as stigma; 

this suggests a failure on the part of those stigmatised individuals in being able to live 

up to anticipations of the accepting group (Cross et al., 2014). This stigma was based on 

what is termed group membership (Levin & van Laar, 2006). Each child had identified 

disability and identified giftedness, meaning that they belong to the group of twice 

exceptionality. Both categories of disability and giftedness carry associations of 

stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination based on societal and individual perceptions 

of what these terms mean in relation to a person’s ability to function as productive 

members of society (Levin & van Laar, 2006). 

Due to the participants’ lack of identification, particularly at school with the 

dominant group, or with the gifted group or disability group, they did not always have 
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the effective coping strategies in place, which they may otherwise have had to draw 

upon in response to stigma and prejudice and the perception of being different. 

According to Major (2006) identification and membership of groups can offer 

“emotional, informational, and instrumental support, social validation for one’s 

perceptions, and social consensus for one’s attributions” (p. 205). Having limited 

support in these areas, meant little collective action in others joining with the children 

when they experienced stigma and limited action on their behalf by others in rallying 

against perceived discrimination and prejudice, (such as bullying). The children were 

limited in terms of friends who could empathise and understand their experiences on a 

daily basis, and who they could turn to for emotional support, or who would act on their 

behalf.  

Exploring stigma in the Children’s Stories. 

This section explores the children’s stories in relation to the social psychology 

of stigma and group membership—the re-storying of their experiences under this 

overarching narrative. The eight twice exceptional children live in a social world of 

cultural stereotyping and stigmatising evident through the story constellations and 

resulting plotlines. This stigmatising frequently influenced the way that other people 

perceived and behaved towards the children, and how they perceived themselves. As a 

result of the participants’ interactions with members of society who held stigmatised 

views, these views may have affected the children as the stigmatised group in the form 

of self-stigmatising. Self-stigmatising affected the children to varying degrees, where 

they inadvertently related cultural stigma to themselves (Sinclair & Huntsinger, 2006).  

Through the children’s experiences there was evidence of their perceived need 

to disconfirm others’ stigmatised views. Some of the participants talked about mistakes, 

poor behaviour, of bullying by other students and, how, when these were pointed out by 

them to people in authority, seemingly nothing was done to rectify the other child’s 

behaviour. Yet, in their eyes, when they had behaved similarly they were punished. This 

suggests that the participants were seeking to defer attention from their selves, and some 

of the children were seen by educators to be naughty. This finding supports Link and 

Phelan’s (2001) suggestion that stigma is unequivocally prevalent when influential 

individuals, such as educators, accept and permit labelling, stereotyping, segregating, 

loss of status, and discrimination to happen; whether overtly or unintentionally.  
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Exploring the plotlines under the overarching narrative of stigma focused 

attention on the perspectives and perceptions of the minority group, the stigmatised 

children, rather than from the usual perspectives of the dominant group. As a result of 

interactions with others outside their groups (educators, peers, and so forth), who may 

hold negative stereotypes about disability and giftedness, the children frequently 

perceived themselves “in ways that are consistent with these stereotypes in an effort to 

socially tune and maintain relationships with them” (Sinclair & Huntsinger, 2006, p. 

236).  

Portrayals of people with disability in the media as being weak, needing care, 

victims needing pity and sympathy, reinforce conceptions of stereotyping and stigma 

(Inzlicht & Good, 2006) in societies. Being outnumbered in social and educational 

settings, can also lead to the perpetuation of stigma based on these stereotypes as it did 

for the participants. Even being taught by members of the dominant group in schools, 

can lead to individuals feeling stigmatised and marginalised (Inzlicht & Good, 2006). 

These types of environmental and social factors may have increased the participants’ 

mistrust of others. They may have perceived that evaluations were being made about 

them as individuals according to prejudices that the dominant person (such as a teacher), 

may hold against them because they have disability (Crocker & Major, 1989). This is 

evident in the children’s stories. For example, with Ashley’s wish not be labelled with 

disability anymore, and Buster’s comments that teachers tended to talk down to him 

when they knew he had disability. 

Stigma of disability. 

Some disability types which the participants’ had been labelled with were more 

readily accepted by Australian culture and society than others. For example, autism has 

recently been publicised across the media, with some high profile personalities 

advocating and promoting autism awareness, and there has been increasing focus on 

autism in films and television portrayals (Belcher & Maich, 2014). These have 

increased understanding of autism in some sectors of society. In contrast, other 

disabilities, like ADHD for example, carry considerably more social stigma and lack of 

understanding and acceptance (Mueller, Fuermaier, Koerts, & Tucha, 2012). In turn, 

disabilities such as dyslexia, anxiety and central auditory processing disorder carry 

social stigma and a general lack of understanding and knowledge by others, as can be 
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seen from the children’s stories. Not only do the labels of disability carry social stigma, 

but so too do the perceived impact of these disabilities on individuals, their families and 

societies. Perceptions such as these individuals: being a burden, (to their families, 

societies and financially); being incapable; being intellectually and physically 

challenged (Lero, Pletsch, & Hilbrecht, 2012; Priestley, 2003; Shifrer, 2013; Zhao, 

Zhang, & Yu, 2008). 

Stigma and ‘invisible’ disability. 

Many of the disabilities which the children were identified with, are considered 

invisible disabilities (Davis, 2005; Joachim & Acorn, 2000; Waldman, Cannella, & 

Perlman, 2009); disabilities that are not immediately visible: ADHD; dyslexia, CAPD; 

ASD; anxiety; dysgraphia and sensory disabilities. This may not at first present as being 

problematic, because how can a person be stigmatised if their disability is not easily 

apparent? However, as a result of initial indiscernibility of their disability, the 

participants were originally accepted as in-group members in their educational and 

social contexts. Upon discovery by others of their disability, they became stigmatised. 

This became evident as the children recounted experiences of disclosing their disability 

and giftedness to others and as the impacts of these were recognised and noticed in their 

classroom and social settings, they were ostracised and excluded. For example, Buster 

and his experiences relating to being bullied, and peers not wanting to associate with 

him for fear of reciprocal treatment from bullies. 

Prior experiences of stigma and disability. 

The manifestations of stigma were interwoven through the children’s stories and 

resultant plotlines, where their experiences were connected through the devaluing and 

negative stereotyping of disability and giftedness which pervaded their descriptions of 

lived experience.  

Prior experiences of stigma meant some of the participants expected similar 

treatment again. This was particularly evident when all of the children discussed 

experiences of bullying. The children had become sensitised to bullying, however, this 

does not mean that the instances of bullying perceived by them were not actually 

bullying. What this does suggest is that others, without twice exceptionality and prior 

experiences of resulting stigma, may not necessarily consider some of the instances of 
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peer interactions as bullying. They may see them as normal peer interactions as was the 

case with some teachers in the children’s experiences. This has implications for 

counselling twice exceptional children, and supporting them in distinguishing and 

coping with these types of peer interactions and being able to recognise their own 

possible hypersensitivity to bullying by introducing coping strategies.  

Frequent stigmatising of disability and twice exceptionality, in the dominant 

culture of Australian schools and wider society, can perpetuate misunderstanding, 

prejudice and discrimination based on misrepresentation of disability (and twice 

exceptionality), and the possible effects and manifestations of this for individuals 

(Goggin & Newell, 2005). Instances of negative reactions and behaviours by the 

participants to situations like bullying and misunderstanding permeated their stories, 

(e.g., Harry’s reaction with the scissors when he was being bullied). These types of 

reactions and associated feelings from individuals who are stigmatised, can be perceived 

by others and the person experiencing them, to “confirm existing negative stereotypes” 

(Levin & van Laar, 2006, p. 6) of people with disability. Leading to a possible 

homogenised conclusion they act in certain expected ways, therefore they are different, 

thus confirming negative stereotypes to others and to themselves, impacting on their 

self-understanding, self-esteem and self-confidence, as was the case for the participants. 

Consequences of prior experiences of stigma. 

The children’s lived experiences included evidence of facing prejudice and 

discrimination from others when their disability and/or giftedness, or both, were 

revealed or became known. In addition they were also exposed to representations of 

stigma from their own culture and wider society (Levin & van Laar, 2006). Due to this 

exposure people who are stigmatised can develop what are termed “collective 

representations or shared feelings, beliefs and expectations about their stigma and its 

potential effects” (Levin & van Laar, 2006, p. 5). This was evident through the 

children’s narratives, as explained above, where they had expectations about how others 

would react negatively to their stigma of disability and giftedness, how they would 

potentially lose friends on revealing their disability, and how they would be bullied 

when their disability became evident and it was firmly established that they were 

different from their peers. As a result of these prior experiences of stigma the 

participants can be more likely to react strongly when they perceive evidence of 

prejudice (Levin & van Laar, 2006). This means that some participants may feel 
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inveterately more sensitised to occurrences of prejudice and discrimination (Levin & 

van Laar, 2006). The implications of this are that even when instances might not be 

driven by prejudice and discrimination, the children felt that they were, which was a 

result of their negative prior experiences of stigma.  

Stigma and coping responses. 

Coping with stigma and the required coping strategies to be able to undertake 

this, draw on personal skills which use cognitive, emotional and behavioural resources 

that the participants may need in order to be able to meet other goals; such as academic, 

personal or social (Miller, 2006). All of the participants had to cope with stigma relating 

to their giftedness and disability, and deal with strategies to cope with the effects of 

disability on a daily basis, particularly at school as identified under the plotline of 

Stress, Coping and Resilience.  This increase to personal and cognitive loads frequently 

detracted from the participants’ abilities to perform in class, on tests and in exams. 

Thus, creating a loop where coping strategies, stressors and wanting to disconfirm 

stigma based on negative stereotypes, impaired their full participation in social and 

academic aspects of the classroom—being able to demonstrate their ability and achieve 

at a level commensurate with their abilities. 

Stigma of ‘threatening environments’. 

In threatening environments stigmatized individuals may expect to be devalued, 

discriminated against, or stigmatised because of their social identity as perceived by 

others (Inzlicht & Good, 2006). Threatening environments are deemed to be places 

where social identities are activated in conjunction with “the relevant negative 

stereotypes about them” (Inzlicht & Good, 2006, p.129). This was acutely felt by the 

participants in the environment where they spent most of their day—at school. I have 

previously discussed the way that salient aspects of the participants’ actions and 

anticipated actions, may have led to discrimination by others. However, it is also 

probable that through threatening environments the academic performance, academic 

self-knowledge, and sense of belonging that the participants felt (as stigmatised 

individuals) were also threatened (Inzlicht & Good, 2006).  

Prior experiences of bullying, discrimination, exclusion and lack of friendships, 

had left some of the participants believing that their identity, at least the disability or 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   278 

 

giftedness part, were devalued by society, and were frequently marginalised. As 

discussed under Prior Experiences of Stigma (earlier in this chapter), the fostering of 

mistrust and hypersensitivity to perceived discrimination/prejudice from others can lead 

to the inadvertent creation of threatening environments, as was experienced at times, for 

many of the participants in their educational settings. As most schools are formed from 

heterogeneous groups, they may be especially prone to creating threatening 

environments (Inzlicht & Good, 2006) because twice exceptional children are mostly in 

the minority, as in the case of these participants, and their identities stand out even 

more. The fewer children identifying with twice exceptionality, the more children with 

twice exceptionality are singled out to receive individual interventions; pulled out as 

Buster, Harry, Turbo and Anny were, to attend learning support or gifted programs, the 

more their difference stands out to others and to themselves.  

Threatening environments and academic performance.   

Stereotype threat (or the threat of being stigmatised) is felt by the children as 

they risk “fulfilling a negative stereotype” (Inzlicht & Good, 2006, p. 132) about their 

twice exceptionality from their own perception and from the perception of others. This 

caused anxiety for the participants who were affected in this way by stereotype threat 

(Ben-Zeev, Fein, & Inzlicht, 2005). All of the children in this study experienced anxiety 

disorder, with this additional anxiety load due to stereotype threat, further issues could 

arise in regards to the impact of anxiety on the individual children and their learning, 

academic self-knowledge and sense of belonging in the school community. Anxiety is 

known to affect working memory; four of the eight children (Turbo, Boomstick, Ashley,  

and Buster), already had low working memory scores on their cognitive tests (WISC-III 

and WISC-IV), with further anxiety on top of this, which in some cases, led to sub-

optimal performances in academic tasks; during class work, tests and exams. 

Additionally, the identification with success and expectations associated with being 

gifted, (and in some instances perfectionism—Anny, Cat51, Bob and Ashley), could 

also add to their anxiety around performance at school. Even without the threat of being 

stigmatised and subsequent stereotyped treatment, individuals experiencing stereotype 

threat can foresee the possibility of prejudicial treatment coming from others. This 

expectation, either because of past negative experiences or because of the expectation of 

discrimination based on stigma (Ben-Zeev et al., 2005), further impacts negatively on 

the children’s academic performances and increases their stress levels. This was evident 
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in the plotlines of Negative Experiences, Stress, Coping and Resilience, and Sense of 

Self. 

Threatening environments and a sense of belonging. 

When learning environments promote views of intelligence and ability as fixed 

traits (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Mueller & Dweck, 1998) that students 

cannot change, this presents students with a dilemma; if they are seen to fail in those 

environments this could be seen as evidence of that student’s real ability. A result of 

this may be that stigma-based stereotypes are made in those environments which imply 

that “low ability [is] more pejorative and more harmful to a feeling that one’s social 

identity is valued and respected” (Inzlicht & Good, 2006, p. 141). There is a tentative 

suggestion from my study, that some of the participants’ educational environments 

appeared to concentrate on fixed abilities which undermined their sense of belonging as 

valued members of their classroom and school community. The implication from these 

environments is that only students who perform highly are valued and matter, and that 

any perceived fall in academic grades and achievement may, in fact, be indicative that 

the child is actually lower in ability. Subsequently, demonstrating that they do not 

actually belong to the academic community into which they have been placed and 

stereotyped (Inzlicht & Good, 2006) which a label of giftedness connotes. Additionally, 

subsequent high academic performance may be dismissed by educators as flukes, 

cheating, or other reason given for that out of the ordinary high achievement (e.g., 

Buster with his A grade in his science exam). 

This has immense implications for children who are twice exceptional. Six of 

the eight participants (Turbo, Harry, Boomstick, Anny, Bob, Buster), had varying levels 

of achievement, ranging from A to D grades for individual children across their school 

reports. When involved in an educational environment which sees ability and 

intelligence as fixed, these children may be seen as performing at expected levels when 

gaining a C or D grade due to their disability and stigmatised expectations for their 

achievement levels. Whereas when receiving an A, or a B grade, these children may be 

seen as achieving to expected levels due to stigma-based stereotypes about their 

giftedness and gifted abilities. For the most part, the children’s school reports over time 

did show considerable variation in achievement levels from one semester to another and 

from one subject to another, and across year levels. This contrary achievement can be 
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seen by some educators as indicative of the child’s true ability with their giftedness and 

associated needs dismissed, as was evident through the children’s stories. 

In essence when the children achieved at expected gifted levels, they were given 

little acknowledgment or praise for their achievements, conversely, when they achieved 

at expected disability levels (or in areas where they had difficulty), they were given 

little acknowledgment or praise for effort. The participants and their parents perceived 

that this meant their teachers regularly saw this as evidence that some of the children 

were not actually gifted and used this as proof of that stereotyped observation.  

Disconfirming stigma. 

Individuals from stigmatised groups are frequently impelled to act in ways that 

will refute the stereotypes that others may hold about them and their group membership 

(Ben-Zeev et al., 2005). I have explained above how the participants are members of 

stigmatised groups; disability, giftedness, and ultimately twice exceptional. They were 

aware of how others perceived them in terms of membership of these groups, and how 

they perceived themselves in relation to group membership. With this in mind, the 

participants, in some instances, appeared to avoid certain situations and experiences, 

which might confirm negative stereotypes that others held about them. For example, 

Cat51 and Turbo did not readily take up handwriting tasks. It is salient that many of the 

participants sought to disconfirm negative stereotypes that others held about them, by 

using behaviours and participating in activities where they may be able to create a more 

positive impression of themselves to others (Schmader & Lickel, 2006). For example, 

Turbo’s participation in mountain biking, and his subsequent need to prove his 

capabilities by being the best in his class at that sport. 

Stigma of identifying as twice exceptional. 

Identifying as twice exceptional (or gifted with a disability, if this term is not 

used), and being perceived and/or identified as twice exceptional, can carry social 

stigma associated with negative stereotypes that others may hold about how a person 

who is twice exceptional should be. 

The children did not appear to have a strong group identity with either gifted 

children, or those with disability. This lack of in-group identity with either group, meant 
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that the children lacked possible emotional support and reference to others with similar 

experiences, there was no framework through which they could understand themselves 

or see how/where they belonged. Having a strong identity with a group may protect 

individuals from some of the negative effects of being devalued by stereotypical 

stigmatic views (Miller, 2006). Strong group identity, and being valued as being twice 

exceptional, were absent from the children’s lived experiences. 

