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Chapter 2 

External and Internal Challenges of Being Young, Gifted, and Black 

 

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self 

through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 

amused contempt and pity.  

~Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois, author and civil rights activist 

 

Being gifted can be as much a challenge to gifted children as it can be to their parents. 

Many characteristics of giftedness raise concerns that need specialized attention from parents and 

school personnel. Without understanding the full scope of gifted behaviors, often even the most 

loving and caring parent cannot help a child tackle the external and internal challenges of being 

gifted. While many issues addressed in this chapter are those faced by all gifted children, Black 

gifted children face additional, specific dilemmas.  

 

External Challenges 

Discrimination 

All of us at one time or another have experienced discrimination. Black gifted children 

are likely to be treated unfairly, not only because of their ethnicity, but also because they are 

gifted, which raises additional challenges for them. Sometimes the discrimination is overt and 

intended. Other times it is subtle and possibly unintended. Many people hold biased notions or 

beliefs about others that they perceive as facts, and they may not even realize that they are 

discriminating when these beliefs come into play in their actions and behaviors. In either 

instance, though, whether intended or not, discrimination is a reality that Black gifted children 

must face at some point in their lives.  

Minority gifted children sometimes experience discrimination at school. If your gifted 

child sees that he is not being treated or responded to by teachers in the same way as others, he 

will feel it on a deep level. The impact of this unfair treatment can be very detrimental to a young 

person’s self esteem over time. According to a recent report:
i
  

 

More than twice as many Black male students as White male students receive out 

of school suspensions, and three times as many Black male students as White 

male students are expelled. Out of school suspensions in many cases lead to 

students ending their school careers before graduation.  

These school discipline disparities may account for a significant portion of 

the Black male students who do not graduate with their cohort 

 

During his junior year of high school, my son, whom I would characterize as idealistic, caring, 

and sensitive, was suspended from school on Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. My son was generally 

well-behaved—he was even a student leader in his junior and senior years of high school. But on 

Martin Luther King’s birthday—a day on which my son was thinking about Dr. King, his life, 

and his tremendous contributions to society’s civil rights concerns—his Spanish teacher asked 

the students to put down all books, stop talking, and get ready for instruction. One of my son’s 

friends (who was Black) was looking at a book quietly and didn’t immediately respond to the 

teacher, so she reprimanded him in front of the class. 
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Prior to this incident, my son had frequently told me about the erratic behavior of a 

couple of students (who happened to be White) in his Spanish class, and he said that the teacher 

ignored their behavior. When the teacher then openly chastised my son’s friend, my son said he 

felt as if he “had to do something.” So he stood up and defended his friend, literally talking back 

to the teacher in a disrespectful way. She wrote him up and ordered him to the office. After a 

conversation with the Assistant Principal, my son was suspended for two days.  

The Assistant Principal called to inform me of the situation so I would be prepared when 

I came home in the evening, and I was shocked. My son was, and continues to be, a calm person 

with excellent manners—unless he gets very upset about something that he sees as irrational, 

nonsensical, or unfair. On my way home, I called him, and he apologized; he said that he felt like 

he’d let me down. However, he still questioned whether or not he had actually done anything 

wrong. He described the situation and later asked if I thought his response had had anything to 

do with the fact that it was Dr. King’s birthday. He had witnessed unfair treatment by the 

teacher all year and was tired of it, and when his friend was chastised while others had not been, 

he felt called to action.  

When it was time for my son to go back to school, his father and I went to meet with the 

Assistant Principal. I also asked for the Spanish teacher to attend the meeting. They knew us 

well, as his father and I were very active in the school and in our community. The Assistant 

Principal started the meeting by saying that he knew our son was a good student and not 

normally one to get into trouble. I said that based on what our son had told us, the suspension 

was perhaps in order. However, it was also important that we address the teacher’s classroom 

management style and instruction. I asked the teacher if classroom management was an issue, 

and she admitted that it was. She was humble and suggested that perhaps her classroom 

instruction should be more engaging, but she said that she was having a hard time controlling 

the students, so sometimes she just did what she could. 

What lessons did we learn? First, it was important that I knew my son’s intense 

emotional sensitivities and the likelihood that the school environment would create challenges 

for him at times. He was different than most boys, yet he was respected by his peers for his 

leadership ability and, I suspect, also because he excelled in classes. Second, it was helpful for 

me to have a good relationship with the administration so that when a situation like this arose, 

they knew to call me immediately to alert me. Third, it was important that his father and I both 

went to the meeting so that all parties were brought to the table to discuss not only what was 

going to happen after the suspension, but what had led up to the suspension.  

My son’s father and I were both calm, but we made it clear that while our son may have 

been wrong for speaking to the teacher in a disrespectful manner, perhaps the classroom 

situation needed examining, too. Parents and family members need to collaborate with school 

personnel and stay actively involved in the education of our children. Any action we take to 

correct inappropriate situations will positively affect our children—and others as well.  

 

Black gifted children in unfair or discriminatory school settings understand from a very 

early age that something is wrong with their school experience. They often have a vague feeling 

that they don’t quite fit with what the teacher expects or what their classmates are doing. This 

type of situation not only puzzles them, but over time, it becomes frustrating and disappointing. 

Some students will try to make themselves fit in, even if it means that they are not being true to 

themselves. Others may withdraw within themselves or even physically withdraw from gifted 

programs. Some become depressed or angry and rebellious and act out. The low retention of 
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gifted Black students in honors and advanced classes speaks to their discomfort level and the 

need for schools to examine better approaches to ensuring that students’ intellectual and social-

emotional needs are appropriately met.
ii
 

Many gifted teens, both minorities and those in the majority culture, have a very deep 

concern for human rights and equality issues in the community and the world at large. It is not 

uncommon for gifted students to become activists and leaders at an early age, not because others 

vote them into office, but because they feel personally obligated to speak up and work to help 

make a difference.  

