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Introduction

Students who are twice- exceptional exhibit traits of both exceptionalities:  giftedness  –  the 
potential for advanced achievement; and, disability –  possessing one or more disabilities which 
impact on their learning, behavior and attention (Foley- Nicpon, Assouline, & Colangelo, 2013; 
Ronksley- Pavia, 2015). Despite the rise of research in the area of twice- exceptionality over 
the last 20  years, there is limited exploration of parents’ perspectives and the intricacies of 
parenting children with both high potential and disability (Besnoy et al., 2015). Indeed, there is 
limited evidence to suggest that educators understand the existence of the apparent paradoxical 
nature of twice- exceptional students (Besnoy et al., 2015; Neumeister, Yssel, & Burney, 2013; 
Ronksley- Pavia, 2016).

The prevailing narrative of conceptions of twice- exceptionality is that high- ability implies 
high achievements, and disability implies a lack of ability (Neumeister et al., 2013; Ronksley- Pavia, 
2015; Ronksley- Pavia, Grootenboer, & Pendergast, 2019b). These disparate stereotypes reinforce 
the misunderstandings that educators and others frequently hold; that children cannot possess 
both exceptionalities (Besnoy et al., 2015), reinforcing stereotyped narratives of what constitutes 
giftedness and ability/ disability. In this study we use the theory of counter- narratives to add to 
the developing body of knowledge about the lived experiences of parents of twice- exceptional 
children. Through privileging parents’ voices that are frequently silenced and marginalized in 
schools, we present counter- narratives of parental experiences in raising and educating their 
twice- exceptional children.

Twice- exceptionality

To frame an understanding of twice- exceptionality it is necessary to explore the dual exceptionalities 
that constitute this phenomenon: giftedness and disability. The concept of giftedness is complex 
and there is no universally agreed upon definition (Ronksley- Pavia, 2015). According to Gagné’s 



model (2009), giftedness is said to occur in the top 10 per cent of age- peers where it is deemed to 
be natural abilities occurring in one or more domains of intellectual, sensorimotor, creative and/ 
or socioaffective (Gagné, 2009).

The concept of disability is also complex; the World Health Organization defines disability 
as persons “who have long- term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in 
interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on 
an equal basis with others” (UN General Assembly, 2006, p. 3). Hence, disability is multifaceted 
“reflecting an interaction between features of a person’s body and features of the society in which 
he or she lives” (World Health Organization, 2017, para. 2).

With the complexities and problematic definitions of both giftedness and disability, concep-
tualizing twice- exceptionality is also complex (Ronksley- Pavia, 2015). Twice exceptional chil-
dren may possess one or more disabilities coalesced with giftedness, for example: mental health 
issues (e.g., anxiety, depression); autism spectrum disorders (ASD); dyslexia; cerebral palsy; motor 
skill impairment; Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD); dysgraphia (writing dis-
ability); Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD) or dyspraxia (motor skills disorder); 
fundamentally, any disability that impacts on a child’s ability to learn in a regular classroom envir-
onment (Assouline, Foley Nicpon, & Whiteman, 2010; Foley- Nicpon et  al., 2013; Ronksley- 
Pavia, 2015). It is estimated that between 7– 9 per cent of children may be twice- exceptional 
(Barnard- Brak, Johnsen, Pond Hannig, & Wei, 2015), however, due to the challenges of identifying 
both exceptionalities the exact prevalence rates remain unknown (Ronksley- Pavia, 2014). What 
is known however, are the uneven academic achievements and often negative experiences that 
these children experience in their years of formal schooling (Barber & Mueller, 2011; Ronksley- 
Pavia, Grootenboer, & Pendergast, 2019a).

The amalgam of giftedness and disability typically impacts on learning, interpersonal 
relationships and emotional coping (Silverman, 2005). While there is no homogenous twice- 
exceptional child, there are common characteristics such as:  possessing high- levels of intelli-
gence characterized by extensive vocabularies; being highly creative, skillful problem solvers; and 
having extensive yet focused interests (Assouline et al., 2010; Ronksley- Pavia, 2016). However, 
these traits are often impeded in skills needed for processing information, working memory and 
producing work that reflects their intelligence due to the impact of their disabilities (Ronksley- 
Pavia, 2016; Silverman, 2005). Thus, there is a discrepancy between their perceptible abilities, 
or potential, and their actual achievement and performance and this is often obvious in their 
schoolwork.