For gifted students there are choices, made consciously, and/or unconsciously, 

about revealing their giftedness to others, about showing their giftedness through school 

achievements and the risks to their social standing associated with these (Cross et al., 

2014). From this study, it can be seen that for these eight twice exceptional children, it 

was not a matter of deciding whether to fit in and conform by dumbing themselves 

down or, to risk standing out and being ostracised for demonstrating giftedness. The 

issue was more complex than this, in that they risk two-fold being ostracised by others, 

their disability was visible in what they can and cannot do, and at times, so too was their 

giftedness. By appearing to belong to a high achieving group of students, the 

participants were claiming excellence, yet this was not always possible or visible. Their 

other traits also do not generally fit with the high achieving group as they appear 

different in social astuteness and academic achievement. By claiming belonging to a 

disability group, the participants risked being ostracised because they had disability and 

others perceived them with stigmatised identities. In essence, there are limited social 

group memberships available for twice exceptional children at school, as association 

and being friends with them can cause peer rejection. This impacted self-esteem and 

motivation to achieve academically. For example, Turbo was quick to retract his use of 

the word “nerd” in describing himself, aware of the possible negative connotations this 

word might have for his identity. 

Stigmatised perceptions of giftedness, disability and twice exceptionality. 

The children mostly perceived themselves through the often stigmatised lens of 

disability, rather than giftedness, or twice exceptionality. When I asked the children if 

they saw themselves as being gifted, they frequently demonstrated an initial reluctance 

to answer in the affirmative, despite them all being aware that they had been identified 

as being gifted. 
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It became apparent throughout the study and across the children’s stories, that 

twice exceptionality was not being readily accepted by educators, or by the children, for 

the most part. The paradoxical notion of giftedness and disability in the one individual 

(Cloran, 2000; King Williams, 2005; Ronksley-Pavia, 2015; Tannenbaum & Baldwin, 

1983) is not an easy concept to comprehend. Issues of stigmatised views of disability 

diminished perceptions and expectations of these children as being capable and 

presented notions of being in-capable or dis-abled. Conversely, issues of stigmatised 

views of giftedness inflated perceptions and expectations of these children presenting 

notions of enhanced capability or ability. 

Disability was frequently seen as more proportionally representative of the 

children than their giftedness was in many instances. The children were not actually 

being seen and acknowledged, particularly by educators, as being twice exceptional; 

they were seen as predominantly disabled, and with the stigmatisation which this label 

held. In their stories the children primarily talked about disability and experiences 

surrounding their identification with disability, and this being a facet of who they are, 

rather than giftedness or twice exceptionality per se. Despite concrete evidence about 

their giftedness, the children did not frequently identify as being gifted, nor were they 

acknowledged as being gifted at school. Stigmatised views of giftedness, like 

stigmatised views of disability, were evident in the children’s self-perceptions. 

Summary of Part 1 

Through Part 1 of Chapter 8, I have provided an exploration of the children’s 

overarching narrative of stigma; evidenced and developed from the story constellations 

and resulting five plotlines identified across their stories. This stigma narrative lay 

across the lived experiences of these children, further interpreting and exploring the 

children’s experiences, and privileging them in relation to the prevailing social, cultural, 

and political milieus. Some identified disabling and impeding contextual factors which 

were uncovered related to stigma of disability and giftedness, and subsequently twice 

exceptionality. The eight twice exceptional children live in a social world of 

stereotyping and stigmatising. These, often negative stereotypes frequently influenced 

the way that other people perceived, and behaved towards the children, and how they 

perceived themselves, thus stigmatising the children as other and different.  
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Part 2: Conclusions and Recommendations 

This section integrates and synthesises the various issues covered throughout the 

study, and provides explanations as to the overall meaning of this research; in relation to 

the research questions, and current knowledge in the field. Theoretical and policy 

implications resulting from my exploration of the lived experiences of twice exceptional 

children are noted. Recommendations, limitations, and some directions for further 

research are also provided.  

Addressing the Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of eight twice 

exceptional children both at home and at school. In doing so I identified the nature of 

those experiences across five key plotlines, and re-storied these under the overarching 

narrative of stigma. What I found was that although some common themes emerged, the 

experiences of these eight twice exceptional children were nuanced and complex.  

This research study was conducted to address a gap in the literature which 

largely maintains a quantitative-driven disability-category approach to research in this 

area. Furthermore, previous studies have not privileged children’s voices. By using the 

combined theoretical lenses of interpretivism and affirmative disability theory, I have 

been able to use narrative inquiry methodologies to address this gap in the empirical 

research. Thus, I have privileged the children’s voices of lived experience (both inside 

and outside school), from a non-disability categorisation perspective; telling and 

interpreting their stories. 

The literature within twice exceptional discourse is limited on one fundamental 

question relating to personal perspectives of twice exceptional children. This question 

was developed to enrich the discourse on twice exceptionality from the perspectives of 

the children themselves. As such this study sought to answer one main research 

question, and two related sub-questions: 

1. What are the lived experiences of twice exceptional children? 

a. What contextual factors shape the lived experiences of these  

children? 

b. What do these children understand about themselves? 
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Overview of Main Findings  

This section will provide a summary and synthesis of the insights relating to the 

research questions. First, below I provide a table (Table 9-1) which shows how the 

plotlines and the overarching narrative relate to the research question, and sub-

questions.  

 Table 8-2: Plotlines Mapped Against the Research Questions 

Research questions Plotlines Overarching 

narrative 

 

1. What are the lived 

experiences of twice 

exceptional children? 

 

 Personal Interests  

 Negative Experiences 

 Support Networks 

 

 Stress, Coping and 

Resilience 

 

 

 

 

 

             

            Stigma 
a. What contextual 

factors shape the 

lived experiences 

these children? 

b. What do these 

children understand 

about themselves? 

 Sense of Self 

Addressing the Overarching Research Question 

The main question enabled me to broadly explore and understand the essence of 

the children’s lived experiences in order to establish the importance of listening to, and 

privileging their voices and what this means for, and contributes to, the twice 

exceptional field. The lived experiences of the eight twice exceptional participants 

related to: importance of personal interests; negative experiences (particularly the 

pervasiveness of bullying); perceptions of themselves, perceptions they felt others had 

in regards to themselves and their abilities; and, how these interacted with limited 

understanding, labelling, and the children’s sense of belonging, particularly at school.  

Research Question 1: What are the lived experiences of twice exceptional 

children? 

The main research question was purposefully broad to explore the lived 

experiences of these eight children. What I found was that their experiences were more 

than the combined effects of developing children, and their disability and giftedness. 

Their experiences presented a complex phenomenon of interwoven and accumulated 
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experiences, many of which were negative and came under the overarching narrative of 

stigma (explored through Part 1). It is not so much the possession of these two 

exceptionalities, but rather the particular ways that they affect each individual child; the 

complexities and nuanced features of their unique needs, personalities, interests and 

effects of disability and giftedness within, and without, for each child. Furthermore, 

how others perceived and related to the children had profound effects of their sense of 

self.  

Of particular significance is the pervasiveness of bullying for all of the children. 

This has not previously been explored for twice exceptional children and presents a 

unique finding for this study. Taken on its own the presence of bullying is significant; 

however, given all of the other compounding negative experiences, it is particularly 

salient that the children had to deal with the additional stress caused by being 

persistently bullied. 

Their lived experiences were often stressful, which led to some adaptive and 

maladaptive coping strategies. One of the main coping strategies and adaptations related 

to support networks and building resilience. Support networks were important 

mediating factors in the children’s lived experiences, and where they could turn to for 

support people, who would advocate on their behalf. These supports included an 

unexpected area, the children’s pets—an added escape from the realities of life as a 

twice exceptional child. Elements which the children relayed in relation to the 

importance of their pets in their lives were that they afforded feelings of unconditional 

acceptance, love, and a break from stress and anxiety. 

Despite many challenging and negative experiences, the children conveyed an 

immense aptitude for strength and persistence; continuing to function and attend to their 

day to day responsibilities and activities. The many negative experiences were also 

ameliorated by the time and interest they invested in pursuing their many unique 

interests and hobbies. 

An important finding about the children’s lived experiences was not only were 

they children, growing and developing into adolescents, coping with the regular stress 

of relationships, and school; they also had multiple disabilities and identified giftedness 

which impacted on those experiences. The implications for this, in acknowledging and 
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understanding experiences, and also in supporting twice exceptional children both at 

and outside school, are enormous.  

Research Sub-Questions. 

Research Sub-Question a: What contextual factors shape the lived experiences 

of these children? 

The contextual factors shaping the lived experiences of these eight twice 

exceptional children are the plotlines that are outlined in Table 8-3.  

 

Table 8-3: Plotlines from the Data which Address Research Question 1a 

Plotlines Sub-plotlines 

Personal Interests -Down-time–self-directed pursuit of 

interests. 

Negative Experiences -Bullying by peers; 

-Bullying by teachers; 

-Teachers’ yelling; 

-Sense of being singled out in front of peers 

Support Networks -Pets; 

-Friends, parents, and social networks. 

Stress, Coping and Resilience -Stress and coping responses; 

-Situational factors; 

-Maladaptive coping; 

-Resilience and protective factors. 

The importance of personal interest and out of school activities was an important 

contextual factor in shaping the children’s lived experiences. Their personal interest, 

and having time for pursuing these were emphasised by the children, being able to 

engage in pursuits that they found fulfilling, in their own time and being self-directed in 

a non-competitive environment. These interests and pursuits were seen by the children 

as providing down-time where they could escape from daily stressors, relating to school 

and their disabilities, to just be a child and undertake activities which were important to 

them.  

The contextual factors affecting the children’s lived experiences led to 

perceptions of negative events, particularly at school, where the associated stress of 

dealing with a sense of being different, and being perceived as different, added to other 
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stressors related to being a twice exceptional child. These negative experiences not only 

affected the children in their educational lives, but their home lives outside school as 

well. Their parents were drawn in as advocates in their quest for a suitable education 

and support for their twice exceptional child. As Compas (1987) points out, individuals 

in certain social contexts, like these twice exceptional children who appear to be 

frequently stigmatised, are “particularly likely to experience multiple, interconnected 

sources of stress” (p. 234).  

 

These negative experiences left many of the children with negative self-concepts 

and lowered self-esteem, meaning they had difficulty in reconciling their gifted abilities 

and the effects of their multiple disabilities in the school environment in particular. 

These negative experiences related to perceptions of interpersonal conflicts, such as 

bullying by peers, negative interactions with teachers; teachers’ bullying them, yelling 

at them, and being singled out by teachers in front of peers.  

 

Contextual factors which also shaped the lived experiences of these eight twice 

exceptional children relate to the prevailing social, cultural, and political milieus. These 

milieus are influenced by teacher training, school culture, policy and legislation, and the 

understandings held by others of what disability, giftedness, and the combination of 

these in the form of twice exceptionality, mean for individual children. The many 

negative experiences which the children had, raised questions about the ability and 

willingness of some educators to understand and cater for twice exceptional children in 

their classrooms. The classroom adjustments and support recommendations provided by 

specialists appeared to be implemented for many of the children on an ad hoc basis, 

often at what appeared to be the whim of particular teachers, or based on prevailing 

school cultures about understandings of disability and giftedness. This suggests that 

some teachers at least, were not fulfilling their obligations under the Melbourne 

Declaration that students with disability should receive “personalised learning” in order 

“to ensure that every pupil achieves the highest standard possible” (Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2006, p. 24).  

 

This study also suggests from the children’s experiences, that some teachers 

appeared to not be fulfilling their obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act 

(DDA) (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) and Disability Standards for Education 
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(DSE) (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). The children in many instances were 

limited in their access to an education on the same basis as other students without 

disability. This supports findings by a recent Senate inquiry (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2016) into the education of children with disability, which suggested that 

educators were very limited in their understanding and practical implementation of their 

obligations under the DDA and DSE, in providing students with disability access to 

education on the same basis as other children without disability. Although the 

implementation and adherence to these particular policies and practice were not being 

specifically explored in this study, evidence from the participants suggests that further 

understanding is needed at school and policy levels of the unique needs of twice 

exceptional children. 

Research Sub-Question b: What do these children understand about 

themselves? 

The way the children described and understood themselves related to the plotline 

of Sense of Self which incorporated their self-awareness as related during the course of 

the interviews (Table 8-4Table 8-4). 

Table 8-4: Plotlines from the Data that Address Research Question 1b 

Plotline Sub-plotline 

Sense of Self  Perceptions of being ‘normal’/‘different’; 

 Labelling; 

 Achievement expectations. 

 

The children all stated that they already felt different to their peers because of 

their combinations of giftedness and disability. Self-understanding and this feeling of 

not being normal pervaded all of the children’s experiences. Only three of the 

participants understood the term twice exceptionality and used it in referring to 

themselves. Understandings of the labels of giftedness and disability also, at times, 

added unrealistic and misunderstood expectations for the children. This drew out 

concerns around the usefulness of labels particularly in educational environments where 

the use of terminology appears not to be fully understood and, particularly so, in 

relation to the co-occurrence of disabilities, implying being un-able, and giftedness, 

implying being able.  
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Despite recommendations for interventions and adjustments from diagnosing 

specialists (e.g., psychologists and paediatricians), for use within the school 

environment, many of the participants were not fully accessing these specific 

requirements. In some cases this was because they did not want to be perceived as being 

different and not normal by their peers; in other instances it was because educators did 

not allow the support access, or they were implemented on an ad hoc basis.  

Findings and Implications 

The findings and implications from this study are significant, particularly in the 

context of Australia where there is a paucity of research into the phenomenon of twice 

exceptionality. Acknowledging and understanding the effects of stigma are important 

for supporting and understanding twice exceptional children. The exploration of the 

overarching narrative of stigma in relating to the findings, emphasises the children’s 

experiences and the support needs which they require. These needs are extensive, 

particularly in the areas of education, understanding and social supports and are 

reinforced by legislation (e.g., the Australian Disability Discrimination Act and the 

Education Standards). However, no specific legislation currently exists in Australia for 

explicitly supporting twice exceptional children in schools. As can be seen from the 

findings for this study this is problematic for the social, emotional, and education 

outcomes for Australian twice exceptional children. 

Evidence from this study suggests some teachers’ lack of knowledge and 

understanding in relation to their responsibilities under the DDA (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1992), DSE (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005), general policies relating to 

gifted children, and, to children with disability. This is supported by Wormald (2009) 

who found that although educators in New South Wales, Australia, were aware of 

policies they did not know how to implement them in practice. Educators need to 

provide a safe and supportive learning environment, which normalises and accepts 

difference and the use of disability adjustments and equitable practices. Equitable 

practices for twice exceptional children means giving them the same opportunities that 

other children have to learn and participate on the same basis as other students.  

The ramifications of a lack of a sense of belonging, sense of feeling valued, and 

feeling safe are enormous for the potential of twice exceptional children. Implications of 

being bullied for mental health and wellbeing not only impact on their learning now, but 
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can also impact later in life on mental health and wellbeing, as explained earlier in 

Chapter 7 in relation to suicide ideation and attempts at suicide (Cross, 2013; Woodrow, 

1996). Implications for academic achievement and engagement in school life and 

activities are also profound.  

My finding of the influence of support systems (e.g., parents, counsellors) and 

peer relationships, and the protective factors (against bullying in particular) they afford 

children who are twice exceptional, are important because previous research has not 

explored this from children’s perspectives. Extensive research supports the influence 

that solid peer relationships have on the social and emotional stability of children, as 

well as positive influences on their academic achievements (Wang & Neihart, 2015). 

However, the Wang and Neihart study was based at school where the children were 

withdrawn to participate in the semi-structured interview in a school conference room. 

In contrast my study interviewed the children in their own home environments to gain a 

non-school based understanding of their experiences.  

Furthermore, the importance of support networks and of social relationships for 

these eight twice exceptional children is significant because the majority of school 

learning is social (Bandura, 1971). For six of the participants their social relationships, 

particularly at school, were not well-formed. They encountered negative interactions 

with both peers and teachers. This has enormous implications for practice and 

supporting twice exceptional children in the classroom and at school. Some of these 

implications are that as a result of stigma and resultant negative encounters with peers 

and teachers, twice exceptional children are not engaging pro-socially with others and 

consequently this may limit their academic achievements. This is consistent with the 

findings of Chen, Rubin, and Li (1997) which indicated students who are most 

successful at school are those who are actively engaged pro-socially with their peers and 

teachers. However, Chen et al.’s research was conducted in China and not specifically 

related to twice exceptional children. The finding on the importance of support 

networks is also consistent with Dole (2001) who found that these were integral to the 

identity formation of four college students who were gifted with learning disabilities 

(GLD). Again, this research was category-based, and examined GLD students’ school 

experiences in a retrospective manner.  

The finding about the pervasiveness of negative experiences for these children, 

particularly at school, is consistent with that of Reis, Neu, and McGuire (1997). 
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However, Reis et al.’s study was of successful college students who reflected on their 

negative school experiences as gifted students within the category of learning 

disabilities, rather than current school children, as in my study.   

The labels given to disability, giftedness and twice exceptionality are not 

necessarily working at a school level. These labels are placing a burden on the children 

in some respects, as various educators from the children’s experiences do not 

understand what the labels meant in relation to addressing individual children’s needs.  

