
Preventing Underachievement 
and Increasing Self-Regulation

Sally M. Reis
Neag School of Education 
University of Connecticut

www.gifted.uconn.edu

The National Research Center 
on the Gifted and Talented 

WEBSITE

www.gifted.uconn.edu

People need to know that there are children 
with talents here.  People who live in the inner 
city, in the barrio or on the reservation need to 
know that their children are smart There's tooknow that their children are smart.  There s too 
much raw ability going through the cracks.  If a 
child we might lose had the ability to cure 
cancer but ends up joining a gang or dealing 
dope, that's a double loss to the country.

Joyce Oatman from Tilman High School in 
Chicago, Illinois.  

Make no mistake about it; underachievement is not 
crisis of certain groups; it is not limited to the poor; it is 
not a problem afflicting other people’s children. Many 
middle and upper income children are also falling 
b hi d i t ll t llbehind intellectually.

The Carnegie Corporation of New York: Years of 
Promise



Diversity in Student Includes:

Ability (aptitude) differences
Achievement differences
Academic background differences—lower achievement can be due to 
poor preparation and limited exposure 
Cultural differences second language acquisition values differencesCultural differences—second language acquisition, values differences, 
interaction style differences
Differences in affect (enthusiasm level and personality) and effort  
(effort vs. ability issues)
Differences in styles of learning style (visual, auditory, concrete, 
abstract, hands-on, written)
Differences in interests
Differences in preferences for products and processes
Differences in self-regulation and study skills

Findings from the Task Force 
Report

There is no research evidence to suggest 
that gifted and talented children are any 
less emotionally well adjusted than their 

A f h i lif iage peers. Aspects of their life experiences, 
however, that result from both their 
differences and their higher levels of 
maturity may put them at risk for various 
social and emotional difficulties if their 
needs are not met.

Three major  risks to the social and 
emotional development 

Issues deriving from their academic advancement 
as compared with their age peers and from 
unevenness in their development
Common areas of psychological response toCommon areas of psychological response to 
talents (including underachievement and 
perfectionism)
Members of special groups, such as gifted 
students with learning disabilities
(Neihart, Reis, Robinson and Moon, 2001)



Common Areas of Vulnerability

Self-Concept, Goal-Setting
Perfectionism
UnderachievementUnderachievement
Sensitivities
Suicide and Depression (?)
Delinquency(?)

Social and Emotional Characteristics of Gifted Children That May Pose 
Challenges

Perceptiveness 
Heightened sensitivity 
Perfectionism and need for precision 
Uneven intellectual abilities
Asynchronous development of physical, intellectual, social, emotional aspects 
Emotional intensity 
Feelings and early awareness of being different 
Anxiety caused by advanced knowledge 
Need for mental stimulation 
Nonconformity; questioning of authority 
Excitability and overexcitability 
Tendency toward introversion and internalized locus of control 
Multipotentiality
Tendency toward self-doubt

Findings from the Task Force 
Report

There is no research evidence to suggest 
that gifted and talented children are any 
less emotionally well adjusted than their 

A f h i lif iage peers. Aspects of their life experiences, 
however, that result from both their 
differences and their higher levels of 
maturity may put them at risk for various 
social and emotional difficulties if their 
needs are not met.

Research Conducted on 
Underachievement at NRC/GT

Study of 45 academically talented students 
in a large, diverse high school 
Half were achieving at high levelsHalf were achieving at high levels
Half were underachieving 
Study lasted for 3 years--from freshman to 
senior year in all school classes, home and 
during all activities 



Research Questions 

1. What factors do high and low 
achieving students identify as 
influencing their academic g
achievement in an urban high school?

2. What relationships and systems shape 
the behaviors, attitudes and 
aspirations of high and low achieving 
students in an urban environment?

The Stages of Talent Development

latent
Talents can be:

manifest

emergent

Characteristics of Underachievers

1. Low self-esteem, low self concept
2. May avoid competition
3. May exhibit passive aggressive behaviors
4. May have poor coping skills
5. May be depressed, distrustful,  pessimistic, 

alienated or withdrawn
6. May be anxious or impulsive
7. May be socially immature, antisocial or 

rebellious

Degrees of 
Underachievement

Pervasive and devastating--drop-
outs, life failures

Minimal--lower grades than expected

Moderate--failing grades in some areas

outs, life failures



Case Studies of High Potential 
Students who either Achieved or 

Underachieved
Over a three year period, we spent over 180 
days in all classes and every phase of the 
students’ school day, both at school and in y,
the community.  We observed social, 
athletic, and academic interactions in a 
variety of settings such as athletic events, 
after-school clubs and at home with parents 
and siblings. 