Dominant narratives in twice- exceptional discourse

In exploring the uniqueness of giftedness and disability the literature reveals the overarching 
narrative of stigma (Ronksley- Pavia et  al., 2019b)  –  both of giftedness (Cross, Coleman, & 
Terhaar- Yonkers, 2014) and of disability (Quinn, 2006). This is a double stigma dominating 
twice- exceptional children and their education, and by association, their parents as these chil-
dren do not fit into either category (Ronksley- Pavia et al., 2019b). The stigma of disability points 
to educational narratives of un- intelligence and dis- ability (being unable), while the stigma of 
giftedness intimates narratives of high achievement and child genius. Both narratives stem from 
the field of eugenics (Priestley, 2003) and from the concept of the bell curve of normality, where 
those on either end of the scale are discernably different from the norm (Gould, 1996; Murdoch, 
2007) and essentially at opposing ends of a telelogical narrative from disability to giftedness. 
We argue that the parents of these eight twice- exceptional children challenged the dominant 



teleological diagnosis and cure narrative with a non- linear narrative that enabled them to move 
through an initial process of teleological narratives; involving a complexity of despair, seeking 
expert support, despondency and then into non- linear future- orientated narratives involving 
self- education and advocacy for their child; all the while set against dominant education 
narratives of high ability equating to giftedness and high performance, and disability equated 
to low ability and performance. We sought a nuanced understanding of the parents’ lifeworlds, 
which challenged these linear dominant narratives through a future- orientated narrative of 
optimism and encouragement for their child’s strengths. We contend that this process led to 
parents confronting and defying the dominant narratives and identities assigned to them and 
their children by an educational system often caught in the medicalized model of disability and 
the mythical narratives of giftedness, thus, finding a space for narratives of parental resilience 
and agency.

Method

Methodology

In order to explore the counter- narratives in the lifeworlds of parents of twice- exceptional chil-
dren, we selected narrative inquiry as our methodology, which is a way of understanding the 
lifeworlds of people that “begins and ends with respect for ordinary lived experience” (Clandinin, 
2013, p. 18). Narrative inquiry not only focuses on recognizing and acknowledging individual 
experiences but is also an “exploration of the social, cultural, familial, linguistic and institutional 
narratives within which individuals’ experiences were, and are, constituted, shaped, expressed, and 
enacted” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 18).

Context and participants

Parents of eight twice-e xceptional children participated in our study. Their children had 
confirmed disability diagnoses from specialists and were also identified as gifted by independent 
specialists separate from this study. Eleven parents agreed to be interviewed comprising five mothers 
and six mother/f ather couples (see Table 17.1). All parents were married, and from middle- class 
backgrounds living in south- east Queensland and northern New South Wales, Australia. The chil-
dren attended a range of schools including government (n=4), private Catholic (n=2) and private 
independent (n=2). The table below provides details about the participants and their children.

Data collection

Data were collected through free- form interviews with each of the parents, either individu-
ally or as couples. The interviews took place in participants’ homes where a rapport had been 
developed over the previous four months with both the children and parents as part of a wider 
study exploring the children’s lived- experiences (Ronksley- Pavia, 2016). Parents were first invited 
to give retrospective accounts of their experiences of raising their twice- exceptional children, 
including their school and out- of- school experiences. The purpose was for parents to direct their 
own interview and discuss experiences they felt were important in terms of raising a child with 
dual exceptionalities. We invited parents to give both descriptive accounts of their experiences, 
and to give some interpretation to those experiences; often this was contrasted against prevailing 
narratives of misunderstandings and ignorance about twice- exceptionality, which the parents 
encountered.



Data analysis

We employed Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narrative as a starting point to organize different 
experiences into categories. Looking across the parents’ narratives we sought to “identify common 
themes or conceptual manifestations discovered in the data” (Kim, 2016, p. 196). In this way we 
used the data to uncover themes representing counter- narratives from the stories the parents told 
and lived, which offered resistance to dominant narratives of dis- ability and ability. These themes 
emerged inductively from the data and were relational within each participant’s experiences and 
across the participants’ narratives. Analysis of narrative enabled us to speak to the commonalities 
that were present across the multiple experiences of the participants (Kim, 2016) and to fit indi-
vidual experiences into larger patterns that emerged from the data.

Table 17.1 Participant details

Parents# Occupation Child# Child’s diagnoses Child’s giftedness

Blondie (mother) Stay- at- home 
parent

Turbo (male, 
13 years)

Anxiety; dysgraphia; 
dyspraxia; ADHD; 
sensory; dyslexia

Aged 9 years 
8 months –  FSIQ^ 
113, GAI* 129 
(WISC- IV**)

Purple (mother) Stay- at- home 
parent

Cat51 (male, 
9 years)

CAPD; anxiety; ASD Aged 7 years 
9 months, FSIQ 
- Not reported,
GAI 121 (WISC- IV);
achievements

Susanna  
(mother)

Lesley (father)

Stay- at- 
home parent

Stay- at- home 
parent

Ashley (female, 
16 years)

