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Ellen Fiedler’s Interview with Annemarie Roeper—Vol. 1 

 

Ellen: Talking with Dr. Annemarie Roeper and it is now Monday, the 8th of March, 1999. Thank 
you, Annemarie, for being willing to talk to me today. 

Annemarie: Well, I hope it’ll be… (Laughter) 

Ellen: Well, it’ll be whatever it’s gonna be. (Laughter) As you know, my project has to do with 
gifted children, particularly gifted children who are underserved. Those who have not really been 
dealt with appropriately in our nation’s schools. I’m interested in hearing your ideas about that. 
So, first, would you tell me about your thoughts on gifted children who are underserved? 

Annemarie: I think the gifted children who are underserved are those who don’t fall into the 
category of children who are high achievers. They’re the children who are the highly gifted, and 
actually in my mind they are the ones who are the most underserved. Strangely enough they are 
underserved in schools for gifted children because I believe that one of the difficulties in gifted 
child education is that there is no curriculum for the gifted. Gifted education has really relied on 
using the existing curriculum, which personally I don’t think… I think it’s too restricted for all 
children. But for gifted children of any stage, but especially the highly gifted, it is simply not 
applicable. What we’ve done is, we simply took the same curriculum and modified it slightly. I 
would say that’s actually what we did.  

Ellen: So, some of your concern really is for these highly gifted children who don’t even fit in 
schools for the gifted.  

Annemarie: Right. I’m concerned with those children… I know other people are concerned with 
them, but I don’t think we’ve found solutions for them. I think we have found solutions for gifted 
children possibly, maybe, with learning disabilities. Or children who come from different racial 
backgrounds. Those are the areas that are sort of easier to spot and do something about. But the 
highly gifted… The reason I think we have not really served them is because we truly don’t 
understand them. Also, of course, the difference is not cognitive but emotional, and as I think, 
spiritual.  

Ellen: I’d like to hear you say a little more about this. The emotional and spiritual differences as 
well as the cognitive.  

Annemarie: Of course you can’t really separate. You can’t actually separate the cognitive from 
the emotional, because they’re totally interdependent. I think that a highly gifted child is 
extremely sensitive to any kind of stimulus from any source. They’re truly like an instrument 
that’s highly strung. They are also so aware of the consequences of their behavior, they’re so 
aware of the expectations of society, and they are so aware of the fact that because they’re 
children, they’re powerless. And yet they see what should happen. That’s really what I feel is 
one of the difficulties, but their other difficulty is that they’re truly—even kinesthetically, and in 
many ways so sensitive—I think that the statement that one gifted child made to me once is a 
very, very good image. He said, “You must understand that I have no skin.” That’s I think the 
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truth. Everything comes directly to them, they see it in much more brilliant colors. So they see 
the dangers more clearly. Their range of understanding—their range of experience and 
understanding—is so much greater. They have more reason to feel insecure because they know 
very early—often too early—that their parents and teachers are not omnipotent. That they can’t 
rely on them, but they can’t rely on themselves, either. So what they have to learn is to live with 
the unknown, and I think that is very difficult. Do you want me to talk in terms of what to do 
about it? 

Ellen: Oh, of course. Of course.  

Annemarie: I don’t know what to do about it. (Laughter) But I do think the first thing to do is to 
know it. To understand it. And to give them opportunities to relate to other people, and to feel 
accepted by other people, and feel that there are others who’ve listened to them. It’s actually a 
mistake to think that just because they know that the adults, whoever they may be, are powerless. 
That makes them less respectful. They do need the feeling of being understood, and I think 
actually what my experience with these very highly children has been that those who make—and 
we all do know that the highly gifted children are more apt to commit suicide and things like 
that. But the ones who do well are the ones who say that their parents, or their best friends—they 
know that their parents are on their side. Parents are most important for the highly gifted child.  

Ellen: Some of what you’ve said relates to your concerns with the spiritual side of the highly 
gifted. I wonder if you could talk a little more about that.  