High Achieving Students
1. Identified and enrolled in a gifted program in 

elementary or middle school and had previously 
achieved at a superior academic level

2 Achieved at superior level as indicated by high2. Achieved at superior level, as indicated by high 
grades

3. Nominated for the study by a teacher or counselor
4. Enrolled in college-bound or advanced classes and 

received awards and honors in high school

Underachieving Students
1. Identified and enrolled in a gifted program in 

elementary or middle school and superior 
academic achievement

2 Previously displayed consistently strong academic2. Previously displayed consistently strong academic 
performance

3. Maintained a grade point average of 2.0 or lower
4. Consistently enrolled in non-college-bound or 

general classes
5. Dropped out or were truant during the study.

Findings about 
the High 

Achieving  
Students 



Factors Influencing the Achievement of High 
Ability Students Across All Cultures

Belief in self
Personal characteristics (sensitivity, independence, 
determination to succeed, appreciation of cultural 
diversity, inner will, resilience)
Support systems (network for high achieving students, 
family support, other supportive adults, supportive adults 
at south Central High School, Coach Brogan and the swim 
team)
Participation in special programs, extra-curricular 
activities, and summer enrichment programs
Appropriately challenging classes
Realistic aspirations

Belief in Self

These kids bring a tremendous amount of 
baggage to school.  We don’t know what 
they are carrying with them every day.  
They may look perfectly healthy and 

l b t th i h h ld diffi ltnormal, but their households are difficult.  
They are unbelievable.  These kids are 
driven!  They are competitive.  They can 
compete anywhere because they want it.  
They are survivors.  They have survived 
in the inner city so they know they can 
survive anywhere.  They feel comfortable 
applying to places like Brown University.

Belief in Self

Shifting self
One identity at home
One identity at school
One identity with neighborhood friends
One identity with academic peers
Who am I on what day and at what time of the day? 
Gender differences
Girls: expected to be pretty, obedient, good 

daughters, good friends, and subservient to males
Boys: expected to be athletic, with different 

standards of behavior accepted or endured by 
parents and teachers

The Impact of teachers who cared 
and offered support

My teacher knew I was smart but having troubles.  He 
knew that I could do it and he helped me get organized.  
He helped with a lot of organizational things—an 

assignment pad, zero every day without one, a journal. g p , y y , j
I flourished under him.  Maybe it was because he allowed 
me to step back and grow a little bit, not academically, in 
the sense of my maturity.  He expected me to meet to his 
expectations. I grew from this experience.  He did this with 
all his students.  To this day, everyone who goes back to 
visit him thanks him and ends up loving him.



Impact of Parents on High 
Achievement 

Wallace, a high achieving student who was accepted at 
an extremely competitive college explained the impact 
of both of his parents’ involvement in his success. 
When discussing homework, he described the following 
family scenario:family scenario:

They make sure we are doing it.  No TV.  
We are sitting at the table doing everything 
that has to be done.  You do what you have to do 
and there are no phone calls during that time.  
When the phone rings, it's "No, he can't talk right 
now."  I have my own line and they cut the ringer 
off until I finish everything.

The Importance of Peers 

Many high achieving students had periods of 
underachievement, but they were supported in their 
achievement by a network of high achieving peers 
who refused to let their friends falter in school. 

For these students, achievement was like walking up a 
crowded staircase. If students started to underachieve 
and tried to turn and walk down the staircase, many 
other students pushed them back up the staircase. 
Once, however, the cycle of underachievement began 
and a student went down that crowded staircase, it 
was extremely difficult to turn around and climb back 
up.

Students who achieved in
school acknowledged the
importance of being grouped 
together in honors and 
advanced classes for 
academically talented students.

Students who achieved: 

received support and 
encouragement from each other and 
from supportive adults includingfrom supportive adults including 
teachers, guidance counselors, 
coaches, and mentors.