Anxiety; ASD Aged 4 years 1 month, 
FSIQ 103, PRI^^ 122 
(WPPSI- R); Sayler's; 
achievements

Linda (mother) Stay- at- home 
parent

Boomstick (male, 
10 years)

Anxiety, ADHD; 
dyslexia

Aged 8 years 
3 months, FSIQ –  
not reported, GAI 
132 (WISC- IV)

Skye (mother)
Jon (father)

Teacher
Teacher

Harry (male, 
15 years)

Anxiety; ASD Aged 6 years 
1 month, FSIQ 135 
(WISC- III***)

Julie (mother) Teacher Anny (female, 
12 years)

CAPD; anxiety;  
ADHD

Aged 6 years, 
5 months, FSIQ 138 
(SB- 5)

Kate (mother)
Trevor (father)

Teacher
Small business 

manager

Buster (male, 
13 years)

CAPD; anxiety; ASD; 
dysgraphia; ADHD; 
dyslexia

Aged 9 years FSIQ 
120, GAI 130 
(WISC- IV)

Godmother 
(mother)

Stay- at- home 
parent

Bob (female, 
11 years)

Anxiety; dyspraxia; 
ADHD; dyslexia

Aged 7years -  FSIQ 
126, GAI 136 
(WISC- IV)

Notes: ADHD –  Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder; CAPD –  Central auditory processing disorder; ASD –  Autism spec-
trum disorder; ^FSIQ –  Full- scale intelligence quotient; *GAI –  General Abilities Index; **WISC- IV –  Wechsler Intelligence 
Scale for Children (4th edition); ***WISC- III –  Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (3rd edition); ^^PRI –  Perceptual 
Reasoning Index (sub- test of WISC- IV)
# Pseudonyms selected by participants are used in this study



The inductive analysis of narrative approach began by reading each interview transcript in full 
in order to gain an understanding of each as a whole; discussing emerging categories of particular 
themes and summarizing the data. Coding for the themes were configured from inductive reading 
and re- reading of the transcripts, recording statements, segments of text and language/ words that 
suggested resistance to normative interpretations of both disability and giftedness (e.g., advocacy, 
support, “educate yourself ”, “people don’t see what you see”). From this inductive analysis and 
coding we developed a framework of thematic categories, which illustrates the emerging counter- 
narratives. Three counter- narratives evolved from this process, each with a unique focus: the first 
around diagnosis and identification; the second featuring resiliency and advocacy; and, the third 
shaped around enabled parental agency.

Findings

Conceptualizing counter- narratives

The three counter- narratives that emerged from the interviews with parents were: 1) Diagnosis 
and identification c ounter- n arrative; 2 )  R esiliency c ounter- n arrative; a nd, 3 )  P arental a gency 
counter- narrative.

Diagnosis and identification counter- narrative

In order to understand the diagnosis and identification counter- narrative we first explore the 
related dominant narrative; that is a teleological narrative of diagnosis and cure. This narrative of 
diagnosing disability and of identifying giftedness generally consists of: finding the disability –  the 
problem (e.g., medical specialists –  undertaking diagnostic assessments); intervention (e.g., medi-
cation); cure (as a positive outcome) –  that is implementing the recommendations and thus curing 
the individual of their dis- ability. This dominant teleological narrative emerges from the expect-
ation that interventions will fix or cure disabilities, or at least negate their impact. This dominant 
narrative is embedded in the medicalization of disability so that disability is seen as residing in the 
individual and can be cured by medical and educational interventions (Figure 17.1). But what if 
the disability cannot be cured?

The parents’ diagnosis and identification c ounter- n arratives f ollowed s ome f eatures o f t he 
dominant diagnosis- cure narrative. Each parent sought to find out why their child was having 
difficulties at school (e.g., learning to read and write, and fitting- in at school), and/ or why their 
child seemed to have some advanced abilities, countered with the aforementioned significant 
difficulties— essentially seeking to answer what it was that made their child different and what they 
could do to support them. The figure below (Figure 17.1) details the sub- narratives that form the 
diagnosis- identification counter- narrative.

The initial discerning of differentness o f t heir c hild f rom p eers, o r f riends’ c hildren w as 
common to all of the parents, what varied was which exceptionality was identified first. For some 
children the disabilities came to the forefront, thus, began a cycle of diagnoses as one disability was 
identified, interventions performed but with mixed success, then further rounds of assessments 
identified additional disabilities. All of the parents had children with multiple, or co- morbid (co- 
occurring) disabilities.

Giftedness was often underdiagnosed. For five of the eight children their giftedness was iden-
tified first, then their disabilities. For three children an initial diagnosis was made of one or more 
disabilities, with the giftedness exceptionality identified later. All parents reported a rollercoaster 



of ongoing multiple specialist visits for a range of assessments over months and even years, 
seeking initially to find an elusive cure or intervention that promised to fix their child’s disabilities.