For the most part, the children did not view themselves as being gifted, but 

rather saw the giftedness label as an expectation that they should be highly achieving 

when often they were not. The children and their teachers had trouble reconciling the 

twice exceptional aspect of who they are. Disability is viewed as the negative side of 

their identity, where both teachers and the children do not fully understand what it 

means. Giftedness is viewed both as a negative and positive label. Labels do not appear 

to help others or the children understand what their needs are; labels are more medical 

and specialists’ terms to enable government educational funding support in the case of 

disability, and expectations of high performance for giftedness. These are inherent 

problems with the system of diagnosing and providing for all children with disability. 

Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

The research findings underpin the recommendations from this study for both 

policy and practice (Table 8-5). It is through the recounting of their stories that the 

participants and I have become collaborators in giving further meaning to their stories 

(Dole, 2001) through these recommendations. 

These recommendations are intended to provide evidence for educators, parents, 

schools administrators, policy makers and counsellors to be able to better understand 

and support twice exceptional children in their journeys through childhood and 

adolescence. The most important facet of these recommendations is that they aim to 

support all students in their socio-emotional development and educational journeys. 

Whilst it is not possible to make simple recommendations, these do present some 

answers to supporting twice exceptional children. School is a major part of the 

children’s lives because of their age, and this dominated their lived experiences, and 

consequently dominates the recommendations from the study. 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   292 

 

 

Recommendation Evidence from findings 

1. Provide focused training for 

teachers to increase understanding 

and support of twice exceptional 

children; 

Negative experiences – being singled out in front of 

peers; yelling by teachers;  

 

Stress, Coping & Resilience – stress and coping 

responses;  

 

Personal interests – importance of fostering these 

and incorporating into children’s education; 

 

Sense of Self – feelings of difference; labelling & 

achievement expectations. 

2. Teachers and school leaders should 

be intentionally positive and attentive 

in order to firmly establish and 

maintain affirmative educational 

environments; 

Negative experiences – bullying. 

 

3. Stress the importance of listening 

to, supporting, and acknowledging 

twice exceptional children’s 

experiences and feelings; 

Resilience and protective factors from teachers, 

parents, peers/friends, and counsellors. 

4. Policy and legislation should 

acknowledge the existence and needs 

of twice exceptional children. 

Negative experiences;  

Support networks;  

Stress, Coping & Resilience;  

Sense of Self. 

 

  

 The key recommendations for policy and practice are listed below, and then 

each one is discussed in detail: 

1. Provide focused training for teachers to increase understanding and support of 

twice exceptional children;  

2. Teachers and school leaders should be intentionally positive and attentive in 

order to firmly establish and maintain affirmative educational environments; 

3. Stress the importance of listening to, supporting, and acknowledging twice 

exceptional children’s experiences and feelings; 

4. Policy and legislation should acknowledge the existence and needs of twice 

exceptional children. 

Table 8-5: Recommendations Mapped against the Findings  
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1. Provide focused training for teachers to increase understanding and 

support of twice exceptional children. 

This study found that the predominance of negative school experiences for these 

children tended to stem from a lack of understanding by some teachers. Given this, it is 

therefore, recommended that teacher training must necessitate a clear and distinct focus 

on supporting these children. The education of teachers in relation to supporting and 

teaching twice exceptional children needs addressing. This focused training should 

centre on the existence and understanding of twice exceptionality; what it means for 

educators and students, and practical ways to cater for these unique children. 

Additionally, this focused training needs to be individualistic and specifically target the 

individual socio-emotional and educational needs of each child. This recommendation is 

not only supported by my study, but is also supported by research which suggests that 

teachers have limited skills in identifying and nurturing giftedness (Kaya, 2015; Siegle 

& Powell, 2004), and identifying and understanding twice exceptional individuals 

within their classrooms (Wormald, 2009, 2011b). Emphasis needs to be placed on 

reducing negative experiences: bullying by peers and teachers; yelling by teachers; and, 

singling out children in front of peers. 

Addressing initial teacher education would go some way to addressing the 

educational and support needs of twice exceptional children. However, it is imperative 

that practicing teachers are regularly exposed to on-going in-service professional 

development (PD). This PD needs to be aimed at addressing the social, emotional, and 

educational needs of twice exceptional children, with a focus on differentiation for 

individual students.  

2. Teachers and school leaders should be intentionally positive and attentive 

in order to firmly establish and maintain affirmative educational environments. 

As can been seen from the many negative experiences for the participants in this 

study; bullying, stress, coping, and achievement expectations, it is imperative that 

teachers and school leaders remain positive and attentive to establishing and 

maintaining affirmative educational environments. Teachers and school leaders need to 

be proactive throughout the school environment, at break times and in the playground, 

and look to avert bullying behaviours in all students and themselves. This does not 
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mean creating a negative environment of surveillance, but rather an environment which 

limits opportunities for bullying behaviour whilst creating gateways for cultivating 

supportive peer relationships. For example, school clubs which nurture the interests of 

twice exceptional children whilst encouraging all interested students to join; buddy 

systems where students are paired, or grouped, for fun activities. 

Given that some of the implications from my study are that as a result of stigma 

and resultant negative encounters with peers and teachers, these twice exceptional 

children are not engaging pro-socially with others and consequently this may limit their 

academic achievements. Taking into consideration the findings with regards to the 

strong feelings of being different to their peers for these children, schools need to aim to 

normalise difference, particularly in the areas of high ability/potential and disability 

within the classroom and accept the paradoxical notion of twice exceptionality. The 

lived experiences of these children, particularly in school, were dominated by feeling 

different and trying to understand themselves and how they fitted in. These feelings of 

difference also come from stigma and effects of being labelled as gifted and disabled. 

The children’s understanding around these labels presented an internalisation of the 

dominant, often stigmatised views by societies, and increased their sense of being 

different. These feelings of difference and of not being perceived as normal, can be 

minimised by creating a safe and supportive learning environment which specifically 

normalises difference and the use of adjustments and supports for twice exceptional 

children. Pull-out remediation programs should be normalised, as should pull-out gifted 

programs, by being conducted in the same space as regular class work where all 

students are grouped according to interest, not necessarily age.  

The classroom adjustments and support recommendations provided by 

specialists need to be adhered to in order to fully support these children in developing 

socially, emotionally and academically. By schools and educators embracing support 

networks and drawing on their expertise, the frequent negative experiences of these 

children can be somewhat negated enabling them to potentially flourish in their 

educational environments. A safe place to retreat to in times of stress would also be 

valuable in supporting their social and emotional well-being whilst in school. While the 

findings from this research study are not meant to be generalizable because of the nature 

of this type of qualitative research, these elements of the lived experiences need to be 
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addressed in their lives and schools because these factors are actually making their lives 

and educational experiences more difficult than they need to be. 

3. Stress the importance of listening to, supporting, and acknowledging 

twice exceptional children’s experiences and feelings. 

In view of the findings in relation to the importance of support networks for 

twice exceptional children, it is imperative that parents, teachers and counsellors 

acknowledge and support them by validating their feelings and experiences by actively 

listening to them. This is especially important with regard to the many negative 

experiences expressed: stress; bullying; resilience and protective factors; and, the 

predominance and impact of co-morbid disabilities.  

Additionally, reports of bullying from twice exceptional children should be 

taken seriously (by parents and teachers) and investigated appropriately regardless of 

the presumption that bullying is often described as on-going incidents. As depicted 

through the children’s experiences, bullying for many of them was on-going but often 

also had different instigators. Furthermore, it should be acknowledged and accepted that 

one incidence of bullying can have ongoing adverse ramifications for twice exceptional 

children who are constantly dealing with other stressors such as stigma and the effects 

of their disabilities. Appropriate counselling needs to be provided for twice exceptional 

children to give them suitable tools for dealing with negative experiences. 

Specific, tailored, individualised and ongoing counselling and socio-emotional 

support programs need to be developed and implemented for these children throughout 

their schooling. The focus of this counselling needs to be on managing stress, coping 

with interpersonal issues, anxiety and specific disability support. Counselling programs 

need to be individually tailored to each twice exceptional child focusing on 

interpersonal and conflict resolution skills. These need to be available all year round on 

a continuing basis rather than ad hoc or one-off programs. Support and counselling need 

to be continually available for specific issues for twice exceptional children when they 

arise on a daily basis, specifically focusing on individual children’s requirements. 

Recreational activities and psychological counselling need to be combined to educate 

children about how to recognise and appropriately deal with stress and anxiety by 
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providing support for marginalised individuals (Woodrow, 1996) like those who are 

twice exceptional. 

Support networks for these children were vital components of their lived 

experiences. These support networks provided understanding, advocacy and counselling 

for the children; vital components in counteracting the stressors in their lives and in 

developing resilience. These were predominantly outside school, their parents, family, 

pets, specialists (e.g., counsellors/psychologists) and outside school friends. Some 

support networks for these children, also included teachers and in-school friends. These 

contributed to other areas throughout the children’s lived experiences, such as: 

advocacy which led to academic support and achievement; supporting stress, coping 

and resilience, and sense of self. However, the importance of schools fostering these 

networks and working closely with parents and specialists demands serious 

consideration.  

4. Policy and legislation should acknowledge the existence and needs of 

twice exceptional children. 

Currently there are policies and legislation which address the needs of children 

with disability across Australia. There are also some policies from different states and 

territories which acknowledge and suggest ways to cater for the needs of gifted children. 

What is still needed is mandated legislation and policies which acknowledge the 

existence and needs of twice exceptional children.  

One particular policy which is relevant to the needs of twice exceptional 

children was the DDA (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992), and the practice 

implications from the DSE (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). Both of these were 

developed to support people with disability. Educators are legally bound by both the 

DDA, and DSE to: 

. . . provide a framework to ensure that students with disability are able to 

access and participate in education on the same basis as other students. The 

Education Standards do this by providing clarity and specificity for education 

and training providers and for students with disability. (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1992, p. iii) 
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Evidence from this study, seems to point to the reality of practice, that some educators 

do either not fully understand their obligations under the DDA and DSE, or do not have 

the willingness, or ability to implement them in practice. This suggests that current 

policy is not having the required positive impact on the education of twice exceptional 

children. The arguments for this justification suggest that some teachers need more 

training in their obligations, and in practical ways that will ensure the implementation of 

mandated support strategies for twice exceptional children (which links to 

Recommendation 1). 

Limitations of this Study 

The use of a narrative informed case study approach allowed me to examine 

each case individually; however, the nature of narrative research and the small sample 

size of eight participants means that this study was not designed to be generalized 

across contexts. The intentions here were to provide an in-depth understanding of lived 

experiences where thick descriptions of the cases were utilised to make “analytic 

generalisations about how the selected cases ‘fit’ with general constructs rather than 

statistical generalisations” (Curtis et al., 2000, p. 1002) rather than conducting a 

generalizable study. 

Other limitations were the inclusion criteria which required children to have 

already undergone a cognitive assessment (e.g., WISC-IV), prior to inclusion in the 

study. This may have excluded children who had not undergone this assessment. There 

are inherent limitations of psycho-educational assessment in identifying twice 

exceptional children as explored in Chapter 4.  

Further limitations are the definition criteria for twice exceptionality which may 

exclude some children; this is inherent in the definitions of the categories of gifted and 

disability. Additionally giftedness is a social construct (McLain & Pfeiffer, 2012), as is 

disability  (Barnes et al., 1999; Coleridge, 2000; Goggin & Newell, 2005), and twice 

exceptionality, which as such are dependent on time, context and culture. 

The interviews gave four to five snapshots into the children’s lived experiences. 

Interviewing the children in their homes was a possible limitation due to the different 

environments at school and possible different behaviours being presented by the 

children in the differing contexts. The presence of parents could have contributed to the 
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behaviour of the children in their home environments and possible difference to how 

they would behave in school. This could have affected the observation data as this was 

limited to home settings only. Classroom observations and teacher interviews were not 

conducted as part of this study. This presents a limitation to structural corroboration of 

the findings from the study. However, to partly counter this limitation, structural 

corroboration was provided by parental interview, school records and reports, and 

specialists’ reports provided about each child by their parents.  

Furthermore, the presence of parents could have affected the types of 

experiences the children shared, and the way that they related those experiences. For 

example, Bob where Godmother appeared to dominate the first interview and direct 

what her daughter discussed. The presence of the parent assisted the in children 

responding in the interview, but also impeded their responses as on occasions, their 

parents interrupted or corrected their children. In addressing parental influence during 

the interviews, I re-directed questions back to the child in order to gain their perspective 

and to check agreement or not with parental response. The presence of parents was 

offset as much as possible by interviewing the children on their own for the majority of 

the interviews. 

 A further limitation was having semi-structured interview questions. These 

enabled a focus for the interviews. However this focus on disability, giftedness, and 

twice exceptionality, may have affected the experiences which the children discussed. 

To counter this, the first main part of each interview encouraged free-flow narratives 

from the participants, and was generally not controlled by questions from me. Yet, in a 

couple of cases the participants did not talk easily, and it became necessary to rely on 

the semi-structured questions to undertake the interviews. This was also partially 

negated by responding with unprepared questions throughout the interviews, as queries 

arose, necessitating further explorations of particular experiences. 

The concluding limitation was that many of the participants were recruited for 

the study by advertisements and flyers predominantly sent to clinical settings and 

advocacy groups. This may have meant more children with associated negative 

experiences could have been recruited for the study. Attempts were made to counter this 

limitation by advertising through other avenues such as school newsletters, gifted and 

talented associations, gifted online forums, and word-of-mouth. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Whilst this research has explored some of the lived experiences of eight twice 

exceptional children, further research is necessary to establish how recommendations 

from this research can be embedded in the systems where they need to be; policy and 

practice.  While also beginning to abrogate the negative experiences and enhance the 

positive ones that the participants shared. These recommendations for future research 

are aimed at cultivating, and enriching the positive side of the lived experiences of these 

children, in order to advance their lives. There are four recommendations for future 

research stemming from this study; these are outlined below. 

First, this study found that bullying pervaded the lived experiences of these eight 

children. In order to better understand the prevalence of bullying for twice exceptional 

children, research is needed on this, and on developing specific, practical strategies that 

these children can utilise to negate bullying if it is identified as being a pervasive 

problem. 

Second, through the support networks identified in this study, pets emerged as 

important components of the children’s lives, particularly in enhancing stress reduction. 

This leads to the realisation that we do not know enough about this possible therapeutic 

component in the children’s lives. Knowing more about the potential benefits of pets for 

these children will assist with the intention of advancing understanding of any 

therapeutic benefits of pets in the lives of twice exceptional children. Further research 

needs to focus on the potential therapeutic benefits of the presence of animals in 

enhancing the lived experiences of these children and enhancing their social and 

emotional well-being. 

Third, the finding that suggests the importance of fostering outside school 

interests for the benefit of twice exceptional children is in need of further exploration. 

So, as to enhance the educational experiences of these children, future research needs to 

examine the benefits of fostering their outside school interests and utilising these in the 

classroom to support their learning and developmental needs. 

Fourth, since many of the findings and recommendations from this present study 

relate to school life, an in-school study would be valuable. An in-school could provide 

further evidence about school-based experiences of twice exceptional children. What 

are especially needed are studies in the Australian context. 
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Chapter and Thesis Conclusion 

This qualitative narrative study has sought to provide rich, nuanced insight into 

the lived experiences of eight twice exceptional children. Whilst there is not one lived 

experience of twice exceptional children, there is a complex relationship between 

giftedness and disability for each individual child as I have demonstrated throughout 

this study. This complex relationship is not easily split into disability and gifted labels 

and categories; therefore, each child needs to be understood and catered for on an 

individual basis, taking into account their often specific needs. The importance of 

variation between individuals diagnosed with the same disabilities cannot be 

understated. Educators who have an awareness of some disability classifications may 

believe and respond to these labels in a homogenous way. By responding in this way, 

educators often fail to perceive the distinctiveness of individuals, and instead see their 

identity in terms of disability, or gifted labels, or in terms of no labels and therefore, no 

need for interventions. 

Throughout the exploration of these children’s lived experiences, stigma 

emerged as their overarching narrative. The contextual factors impacting on the lived 

experiences of these eight children, related to personal, social, policy and practice, and 

the political, to re-story their experiences in relation to these contextual factors. The re-

storying of their experiences in relation to contextual factors fell under the overarching 

narrative of stigma. Stigma surrounding perceptions of the children’s disability, 

diminished views of these children as capable, and predominantly viewed them as in-

capable. Contextual and discursive issues surrounding the children’s identification with 

giftedness frequently led to increased expectations and perceptions of ongoing high 

achievements. In both instances, disability and giftedness can be seen as stigma, and 

subsequently twice exceptionality becomes a stigma.  

As a researcher, a teacher, a parent of, and advocate for, twice exceptional 

children, this research has supported my growth and understanding of twice exceptional 

children’s lived experiences. This study has provided me with further insights into how 

we might improve support for these children on their journey into adulthood, and to 

reach their potential, whatever that may be.  
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I still don't think he understands 

the gifted and disability and which 

are which.  Possibly because we 

tend to focus on the positive 

aspects being twice exceptional 

brings.  He has his OT / psych and 

SEP support for the disability side 

but they also help with any things 

that crop up because of being 

gifted.  So really as I family I 

guess we just accept " difference" 

whether it being positive or a 

struggle and just accept and 

support it rather than fight it.  We 

do a lot of CBT so we try to 

always replace negative thoughts 

with helpful ones. 