Students who achieved: 

had a strong belief in self and 
were resilient about negative 
aspects of their families and their 
environment.

Students who achieved: 

Participated in elementary 
and middle school gifted 
programs and had numerous p g
enrichment (powerful 
learning) opportunities!

High Achieving 
Students

took part in multiple 
extracurricular activities 
b th ft h l dboth after school and 
during the summer and 
these provided a different 
view of life and new 
possibilities.

Gender Differences 
Rosa explained, I don’t feel that I’m ready to date a 
guy.  I’m going to continue with my work until I get 
there, where I want. It’s just that I see myself doing 
my thing first, boys are another thing, and I will try 
to do my thing until I can get it finished.  Boys have 
ways of coming up and getting your mind away 
from studying.  Sometimes, they don’t like that 
you’re smart.  She smiled after making that 
comment and said:  “Me first, that could be the 
name of a club for girls who want to achieve, 
couldn’t it?”



The High Achieving Participants

*Overcame problems associated with their 
families, their school, and their environment. 
* Learned to excel in school
* Ignored drugs and drinking 
* Became valedictorians, class presidents, star 
athletes, and scholars. 
*Attended top level colleges and wanted to make a 
contribution 

Findings about 
the 

Underachieving  
Students 

"It is not impossibilities which fill us with 
the deepest despair, but possibilities which 
we have failed to realize."

— Robert Mallet

Personal Factors Influencing 
Academic Achievement

Self-regulation issues
Problems with unstructured time
Confusing or unrealistic aspirationsConfusing or unrealistic aspirations
Minimal perseverance and low self-efficacy
Poor coping strategies



Yvellise's academic performance

I know she is a bright girl and I don't want to 
see her wasting her potential as many other 
students [do] in this school I want to preventstudents [do] in this school. I want to prevent 
major problems. She has the potential to do 
excellent in mathematics; but although she 
was not failing the class, she was getting C’s 
in math and in most other classes, too.  She is 
"too easily satisfied."

Students who underachieved: 
spent time at home just watching 
TV, talking on the phone, listening 
to music, playing Nintendo, 
hanging out for hours each dayhanging out for hours each day. 

DEAD TIME!! 

Gender Differences 

The girls who underachieved almost all 
had serious boyfriends and their 
boyfriends came first.   Some had sex as 
early as 14 and many hung out with 
th i b f i d ft h ltheir boyfriends after school.

Gender Differences 

The boys who underachieved hung out, 
got into trouble, spent hours in dead 
time activities--playing videogames andtime activities playing videogames and 
watching television or listening to 
music, driving around, and wasting time 
in the streets and in passive activities. 



Internal Barriers Facing 
Talented Females

Creation of a sense of self and a 
feminine identity that defines a personal y p
sense of achievement

The development of self-efficacy and 
resilience

Issues dealing with multipotentiality

Hiding Abilities, Doubting Abilities, 
and Feeling Different

Searching for PerfectionSearching for Perfection

Self-Doubt, Self Criticism, and 
Comparisons

Confusion about Effort and Ability

Prof. Dumbledore:
It is our choices, Harry, that s ou c o ces, y,
show what we truly are, far 
more than our abilities.

J. K. Rowling
Harry Potter and The Chamber of Secrets

Issues Affecting Academic 
Underachievement

Environment
School environmental issues--not cool to be 
smart
City environment--not conducive to 
academic growth
Home environment--lack of self-regulation 
and discipline--he does homework each 
night



Family Issues Affecting Academic 
Underachievement

Family problems
Strained relations with family members
Problems with siblings and sibling rivalryProblems with siblings and sibling rivalry
Inconsistent role models and value systems 
in the family
Minimal paternal academic monitoring, 
guidance, and expectations 

School Factors Influencing the Academic 
Underachievement of High Ability Students

Inappropriate early curricular experiences in 
elementary school
Absence of opportunity to develop pp y p
appropriate school work habits
Negative interactions with teachers
Unrewarding curriculum in middle and high 
school
Questionable counseling experiences

All of the underachieving students echoed the 
same phrases:  
“I never learned how to work!”
“Elementary school and middle school were so 
easy for me and I never learned how to work!”
““I coasted through elementary and middle 
school and then fell apart in the advanced 
classes in my high school.”
I 



The sea is the place for a fisherman, 
For only his ears know the true value of 
the sounds:
The call of the gull to his mate,
The slap of a wave against a rock,
The tides retreating from the shore.
A fish splashing to the surface,
The waves rocking against the boat.