For the parents, diagnosis and identification were not linear processes, as Godmother exempli-
fied when she spoke of it taking “five specialists of 80 years combined experience” to even begin 
to understand her daughter’s complexities (WISC- IV GAI 136, disabilities of anxiety, dyspraxia, 
ADHD and dyslexia). Purple (Cat51’s mother), explained the initial process of identifying her son 
as being gifted, but the paradox of this identification with the difficulties he was having:

I went to see a psychologist and she said, “Okay he’s probably gifted”. But then there were 
all the other sensory things I’ve found, but what is that? Is that gifted or is there something 
wrong with him? We were lost for quite a while… By the time he was six we were on track 
of gifted ASD, but we had no idea what to do about it!

Likewise, Linda’s expectation and relief about finally getting a confirmed diagnosis for her son’s 
reading and attention difficulties, which were subsequently quashed by the school:

I’d gotten the Guidance Officer’s report, I’d gotten the paed [pediatrician] report, and I was 
all ready to go with the educational psychologist, she confirmed that it was ADHD and 
phonological dyslexia, and I felt really relieved, I didn’t really know where I was going to go 
with it but I just thought all the cavalry was going come. It’s not recognized as a learning dis-
ability in the school system and all it gets him is like an extra half an hour in reading groups 
a week basically, that’s it!

Diagnosis and 
iden�fica�on 

counter-
narra�ve
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difference
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Figure 17.1 Sub- narratives evident in the diagnosis- identification counter- narrative.



The contradictions between abilities and disabilities were difficult for parents to understand 
and deal with, as evident in Susanna’s comment:

It was a bit difficult for me to tell what was really wrong with Ashley… I always thought that 
Ashley was pretty good. But generally, her speech wasn’t brilliant. But she was a very inquisi-
tive child…she was sort of a busy kid . . . she was really good at music [at a young age] yet, 
she wasn’t very good at language.

Kate and Trevor also discussed their journey on the identification- diagnosis rollercoaster:

We took him for his first assessment to see what was going on when he was in year 1. I didn’t 
think he was gifted, because I’d heard if kids were gifted they were reading, they were doing 
all these things that he wasn’t. His handwriting was terrible, he could hardly write his 
own name, but he could draw a circuit diagram! I thought he’s bright because I could see, 
compared to what other kids were doing, he was doing totally different, more advanced 
things… Where other kids, if they were interested in dinosaurs like him, they knew a few 
dinosaur names, but he knew everything! All the dinosaur names, where their fossils came 
from, scientific names, pictures, everything!

Identifying giftedness, and the complexities and paradox of twice- exceptionality required 
skilled and experienced specialists. Again, a non- linear process that began with parents often rec-
ognizing their child’s giftedness, or difference to age- peers, which they often observed at an early 
age. Jon recalled Harry’s exceptional memory:

We already knew that he was different at an early age. I remember when he was eighteen 
months old, and we were walking to the hospital to visit his mum, only for the second time, 
I didn’t know where I was going, he just grabbed my hand and said, “Come on, it’s room 
number 29”. He’s pointing at the numbers at the top of each room, he knew!

Similarly, Julie shared her initial realization that Anny was different:

There’s been something very different about her…she’d sit for hours looking at pictures in picture 
books, she’d sit there for three to four hours without moving, just looking, it was a bit unusual.

All parents saw multiple clinicians, and consequently their children had multiple assessments 
as they tried to find something that worked for their child in terms of supporting them, both at 
school and outside school, with their difficulties. Some parents detailed feelings and experiences 
of being “taken advantage of” by some clinicians, where specialists frequently recommended 
costly interventions and treatments. For example, Buster’s parents Kate and Trevor detailed the 
expense of “a working memory training program” that their pediatrician used in his clinic:

We looked at the supporting [research] studies he showed us, and there were a lot, it all 
looked good to us, so we paid the $1,000 plus to put Buster through the program, only to 
find out months later that independent research had shown that this program improved a 
kid’s ability to play those types of games but actually didn’t improve those areas of concen-
tration in real life at all!

In other words, the program’s skills were not transferable to the classroom and real- life situ-
ations where Buster had difficulty concentrating. Kate elaborated, “[W] e felt duped, taken for a 



ride, we’d paid all that money and it didn’t work!” Similarly, Linda spoke of feeling she had been 
taken advantage of with pseudo- interventions:

I just started to feel like I was getting a bit conned and he wanted to sell me these goggles that 
flashed flashing lights in his eyes to try and promote brain something or others, and that was 
$500, and then he wanted to do some other program with him, and that was $500 through 
another process . . . So, I just started feeling really frustrated with that whole thing because 
I just felt like I was throwing good money after bad!