Annemarie: It’s actually an area that I’ve been become more aware of in the last few years. I 
think that it’s sort of a logical sequence, and here I must stress that logic is a part of the highly 
gifted. It’s a logical sequence that when we realize that we can’t find all the answers, that we 
must learn to live with this lack of answers. What I find is so difficult for the gifted child, and 
especially for the highly gifted child, is that they concern themselves with questions that most 
children don’t concern themselves with. One way in which I recognize a gifted child is when 
they are afraid of death at the age of 3. When they worry about the universe—where do we come 
from? Where are we going? What is reality? What is infinity? All of these things are on their 
mind, and they are not just interesting questions. They are a matter of life and death for them.  

I think another area with which these children are so deeply concerned is the area of justice. And 
the area of how do we—our responsibility for each other. I have a feeling that the only people 
who worry about the homeless are the children. They worried during the period of when we were 
more concerned about an atomic attack—it was the children who spent sleepless nights. Because 
they don’t have the protection. That’s, I think, an important thing. I think that as we got older we 
developed a kind of immunity against those areas which we can’t do anything about. The highly 
gifted feel that they have to do something about everything. It’s the only thing that gives them 
confidence. If you can do something.  

They worry about religion. You can have philosophical discussions with 4-5-6 year olds. In fact, 
more so because they don’t have any other obligations. They don’t have to make a living, which 
sort of restricts their ability to think about things. But they do worry about this. They worry 
about relationships. They worry about what areas of control—they worry about will. And how 
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much can they—does their will—how much freedom of will do they actually have. How much 
freedom of choice. Even at a very early age they understand the limitations.  

Ellen: Tell me, can you talk a little about how your work has helped to develop awareness or 
raise consciousness about these children?  

Annemarie: It’s very hard for me to differentiate between what I’ve learned from living and what 
I’ve learned from children. My approach to working with children is to give them… To interact 
with them on a basis first of all of totally equality. Secondly of no expectations. I want to really 
soak in this child, I want to experience this child. I think that I have found out things about 
children that are more difficult for others because they do open up to me. I am very sensitive 
towards them. I identify with them. I’m trying to think of examples—as we were talking several 
came to my mind and now they have left me.  

I can think of a child who was seven years old, and I think one reason why he stayed in my 
memory is because he was so aware of all the difficulties in the world. This was a child who 
came into this apartment and saw the little mementos that I have from the fire, because he was 
just walking past them, and he asked me what they were. I said that my house burned, and that 
this was literally everything—anything—that was left from that time. When I looked at him, he 
was seven, and his eyes filled with tears, and he put his arms around me and said, “That must 
have been so sad.” It was such a direct reaction, and I’ve seen the same child—his mother had an 
understanding of his enormous sensitivity. But at the same time, she was in the predicament that 
many mothers—many parents—are in. That he had to make it in this world. He was so taken in 
by the universe. That’s the things he talked about—whether global reality—he simply had 
trouble concentrating on things. He had difficulties in school, particularly doing the rote learning. 
Learning the some of the mathematical facts. He—like all gifted children—he could figure out 
the concepts but not the computation. When he got very excited, he wet his pants. He was not 
accepted by other children very well. He was just different. But what I felt was that this child 
was in the totally wrong environment. Nobody took the time to talk with him about things that 
troubled him. About the things that were really concerning him, and it’s very hard for children to 
feel… to see how we don’t look after the homeless, because they identify with them, and it gives 
them a feeling of not being taken care of. So how do we help them in all sorts of different ways.  

I remember one child who was very, who had been very worried about the atom bomb. But his 
mother was an activist. She was very involved in trying to do something about it. When I talked 
to him, he said that he was less worried because he knew his mother was taking care of it for 
him. He also knew, of course, that she was not probably going to be able to really stop it, but that 
he felt understood by her. That’s part of the curriculum of life. It’s part of what educated this 
child.  