Cat51 continues to work out 

where he and everyone else fit in 

this world.  He is loving high 

school the work is still easy but he 

finds it OK enough to be not 

bored and just enjoy going each 

day and seeing friends.  He uses 

the special school bus for travel 

and sits in the front with the 

driver, this has helped hugely with 

independence. 

We moved to a new OT who does 

CBT therapy Cat51 sees him 

every 2-4 weeks and says he helps 

him with " growing up issues " he 

loves his visits. 

Epilogue: An Update on the Children 

The story that lives with me, will live with you as well. When a 

story is told, it is not forgotten. It becomes something else, a 

memory of who we were, the hope of what we can become. (De 

Rosnay, 2010) 

 

This section presents updates from the participants in relation to what they have 

been doing since the interviews. The following are from the participants who provided 

an update via email. This thesis would not have been possible without the openness, and 

support of the participants, their parents and families. Thank you from the bottom of my 

heart, I am indebted to you all! 

Cat51. 

I am 11 now! 

So what have I been doing, well I started visiting high 

school when I was in Year 3 after they met me at 

primary.  Then I got bored at primary and so I moved to 

home-school and high school.  This year when I was in 

Year 5 I just started at high school only.  To start with 

my enrolment was a flexi one so I went part time for 

subjects I liked.  Then I increased my time and also 

went to SEP (special ed. program in special classes).  

Then I just became full time plus SEP.  I took, maths, 

Science, STEM, art, ICT, English.  I got the gold 

academic award in Year 7 and move to Year 8 next year 

(when am really Year 6).  I have enjoyed high school a 

lot. I have made lots of friends at high school and they 

are all very nice and friendly. 

   

I have grown heaps because I don't take Ritalin now.  I 

feel a lot better off it.  I eat more now so I feel better.  

So catching up on eating made me grow more, that was 

a downside of Ritalin the not eating. I moved from cubs 
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to scouts and it’s a lot of fun, I go to Jamboree in January with 11,000 scouts.   It will 

be a lot of fun. 

 

Honey is a fully trained service dog so we can take her anywhere we like.  She 

came on a big trip we did it was 7,000km and it was very enjoyable. 

I wish you luck with your PhD thank you for focussing on gifted AND disability because 

it is important for people who have both things; like I am good at maths but bad at 

writing but getting better at it.  High school is very good at making a flexible 

environment for people with gifted and disability like extension mainstream class and 

SEP class.  It makes me feel a lot better. 

Turbo. 

So much has happened since I participated in this project.  You see, in my family 

I am not the only kid who is identified as twice exceptional, I have a younger brother 

who is super creative but is really, really, really dyslexic.  My brother had been home 

schooled for a number of years, but he was going to go to secondary school.  After 

searching everywhere my parents couldn’t find a suitable school for him, and they were 

questioning the school, I was attending and whether it was the best environment for me.  

Because they couldn’t find solutions for these issues we packed up and shifted 

[overseas] to find more flexible schooling.  

We have had a whole year at school in [overseas country] already.  Initially it 

was really hard to be comfortable at the school because the classes are taught so 

differently and I had to learn how to self-manage my learning.  I haven’t nailed this yet, 

but I am getting better at and the Learning Advisors are so patient and keep 

encouraging me.  I now recognise that I find it difficult to sort out all my ideas, get 

projects started and stay on task.  I also know now that I have to use assistive 

technology if I want better grades.    

The best part about the school is that I get so many more options and I can study 

things that I am passionate about.  I got a prize at the end of 2015 for ‘Resilience’; I 

have never, ever managed to get a prize before.  The school recognised the efforts I 

have to go to in order to complete the course requirements.  I know I can survive 

Secondary School here and I won’t drop out because there is flexibility. 
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Of course I really miss my mountain biking friends in Australia, but I am part of 

a Mountain Biking Training Academy [here] and I am racing just about every second 

weekend.  The racing/riding is very different [here], but it’s exciting.  I am also learning 

to coach younger riders.  My adventurous nature has driven me to participate in the 

Duke of Edinburg Awards Scheme and several other outdoor pursuit experiences.  

Apart from the weather [here] is a pretty great place to be living at the moment. 

Ashley. 

The following is an update from Ashley’s mum, Susanna, as Ashley was not 

able to provide an update in her own words:  

The last two years for Ashley have been stressful and challenging. In Year 11 

she ended up doing art by distance education which she enjoyed as there was a lot of 

scope and autonomy in the way she was able to carry out assignments.  Her lack of 

study during her earlier years came back to bite her as she had to give up physics as her 

maths wasn't up to scratch particularly the algebra and she had to drop down maths 

[levels]. She decided she enjoyed distance education so much she wanted to do all her 

classes by distance so we moved schools [to the school of distance education]. 

At the end of year 11 Ashley and I went on a two month trip [overseas].  Before 

we left she decided she wanted to be put on a drug (Fluoxetine) to help her with her 

anxiety. We had a ball, it was very busy.  We went to lots of art galleries and soaked up 

the different cultures . . .  While we were away we discovered a lump in Ashley's breast. 

We had it checked at the local breast clinic and they said it was fine. When we arrived 

home it was straight back into school, but Ashley seemed to be exhausted and not 

dedicated to study like she had been. The lump continued to grow and our local doctor 

was not happy and a whole new round of tests was done. At Easter Ashley went 

[overseas] with  . . .  [the] youth group. We went too, at her request to support her as she 

had some issues with the leaders and was anxious about the travel. It was a wonderful 

trip . . .  we did have to intervene once when we felt one of the leaders was overly harsh 

with their discipline of Ashley.  

When we arrived home it was straight back into school and in May, a 5cm lump 

was removed from her breast. Thankfully it turned out to be [non-malignant]. During 

this time Ashley got worse with her work ethic and was back to her old days of no work 
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and ADD lack of concentration. She developed depression and was particularly sad 

about not being involved in the rites of passage her friends were going through, such as 

the school formal.  She refused to go to school and dropped out and talked her way into 

a diploma of visual arts  . . . even though you were meant to have [completed] Year 12. 

We started seeing a psychiatrist who took her off fluoxetine over a week then put her on 

Pristiq.  

Two weeks later Ashley self-harmed, cutting numerous marks up her arm with a 

razor. She then attempted to strangle herself with a tie twice. She came to tell me and I 

had her at the psychiatrist the next day, who at my request, got her admitted to the [child 

mental health hospital]. She hated it there and begged to come home, but I was adamant 

that the increase in medication was done under medical supervision. She seemed not to 

realise what she had done was really serious and was out of touch with reality, she said 

to her father, “There are people here who really have some serious problems.” He 

replied, “What could be worse than wanting to take your own life!” 

By this stage Ashley was really behind in her work and we had to get extensions 

for her work due dates but finally everything is done now and this summer is a slouch 

around and rest. This Friday we are taking Ashley on a cruise  . . .  and leaving [her 

sister] with carers so we can all have a break. She seems to be in a lot better place now 

and hopefully with a good rest this holiday she will get back into the second half of her 

diploma and keep up to date with work. What was that prophetic comment I made about 

a meltdown in year 12! If her work ethic doesn't improve this year I am going to have 

her checked for ADD/concentration issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   305 

 

He’s still good at drawing. End of third term Year 5 he was suffering from a lot of 

anxiety. We changed medications and he also did about 10 sessions with a fantastic OT. 

He’s much more self-controlled and mature now so over the next year he will naturally 

wean off the drug. Boomstick had a fabulous teacher this year.  She understood and 

made appropriate modifications very well given how slow his Executive Function is; 

and she marvelled at his extensive vocabulary and general knowledge. He has matured 

a lot this year and is very sensible.  He’s had a very good year for Grade 6. He got an A 

in Semester 1 for Science and a B this semester.  He is very proud of his science 

knowledge. For high school next year they will be providing him with a laptop with 

Assistive Technology, curriculum support, and Independent Education plan and more. 

Two years later and he is still playing percussion.  We actually gave him a drum kit for 

his birthday last week and he’s very excited about the music program at high school 

His swimming paid off he took home the Age Champion medal.  It was lovely to see 

him shine in front of his peers. Last week at his primary school graduation he was 

presented the Principal’s Award – for the student who has overcome special 

circumstances.  He no longer gets D’s on his report cards.  C’s and above and 

behaviour is always, always marked as Excellent.   

Boomstick. 

I don’t take that medicine anymore, my new one,  Strattera, it’s much better – it 

lasts all day and I don’t have to go to the office at lunchtime anymore . . . I don’t worry 

about people knowing about my dyslexia anymore . . . I just be like more open and 

confident . . . I don’t copy off other people’s books anymore or have to finish at 

lunchbreaks cause I’m quicker at writing . . . My teacher this year was good, she didn’t 

yell . . . I don’t feel left out or like no one understands me anymore – I don’t care what 

people think!  They don’t need to know if I have dyslexia to be my friend. I still don’t 

really feel all that ‘gifted’ . . . The only bad days I have now is when there is a test . . . 

In the future I guess I still want to be a cop, or a scientist.  Or maybe both. 

Harry. 

It’s been a few years since I was interviewed, and a few things have happened. 

For instance, I’ve made more friends at the place that I like to go to play Yu-Gi-Oh, and 

I’ve started to be more interactive.  In addition, I’ve become more open and better with 

my hands. Well, by better with my hands, I mean that my hands shake less, and as such I 

can use them to be more expressive or hold objects more easily. But otherwise, I guess 

there are a few other events that happened that have interested me. 

As for events that have happened in my life that are highlights, for instance, I 

went down to Canberra this year, and visited many of the famous landmark buildings 

there, including Parliament House. I also went to Brisbane multiple times to participate 

in Yu-Gi-Oh! events. I have also been experimenting more with creative writing, and 
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Things have changed for Anny since being at Senior School. It took about a semester or so but 

things are much improved.  She has just completed her second year at the school and appears 

pretty happy.  I think it’s a result of different teachers, with less emphasis and investment in 

one teacher. Also it seems that Anny has met friends, the ones that are like her – they are a 

nice little group of kids.  They all go on sleepovers together and things like that. It is not all 

roses, although things have hugely improved.  Anny still has mini meltdowns at home – 

especially toward the end of term when she is exhausted . . . Organisation in general (including 

her much beloved piano) slips too at these times. However, she seems to be able to mask this 

at school and the teachers all comment that she is a placid and polite child.  Anny has also 

withdrawn herself from the services of special educational needs as she loathed being taken to 

the library with the other special educational needs students for exams (she claimed that there 

were too many disruptions and, worst of all, it made her look ‘stupid’).  I don’t think that it 

helped that a teaching assistant used to hone in on her in certain classes and talk to her as 

though she had minimal mental capacity.  Annie is still not fabulous at ‘showing what she 

knows’ in tests and stressful situations – but has taken a ‘this is it while I’m at school’ 

approach.  She gets great grades (A’s) unless in exams (B’s) so tests do pull her down.  

improved my technique when writing stories and short stories. I’ve also found that I’ve 

been involved in many other interests, like going onto the internet to research things I 

like. Recently, I have been given an offer to study at the university in my home town next 

year. 

Anny. 

Hi I’m 13 almost 14 now and am going into grade 9 when I look over these 

notes of who I was and what life was genuinely like when I was 12. I personally am very 

surprised about how much I have changed over the course of one year. I am now lucky 

to find two very close friends, who are very comparable to me and are very thoughtful 

and understanding. I don't have trouble in class anymore. I just blend in with the class 

and don't volunteer or put my hand up—over the years I have figured out it is much 

better that way—better to be unseen. I speak much differently and am a lot better at 

explaining things with precision and have a way of making different viewpoints be 

understood—although I talk in detail very often and can talk non-stop—or just be quiet. 

I have taught myself how to channel my thoughts into sentences. After all, I am a deep 

thinker, just like how slow rivers run deep.  I am very proud of how I have changed, and 

although still with a disability, I am very happy, and I am swiftly mastering the 

obstacles that were previous struggles. Anyway, an obstacle is only an illusion. 

However, I don’t think that this is the norm, and I think that too few people find 

fabulous luck on their journeys, which is the reason I am very happy that I have. I truly 

hope that others can too. 
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Buster. 

I’m 16 now. I have completed two lots of work experience through school and I 

got told that I did very well, 

when I went there. I have a lot 

more friends now. We play 

video games; we go to 

trampoline parks and theme 

parks together. I very rarely 

get bullied; I almost don’t get 

bullied at all. I don’t know why 

that is. My disabilities still 

affect me the same as they did 

last time we did the interviews. 

I want to become an electrical 

engineer when I finish school. School’s alright now. 

Bob. 

Bob’s family has moved overseas since I met with her and was unable to 

provide an update, however her mum provided a short update: 

We have relocated to the USA, and the school and teachers have a good idea 

about the difference between high achievers and gifted children, and also about their 

obligations to make adjustments.  It is already so much easier with Bob.  We are 

working on a “504” plan. The teachers are not debating her gifts or her learning 

challenges, and are driving the process so that she is guaranteed to have her 

accommodations, not only this year, but in the future as well. It seems like a good 

move, if only to have a team that is willing to work with us. The first time I started to 

read [her story], I felt so overwhelmed, and could not get through it with the amount of 

anxiety it brought up.

Buster understands himself much better now and has become 

very good at self-advocating at school for what he needs in 

class. Bullying is not as prevalent in his school life as it was, 

thank goodness. I think it is primarily due to two factors, that 

he has a group of like-minded friends now, and that he is 

almost six feet tall! Many kids in his Year level are shorter 

than him, there’s the odd one who wants to challenge him, 

usually the kids from one to two grades below who seem to 

think it would be a good idea to pick on an older kid to make 

a name for themselves! Buster’s still interested in electronics 

and movie making, he wants to become an electrical 

engineer, but he doesn’t want to go to university as he thinks 

the pressure will be too great or that he won’t be able to do 

the work. I think he’s had enough of school and often 

doesn’t see the relevance of it to his life. He has a part-time 

job now re-stocking the shelves at the local supermarket. It 

suits him and he’s met lots of other kids who share his 

interests. He’s glad he’s only got two years of school left! 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Definitions and Descriptions Expanded 

Adjustments/Accommodations 

The terms adjustments and accommodations are often used by clinicians and 

practitioners interchangeably to refer to the requirements a child needs I order to access 

the school curriculum and work on the same basis as a student without disability. For 

example: a scribe; using text to speech/speech to text software; using word processing 

programs; having a reader. 

 

Under the Disability Standards for Education (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2005), adjustments for people with disability in educational contexts are: 

(a) a measure or action (or a group of measures or actions) taken 

by an education provider that has the effect of assisting a 

student with a disability: 

(i) in relation to an admission or enrolment—to apply for the 

admission or enrolment; and  

(ii) in relation to a course or program—to participate in the 

course or program; and  

(iii) in relation to facilities or services—to use the facilities or services; on 

the same basis as a student without a disability, and includes an aid, a 

facility, or a service that the student requires because of his or her disability. 

(Section 3.3, p.13) 

The term accommodation is frequently used in reports developed by medical and 

allied health professionals in specifying the adjustments required by students with 

disability. Accommodations are a form of adjustments and as such are recognised under 

The Disability Standards For Education (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). 

Educational institutions are legally bound by The Standards that were formulated under 

the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992) to 

provide a framework to ensure that students with disability are able to 

access and participate in education on the same basis as other students. The 

Education Standards do this by providing clarity and specificity for 

education and training providers and for students with disability. (p. iii) 
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Agoraphobia 

The DSM-5 states that essential features of the condition of agoraphobia are: 

[M]arked, or intense, fear or anxiety triggered by the real or anticipated 

exposure to a wide range of situations (Criterion A). The diagnosis requires 

endorsement of symptoms occurring in at least two of the following five 

situations: 1) using public transporation [sic], such as automobiles, buses, 

trains, ships, or planes; 2) being in open spaces, such as parking lots, 

marketplaces, or bridges; 3) being in enclosed spaces, such as shops, 

theaters [sic], or cinemas; 4) standing in line or being in a crowd; or 5) 

being outside of the home alone. The examples for each situation are not 

exhaustive; other situations may be feared (Wittchen et al. 2010). When 

experiencing fear and anxiety cued by such situations, individuals typically 

experience thoughts that something terrible might happen. (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 218) 

Ascertainment and IEP’s  

Ascertainment or verification (now called Education Adjustment Program – 

EAP), refers to a student meeting the defined criteria relating to these disability 

categories  

 Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD);  

 Hearing Impairment (HI);  

 Intellectual Impairment (II);  

 Physical Impairment (PI);  

 Speech-Language Impairment (SLI);  

 Vision Impairment (VI). 

(Queensland Government, 2011, p. 4)  

Receiving verification for the above mentioned disabilities opens up additional 

funding for schools to support these students so identified through the process. 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

The DSM-5 defines ADHD from its diagnostic features 
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[T]he essential feature of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is 

a persistent pattern of inattention and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity that 

interferes with functioning or development. Inattention manifests 

behaviourally [sic] in ADHD as wandering off task, lacking persistence, 

having difficulty sustaining focus, and being disorganized and is not due to 

defiance or lack of comprehension. Hyperactivity refers to excessive motor 

activity (such as a child running about) when it is not appropriate, or 

excessive fidgeting, tapping, or talkativeness. In adults, hyperactivity may 

manifest as extreme restlessness or wearing others out with their activity. 