What became evident to all of the parents was not just finding a specialist who could diagnose 
disabilities and identify giftedness and twice- exceptionally, but specialists who could work with 
parents and their child by providing a suite of recommendations for interventions and school- 
based support. The parents’ experiences suggested this was particularly challenging. The difficulty 
of finding reputable and experienced clinicians able to provide the necessary support was often 
exacerbated by parents’ circuitousness from one clinician to another in their pursuit of answers. 
Blondie summed this up when she stated, “[I] t was always the case of the chicken and the egg— 
what do you deal with first, and what do you leave alone?”

Resiliency counter- narrative

The resiliency counter- narrative challenges the dominant narrative that school personnel know 
what to do to educate individual students (Figure 17.2). Parents described how they contested 
the separation between specialist knowledge of professionals and educators from that of parents. 
Parents are the first educators of their children and also the ones who most often know their child 
the best (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). This counter- narrative describes the evolution of strong 
parental advocacy for their children, set against a background of increased mental, emotional and 
financial stress. Through this resiliency perspective parents moved from the uncertainties of ini-
tial diagnoses and identification towards efforts to work with teachers and schools to find ways 
to support their child in their learning. Parents initially anticipated that schools would know 
what to do as professional educators, but parents reported this was frequently not the case and 
many educators embraced dominant narratives of giftedness equaling high ability, and disability 
equaling low ability. This counter- narrative explores the gradual realization for parents that many 
educators were ill- equipped and frequently lacking in motivation to challenge counter- narratives 
in supporting their children. The figure below (Figure 17.2) illustrates the sub- narratives evident 
in the resiliency counter- narrative.

Parents discovered there was little understanding of twice- exceptionality in schools. For 
example, what began as “expecting the cavalry to come” (Linda) when parents provided the spe-
cialist reports to schools, soon turned to consternation at most schools’ deficient knowledge and 
understanding. Godmother summed up this frustration when she commented that she

just got tired of them [teachers] telling me that Bob’s fine. She’s not fine! And telling me that 
she wasn’t gifted, and she doesn’t have any disabilities and that they know what a disability 
is, and she doesn’t have it!

Likewise, Julie revealed how Anny’s school experiences were:

[P] retty dismal . . . the school claimed to do certain things for her, but it’s a lot of talk and not
much action. It’s frustrating at times, and very sad as well and when teachers don’t see what



you see, and when schools don’t understand what you know is going on, and when you like 
say something a gazillion times and it’s still not getting done!

Godmother expressed her exasperation at the lack of assistance from the school, “[N] ot the 
school, not the teacher, nobody helped, no support. I just get tired of fighting, because we just 
fought for two years to get one thing instituted at the school”. Similarly, Kate shared her frustra-
tion at the school’s inaction “[M]eeting after meeting again with the school, they kept saying they 
were going to do all these things that the specialists’ had recommended in their reports. Nothing 
ever happened!” Kate detailed her experiences of attempting to get support for her son at school:

[T] he psychologist recommended that Buster needed to start to use a keyboard at school
because of his dyslexia and dysgraphia. We battled for about 18 months to get him allowed
to use a laptop in class; he was ten when he was finally allowed. Silly obstacles were brought
up by teachers at the meetings, like, “Other students might trip over the power cord!”
Really? And other kids might say it’s not fair that he gets to use a laptop and they don’t!

Linda explained how Boomstick’s teacher dismissed specialists’ reports she shared at one of many 
school meetings stating that ‘[T] hese aren’t done by the Education Department and they aren’t 
valid.’ And that was it! That was the end of the discussion on his reports!”

In some instances, the diagnosis of giftedness and disabilities were called into question, and 
sometimes it became incumbent on the children to prove their giftedness, for example, Julie 
detailed her experiences of teacher skepticism:

Resiliency 
counter-
narra�ve

School's lack 
of 

understanding 

Mental, 
emo�onal and 

financial 
stress

Problem 
inherent in 

child

Paradox of 
disability and 

gi�edness

Figure 17.2 Sub- narratives evident the resiliency counter- narrative.



[T] he teachers say things like, “Well you’re supposed to be gifted why can’t you do this?!”
And that’s probably why she doesn’t believe she’s gifted, but she didn’t know she was gifted
then, and they shouldn’t have told her because I didn’t want her to know, didn’t want her to
be aware of any labels around her. I can’t imagine the damage this has done to her.