Ellen: I know that your living experiences and your experiences with children became woven 
into the Roeper School. Would you talk a little about the Roeper School and the Roeper 
philosophy? And how that relates to your concerns for highly gifted children? 

Annemarie: Well, the history is that we’re refugees from Germany. We had to leave because of 
the Nazis. My parents had a school in Germany which was based on the same principles that we 
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have. It was not for the gifted but it was for all children. It concerned itself with allowing the 
growth of the individual with the understanding of who are we. We believed in education from 
the inside out. That is really what we applied at the Roeper School. Our school also was not for 
the gifted at first. We came to the gifted because we felt the gifted were those who 
misunderstood and needed the help. Also who may be the greatest hope for a better future for 
this world. Because of their caring, but also because of their knowledge. They do know more. 
They are people who can find alternative solutions. I think what one has to say is that not only 
does everything come to them in greater variety, with greater strength, and more glaring colors, 
but I think at the same time, we are able to—the gifted are able to—find solutions, and solve 
problems better than others, because they will know more what to do with the information they 
have, and they will also be able to collect more information.  

Ellen: So it’s the cognitive and the emotional and the spiritual all working together? 

Annemarie: Yes. That’s what I believe.  

Ellen: How did you first become interested in these particular students? 

Annemarie: Actually because our school, we wanted to educate children who could—the whole 
child. Who really could make the best of themselves. Whose Selves were allowed to grow. When 
we started the school, I think it happened that we did, it was people who particularly were 
interested in our kind of approach, which probably—it was partially based also on John Dewey’s 
thinking. But also we came from a Freudian background, who really had sort of turned us on to 
the soul of people. Or the psyche. 

In the process I think what happened was that we got the children into our school who, for some 
reason or other, were not really served in the public schools. When we looked around, we 
realized that we got very, very highly gifted children. Even before the school became a school 
for gifted children. We also had children who were retarded, or close to being retarded. We 
realized that the range that we had was just too great. We really couldn’t help all children, and 
we had to make a decision.  

It was actually my husband who then became interested in the gifted. There was an ongoing 
column in the New York Times and I’ve forgotten the name of the man. Do you know? Who 
spoke about the gifted. We actually sort of came in at the second wave of gifted education. This 
man founded a school on Long Island for gifted children. I think that was the very first school for 
the gifted. We went and visited and it came clear to us that these children were not served, and so 
we then decided to slowly turn the school into a school for the gifted.  

Our greatest emphasis was not really the gifted, our school was not a school that was founded for 
the gifted. Our school was founded on the basis of helping children develop who they were, and 
sort of paving the way for them. The gifted is an outgrowth of this, but we have never really said 
that our interest is only in the gifted. Or that even Roeper School was a school for the gifted. It is 
a school for the gifted but it was a school for the world. We wanted to help to do the best we 
could to make this world a better place. Especially after having lived through the Nazis. The 
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gifted needed help, but also the gifted could do the helping. That was really why we turned to the 
gifted.  

Ellen: About what year was that? As you founded the school and as it began to become more 
focused on providing for the gifted. 

Annemarie: That was 1956. We founded the school in 41. So you can see that the school existed 
for quite a long time before we ever thought of making it a school for the gifted. The same 
principles existed. They were adapted and changed, in terms of the gifted, but it was later on 
actually. I think if someone were to ask me to make a decision today—about whether my 
greatest interest, whether I would want a school for the gifted—I would probably say that our 
school, whether the importance was that it was a school for the gifted, or that it was a school that 
based on a humanistic philosophy. It would be a humanist philosophy that I would stand up for. 
I’ve known schools for gifted children which did not agree with my principles at all. It’s the 
principle that comes before the gifted child, for me.  

Ellen: Would you talk a little more about how your principles are particularly important for the 
highly gifted child who doesn’t fit it into the regular school? 