Impulsivity refers to hasty actions that occur in the moment without 

forethought and that have high potential for harm to the individual (e.g., 

darting into the street without looking). Impulsivity may reflect a desire for 

immediate rewards or an inability to delay gratification. Impulsive 

behaviors [sic] may manifest as social intrusiveness (e.g., interrupting others 

excessively) and/or as making important decisions without consideration of 

long-term consequences (e.g., taking a job without adequate information) . . 

.  Manifestations of the disorder must be present in more than one setting 

(e.g., home and school, work). (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 

61)  

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

The DSM-5 defines autism spectrum disorder as  

[P]ersistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across 

multiple contexts, as manifested by all of the following [changed August 

2015 to clarify that all three items in Criterion A are required], currently or 

by history (examples are illustrative, not exhaustive; see text): 

1. Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity, ranging, for example, from 

abnormal social approach and failure of normal back-and-forth 

conversation; to reduced sharing of interests, emotions, or affect; to failure 

to initiate or respond to social interactions. 

2. Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviors [sic] used for social 

interaction, ranging, for example, from poorly integrated verbal and 
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nonverbal communication; to abnormalities in eye contact and body 

language or deficits in understanding and use of gestures; to a total lack of 

facial expressions and nonverbal communication. 

3. Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships, 

ranging, for example, from difficulties adjusting behavior [sic] to suit 

various social contexts; to difficulties in sharing imaginative play or in 

making friends; to absence of interest in peers. (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013, p. 50) 

It is worth noting that Asperger’s disorder and pervasive development disorder, 

not otherwise specified are no longer defined as separate disorders as they were in the 

DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association, 2000), the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013) carries the following note on this change: 

[I]ndividuals with a well-established DSM-IV diagnosis of autistic disorder, 

Asperger’s disorder, or pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise 

specified should be given the diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder. 

Individuals who have marked deficits in social communication, but whose 

symptoms do not otherwise meet criteria for autism spectrum disorder, 

should be evaluated for social (pragmatic) communication disorder. 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 51) 

Assistive Technology 

Assistive technology (AT) is technology that is used to assist a student in some 

way so they are able to access the curriculum on an equal footing to those who do not 

have disabilities. It is not something that is viewed as an advantage nor should it be 

viewed as a privilege. The use of AT is in offsetting their particular disabilities (Izzo, 

Yurick, & McArrell, 2009). 

Recent research suggests that AT’s like literacy software, digital texts, and lap 

tops enhance educational outcomes for students with disabilities (Anderson-Inman & 

Homey, 2007). The use of assistive technology has a long history in the disability 

populations of vision impaired (blind) to hearing impaired (deaf) people, within this 

population there has been strong lobbying and support for the use of AT’s. Izzo, Yurick 

and McArrell (2009) state that people with high-incidence cognitive-based disabilities 
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like Autism Spectrum disorders and learning disabilities do not benefit from such 

government lobbying and support, particularly in the access to, and use of AT’s. It is 

important to bear in mind that the use of AT’s should be to enable a student to 

participate in the curriculum and testing on an equitable footing with those students who 

do not possess their learning challenges. 

Central Auditory Processing Disorder (CAPD) 

Central Auditory Processing Disorder (CAPD) is characterised by inefficiency 

in the cognitive ability to process and channel information received through the auditory 

system (Heine & Slone, 2008). This presents difficulty in many areas of learning and 

can affect individuals in mild to severe forms it is not associated with hearing but rather 

the way in which what the ears hear is processed in the brain. 

CAPD is characterised by difficulties in: sound discrimination that is 

exacerbated in competing noisy environments like classrooms; sound localisation and 

lateralisation (Heine & Slone, 2008) - knowing where a sound has come from in a space 

and the ability to identify the source of a sound (i.e. it came from near the window and 

it is a lawn mower); and temporal processing (Heine & Slone, 2008) – the rate at which 

auditory information can be processed. In school settings in particular a student needs to 

be proficient at rapidly processing auditory information not only to develop appropriate 

language and listening skills but also to follow instructions and task requirements. 

Students with CAPD may demonstrate delays or lag when having to respond to 

oral instructions as the student needs time to process what is being asked of them. These 

students demonstrate difficulty in following complex auditory directions; apparent 

inattentiveness and distractibility; difficulty in localising sounds and literacy difficulties 

(Heine & Slone, 2008) particularly with phonics. 

Heine and Slone (2008) discovered that even mild CAPD resulted in significant 

impact on the academic and social/emotional lives of adolescents. They stated that “in 

addition to general challenges of adolescence, academic demands magnify during this 

period . . . intense aural-oral instructive modes, multiple task learning, and directives 

towards school-qualifying achievements and examinations” (Heine & Slone, 2008, p. 

407) contribute significantly to the spike in referrals in the middle school years (at aged 

around 14 years). 
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Unfortunately diagnosis and intervention is marred by the lack of consensus 

regarding diagnostic criteria and appropriate interventions (Heine & Slone, 2008). 

CAPD is usually diagnosed by audiologists who then make management 

recommendations (Moore, 2011). Moore‘s (2011) study suggested that some listening 

problems in children were a result of poor attention or poor working memory, however 

they posited that further research was needed in order to clarify whether these cognitive 

problems were specifically auditory or not. 

If working memory or attentional problems are the main contributors to CAPD it 

is unlikely that any training could improve these sufficiently to aid CAPD in noisy 

classrooms. It is more practical to use assistive technology and/or written information 

where possible to aid students suffering with CAPD. 

Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD) 

Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD) within the general population refers to 

people who experience anxiety on most days over at least six months (Beyond Blue, 

2010). Anxiety affects people in different ways but generally they experience feelings 

of: edginess/restlessness; tiredness; difficulty in concentrating; muscle tension and 

insomnia (Beyond Blue, 2010). According to Australian statistics (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2008), GAD affects around 2.7% of Australians (anxiety disorders make up 

14.4% of the population).  

The DSM-5 classifies generalised anxiety disorders along the following 

diagnostic criteria: 

[T]he essential feature of generalized anxiety disorder is excessive anxiety 

and worry (apprehensive expectation) about a number of events or activities. 

The intensity, duration, or frequency of the anxiety and worry is out of 

proportion to the actual likelihood or impact of the anticipated event. The 

individual finds it difficult to control the worry and to keep worrisome 

thoughts from interfering with attention to tasks at hand . . . Children with 

generalized anxiety disorder tend to worry excessively about their 

competence or the quality of their performance . . . Several features 

distinguish generalized anxiety disorder. First, the worries associated with 

generalized anxiety disorder are excessive and typically interfere 
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significantly with psychosocial functioning . . .  Second, the worries 

associated with generalized anxiety disorder are more pervasive, 

pronounced, and distressing; have longer duration; and frequently occur 

without precipitants . . . Individuals with generalized anxiety disorder report 

subjective distress due to constant worry and related impairment in social, 

occupational, or other important areas of functioning (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013, p. 223) 

Anxiety and Twice Exceptionality 

The presence of anxiety can compromise tasks that require a higher degree of 

working memory as working memory is sensitive to any fluctuations in anxiety. Other 

emerging factors for twice exceptional students with anxiety are that their general 

motivation and emotionality is affected. It is common for children with large difference 

in their academic (and IQ) profile to be acutely aware of the inconsistency of their 

skills. They can become anxious and avoidant about areas of difficulty or perceived 

difficulty. Tension about their areas of comparative weakness can create internal and 

external tension. This tension at times may interfere with their application to tasks and 

attention, giving the appearance outwardly of attentional difficulties. 

Dysgraphia 

Dysgraphia is described as 

[D]ifficulty with handwriting or dysgraphia is viewed as a disabling 

condition (Simner & Eidlitz, 2000) which up until recently was poorly 

defined and misunderstood. Dysgraphia is described as: a disturbance or 

difficulty in the production of written language related to the mechanics of 

handwriting [where] the difficulty is manifested in the inadequate 

performance of handwriting among children who are at least of average 

intelligence level and who have not been identified as having obvious 

neurological or perceptual-motor problems.(Rosenblum, Weiss, & Parush, 

2003, p. 3) 
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Dyslexia 

According to the Australian Dyslexia Association, dyslexia “is best understood 

as a persistent difficulty with reading and spelling” (2014, para. 2). The British Dyslexia 

Association offers a more substantive definition:  

[D]yslexia is a learning difficulty that primarily affects the skills involved in 

accurate and fluent word reading and spelling. Characteristic features of 

dyslexia are difficulties in phonological awareness, verbal memory and 

verbal processing speed. Dyslexia occurs across the range of intellectual 

abilities. It is best thought of as a continuum, not a distinct category, and 

there are no clear cut-off points. Co-occurring difficulties may be seen in 

aspects of language, motor co-ordination, mental calculation, concentration 

and personal organisation, but these are not, by themselves, markers of 

dyslexia. A good indication of the severity and persistence of dyslexic 

difficulties can be gained by examining how the individual responds or has 

responded to well-founded intervention. (2016, para. 3) 

Dyspraxia 

Dyspraxia is hard to define however, Gibbs, Appleton and Appleton offer the 

following definition for the condition:  

[D]yspraxia has been defined as a breakdown of action and the inability to 

utilise voluntary motor abilities effectively in all aspects of life from play to 

structured skilled tasks. [And an alternative] psychology‐based definition 

[as] motor difficulties caused by perceptual problems, especially visual‐

motor and kinaesthetic motor difficulties . . . dyspraxia is generally 

considered to mean an impairment of, or difficulties with, the organisation, 

planning and execution of physical movement with a developmental rather 

than acquired origin. (2007, p. 534) 

National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) – Australia 

In Australian the National Assessment program occurs annually with testing 

students in Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 under the National Assessment Program – Literacy and 

Numeracy (NAPLAN) program and tests; 
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[R]eading, writing, language conventions (spelling, grammar and 

punctuation) and numeracy . . .  NAPLAN is the measure through which 

governments, education authorities, schools, teachers and parents can 

determine whether or not young Australians have the literacy and numeracy 

skills that provide the critical foundation for other learning and for their 

productive and rewarding participation in the community. The tests provide 

parents and schools with an understanding of how individual students are 

performing at the time of the tests. They also provide schools, states and 

territories with information about how education programs are working and 

which areas need to be prioritised for improvement. (National Assessment 

Program (NAP), 2013, para. 2) 

Sensory Processing Disorder/Sensory Integration Dysfunction 

Sensory Processing Disorder Association of Australia defines the condition as:  

[A] complex neurological condition that impairs the functional skills of 1 in 

20 children. People with Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) misinterpret 

everyday sensory information, such as touch, sound and movement. They 

may feel overwhelmed by sensory information, may seek out sensory 

experiences or may avoid certain experiences. People with SPD experience 

their world as either Hypersensitive (over reactive, sensory avoidance) or 

Hyposensitive (under reactive, sensory seeker). They may also present with 

motor skill problems. They may react with strong emotional behaviours and 

experience what may be described as ‘melt downs’. (n.d., para. 1) 

Special Consideration/Provisions 

Special consideration or provisions are usually given to students with learning 

disabilities so they are able to undertake testing and exams on an equitable basis with 

their non-disabled peers. There are provisions within The Disability Standards for 

Education Act (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005) for students with disabilities with 

regards to educational responsibilities of schools under the DDA (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1992). Under the special provisions section for the administration of the 

National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) testing (annually in 

Australia for Years 3, 5, 7 and 9), (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 
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2009) special provisions are a recommendation and are not compulsory, it is left up to 

the discretion of school principals to provide (or not) special provisions. However, 

recommendations to principals state that special provisions should be sanctioned for 

students with disabilities where necessary, yet again this is qualified by the term “where 

possible” that these provisions should “reflect common classroom practice for that 

student” (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2009, p. 3). 

Recommendations are that students with disabilities be allowed the following 

accommodations (where it is common classroom practice for that student), as necessary 

[L]arge print; Braille; Coloured overlays; Assistive technology; Oral sign 

support; Separate supervision; Extra time; Rest breaks; Screen reader (Victorian 

Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2009, p. 10). Other special provisions 

available vary from State to State depending on their particular system of 

assessment. At present the Queensland Studies Authority (QSA) Core Skills 

Test (QCS) do not allow ―the variation of use of a scribe, reader, interpreter, 

dictionaries or voice recognition technology because students sitting the test 

must do the required reading and writing − we do not braille or alter the 

substance of the test because this would mean varying the characteristics of the 

QCS Test. (Queensland Studies Authority, 2011, p. 2) 

The State of Victoria has a somewhat more comprehensive view of special 

provisions for its students stating that 

students may be eligible for Special Provision if, at any time while studying  

. . .  he/she is adversely affected in a significant way by: illness (physical or 

psychological); any factors relating to personal environment; an impairment 

or disability, including learning disabilities. (Victorian Curriculum and 

Assessment Authority, 2009, p. 123) 

Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority further states that “every effort 

should be made to ensure that facilities and technology are available to enable students 

to access all assessment tasks in their study program [for the VCE or VCAL]” 

(Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2009, p. 125). 

Again provisions vary dramatically from State to State despite a uniform 

description of a disability in the DDA (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992). 
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Appendix B: Supplementary Information—Australian Disability Legislation 

In some State legislation the term ‘disability’ is used and in others the term 

‘impairment’. In disability studies these two terms have differing meanings. 

Impairments refers to  

any loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological, or anatomical 

structure or function to do with the body . . .  Examples of impairments 

include blindness, deafness, loss of sight in an eye, paralysis of a limb, 

amputation of a limb; mental retardation. (United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs, 2004, para. 2)  

Whereas disability describes an operative restriction or activity limitation 

caused by impairment where the impairment causes restriction or lack . . . of 

ability to perform an activity in the manner or within the range considered 

normal for a human being . . .  Examples of disability include difficulty 

seeing, speaking or hearing; difficulty moving or climbing stairs; difficulty 

grasping, reaching, bathing, eating, toileting. (United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs, 2004, para. 3)  

Various State education departments also use the term ‘learning disabilities’ 

interchangeably with the term ‘learning difficulties’. In Queensland the ‘Queensland 

Studies Authority Learning Difficulties’ document (Queensland School Curriculum 

Council, 2001) defines students with learning ‘difficulties’ to be those 

[W]hose access to the curriculum is limited because of short-term or persistent 

problems in one or more of the areas of literacy, numeracy and learning how to 

learn  . . . These students do not have generalised intellectual impairments but 

rather demonstrate idiosyncratic learning styles. (Queensland School Curriculum 

Council, 2001, p. 13)  

An implication of this definition is that students with learning disability simply 

display “idiosyncratic learning styles” (Queensland School Curriculum Council, 2001, 

p. 13) and not disability. 
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Australian profile of children with disability  

Children with disability represent a substantial percentage of learners in 

Australian schools (Students with Disabilities Working Group, 2010). Of the 4,145,334 

Australian children (in 2009),  aged 0-14 years, 290,000 (7.2%) had a disability 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012a). Those of compulsory school age, 

(approximately 5 years to 14 years), with a disability is estimated at 241,000 children 

based on 2009 data (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012a). According to the Students 

with Disabilities Working Group (2010) it is estimated that between 350,000 to 525,000 

(10%-15%) of students in school in 2009 experienced learning difficulties a euphemism 

for learning disabilities. Boys identified with a disability (9%) was higher than girls 

identified with a disability (5%).The SDAC considered children with a disability aged 

0-14 years who were identified by “any limitation, restriction or impairment which 

restricts everyday activities and has lasted or is likely to last for at least six months” 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012b, para. 1), this disability could include any 

“sensory, speech, intellectual, physical disability, mental or behavioural disorders” 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012b, para. 1). Unfortunately limitations of the survey 

encompassed disability criteria which likely included intellectual disability; and the age 

range including those under school age but not those of school age over 14 years (but 

under school leaving age 17-18 years). Furthermore, the survey most likely excluded 

children with specific learning disabilities (difficulties) which do not have a co-morbid 

disability as defined by the survey. 

Disability Standards for Education Act. 

The Disability Standards for Education Act (DSE) (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2005) were created under the  Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) (Commonwealth of 

Australia, 1992) in order to elucidate the responsibilities of education providers to 

“ensure that students with disabilities are able to access and participate in education and 

training on the same basis as those without disability” (Department of Education 

Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), 2013, para. 1).  

The federal government formulated the DSE in order to stipulate the rights and 

responsibilities of education providers to enable “equal access and opportunity for 

people with a disability, in more detail and with more certainty than the DDA itself 

provides”(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2013, para. 1). 
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Inclusive education 

In Australia, education authorities have widely adopted a philosophy of 

inclusion in addressing social and moral obligations in educating all students regardless 

of needs (Caterson, 2010; Forbes, 2007). Inclusive Education is defined as “a process of 

responding to the uniqueness of individuals, increasing their present access, 

participation and achievement in a learning society” (Elkins, 2004, p. 5). 
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Appendix C: Consent Forms and Information Sheets 

9-12 Years Information Sheet 

 
 

 

The lived experiences of twice exceptional 
children: Narrative perceptions of disability and 

giftedness. 
 