Many parents took the disability perspective because that was frequently resourced for support 
at school rather than giftedness, which received little in terms of support from schools. This 
suggests a dominant narrative of deficit perspectives of disability by educators. Parents found 
that their child’s exceptionalities were either not acknowledged, or one was supported but not 
the other.
When giftedness was acknowledged by schools, teachers found the paradox of combined disabil-
ities difficult to comprehend, as Purple explained,

[I] think they don’t understand it [disabilities] because he’s gifted, they can see that in
his math, but not in English, not with his writing. But they think because he’s smart
he should be able to do everything well, they don’t always understand the other things
[disabilities].

Often because the children were performing at an average level academically schools were reluc-
tant to acknowledge anything needed to be undertaken. As Trevor (Buster’s father) explained:

[T] hey said, “Okay he’s not doing so well with spelling but he’s alright, he’s getting by”. But
to us it was like, “What can we do to support him better, so he can really show what he can
do?” Rather than just getting by, provide him with the accommodations that his specialists
have asked for and let’s see what he can do when he’s got a level playing field.

Parents were frequently dismissed by schools as being pushy when they sought support from 
schools. Godmother declared, “[I]  know they saw me as a pushy parent”. Likewise, Kate described 
how she was positioned as problematic:

I know they were fed up with me asking for meetings and asking for things to be done but 
they just wouldn’t help, I don’t know why. There’s the problem, there’s the accommodations 
that can address those problems, but the mentality of “You’re the problem!” Me, my child, 
was awful! I used to get ignored by many teachers when they saw me at school, they’d look 
the other way; pretend they hadn’t seen me!

In some cases, children were blamed by teachers for their difficulties, the issues seen as inherent 
to that particular child; evident in being told they were lazy. Blondie illustrated this when she 
recounted Turbo’s experiences:

[H] e was told he was being lazy because he couldn’t read very well. The word lazy, really,
really upsets Turbo because school has used it so much to describe him. And that’s what the
teacher would do a lot; call him lazy in front of the other kids.

Linda pointed to the laziness label adding other problems:

[H] e [Boomstick] used to get in trouble a lot because he was just seen as the distracted, lar-
rikin, naughty boy and he used to spend a lot of lunch times outside the office finishing work



off. They just thought he was being lazy… it’s just he really can’t stay on a task for very long 
without a lot of help.

The financial cost of repeated assessments, interventions with specialists (e.g., occupational 
therapy), was burdensome for many of the participants. Julie explained how costly the clinical 
visits and interventions were, “[I] t’s been very costly, financially and emotionally”. Blondie talked 
of wasting money on interventions, “[W]e’ve wasted thousands and thousands of dollars, nothing 
has worked significantly where I can say you go do this program as that will help!” Financial 
problems were also exacerbated for some of the parents as they could no longer work, as Purple 
explained:

Cat51 was five when I tried to go back to work, and it just didn’t work because the school 
would always be calling me to go in and collect him . . . his eyes were hurting, he can’t breathe 
very well, he’s got headache, he feels sick, stress and avoidance I think it was!

Turbo would frequently run away from school so Blondie could not work and had to remain at 
home during the day,

[H] e wasn’t coping with the noise at all in the classroom were quite small, and he kept
running away, he kept bolting from classes . . . I couldn’t do anything, I couldn’t work, I was
stuck at home, because we were worried that he may turn up.

The complexities of these experiences took their toll on both the children and their parents. 
All parents spoke of the stress felt by their families. Recurring emotions throughout the parents’ 
narratives were terms such as stress, worry, frustration and anger. The emotional toll of seeking 
support for their children was immense. Godmother told how she developed a mental illness as a 
result of her attempts at advocacy,

[E] ventually I ended up with a high anxiety disorder and depression last year because it was
so incredibly stressful trying to work with the school. And I just never knew what was going
to happen to Bob when she went to school.

This was frequently coupled with anger at the lack of support, “I’m just really angry that so many 
teachers say bad things to Bob on purpose”.

As a result of their initial advocacy experiences the parents developed a sense of resilience, 
despite the many negative interactions and experiences; they began to construct their own paths 
through the confusion of seeking interventions, funding support and ultimately educational 
support for their children. The parents developed agency by navigating the various systems.

Parental agency counter- narrative

The parental agency counter- narrative is about the outcomes of parental growth –  self- education, 
increased confidence, support from schools, teachers and others; ultimately the results brought 
about through improved and targeted advocacy for their child; working against the dominant 
narratives around giftedness and disability (Figure 17.3). Parental agency refers to the capacity 
to advocate for their child’s learning needs. This was established by negotiating with schools 



sometimes involving changing schools or homeschooling for limited periods. The figure above 
(Figure 17.3) details the sub- narratives evident in the parental agency counter- narrative.