Annemarie: I have to think about that for a moment. I think that these principles are particularly 
important for the gifted child and more easily understood by the gifted than by others. Our point 
of view is the same point of view that the gifted will have. It’s a global point of view. It looks at 
the world first, at the needs of the world. And then how to support those needs, how to work with 
them, how to solve those needs. In detail. I think our point of view has always been the overall 
first—that’s where the spiritual comes in. We would be concerned with the universe before we 
would be concerned with teaching them reading. That’s what the gifted child looks at first. He 
always looks at it as part of it.  

Ellen: Perhaps it would be helpful to have you talk a little more about the principles of teaching 
from the inside out. With a more global perspective.  

Annemarie: It is actually the opposite principle of teaching. The goal is education for life. In our 
way of looking at it, trying to help the child fit—not only fit in, but be able to be himself. To use 
his own creative strength. Where the usual goal of education is imposing a curriculum on the 
child the child has to adjust to what’s offered, rather than what he is learning, that which he 
needs to learn or wants to learn. I would say our goal is opening the world, and the goal from the 
inside out, and the goal of education as it defines itself today, is really imposing a utilitarian 
approach. And the achievement approach. The difference, very simply, is whether we are 
concerned with what you do or with who you are. That is really where we get to.  

Ellen: Is what you do, or what the highly gifted child does, more likely to be an accurate 
reflection of who he or she is if he has this kind of a learning experience?  

Annemarie: I think he can’t help being who he is. What we need to do is find ways of allowing 
him that rather than squeezing him into a shape that he doesn’t belong to. You are asking how in 
practical terms do we do that? 
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Ellen: Yes, but I’m also asking the philosophical question, because I think that the philosophy 
leads to the practical.  

Annemarie: Yes.  

Ellen: A lot of your work recently has focused on the Self of the child, and I’d like to have you 
talk some about that. In the larger sense, then in terms of gifted, and then in terms of the highly 
gifted, if you will. 

Annemarie: That’s a big order. 

Ellen: That’s a big question. So have a drink of water, and know that we can edit this tape later. 
Take whatever time you need.  

Annemarie: I don’t know if I want to exactly answer this question. Because I was thinking that… 
(Pause) Now it’s gone. (36:26) 

When you start with the inside out, every aspect of daily living, and every aspect of expectations 
of children changes. In that case, we simply ask different questions. We asked, how do we pave 
the way for this child? What kind of support does he need? How do we help him with his 
emotional acceptance of the world and being accepted by the world? I think that we don’t very 
often look at the world we live in from the point of view of the newborn. Of the enormous task 
that he finds when all of the sudden he’s out of the womb and he’s in this world, on his own, 
unconnected. Not able to walk, not able to do anything. All he is is a feeling. I think that as 
parents, as adults, we have given these children a promise. We have given them the promise that 
we will help them grow, that we will give them the emotional support, that we will create a new 
lifeline for them. Since the umbilical cord is not there anymore. We need to replace that 
umbilical cord with someone else, with another connection. Within that lifeline, we allow the 
growth, then we need to bring to them. 

First of all, if you watch a young child, you know that they are eager to learn. We don’t have to 
teach them. They want to learn. They want to learn because their knowledge is actually the 
greatest property that they can own. This world is so exciting, they’re so driven to learn. They 
want to know why it looks out there the way it does now. (Laughter) They want to know not only 
out of anxiety but they want to find their place in it, and to understand as much as they possibly 
can. They also, very early, want to learn how to read and write, they want to do the same things 
that we teach them anyway. But they don’t want to be taught in the way we teach them. One of 
the other things that becomes—that is such an enormous difference—in terms of education, is 
that if you start from the inside out, the emphasis is on learning and not on teaching. That’s a 
wholly different point of view. That’s where I feel that we don’t understand, we don’t know.  