INFORMATION SHEET (Child 9-12 years) 

Who is conducting the research? Name: Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student Researcher) 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Contact Phone: 07 5552 9789 

Contact Email: m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 

Principal Supervisor: Associate Professor Peter Grootenboer 
(Chief Investigator) 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies Contact Phone: (07) 5552 8916 
Contact Email: 
p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au  
 

Associate Supervisor: Professor Donna Pendergast 

School of Education and Professional Studies  
Contact Phone: (07) 373 51082  
Contact Email: d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au  

 

Why is the research being done? 

This study will look at the experiences of children who are gifted and who also have a disability. 
By looking at children’s experiences we hope to find out information which may help other 
children and other people. This research is being done for the qualification of Doctor of 
Philosophy. 

 
What will you be asked to do? 

We would like to interview you to talk about your experiences as a child with a disability who is also 
gifted. There will be 4-5 interviews conducted over 4-6 weeks, with a short meeting with you and 
your parent/guardian and the researcher to answer any questions that you might have. The 
interviews should last for about 40 minutes and will be conducted at a time and place that suits you, 
with your parent/guardian nearby. 

 
You will be asked at the start of each interview about our chat being audio recorded. The 
recording will only be heard by the researcher. The files will be written out in private by the 
researcher after the interview, and destroyed after it has been studied and the final report has 
been published. 

 
Photographs may be taken of your drawings or things you make when talking to me or 
things from your ‘Folio Box’ (see information ‘Folio Box’ sheet). No photographs will be 

mailto:m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au
mailto:p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au
mailto:d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au
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taken of you or of anyone else. 

 
You will be given a consent form to sign. You do not have to answer any questions that you 
don’t want to, and you can withdraw from the project at any stage. A few days after the 
interview you will be shown a summary of what you said in the interview, and given the 
opportunity to say it’s okay or make any changes that you think are needed, within two (2) 
weeks of the interview. 

 

I will ask your parent/guardian to see information about you which may include: school reports; 
NAPLAN results; documentation about your disability (reports from specialists/doctors); and 
documentation about your identification of giftedness (school based &/or psychologist), you 
can say yes or no to me seeing any of these documents; 

 
Risks to you 

There are no apparent risks to you. All information will be unnamed. Your identity will be known 
only to the researcher conducting the interviews. Anything that you discuss during this time will be 
completely private. The researcher may wish to interview your parent/guardian to add to your 
interviews, and will ask you if this is alright with you. 

 
Your privacy 

Your privacy is very important and everything which is collected, the interviews, the documents 
(school reports etc.) will have your name and school name taken off. The interview recordings will 
be destroyed once what you said in the interview has been used. A pretend name will be used to 
keep everything private. You will be able to pick your own suitable pretend name at your first 
meeting with the researcher. 

 
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You do not need to answer every 
question in this research unless you wish to respond. You are free to refuse to complete any 
activity without having to justify that decision. 

 
Questions / further information 

If you have any questions regarding this research, please contact Michelle Ronksley-Pavia 
(PhD Student Researcher) on m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au or mobile 0418 653056, or 
Associate Professor Peter Grootenboer, at Griffith University on (07) 5552 8916 (or 
p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au). 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research (2007). If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical 
conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or 
research-  ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Feedback to you 
If you would like to look at the results of this study once completed, please ask your 
parent/guardian to contact Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student Researcher) via email 
m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 

Expressing consent 
By signing your name on the consent form, you will be giving your okay to taking part in the 
research project. Please take off this information sheet and keep it. 

 
Privacy Statement 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your personal 
information which has your name on it. The information collected is private and will not be 
given to other people without your okay, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 

mailto:m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au
mailto:p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au
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purposes.  However, your privacy will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult 
the University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-  griffith/plans-
publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
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Consent Form 9-12 Years 

 

 
 

 

The lived experiences of twice exceptional 
children: Narrative perceptions of disability and 

giftedness 
 

CONSENT FORM (Child 9-12 years) 

 
Who is conducting the research? Name: Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student 

Researcher) 
School of Education and Professional Studies 
Contact Phone: 07 5552 9789 
Contact Email: m.ronksley-
pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 

Principal Supervisor: Associate Professor Peter 
Grootenboer (Chief Investigator) 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies Contact Phone: (07) 5552 8916 
Contact Email: p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au 

 

Associate Supervisor: Professor Donna Pendergast 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies Contact Phone: (07) 373 51082  
Contact Email: 
d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au  

 

I agree to take part in the study on The lived experiences of twice exceptional children: Narrative 
perceptions of disability and giftedness and I will show this by signing my name in the box below: 

 

 I have read and understood the information letter and I have had the chance 
to ask the researcher any questions; 

 

 I know what the study is about and the part I will be involved in. I know that I do 
not have to answer all of the questions in the interviews, and that I can decide not to 
continue at any time; 

 

 I understand that the risks to me are small and I have read the information sheet and 
asked any questions I may have about the risks; 

 

 I understand that I will be involved in a short meeting with my 
parent/guardian and the researcher, then four to five individual, 30-60 minute audio 

mailto:m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au
mailto:m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au
mailto:p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au
mailto:d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au
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recorded interviews over 4-6 weeks; 

 

 I understand that photographs may be taken of my drawings or things I make 
when I am talking to the researcher or things from my ‘Folio Box’; 

 

 My name will not be used in the study. I will be able to choose a pretend 
name for the researcher to write about in the study; 

 

 If I have any concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or has been 
conducted I can contact the Chief Investigator, Associate Professor Peter Grootenboer, at 
Griffith University on (07) 5552 8916 (or p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au); 

 

 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 
Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) 
if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; 

 

 I understand this is part of a research thesis for Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) for the 
Student Researcher, Michelle Ronksley-Pavia; 

 

 I understand that my parent/guardian will be asked to share documentation about to me 
which may include: school reports; NAPLAN results; documentation pertaining to 
his/her disability (reports from specialists/doctors); and documentation pertaining to 
identification of giftedness (school based &/or psychologist); 

 

 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research. There may be benefit for twice exceptional children; 

 

 I understand that if I have any questions I can contact the research team; 

 

 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 
Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) 
if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; and 

 

 I agree to participate in the project: 
 

 
 

Child’s name 
 

 
Child’s signature 

 

Parent’s Name 
 

Date 
 

 

 

mailto:p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Information Sheet 13-17 years 

 

 
 

 

The lived experiences of twice exceptional 
children: Narrative perceptions of disability and 

giftedness. 
 

INFORMATION SHEET (Child 13-17 years) 

Who is conducting the research? Name: Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student 

Researcher) 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Contact Phone: 07 5552 9789 

Contact Email: m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au 
 

Principal Supervisor: Associate Professor Peter 
Grootenboer (Chief Investigator) 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies Contact Phone: (07) 5552 8916 
Contact Email: 
p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au  
 

Associate Supervisor: Professor Donna Pendergast 
School of Education and Professional Studies  
Contact Phone: (07) 373 51082  
Contact Email: 
d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au  

 

Why is the research being done? 
The aim of the research is to give a greater understanding of the way people see disability and 
giftedness in relation to children. This study will look at the experiences of children who are 
gifted and who also have a disability. By looking at children’s experiences we hope to find out 
information which may help other children and other people. This research is being done for the 
qualification of Doctor of Philosophy. 

 
What will you be asked to do? 

We would like to interview you to talk about your experiences as a child with a disability who is also 
gifted. There will be 4-5 interviews conducted over 4-6 weeks, with a short meeting with you and 
your parent/guardian and the researcher to answer any questions that I might have. The 
interviews should last for 30-60 minutes and will be conducted at a time that suits you, and a place 
convenient to you (e.g. your home), in a shared space, with your parent/guardian nearby. 

 
You will be asked at the start of each interview about our chat being audio recorded. The 
recording will only be heard by the researcher. The files will be written out in private by the 

mailto:m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au
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researcher after the interview, and destroyed after it has been studied and the final report has 
been published. 

 
Photographs may be taken of your drawings or things you make (called ‘work’) whilst 
talking to the researcher or things from your ‘Fun Box’ (see information on the next 
page). No photographs will be taken of you or anyone else. 

 
You will be given a consent form to sign. You have the right to refuse to answer questions 
and withdraw from the project at any stage. You will be shown a summary of the 
written interview and given the 

opportunity to say it’s okay or make any changes that you think are needed, within two (2) 
weeks of the interview. 

 
Recruitment materials have been given to all key personnel involved in this study and who will 
be potential participants in the interviews. You have the right to refuse to answer questions 
and withdraw from the project at any stage. You will be shown a summary of the transcript 
from each interview and given the opportunity to accept or amend, as appropriate within two 
(2) weeks of the interview. 

 
The researcher may ask your parent/guardian to share about you which may include: 
school reports; NAPLAN results; documentation about your disability (reports from 
specialists/doctors); and documentation about your identification of giftedness (school based 
&/or psychologist), you will be asked if this is alright and can say yes or no to the researcher 
seeing any documents; 

 
The researcher will give you a box in which you might like to put some objects/pictures or other 
items that may be important to you and that you wish to share with the researcher. These items 
are detailed in the “Fun Box’ information sheet below. 

 
The expected benefits of the research 

The study aims to explore the issues facing children identified as gifted with a disability. The study 
seeks to contribute to the understanding of what the lived experiences are for these children and 
how these experiences may contribute to an action agenda to inform teaching practice and 
societal perceptions of children who are gifted and have a disability. 

 
Risks to you 

There are no apparent risks to you. All information will be anonymous. You will not be asked 
questions beyond your experiences as a child identified as gifted and having a disability. 

 
Your identity will only be known to the researcher conducting the interviews. Anything that you 
discuss during this time will be completely confidential. The researcher may wish to interview your 
parent/guardian to add to your interviews, the researcher will ask you if this is alright with you 
before chatting to your parent/guardian. 

 
Your confidentiality 

Your confidentiality is highly valued. All data collected will be de-identified. The audio file will be 
destroyed once the transcript of dialogue has been created and checked. Pseudonyms will be used 
to protect your privacy. You will be able to pick your own suitable pseudonym at your first meeting 
with the researcher. 

 
Your participation is voluntary 

Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You do not need to answer every 
question in this research unless you wish to respond. You are free to refuse to complete any 
activity without having to justify that decision. 

 
Questions / further information 
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If you have any questions regarding this research, please contact the PhD student researcher, Michelle 
Ronksley- Pavia via email m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au or mobile 0418 653056, or the Chief 
Investigator, Associate Professor Peter Grootenboer, at Griffith University on (07) 5552 8916 (or 
p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au). 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research (2007). If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical 
conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or 
research-  ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Feedback to you 
If you would like to review the results of this study once completed, please do not hesitate to 
contact Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student Researcher) via email m.ronksley-
pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 

Expressing consent 
By completing the attached consent form, you will be giving your consented to taking part in the 
research project interviews. Please take off this information sheet and keep it for you to look at. 

 
Privacy Statement 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third 
parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority 
requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. 
However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the 
University’s Privacy Plan at  http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-
publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 
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Consent Form 13-17 Years 

 
 
 

The lived experiences of twice exceptional children: 
Narrative perceptions of disability and giftedness 

 
 

CONSENT FORM (Child 13-17 years) 
 
 
Who is conducting the research? Name: Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student 

Researcher) 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Contact Phone: 07 5552 9789 
Contact Email: m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 

Principal Supervisor: Associate Professor Peter 
Grootenboer (Chief Investigator) 

School of Education and Professional Studies 
Contact Phone: (07) 5552 8916 
Contact Email: p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au 

 

Associate Supervisor: Professor Donna Pendergast 
School of Education and Professional Studies 
Contact Phone: (07) 373 51082  
Contact Email: 
d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au  

 

By signing below, I agree to take part in the study: The lived experiences of twice exceptional children: 
Narrative perceptions of disability and giftedness, and I confirm that I have read and understood 
the information package and in particular I have noted that: 

 
 I have read and understood the information letter and I have had the chance to ask the 

researcher any questions about the study; 

 
 I understand this is part of a research thesis for Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) for the 

Student Researcher, Michelle Ronksley-Pavia; 

 
 I understand that my involvement in this research will involve a pre-interview meeting 

with me and my parent/guardian and up to five interviews that are conducted by the 
researcher with me. Each interview should last for between 30-60 minutes; 

 
 I understand I will receive advice that I will be recorded during the interviews; 

 
 I understand that the recordings will be transcribed and destroyed after analysis and 

mailto:m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au
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the final report has been published. Only the researcher will have access to the recordings; 

 
 and that photographs may be taken of my drawings or things I make (called ‘work’) whilst 

talking to the researcher or things from my ‘Folio Box’; 
 

 I understand that my parent/guardian will be asked to share documentation pertaining 
to me which may include: school reports; NAPLAN results; documentation pertaining to 
his/her disability (reports from specialists/doctors); and documentation pertaining to 
identification of giftedness (school based &/or psychologist); 

 
 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

 
 I understand the risks involved; 

 
 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 

research. There may be benefit for twice exceptional children; 

 
 I understand that my participation in this research project is completely voluntary. There 

is no perceived impact upon my relationships with others. I have the right to withdraw 
at any time without penalty of comment by those conducting the research. I can choose 
not to answer certain questions in the research collection or undertake certain activities. 

 
 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 

 
 I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty; 

 
 I understand that I can contact the PhD Student Researcher Michelle Ronksley-Pavia, via 

email  m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au or the Chief Investigator, Associate Professor Peter 
Grootenboer, at Griffith University on (07) 5552 8916 (or p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au) if 
I have any issues or concerns about the conduct of the project; and 

 
 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; and 

 
 I agree to participate in the project. I realise I do not need to undertake all points 

of data collection. 

 

Child’s name 
 

 
Child’s signature 

 

Parent’s Name 
 

Date 
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Information Sheet Parents/Guardians 

 
 

 

The lived experiences of twice exceptional 
children: Narrative perceptions of disability and 

giftedness. 
 

INFORMATION SHEET (Parent/Guardian) 

Who is conducting the research? Name: Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student 

Researcher) 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Contact Phone: 07 5552 9789 

Contact Email: m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au 
 

Principal Supervisor: Associate Professor Peter 
Grootenboer (Chief Investigator) 
School of Education and Professional 
Studies Contact Phone: (07) 5552 8916 
Contact Email: 
p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au  
 

Associate Supervisor: Professor Donna Pendergast 
School of Education and Professional Studies  
Contact Phone: (07) 373 51082  
Contact Email: 
d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au  

 
Why is the research being conducted? 

The aim of the study is to provide a deeper understanding of the perceptions of disability and 

giftedness in relation to individual children. This study will explore the lived experiences of 

children identified as gifted/talented and who also have a disability. By exploring the lived 

experiences of these children it is anticipated that their experiences will add to the limited body 

of research in this neglected area of gifted education and disability studies, and contribute to 

the development of an action agenda to bring about change in education systems and social 

perceptions of people with disability. This research is being conducted for the qualification 

Doctor of Philosophy. 

 
What will you be asked to do? 

We would like to interview your child to discuss their experiences as a child with a disability who is 
also gifted. There will be 4-5 interviews conducted over 4-6 weeks. The interviews should last for 
30-60 minutes and will be conducted at a time convenient to you and your child, and a place 
convenient to you and your child (e.g. your home), in a shared space, with you nearby. 

 
Your child will be notified at the start of each interview that the conversation will be digitally 
recorded. The recorded files will only be accessed by the researcher. The files will be 
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mailto:p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au
mailto:d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au


Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   362 

 

 

transcribed, and destroyed after the transcript has been analysed and the final report has been 
published. 

 
Recruitment materials have been given to all key personnel involved in this study and who will 
be potential participants in the interviews. You have the right to refuse to answer questions 
and withdraw from the project at any stage. You will be shown a summary of the transcript 
from each interview and given the opportunity to accept or amend, as appropriate within two 
(2) weeks of the interview. 

 

You will be asked to share documentation pertaining to your child which may include: 
school reports; NAPLAN results; documentation pertaining to his/her disability (reports 
from specialists/doctors); and documentation pertaining to identification of giftedness (school 
based and/or psychologist). 

 
The researcher will give your child a box in which they might like to put some objects/pictures or 
other items that may be important to themselves and that they wish to share with the researcher. 
These items are detailed in the attached Portfolio of Artefacts information sheet. 
Photographs may be taken of your child’s drawings or things they make (called ‘work’) whilst 
talking to the researcher or things from their box (see information on next page). No 
photographs will be taken of you or your child or of third parties. 

 
You may be asked to participate in 1-2 audio recorded interviews to clarify or expand on information 
your child has shared during their interviews. Your child’s permission will be sought for this 
prior to asking you to participate in these interviews if needed. These will be 30-60 minutes in 
duration at a time convenient to you. 

 
The expected benefits of the research 

The study aims to explore the issues facing children identified as gifted with a disability. The 
study seeks to contribute to the understanding of what the lived experiences are for these 
children and how these experiences may contribute to an action agenda to inform teaching 
practice and societal perceptions of children who are gifted and have a disability. 

 
Risks to you 

There are no apparent risks to you. All information will be anonymous. You will not be asked 
questions beyond your experiences as a parent/guardian of a child identified as gifted and 
having a disability. The identity of participants in the interviews will be known only to the 
researcher conducting the interviews. Anything that you discuss during this time will be completely 
confidential. 