Skye typified the role of parental agency when she explained how you “. . . have to fight for 
every moment because Harry’s so different and the teachers don’t understand him, there’s not 
going to be many advocates for him. So, us advocating for him is really important”. Jon explained 
the process in gaining support for his son:

[Y] ou go through these stages of how you perceive your child’s education, especially so when
you’ve got some disability and giftedness there. You go from the, “I want support— where’s
the support?” stage, to the angry stage, then again support and the school’s just telling you
stuff they think you want to hear, but not actually doing anything, and then you go to a third
stage, “I’ve heard it all, don’t need to hear it anymore, just deal with it!” . . . Let’s just get him
through [school].

Many of the parents explained how their choices and decisions were met with consternation 
by others,

[W] hen I decided to home school Turbo I lost friendships. I was told that I must be the
cruelest mother in the world. As far as I’m concerned I’m meant to protect him from the 
system and it’s the only way I could think of to do it.

(Blondie)

The lack of support from others was evident in the parents’ narratives, as Purple summed up,

Parental 
agency 

counter-
narra�ve

Parental 
advocacy 
at school 

Self-
educa�on

Schooling 
context

Support 
groups

Alterna�ve 
schooling

Posi�ve 
about 
child's 
future

Figure 17.3 Sub- narratives evident in the parental agency counter- narrative.



[T] hat’s another thing that we did find, it was harder to keep up friendships with friends
because they didn’t understand your kid and they’d think, “Ah, they need a smack”, or you
weren’t parenting them right, it was your fault how they were.

As a result of the lack of support from schools and others, parents sought support elsewhere, 
and thus began a gradual process of parental learning which further supported their advocacy 
efforts. Not only did parents seek experienced and understanding clinicians, they also sought 
support from disability groups and giftedness associations. Purple explained how these groups 
helped her,

[I] ’ve joined a couple of support groups for ASD and for gifted and that’s been probably more
helpful because then you’re speaking to people who’ve got kids that are similar, they know
what you’re going through, and you can learn and share with each other.

Linda also felt she had more understanding from some of these groups:

[E] ven within the disability community groups the kids may not be technically gifted, but
the parents have an understanding because the kid has a disability; they’re able to understand
how a kid could have a disability and an ability. The dyslexia group they have been wonderful, 
I’ve learnt so much and so much support.

The development of parental advocacy was founded in parents educating themselves. All 
spoke of how learning and arming themselves with knowledge increased their self- confidence 
to advocate for their children. One instance where parental self- confidence was evident related 
to homework, which often took children a long time to complete and was an added burden on 
top of other interventions. Many parents explained how they regulated their child’s homework 
by rejecting excessive assignments and crossing out unessential tasks that were sent home. Linda 
recounted, “[W] ith his homework I’d just cross out things on the sheet, it just gave me a lot more 
confidence instead of doing everything, because homework for him, what they [teachers] think is 
10 minutes, would take him 45 minutes”.

One of the parents, Godmother, made a formal complaint of discrimination against her school 
through the Australian Human Rights Commission, citing the schools lack of implementa-
tion of the clinicians’ recommendations. She believed it not only gave her more confidence in 
endeavoring to work with the school, but meant they had to implement the recommendations, 
“[M] aking that complaint and getting the ruling meant they had to act. Now she has this lovely 
teacher that I love, and he works with me on everything, because I’m sure he’s terrified of me”.

Having the self- confidence to develop strategic relationships with school personnel also formed 
a pivotal part of the approaches parents developed, with many finding supportive guidance officers, 
teachers, and special education teachers. Parents either worked with schools to gain support for 
their child or alternatively moved to a more accommodating school. Three parents moved their 
child to different schools, endeavoring to find the right educational fit and support for their child. 
Kate’s son Turbo attended six schools in eight years and was homeschooled for a period. Others, 
like Skye and John, did part- time homeschooling and part- time schooling when Harry was in 
Year 3. Accommodations for their children gradually began to occur as the parents either found 
supportive teachers at their child’s current school or moved to different schools and/ or undertook 
homeschooling.

All the parents believed strongly that the development of advocacy strategies and finding 
supportive schools and teachers contributed directly to their children being happy at school and 



worked against the dominant narratives held by educators of giftedness equating to high ability, 
and disability equating to low achievement and low potential. Parents felt that the happiness of 
their child was of utmost importance, in some instances this meant compromises, accepting that 
to some extent disability would be catered for over giftedness. Purple summed up this sentiment,

I always feel like we’re doing a focus on disability, we can never do the two [disability and 
giftedness] together in school, and mostly they don’t get giftedness, but disability attracts 
attention and is usually funded but anything to do with giftedness gets nothing.