You asked me if I see that in general. Maybe I should say, in general, that I believe that the Self 
grows just as the body does. Self is a tiny unit inside of us, which is not totally separate but it 
connected with the universe. The Self needs nurturing. The Self needs to learn certain ways in 
which to fit into this, and which to create the support that it needs, such as fantasy and 
imagination is an important aspect of that. For instance, you can replace—since you can’t have 
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your wishes fulfilled all the time—that fantasy can take the place. But all of that is based on the 
relationship. Where are we? 

Ellen: You’ve been talking about the Self, and the importance of our really being able to 
understand the Self of the child. Is this different for the highly gifted child? 

Annemarie: Well, I think it’s different for each individual.  

Ellen: Talk to me about what’s inside.  

Annemarie: I think the Self is caught in a cage inside of us like a bird. Because it reaches out, it 
wants to reach out, it can’t… And that’s what makes us think it’s a unit. That’s what creates the 
unit, because it is the I. It is what makes us say—I am who I am. But probably that’s just the 
limitation that the body puts on it, and maybe once it gets out, it can join with the universe. I 
think it’s the highly gifted who understands this.  

You were asking about the difference of the self for the gifted and the highly gifted. I think each 
individual is totally different. Each person, each soul, each animal, I would think, is unique. 
There are no two who are alike. Actually, it’s true when you do fingerprinting, that’s what 
fingerprinting is. (Laughter)   

The Self is the most complex thing there is. It’s really like a whole world inside of us, which is in 
constant movement, and constant development. I think what happens—and this is where people 
get confused and find it so difficult—each person is unique, each person is different, but follows 
at least in part a preconceived direction, just like the body is going to go where the DNA sends it. 
Yet I do think things change, the body changes, also because we change internally. We do have 
the ability of having an impact on our life. There was another question, about… 

Ellen: About the highly gifted. 

Annemarie: I do think there are certain needs, certain ways in which the gifted—and I think I’ve 
described them before—they have a broader point of view, their uniqueness in some way pushes 
them more strongly, I think, than some other children. I feel that psychologically they do go a 
different route. I don’t see any contradiction in saying each person is unique. I can, without any 
hesitation, say that each person is gifted, and has their own gifts. But that depends on how we 
define it. There are still similarities between people, and there are similarities among the gifted. 
They are similar, and they have similar needs, and when we don’t recognize them, then we hurt 
them. I think where they differ has to do with the fact that they have a different approach, and 
that they deal with life differently from the very beginning. I think one of the big differences is 
that they are more able to.  

The very early growth process of the Self differs in the gifted, from others. For instance, they 
will sooner learn how to deal with dangers. They really are more able to—at least in their 
mind—understand what is going on. The example that I always use is that the gifted are not so 
likely to fall down the stairs when they’re first learning how to walk, because they have 
understood sooner that if they turn around and crawl backwards, that is one way of saving 
themselves. The gifted not only have learned the different skill at that moment, but he also has a 
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different evaluation of himself. He has really mastered a situation, which the other child has not 
mastered, and the other child therefore has a different set of anxieties. Does not experience 
perfectionism the way the gifted does. This, I think, is one of the reasons why the gifted are 
perfectionists, because they know they can be perfect in certain ways. They can do things better. 
So they have the expectations of mastering it, and it’s something that we have seen very often in 
the gifted—they don’t injure themselves as often. They find the solution for their physical safety, 
for instance. They’re not as likely to run into the street. They’re not as likely to take drugs, I 
think, when they get older. They know what the dangers are, so protect themselves. By the same 
token, there is a point when they think, when they easily think that they have all the answers. 
That they can take care of themselves.  

Psychological, emotional changes take place in a gifted child, that don’t appear in another child 
as easily. I think you find there are many other life experiences which will make things different 
for different people. It just comes to my mind that, for instance, a black child growing up in 
slavery must—from the very beginning—feel the lack of power, no matter how gifted he is. So 
that may already create a totally different kind of personality, different kind of Self.  

Ellen: I was surprised to hear you say that you think all children are gifted. Or all people are 
gifted. I think I need you to elaborate a little bit about that.  