The leaves fall
At the mercy of the wind.
Their stems cracked,
They glide away from the tree,
Softly landing on the ground.
Among others,
Who experienced their fate.

Findings About Underachievement
from this Study

Underachievement often begins in elementary school, 
due to an unchallenging curriculum.

Increasing episodes of underachievement produce a 
more chronic pattern.

Peers can play a major role in keeping 
underachievement from occurring in their closest 
friends.

A sense of self and belief in self is critical.
Gender differences exist. 
Busier adolescents underachieve less. 
Students with regular patterns of work in music or 

athletics developing positive self-regulation 
strategies in academics.

Summary of Current Findings 
About Underachievement

A caring adult in school can help reverse the 
process of underachievement.  

Some students may underachieve as a direct 
result of an inappropriate andresult of an inappropriate and 
unmotivating curriculum.

Before we try to "fix" these students or punish 
them for their behavior, perhaps we need to 
try to change their curriculum changes.

Too few interventions have been tried to 
reverse underachievement.



Interventions Discussed in the Research 
about Underachieving Students

All of the students believed that the actions 
of and respect for a specific teacher had the 
greatest impact in reversing their 

d hi b h i I ddi iunderachievement behavior.  In addition, 
students seemed most likely to develop 
achievement-oriented behaviors when they 
were stimulated in class and given the 
opportunity to pursue topics that interested 
them.

Interventions Discussed in the Research 
about Underachieving Students

1. Counseling Interventions (individual/ group/family)
2. Curriculum/Classroom Modifications (full-time classes, 

part-time classes)
3 Combination of counseling and school intervention (Rimm3. Combination of counseling and school intervention (Rimm, 

1989, 1995)
4. Interest-based Projects (Type III Intervention)  (Baum,  

Hebert,  Renzulli, 1996)
5. Self-Reversal (Without formal programs) (Emerick, 1992) 

Out of school interests and activities

TYPE I
GENERAL 

EXPLORATORY 
ACTIVITIES

TYPE II
GROUP 

TRAINING 
ACTIVITIES

TYPE III
INDIVIDUAL & SMALL 

GROUP INVESTIGATIONS 
OF REAL PROBLEMS

Self-Regulated Learning

Multi-faceted construct
Focus on self-regulation
» Education» Education
» Academic achievement

(Boekaerts 1997; Corno, 2001; Flavell, 1979; Schunk & Zimmerman, 1998; Winne, 1995; 
Zimmerman, 1989, 1990, 2000)



Self-Regulated Learners

Compared with low achieving students, 
high achievers more frequently: 
» Set specific learning goals» Set specific learning goals
» Use a variety of learning strategies
» Self-monitor
» Adapt their efforts systematically

www.gifted.uconn.edu/siegle/selfregulation/section4.html

Individual Factors

Personal Effort
Motivation
Goal OrientationGoal Orientation
Self-efficacy
Age
Gender

(Blair & Razza, 2007; McWhaw & Abrami, 2001; Miles & Stine-Morrow, 2004; 
Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1986, 1988, 1990)

Environmental Influences

1. Choice in and control over activities
2. Opportunities for help seeking
3 Student participation in evaluation3. Student participation in evaluation
4. Provision of complex tasks

(Boekaerts & Corno, 2005; DeCorte, Verschaffel, & DeVen, 2001; Folkesson & Swalander, 
2007; Hadwin et. al., 2001; Perry, 1998; Perry, Hutchinson, & Thauberger, 2007; Perry, 
Norby, & VandeKamp, 2003; Perry, Phillips, & Dowler, 2004; Turner, 1995)

SEM-R

Schoolwide Enrichment Model-Reading
Broader intervention study being conducted 
by the NRC/GTby the NRC/GT
Designed to increase enjoyment of and self-
regulation in reading