 
Your confidentiality 

Your confidentiality is highly valued. All data collected will be de-identified. In the interview, your 
voice may be digitally recorded however this is for transcription purposes only. The audio file 
will be destroyed once the transcript of dialogue has been created and checked. Pseudonyms will 
be used to protect your privacy. You will be asked to pick your own suitable pseudonym prior to the 
interviews. 

 
Your participation is voluntary 

Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You do not need to answer every 
question in this research unless you wish to respond. You are free to refuse to complete any 
activity without having to justify that decision. 

 
Questions / further information 

If you have any questions regarding this research, please contact the PhD student researcher, Michelle 
Ronksley- Pavia via email m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au or mobile 0418 653056, or the Chief 
Investigator, Associate Professor Peter Grootenboer, at Griffith University on (07) 5552 8916 (or 
p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au). 
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The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research (2007). If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical 
conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or 
research-  ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

 

Feedback to you 
If you would like to review the results of this study once completed, please do not hesitate to 
contact Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student Researcher) via email m.ronksley-
pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 
 

Expressing consent 
By completing the attached, you will be deemed to have consented to your participation in the 
research project interviews. Please detach this sheet and retain it for your later reference. 

 
Privacy Statement 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third 
parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority 
requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. 
However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the 
University’s Privacy Plan at  http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-
publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 

 

 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Consent Form Parents/Guardians 

 
 
 
 

The lived experiences of twice exceptional children: 
Narrative perceptions of disability and giftedness 

 
 

CONSENT FORM (Parent/Guardian) 
 
 
Who is conducting the research? Name: Michelle Ronksley-Pavia (PhD Student 

Researcher) 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Contact Phone: 07 5552 9789 
Contact Email: m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 

Principal Supervisor: Associate Professor Peter 
Grootenboer (Chief Investigator) 
School of Education and Professional Studies 
Contact Phone: (07) 5552 8916 
Contact Email: p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au 

 

Associate Supervisor: Professor Donna Pendergast 
School of Education and Professional Studies 
Contact Phone: (07) 373 51082  
Contact Email: 
d.pendergast@griffith.edu.au  

 

I agree to take part in the study on The lived experiences of twice exceptional children: Narrative 
perceptions of disability and giftedness. By signing below, I confirm that I have read and 
understood the information package and in particular have noted that: 

 
 I understand this is part of a research thesis for Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) for the 

Student Researcher, Michelle Ronksley-Pavia; 

 
 I understand that my involvement in this research will involve a pre-interview meeting 

with my child and up to five interviews that are conducted by the researcher with my 
child. Each interview should last for between 30-60 minutes; 

 
 I understand I will receive advice that my child will be recorded during the interviews; 

 
 I understand that the recordings will be transcribed and destroyed after analysis and 

the final report has been published. Only the researcher will have access to the recordings; 
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 and that photographs may be taken of my child’s drawings or things they make (called 
‘work’) whilst talking to the researcher or things from their ‘Folio Box’; 

 
 I understand that I will be asked to share documentation pertaining to my child 

which may include: school reports; NAPLAN results; documentation pertaining to 
his/her disability (reports from specialists/doctors); and documentation pertaining to 
identification of giftedness (school based&/or psychologist); 

 
 I understand I may also be asked to participate in separate interviews (1-2) to clarify or 

expand on information gathered from the interviews with my child; 

 
 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

 
 I understand the risks involved; 

 
 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 

research. There may be benefit for twice exceptional children; 

 
 I understand that my participation in this research project is completely voluntary. There 

is no perceived impact upon my relationships with others. I have the right to withdraw 
at any time without penalty of comment by those conducting the research. I can choose 
not to answer certain questions in the research collection or undertake certain activities. 

 
 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 

 
 I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty; 

 
 I understand that I can contact the PhD Student Researcher Michelle Ronksley-Pavia, via 

email  m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au or the Chief Investigator, Associate Professor Peter 
Grootenboer, at Griffith University on (07) 5552 8916 (or p.grootenboer@griffith.edu.au) if 
I have any issues or concerns about the conduct of the project; and 

 
 I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I 
have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; and 

 
 I agree to participate in the project. I realise I do not need to undertake all points 

of data collection. 

 
 
Parent’s Name 

 

 
Parent’s Signature 

 

 
Child’s name 

 

Date 
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Short Advertising Blurb for Study 

(Newsletter inclusion) 

 

 

 

 

Researchers at Griffith University want to learn about children’s experiences of living and 

learning as a person identified as having a disability and as being gifted – twice exceptional 

children. This research study is for children/teens aged 9-17 years and their parents. 

Would the study be a good fit for my child?  

This study might be a good fit for your child if: 

 they have an identified disability or disabilities, and 

 they have been identified as gifted, and 

 they have experiences that they would like to share. 

 

Research is always voluntary and confidentiality is paramount! 

To express interest in taking part in this research study or for more information, please 

contact Michelle Ronksley-Pavia via email m.ronksley-pavia@griffith.edu.au 

 

 

 

A Research Study about the Experiences of Children  

who have a Disability and are also Gifted 
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Flyer Advertising Study

 

Researchers at Griffith University want to learn about children’s experiences 
of living and learning as a person identified as having a disability and as 

being gifted – twice- exceptional children. This research study is for 
children/teens aged 9-17 years and their parents. 

 
Research is always voluntary and confidentiality is 

paramount! 
 
Would the study be a good fit for my child? 

This study might be a good fit for your child if: 

 they have an identified disability or disabilities, and 

 they have been identified as gifted, and 

 they have experiences that they would like to share. 

 
What would happen if my child took part in the study? 

If your child decides to take part in the research study, your child: 

 Will be asked to participate in some interviews at their home; 

 Share their experiences as a child who is identified with a disability 
and also as being gifted; 

 Share their reports: specialist, school and achievement results. 

 You may be asked to participate in 1-2 interviews as a 
parent of a child identified with a disability and as being 
gifted. 

 
To express interest in taking part in this research study or for more information, 
please contact Michelle Ronksley-Pavia via email m.ronksley-
pavia@griffith.edu.au 
 

The principal researcher for this study is a PhD researcher at 
Griffith University. 

 

 
A Research Study about the 

Experiences of Children who have a 
Disability and are also Gifted 
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Appendix D: Semi-structured Interview Questions Aligned with Research 

Questions 

Research question  Related interview questions  Main area interview Q is about  

1. What are the lived 

experiences of twice exceptional 

children?  

Can you tell me a little about 

yourself?  

Can you tell me a little about the 

kinds of things you like to do at 

the weekends and after school?  

Can you tell me a little about 

your family? What kinds of 

things do you do when you hang 

out with your family?  

Can you tell me a little about 

your friends? What kinds of 

things do you do when you hang 

out with your friends?  

20. Do you ever feel that some 

people do not understand you? If 

yes in what way(s)?  

21. Where do you see yourself 

going in the future? (What are 

your hopes and plans for the 

future?)  

22. How could your school be 

improved (made better) for you?  

23. Would you like to see any 

changes in your life? If so 

what/how?  

24. Do you think the way other 

people see your disability needs 

to change? If so, how do you 

think the way people see your 

disability could be changed and 

why?  

26. Is there anything else you 

would like to tell me about?  

Child’s personal life;  

Child’s school life;  

Child’s interests;  

Child’s relationships with others;  

Understanding/self-awareness;  

Perceptions of disability;  
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a. What contextual factors 

shape the lived experiences of 

these children?  

 

Can you tell me a little about 

your disability?  

Does your disability affect your 

daily life? If so could you tell me 

how/in what way(s)? (What 

happens/happened?)  

Tell me about some not so good 

experiences surrounding your 

disability?  

What are your best experiences 

with your disability?  

Has anyone ever treated you 

badly because of your disability? 

If so in what way(s)? (What 

happened?)  

Has your disability ever affected 

the things you are able to do or 

not able to do? Outside school? 

At school? (What happened?)  

What do you think are some of 

the barriers to people 

understanding your disability? 

(What kinds of things do you 

think would help other people to 

understand your disability?)  

Self-awareness;  

Child’s personal life;  

Perceptions of own disability;  

Disablism/ableism/discrimination

/equity;  

Perceptions of self/self-

limitations;  

Perceptions of others;  

b. What do these children 

understand about themselves? 

17. Have you heard the words 

‘twice exceptional’ before? Can 

you tell me what it means to you?  

Understanding of term twice 

exceptional;  
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Appendix E: Examples of Manual Analysis of Transcripts 
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Appendix F: Extracts from Interview Notes 
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Appendix G: Memory Box Details 

An integral part of the semi-structured, free-talk interviews, was the use of the 

memory box where children were given a box to keep items that they wished to share 

with the interviewer. The use of the memory box allowed the participants to include 

objects that were of significance to them for discussion during the interviews. The 

participants were able to ‘show’ these personal artefacts and through talking about 

these, we elicited further rich data to add to the authenticity of the narratives (Kim, 

2016). In contrast to the other parts of the interviews, at these times the participant 

guided the discussion being led by their chosen objects, rather than the interviewer 

taking the lead. The use of the memory box allowed the children the opportunity to 

explain an aspect of their life that simply talking and questioning did not facilitate 

(Martin & Merrotsy, 2006). This approach was flexible allowing for the inductive 

nature of narrative research, providing further threads that could be woven into their 

narratives.  

 

In addition to the open-ended guiding questions for the participant interviews, I 

also used the strategy of a memory box (Martin & Merrotsy, 2006), (further details 

regarding the memory box in Appendix C). This allowed the participant to include 

objects which were of significance to them for discussion with me during the 

interviews. The participants were able to ‘show’ these personal artefacts and through 

talking about these, I elicited stories and rich data to add to the authenticity of the case 

studies (Martin & Merrotsy, 2006). The rationale being that these objects elicited rich, 

in-depth knowledge and data regarding the participant and his/her life, both at school 

and outside school, where they were able to take the lead, as occurred frequently in the 

semi-structured parts of the interviews. The memory box served to bring into the 

conversation and to prompt memories from the children’s lived experiences. The 

artefacts from their memory box, did not in themselves form part of the field texts, 

however, during the first and subsequent interviews, they provided  “triggers” 

(Clandinin, 2013, p. 46) for telling their stories.The participant guided the discussion 

surrounding their chosen objects, rather than me. 
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Appendix H: Example of Initial Verbatim Interview Transcript with Notes 
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Appendix I: Example of Re-Storying from Transcripts 
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Appendix J: Identification of Giftedness 

Holistic Assessment of Giftedness 

An holistic identification method is favoured that demonstrates that no single 

assessment or subjective source can adequately describe and detail all of the facets of 

giftedness . . .  a holistic assessment of student needs should incorporate: evidence of 

general ability- as determined through assessment of global thinking and reasoning 

skills (that is, cognitive ability or intelligence); evidence of special aptitudes or 

achievement as determined through comprehensive assessment of academic skills 

importantly including use of such procedures as  . . .  portfolio assessment (that can 

provide rich information about skills development in curriculum areas that are 

traditionally difficult to assess through strictly quantitative means e. g. Arts and music); 

evidence from qualitative sources . . .  (Williams, 2009, p. 2). 

Details on Gifted Assessments  

Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-Fourth Edition (Released 2004) 

The Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-Fourth Edition (WISC-IV) is the 

most current revision of Wechsler's intelligence tests for children and adolescents. The 

WISC-IV is a cognitive test which is individually administered intended for children 

aged 6 years, to 16 years 11 months (Maller & Thompson, 2005). The test generates a 

Full Scale Intelligence Quotient (FSIQ) and four Index scores: Verbal Comprehension 

Index (VCI), Perceptual Reasoning Index (PRI), Working Memory Index (WMI), and 

Processing Speed Index (PSI). The WISC-IV core test takes about 65-80 minutes, with 

an further 10-15 minutes for the supplementary sub-tests (Maller & Thompson, 2005).  

Sub-test scatter higher than 23 points (1.5 standard deviations) on the WISC-IV 

is considered a large discrepancy and “not interpretable” for calculating an FSIQ 

(Flanagan & Kaufman, 2004; Gilman et al., 2008; National Association for Gifted 

Children (NAGC), 2010b; Silverman, 2013). There are some suggestions that where 

there is significant sub-test scatter on the WISC-IV that the use of the FSIQ should be 

abandoned altogether (Gilman et al., 2008).  

With the WISC-IV there are suggestions that the General Abilities Index (GAI) 

is a more appropriate score for interpreting a child’s intellectual abilities  (Assouline, 

Foley Nicpon, & Doobay, 2009; National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC), 
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2010a) particularly if there is significant discrepancy amongst the index scores 

(Flanagan & Kaufman, 2004; Silverman, 2013) as can be the case with children with 

disabilities.  

Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence (WPPSI) 

The Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence – Third Edition 

(WPPSI-III Australian), is related to the WISC-IV and is utilised in assessing young 

children aged 2 years, six months, to seven years, three months (Jepsen, 2009). 

Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales, Fifth Edition (2003) 

The Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales, Fifth Edition (SB-5) is the current 

version of a well-validated, norm referenced individually administered, cognitive 

intelligence test (Roid, 2005). The SB-5 can be administered to individuals ranging 

from 2 years old to over 85 years old (Roid, 2005). Roid (2005) states that typical use of 

the SB-5 is in diagnosis of exceptionalities and developmental disability, both in adults 

and young people. 

The scales yield an FSIQ, two domain scores (Nonverbal IQ and Verbal IQ), and 

five factor Indexes (Fluid Reasoning, Knowledge, Quantitative Reasoning, Visual-

Spatial Processing, and Working Memory) (Roid, 2005). The assessment time of the 

SB-5 ranges from 15 to 75 minutes, depending on which sub-test scales are utilised 

(Roid, 2005).  

The SB-5 is not widely referred to in the literature as used with twice exceptional 

children despite the assertion by Roid (2005) that it is suitable for use with ‘exceptional 

populations’. 

Sayler’s Checklist 

Sayler’s checklist (Sayler, n.d.) is a popular checklist for beginning to identify 

some characteristics generally associated with giftedness. It is a popular tool in some 

Queensland and New South Wales state schools in particular. There is a child (self), 

teacher and parent checklist of characteristics expected for gifted children. 
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Appendix K: Coding and Plotline Development 

Level 1 Codes and Initial Plotlines 
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Level 2 Codes and Plotlines 
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Level 3 Codes and Plotlines 

 

 

 

 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   388 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   389 

 

 

 

 

Level 4 Codes and Plotlines 
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Appendix L: Turbo Extra Details 

Turbo’s Assessments 

Psychologist’s Report 

The assessing psychologist described Turbo as being “an active processor of 

information appearing to need to move when working. With a fast, natural pace for 

solving problems and thinking verbally. Providing highly imaginative answers to 

subtext items, often quite divergent and in-depth.” The psychologist stated that Turbo’s 

ability to engage in higher order thinking was evident and he used a wide, varied 

vocabulary when speaking. He wrote with his left hand, using an overlapping pencil 

grip. When reading he often mixed visually similar words, (e.g. read for as of). Turbo’s 

handwriting is at a significantly lower level than his chronological age with an age 

equivalency of 6.0 years. He had poorly formed written script with other writing 

difficulties: incorrect use of capital letters, layout inconsistencies in relation to lines on 

the age. The Good-Enough-Draw-a-Man was described as well-constructed and 

‘quirky’, with an age equivalency of 8.5 years, however, the fine motor skills used 

during the process were considered poor.” 

Verbal reasoning and verbal comprehension (VCI) were very high whereas his 

non-verbal reasoning abilities (PRI) were slightly weaker in comparison. This showed 

that Turbo’s strengths related to understanding complex verbal information and using 

his verbal abilities to solve novel problems. On the other hand, processing complex 

visual information by forming spatial images of part to whole relationships was a less 

well-developed ability. His ability to sustain attention, concentration, and exert mental 

control were in the low average range with his Working Memory Index (WMI) on the 

9
th

 percentile. The psychologist suggested that this may make the processing of complex 

information more time-consuming for Turbo, draining his mental energies more quickly 

as compared to other children of his age, which may result in more frequent errors on a 

variety of learning tasks.  

Turbo’s Processing Speed Index (PSI) was at the 16
th

 percentile, with 

implications for his ability to process simple or routine visual material without making 

errors, being at the lower end of average, further noting that children with writing 

difficulties often perform poorly on the PSI.  



Lived Experiences of Twice Exceptional Children   392 

 

 

The psychologist also administered the Wechsler Individual Achievement Test 

Second Edition (WIAT-II) (Wechsler, 2007) to assess Turbo’s academic achievement. 

The conclusion from this testing was that Turbo was achieving at a level significantly 

below expected levels of achievement across the curriculum; Spelling was at the 3
rd

 

percentile; Reading at the 6
th

 percentile; and Maths at the 13
th

 percentile. The only area 

deemed to be commensurate with his cognitive abilities was Listening Comprehension 

at the 79
th

 percentile. 

A social emotional assessment, the Piers-Harris 2 (PH 2) (Piers, Harris, & 

Herzberg, 2002) was also administered by the psychologist, which indicated that Turbo 

had a negative self-concept at the time of the testing. He reported feeling unhappy about 

his social functioning and peer relationships. 