It is essential for parents of Black gifted students to teach their children about race. 

Describe to them what it means to be Black in America, talk about our history in this country, 

and help them understand through your speech, as well as your actions, that although they will 

face obstacles and challenges because of their race, they have the ability to be successful. 

 

<<Sidebar>> 

Responding to Racism 

According to the National Association of Independent Schools, most African American students 

deal with some type of racism during their school experience. However: 

 

In response to their experiences of racism, students reported feeling angry and 

strengthened most often…. Feeling strengthened as a response to racism may 

seem counterintuitive. However, students who have been proactively racially 

socialized by parents and other adults so that they have coping responses ready 

when they encounter racism may report being strengthened because they were 

able to deal with racism in a healthy way. Indeed…students reported “speaking 

out” or “proving them wrong” as the coping responses they used most often…. 

(Arrington, Hall, & Stevenson, 2003) 

 

So parents, be aware that although racism is an unavoidable fact for our Black children, it 

does not have to be a destructive force against them. Teach your children to be strong and 

emotionally healthy, to dispel stereotypes and myths about the Black culture, and to prove others 

wrong by doing well. Your children can rise above the racism they encounter, and in doing so, 

they can help others see that racism has no place in an equitable and fair society. 

 

Lack of Understanding of Black Culture 

Another barrier for Black children is simply a lack of understanding about Black culture 

from the majority population. When our schools were integrated, some even by force in the 

1950s and ’60s, Black students were placed in classrooms outside of their home communities. As 

a result, many African American students faced teachers for the first time who did not look like 

them nor understand their behaviors, language, culture, and traditions.  

Some researchers suggest that this lack of understanding is a major factor in the 

continuing achievement gap between African American children and White children, and they 

point to the increasing numbers of teachers who have little or no knowledge of and respect for 

who these students truly are, but yet who teach Black children on a daily basis.
iii

 As a result, 

these teachers tend to categorize and discriminate against African American students. Powerful 

research results from a nationwide study indicate that:
iv
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White Male students are more than twice as likely to be placed in gifted/talented 

programs as are Black male students, while the latter are more than twice as 

likely to be classified as mentally retarded as White male students, in spite of 

research demonstrating that the percentages of students from all groups are 

approximately the same at each intelligence level. The persistent over-

classification of Black male students as mentally retarded reflects, at best, a lack 

of professional development in this area for teachers and other staff. 

 

When educators discriminate because of a lack of appropriate professional development, 

the affected students are handicapped in their ability to receive educational opportunities that are 

equivalent to those offered to their majority-culture classmates.  

 

Low Expectations 

One way that discrimination and a lack of understanding of Black culture affect African 

American children is that others simply do not expect enough of them—it is discrimination 

through low expectations. As a parent, you should be aware that teacher expectations contribute 

significantly to the way teachers teach and the way students learn. As a matter of fact, some 

recent studies have concluded that teacher expectations, and thus the learning environment, have 

the greatest impact on student achievement.
v
 Teachers have the ability to strongly influence the 

lives of their students though the ways they interact with them and the amount of attention they 

give to them (or not) in the classroom.  

Teacher expectations are not unlike community and societal expectations. As a parent, 

you need to be alert to low expectations from various adults both within and outside of the 

school setting. Neighbors, relatives, coworkers, and potential employers often fall into the trap of 

low expectations, too, and it can be quite a challenge to keep your child from accepting those 

low expectations—and underachieving as a result. 

Most children are negatively affected by low expectations. Some, however, use these 

expectations as motivators. One high school student from a low-income environment said this 

when asked about barriers or facilitators to her achievement:
vi

  

 

When people see my home and my surroundings, they expect me to be of low 

education or incapable of educational success, because let’s face it, that’s the 

unavoidable stereotype. My environment encourages me to be successful in 

school in order to prove the stereotypes wrong. 

 

This comment was mirrored by Oscar-nominated actress Gabourey Sidibe: “I think 

people look at me and don’t expect much—even though I expect a whole lot.”
vii

 Sidibe won 

international acclaim for her portrayal of Precious, a large, dark-skinned teen who was horribly 

abused for most of her young life. Precious is a film adaptation of the book Push, by Sapphire. 

Sidibe was nominated for Academy and Golden Globe awards and won the NAACP Image 

Award for best actress—and this movie was her first acting role. Her latent talent would have not 

been discovered had it not been for the audition team who saw potential in her, friends who 

encouraged her to try out for the part, and her own high expectations.  

Just imagine the numbers of children in classrooms and neighborhoods across America 

for whom low expectations are the norm. They live in places where they are not expected to rise 

above or do anything fruitful with their lives. Among these children are many who have 
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exceptional talents. Be alert for situations in which your children may be confronted with 

individuals who don’t believe in their potential. For example, if your son tells you about specific 

comments made by teachers or others that indicate low expectations of him, immediately remind 

him of his high potential and how, with hard work and persistence, he has the ability to be 

anything he wants to be.  

If your child describes events that demonstrate that he is repeatedly subjected to low 

expectations in school, set up an appointment with his teacher for a face-to-face discussion. If, 

after this meeting, your child continues to describe negative comments that he and other students 

experience in the classroom, then your next meeting should be with the principal. It is important 

for parents to speak up and not allow students to be abused in school settings by adults who don’t 

believe in their potential. Suffering from low expectations can destroy the spirit of anyone over 

time, particularly a gifted child or teen who is already in a minority and feels he has to prove 

himself time and time again. One mother passionately shared her feelings on this matter, saying 

that she had “a sense of responsibility to exalt her own son to let him know that he is special and 

capable of doing well in school and in life.”
viii
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