The results of improved and targeted parental advocacy were evident across all of the parents’ 
narratives. Linda typified this when she stated,

Cat51’s now got this amazing grade 4 teacher; she’s very accommodating to everything. 
The schools’ been really supportive with developing and implementing an IEP [Individual 
Education Plan], it’s got all of his accommodations in there. We’ve worked with the school 
and the psychologist as a team to develop it.

The parents all placed considerable emphasis on just getting their child through school rela-
tively unscathed by their experiences as a twice- exceptional child. They felt that once through 
school their children would come “into their own” [Susanna]; be recognized as independent and 
capable. Nearly all of the parents expressed a strong impression their child would do well post- 
school. Blondie typified this:

I know that he [Turbo] will be a contributing member of society, if school doesn’t crush him. 
I always say to the school at the beginning of the year, “Your job is to keep that child’s self- 
esteem intact, that’s your only job!” We really don’t care what he learns and what he doesn’t 
learn because his self- esteem is the number one priority!

Discussion

The three counter- narratives uncovered in this study indicate how parents of eight twice- 
exceptional children resisted the dominant narratives that embraced pre- determined and fre-
quently misunderstood notions of both disability and giftedness within education systems. The 
progression, although not linear, through these resistant counter- narratives suggests that parents 
of twice- exceptional children labor through complex processes of:  diagnosis and identifica-
tion of both exceptionalities; lack of understanding from schools and others; through to self- 
education and the development of parental agency in advocating for their children. This process 
of developing advocacy is fraught with considerable obstacles –  identifying and assessing both 
exceptionalities; lack of understanding from clinicians, schools, teachers and others; and, schools 
seeing the issues as inherent to the child. This is not uncommon (Assouline, Megan Foley, & 
Huber, 2006; Besnoy et al., 2015; Neumeister et al., 2013), and thus, suggests an immense need for 
more societal understanding of twice- exceptionality.

Our study reveals that the parents recognized, from a very early age, their child to be different 
from age- peers, yet, they presented with paradoxical complexities that became evident in most 
cases, when the children started formal schooling. This finding concurs with Assouline et al. (2006) 
and Neumeister et al., (2013) and also supports previous research, which showed schools generally 
blamed the child for their difficulties (Assouline et al., 2006). The difficulties parents encountered 
in obtaining disability diagnoses and gaining identification of co- occurring giftedness has parallels 



in literature with Besnoy et al. (2015) and others also elaborating these difficulties. Other studies 
(e.g., Foley- Nicpon & Assouline, 2015) have touched on the stress felt by twice- exceptional chil-
dren of the impact of their exceptionalities. However, our finding about the mental and emotional 
impact of twice- exceptionality on parents and their families appears to be a new finding in rela-
tion to twice- exceptional parenting experiences. Difficulties in identifying twice- exceptionality 
compound this stress and have parallels in previous research (e.g., Buic- Belciu & Popovici, 2014; 
Pfeiffer, 2015). However, the tenacious pursuit of identification and parent advocacy evident in 
our study speaks to the agency and resilience of these parents despite obvious adversities.

Findings from this study support previous research that emphasized the importance of par-
ental advocacy in supporting the education of twice- exceptional children (Neumeister et  al., 
2013). The development of parental confidence and educating themselves about the systems and 
processes confirms previous research by Besnoy et al. (2015) who also asserted that parents need 
to be conversive in procedures and educational jargon in order to successfully advocate for their 
children. Moreover, support and resources for parents of these children in schools are ad- hoc 
at best, and non- existent in the experiences of many of these parents. This finding suggests an 
under- identified need for schools to develop, or at least be able to direct parents to support groups 
and resources. This echoes calls from other recent studies for the development of a centralized 
collection of resources and online and face- to-f ace support networks for parents of twice- 
exceptional children (Neumeister et al., 2013; Park, Foley- Nicpon, Choate, & Bolenbaugh, 2018). 
Parents in our study had to independently source information and support to arm themselves 
with the necessary resources to educate school personnel as well.

Conclusion

Findings from this study point to strong parental advocacy to ensure twice- exceptional chil-
dren receive an equitable education and this was often met with opposition by schools and 
educators who tended to embrace stereotyped dominant narratives about how children with 
giftedness and disability should be. The parental counter- narratives suggest that many of their 
children’s teachers embraced dominant narratives; considering giftedness as high achievement 
and disability as low achievement, and frequently possessed very limited understanding of both 
exceptionalities co- existing in an individual student and how to cater for these students in 
their classrooms. The implications for policy and practice are that failure to recognize and 
cater for the unique needs of twice- exceptional students can lead to considerable parental and 
child stress, conceivably “leading to a loss of potential for both the individual and society as a 
whole” (Morawska & Sanders, 2009, p. 163). Thus, the need for parental advocacy speaks to a 
disparity in educators’ understandings and knowledge about catering for these students in their 
classrooms.
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