Occupational Therapy Report 

Two occupational therapy reports were reviewed, one when Turbo was aged 5 

years eight months, and the second when he was aged 8 years, six months. The first 

report suggested that Turbo had difficulties in three areas of sensory function; tactile, 

vestibular and proprioception which caused him to “be over responsive to sensory 

input”. The occupational therapist stated that this was shown through Turbo’s unusually 

high activity level and constant motion. He was also noted to be having difficulty in 

sequencing complex motor tasks, such as writing, which involved eye tracking and fine 

motor skills. The OT concluded that these were showing up in Turbo appearing to be 

easily distracted, with difficulty adjusting to new situations causing him to act with 

frustration and aggression.  The OT called these combined difficulties Sensory 

Processing Disorder or Sensory Integration Dysfunction. Recommended strategies to 

support Turbo were a ‘sensory diet’, fine motor skill activities, access to ‘fidget’ toys, 

down time throughout the day and social stories to start him learning to self-regulate his 

behaviour. 
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Summary of School Records and Reports 

NAPLAN Data 

Turbo's Year 5 NAPLAN Results 
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Appendix M: Cat51 Extra Details 

Cat51’s Psychologist’s Report 

Cat51’s Perceptual Reasoning is in the superior range, on the 96
th

 percentile. He 

has particular facility with constructing designs. His problem solving is flexible and he 

is prepared to be both systematic and to discard one strategy is it seems to be incorrect. 

In contrast to his Perceptual Reasoning, his Working Memory and Processing 

Speed Indices are in the average range, on the 42
nd

 and 34
th

 percentiles respectively. 

There is a significant difference between these two indices and his Perceptual 

Reasoning Index. Cat51 tends to become distracted onto discussing matters associated 

with what he is doing but not directly relating to the task. This can detract from his 

performance of the task. 

Cat51 was very fidgety when completing this subtest and there was much body 

movement. Cat51 has difficulty sitting in one place without fidgeting, sliding in and out 

of his chair, and generally moving about. This excessive movement tends to affect the 

quality of the product and to slow him down. While these memory and processing 

indices are lower than Cat51’s other scores, they are still within the average range and 

therefore are not problematic. 

The psychologist also conducted a WIAT-II assessment to assess Cat51’s 

reading, writing and mathematics abilities. The psychologist detailed the following 

results and observations from this test. 

Cat51’s Reading Composite score is in the superior range, on the 91
st
 percentile. 

His Reading comprehension is his strongest Reading score on the 97
th

 percentile. Hi 

mathematics is in the gifted range, on the 99
th

 percentile. Spelling and writing skills are 

not as well developed as his mathematics skills, they are still average. Cat51’s 

handwriting is poorly formed. His spelling is well applied. The discrepancy between 

Cat51’s speed and creativity of thinking and his writing skills is marked, concluding 

that Cat51 needs to be able to demonstrate his knowledge in ways other than by writing. 
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NAPLAN Data 

Cat51's Year 3 NAPLAN Results 
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Appendix N: Ashley Extra Details 

Ashley’s Psychologist’s Report 

Ashley’s full scale score of 103 IQ points placed her within the “average range 

of abilities.” Her Verbal Quotient of 87 (“low average range of abilities”), was 

statistically significant below that of her Non Verbal (Performance) Quotient of 122 

(“superior range of abilities”). The greatest variability among subtest scores was on the 

performance subscale with a constellation of difficulties around fine motor 

coordination, control and planning (Mazes) and a relatively weaker (although in the 

average range) performance on visuo-spatial skills (Block Design). 

Ashley’s working verbal memory (Sentences) was an area of difficulty as was 

Comprehension. It may be that Ashley performed less well on recalling Sentences 

because of the Comprehension factor, and overall these are particularly anxiety-

provoking tasks for her because of the difficulties she has. 

The pattern and quality of Ashley’s scores on the WPPSI-R suggest subtle 

language difficulties coupled with unusual superior skills in some non-verbal areas. 

Ashley’s superior skills will assist her to compensate for her uneven skills development 

in the learning environment. 

The multidisciplinary assessment team’s (child psychiatrist; psychologist; 

speech pathologist; occupational therapist; and Parent Worker), report also included the 

results of the Schopler Childhood Autism Rating Scale (CARS). The following extracts 

from Ashley’s early assessment team report detail the findings of the CARS assessment. 

A diagnosis of autism is based on parents’ report of the child’s behaviour at 

home and the clinical observations of the multidisciplinary team, with each member of 

the team assessing the child independently, and comparing ratings. Ashley’s score of 28 

points (out of a possible 60 points) was below the threshold of 30 for a diagnosis of 

autism. Although this score is sub-threshold for a diagnosis of autism. Nevertheless, 

clinically, the pattern of disability is consistent with a diagnosis of autism spectrum 

albeit of mild degree. The most appropriate diagnosis at this time is of Atypical Autism 

or, according to DSM IV nomenclature, Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not 

Otherwise Specified. It is important that Ashley continue to receive early intervention 

and speech therapy.  
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Ashley was found to have fine motor skills that were age appropriate for many 

tasks and were above age level for writing and visual motor integration, with fairly well 

developed gross motor skills.  

NAPLAN Data 

Ashley's Year 5 NAPLAN Results 

 

Ashley's Year 9 NAPLAN Results  
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Appendix O: Boomstick Extra Details 

Psychologist’s Assessment 

Boomstick’s verbal reasoning abilities as measured by the Verbal 

Comprehension Index are in the High Average range. There was considerable variation 

in Boomstick’s performance on each of the three subtests contributing to the VCI. 

Boomstick’s nonverbal reasoning abilities as measured by the Perceptual Reasoning 

Index are in the Very Superior range. Boomstick’s ability to sustain attention, 

concentrate, and exert mental control falls in the Low Average range, they are very 

significant weaknesses relative to his nonverbal reasoning abilities. A difference of the 

magnitude obtained occurs in less than 0.2% of students his age. A weakness in mental 

control may make the processing of  complex information more time-consuming, 

draining Boomstick’s mental energies more quickly as compared to other children his 

age, and perhaps result in more frequent errors on a variety of learning tasks. 

Boomstick’s ability in processing simple or routine visual material without making 

errors falls in the Low Average range. 

Boomstick’s scores in the WIAT-II were generally in the Average and Low 

Average range. His Listening Comprehension and Mathematical Reasoning scores were 

within the range predicted for a student of his ability level. In all other areas he 

performed as a level well below that predicted, with differences of that magnitudes 

obtained occurring in less than one to two percent of children his age.  
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NAPLAN Data  

Boomstick's Year 3 NAPLAN Results 

- His parents withdrew him for everything except the Numeracy test 
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Appendix P: Harry Extra Details 

Harry’s GO Report 

Harry’s Verbal Score falls within the Very Superior range of intellectual 

functioning which means he has a Very Superior ability to acquire, retain and retrieve 

general factual material. His Performance Score falls within the Superior range of 

ability with best scores in Picture Arrangement and Object Assembly subtests. This 

required interpretation of social situations, comprehension of a sequenced story; which 

is considered a measure of planning ability. 

Harry performance on the Coding subtest was significantly weaker than his own 

mean score on the nonverbal reasoning tasks. This was below that of most children his 

age. The Coding subtest required Harry to use a key to associate a series of symbols 

with a series of shapes and to draw the symbols under the shapes. This test is a direct 

test of speed and accuracy, the results indicate the difficulties Harry has experienced 

with handwriting and pencil and paper work. The Performance Score results were 

calculated by substituting the Symbol Search subtest for the Coding subtest because 

Harry has fine motor difficulties. 

Harry’s ability to sustain attention, concentrate and exert mental control are less 

well developed than his verbal reasoning abilities, although this is still within the High 

Average range. Harry’s Processing Speed falls within the Average Range of abilities. 

However, the difference between his Coding and Symbol Search is greater than 5 points 

(7 points) and hence his Processing Speed may not be considered valid, these two 

subtests are best considered separately. Harry’s FSIQ falls within the Very Superior 

range of abilities but he may need assistance with writing and fine motor skills.  

The following provides extracts from Harry’s psychologist’s report aged 8 years 

old. Harry said that he did not have any friends at school, and he was not able to provide 

an age-appropriate definition of friendship. Harry was able to identify basic emotions 

when presented with an array of photographs, although he had difficulty with the more 

complex emotions. Through the use of two questions in the clinic, Harry was not able to 

demonstrate the ability to empathise or take another person’s perspective. It was clear 

from the interview today that Harry’s profile of abilities met diagnostic criteria for 

Asperger’s Syndrome.  
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Summary of School Records and Reports 

NAPLAN Data 

Harry's Year 7 NAPLAN Results 

 

Harry's Year 9 NAPLAN Results  
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Appendix Q: Anny Extra Details 

Anny’s Psychologist Report – SB-5 

Anny achieved a nonverbal IQ of 139. Her major strength in the Nonverbal 

domain is in the Visual-Spatial Processing Factor in the Very Superior range. In the 

Fluid Reasoning cognitive factor Anny scored in the Very Superior range. Anny’s major 

strength in the Verbal domain is in the Fluid Reasoning factor, in the Very Superior 

range. Her FSIQ of 138 which indicates that she is gifted compared with children her 

own age with strengths in abstract reasoning and visual spatial processing. Anny is also 

very imaginative and creative. This capacity cannot be effectively measured by an 

assessment of intellectual aptitude. It is imperative that Anny feels she is valued for her 

creativity and her possible visual learning preference, as well as for her intellectual 

aptitude. 

Anny’s Psychologist’s Report-WISC-IV 

On the Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (3
rd

 ed.), her reading rate was at an 8 

year, 6 month level, reading accuracy at an 8 year, 11 month level, and reading 

comprehension at an 8 year, 1 month level (Anny was 8 years, 10 months at the time of 

this testing). On the South Australian Spelling Test, Anny scored at a 10 year, 5 month 

level. On the WRAT-4 Arithmetic Test she scored on the73
rd

 percentile. 

Anny’s neurophysiological profile from an EEG brain scan showed excess theta 

activity to three standard deviations above the mean. This is a marker for ADHD.  

In summary the paediatrician concluded that: Anny is a girl of at least superior 

intelligence (poor concentration and fatigue would have led to an underestimate of her 

abilities), who is experiencing difficulties at school because of the effort it takes to 

concentrate. This is adversely affecting her self-esteem and may also be responsible for 

her insomnia. She has the inattentive form of AHD, the form not associated with over-

activity or impulsivity but with poor executive functions. She is responsive to Ritalin. 
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NAPLAN Data  

Anny’s Year 5 NAPLAN Results 
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Appendix R: Buster Extra Details 

Buster’s Psychologist’s Report 

One of Buster’s higher scores on the WISC-IV was on the Comprehension 

Subtest.  This not only measures verbal comprehension but also, in a more general way, 

his understanding of everyday life issues, i.e. a practical sort of intelligence.  It is often 

associated with a high level of social maturity. His general knowledge was well above 

average. His flexible reasoning on novel verbal tasks was very high.  His ability to 

understand subtle or implicit information was very high. 

However, in direct contrast, Buster showed significantly lower performance on 

the Working Memory area of the WISC-IV, suggesting problems with either initial 

attention or auditory information processing.  This is consistent with previous findings 

of relatively lower performance in this area. He has a good level of verbal fluency. The 

Phoneme Manipulation Subtest of the QUIL was below average suggesting that, whilst 

there has been some improvement in this area, his phonological processing skills are 

still below average. His phonetic decoding of new words in the reading test was at the 

bottom end of the below average range. Combined with other information this suggests 

phonological dyslexia.  

Buster is generally lower on the nonverbal area with his visual analysis and 

visual spatial skills.  This makes it more difficult for him to show his true gifted 

potential on such tasks.  Specifically he still shows difficulties with more complicated 

fine motor production and visual motor integration. 

The WIAT-II index scores reflect how Buster’s performance compares with 

others his age.  Under this level of analysis, his scores are reasonably in line with those 

of his age. His word reading is in the average range whereas his comprehension reading 

is well above average.  He still shows some relative mild difficulties however with his 

ability to decode new words as evidenced by the relatively low score on the 

Pseudoword Decoding test which is in line with his diagnosis of phonological dyslexia. 

His spelling is more definitely below average.  This would be consistent with his 

difficulty with sequential memory as spelling relies heavily on both auditory and visual 

sequential memory. 
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His written expression was satisfactory overall compared to others his age, 

mainly because of his good language ideas.  In fact the mechanics of his writing showed 

difficulties.  His handwriting was very difficult to understand at times and the way he 

set out his writing was quite chaotic.  This is consistent with his relative lower skills in 

the area of visual motor integration/ production. 

The Maths Reasoning test was presented in a verbal format.  In spite of this, 

Buster still scored only just into the average range, suggesting that his mathematical 

development is relatively behind. 

The other way to look at these results is to compare them with Buster’s own 

potential as represented by his verbal IQ.  Under this analysis there are clear and 

statistically significant discrepancies between most of his school achievement scores 

and his own potential.  In other words, he is significantly underachieving compared to 

his own potential.   

The only score that is not all that significantly below his own abilities is the 

Reading Comprehension Score.  This suggests that he is learning to compensate for his 

mechanical information processing difficulties by using his prodigious language skills 

to interpret what words are with the aid of meaning from text. Otherwise the rest of the 

scores reflect the debilitating effect of his information processing difficulties on his 

practical applied scholastic skills. 

There is possibly another emerging factor:  his general motivation and 

emotionality.  It is quite common for children with such a large difference in their 

profile to be acutely aware of the inconsistency of their skills. They can become quite 

anxious and avoidant about the area of difficulty.  This appears to be happening in 

Buster.  He seems to be quite tense about his difficulties in the nonverbal area.  This 

tension at times may interfere with his application and attention giving the appearance 

outwardly of attentional difficulties. 
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Buster’s Year 5 NAPLAN Results 
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Appendix S: Bob Extra Details 

Bob’s Psychologist’s report 

Bob is currently functioning in the Very Superior range overall on the WISC-IV. 

Her Verbal Comprehension Composite placed her in the Superior range. Her Perceptual 

Reasoning was in the Very Superior range. While she performed slightly better on 

nonverbal than on verbal reasoning tasks, there was no significant meaningful 

difference between Bob’s ability to reason with and without the use of words. Bob’s 

Working Memory is in the Superior range. Her Processing Speed is in the Average 

range. While still at an age expected level this score is significantly below Bob’s other 

abilities. Bob’s GAI places her in the Very Superior or Gifted range of intelligence. 

Bob presented significant talent in the area of fluid visual information 

processing and abstract reasoning skills. Bob demonstrated significant talent in the area 

of fluid visual information processing and abstract reasoning skills. 

In the WIAT-II assessment, Bob presented a diverse set of skills on different 

aspects of the Reading component. She performed much better on tasks that assessed 

her Reading Comprehension, than on tasks that required her to name alphabet letters, 

identify and generate letter sounds and rhyming words, Word Reading. Bob’s Reading 

Comprehension subtest score is high, placing her in the Superior range. In contrast, her 

performance in Pseudoword Decoding and Word Reading are within the Average range.  

Bob struggled with visual tracking issues during the reading tasks, frequently 

losing her place, skipping lines, and reading in a halting manner as a consequence. The 

effort she needed to put into the reading tasks was clearly quite tiring for Bob. It should 

be noted that her reading speed was well below average but that her reading 

comprehension was well above average. This indicates that when given the time to read 

Bob can comprehend and analyse text to a high level.  

Bob’s overall mathematical skills on the WIAT-II show performance in the 

Average range. Bob enjoyed the maths tasks and approached them in a careful but slow 

manner.  

Bob’s skills in written language are diverse. She performed much higher on 

tasks that evaluated her ability to write (written Expression), than on Spelling tasks. 

Bob’s skills in Spelling are in the Average range. Her Written Expression subtest score 
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is in the High Average range. In the Written Expression subtest, frequent spelling errors 

hampered her performance. 

Bob’s WIAT-II results reveal that she is working well above her age level in 

reading comprehension, but at an age-expected level in most other educational areas. 

With the exception of reading comprehension Bob is currently underachieving in all 

other educational areas given her intellectual ability. 
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Bob's Year 3 NAPLAN Results 
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Appendix T: Supplementary Information on the Researcher’s Role 

The Researcher’s Role 

As a member of the disability community and gifted community, I was seen as 

trustworthy and sincere by both the children and their parents. My standing in both 

communities has been established over the last 10 years, through voluntary positions I 

have held on numerous advocacy associations, including past president of the 

Queensland Association for Gifted & Talented Children (QAGTC Inc. GC Branch). I 

have also written numerous articles for parenting publications, national and 

international journals, and presented talks and conference presentations at state and 

national levels. I am also a teacher with twenty years of experience working in 

education (TAFE and university settings), and Prep to Year 12 schools.  

I entered the research context  of the child’s home as a participating adult who 

had the ability to assume the role of a compassionate, empathetic and sensitive adult 

(Birbeck & Drummond, 2007). The relationship was founded and developed based on 

trust and mutual respect which enabled me “to uphold the ethical imperatives when 

working with children . . . this approach is entirely consistent with the social, 

intellectual and communication requirements of children if they are to participate in 

research (Birbeck & Drummond, 2007). 
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Appendix U: Example of Interview Protocol  
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