Self-Regulation and SEM-R

1. Choice in activities
2. Opportunity for help 

seeking
3. Student participation 

in evaluation
4. Complex tasks

Self-Regulation and SEM-R

1. Choice in activities
2. Opportunity for help 

seeking

1. Choice of book 
2. Individualized 

conferences
3. Student participation 

in evaluation
4. Complex tasks

3. Student assessment 
of growth

4. Phase III activities

Self-Regulation and SEM-R

Mastery orientation in reading 
with extended focused and 
supported individual reading 
Student reflection
Open ended higher order 
thinking questions
Explicit metacognitive strategy 
instruction
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UConn Mentor Connection
A I i B d S PAn Inquiry-Based Summer Program 
for Talented Teens
The Neag Center for Gifted 
Education and Talent Development
University of Connecticut
Neag School of Education

Implications emerging from this study

SOME STRATEGIES COULD HAVE HELPED!
Counseling interventions 
Teaching and advising programs
Opportunities to gain learning and self-regulation strategies
More enrichment and powerful learning opportunities
Summer enrichment programs and after-school activities were critical 
Transitional honors classes with support for underachievers
Home room or content area teachers as advisors over years
More peer support for underachieving students
More interaction with families and parents
Intervention programs to reduce underachievement
Opportunities to work to make a difference in the community

U nderachieving

A Study to Increase 
Academic Achievement 
forU GIFTED STUDENTS

The National Research Center on 
the Gifted and Talented



Self-Regulated Learning

Barry Zimmerman (1989) defines self-regulated learning as  involving the 
regulation of three general aspects of academic learning. 

First, self-regulation of behavior involves the active control of the various 
resources students have available to them, such as their time, their study 
environment (for example the place in which they study) and their use of othersenvironment (for example, the place in which they study), and their use of others 
such as peers and faculty members to help them 

Second, self-regulation of motivation and affect involves controlling and 
changing motivational beliefs such as self-efficacy and goal orientation, so 
students can adapt to the demands of school.  In addition, students can learn how 
to control their emotions and affect (such as anxiety) in ways that improve their 
learning.  

Third and finally, self-regulation of cognition involves the control of various 
cognitive strategies for learning, such as the use of deep processing strategies that 
result in better learning and increased performance.

Self-Regulation Strategies for the 
NRC/GT Study

Setting Short and Long Term Goals
Identifying Rewards for Work Completed and Goals Met
Time Management/Organization Strategies
Study and Learning Strategies (Flash cards testing yourselfStudy and Learning Strategies (Flash cards, testing yourself, 
finding the right environment, chunking study time over several days)
Test-taking Strategies (Comparing class notes with material from 
the book, meeting with friends to brainstorm questions, arranging time 
with teachers for review)
Developing an Individual Plan to Be More Successful in 
School
Reflecting on What Has Occurred and Evaluating Progress

Self-efficacy

"Perceived self-efficacy is defined as people's 
judgments of their capabilities to organize and 
execute courses of action required to attain q
designated types of performances.  It is 
concerned not with the skills one has but with 
judgments of what one can do with whatever 
skills one possesses."

Bandura, A.  (1986). Social foundations of thought and action:  A social cognitive theory. Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ:  Prentice-Hill.
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"A good head 
and a good heart 
are always a 
formidable 
combination."

Nelson Mandela

It's never too late toIt s never too late to 
be what you might 
have been.

— George Eliot



W. Somerset Maugham said,

"The common idea that success "The common idea that success 
spoils people by making them vain, spoils people by making them vain, 
egotistic, and selfegotistic, and self--complacent is complacent is 
erroneous; on the contrary, it makes erroneous; on the contrary, it makes 
them, for the most part, humble, them, for the most part, humble, 
tolerant, and kind.  Failure makes tolerant, and kind.  Failure makes 
people bitter and cruel."people bitter and cruel."

The National Research Center on 
the Gifted and Talented

www.gifted.uconn.edu

Confratute

Look in my face,

My name is mightMy name is might 
have been.

— Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

The philosophy behind the Schoolwide Enrichment 
Model is to increase enrichment opportunities and 
achievement for all students. 

A rising tide lifts all ships…

Every child will do better when all children are achieving at 
the highest possible levels. 

Children learn best when they are interested, motivated and 
engaged. 