Annemarie: I said that because I knew you were going to say that.  

Ellen: (Laughter) You knew I wouldn’t let that slide by.  

Annemarie: Right. It was sort of facetiously. No, whether you say they’re unique, I think all 
children have intelligence, all children are alive, have value being, and something which I think 
people are totally equal—they have equal rights to live. They can have equal rights to this Earth. 
When I said I think all children are gifted, it’s because I know that’s the answer people give. It 
brings up the opposition in all of our friends. (Laughter) I don’t really want to be a party to 
having anybody put down. If being gifted has that effect, and it does, in some way I think.  

I can tell you a lot of things that’s wrong with gifted. I think if you have two brothers, and one of 
them has been identified as gifted, the other one suffers. That we have no right to do. As long as 
we live in a competitive world like that, as long as we have not said that in terms of rights we are 
equal, and also we don’t know all of the depth of each person. We don’t know. We can’t say of 
anybody that they aren’t gifted. I think there are many experiences that probably even retarded 
children have. I remember we had a brother and sister in our school, years ago, who probably 
were the sort or—almost the reason why we felt we had to decide between gifted and other 
children. Because we felt these children, we could not really help. Both of these children, who 
had enormously loving parents, they couldn’t stand it when another child cried. They’d always 
be there with their arms around them. (55:53) They had the gift of love. Of being able to love. 
When you asked me that question, I was going to defend the statement that everybody was 
gifted, but I think I am. (Laughter)  

Ellen: It has to do with the definition of giftedness.  

Annemarie: Of course it does.  
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Ellen: So how would you define gifted then?  

Annemarie: See, that’s probably a contradiction to what I just said. That’s why I think the word 
is wrong.  

Ellen: That’s what I was after.  

Annemarie: I do think it’s an ill-chosen word. I think that the more I say, the more I’m going to 
get people against me. There are people who are—as I’ve been explaining during this whole 
session—who are different. I think it’s a qualitative difference. It’s the way they experience life. 
The gifted do experience it differently. I just wish they weren’t called gifted.  

Ellen: Yeah. OK. Is there another word?  

Annemarie: No, there isn’t. I’ve thought about this ever since…. Since I’ve become involved in 
the gifted. I think we’re stuck with it. That’s why I think maybe I have to take back what I said. I 
said that everybody’s gifted, because you can define it so that not everybody’s gifted. I think we 
are stuck with it. It’s a pity. That’s really the way I look at it. There are these differences, and 
one has to recognize them. One has to—again, it’s just like some children, you can’t just go to a 
store and buy a whole bunch of clothes for 2 year olds and expect they fit everybody. Some are 
bigger. Some are fatter. It’s just not necessary to say that the bigger ones are better than the fatter 
ones.  

Ellen: This is really an issue of the implications of the word gifted as being better than.  

Annemarie: Right. That’s the issue. 

Ellen: Some of what we need to do is help people see the word as separate from better than . 

Annemarie: Right.  

Ellen: In a competitive world. (Laughter) 

Annemarie: Actually, if you explain it in a qualitative way, there’s advantage in that. You don’t 
have to say they’re better, they’re different. They are different. Just as men are different from 
women. This whole matter of when we tried for a while to make women dislike men, that didn’t 
really work out.  

Ellen: So your concerns for highly gifted children have to do with the qualitative ways in which 
they differ from other gifted children as well as from the rest of…. 

Annemarie: I think that probably we are on the way of doing something else again. Because I do 
think children have become more gifted. I think the things they know, the way they deal with the 
world, I also think that there are more and more highly gifted children. There is something 
happening with our psyche that is changing, and I think a lot of it has to do simply with greater 
knowledge and so on. I think that at some point the highly gifted will simply replace the gifted.  

Ellen: What are your most pressing concerns about highly gifted children? 

Annemarie: From the inside out, or from the outside in? (Laughter) 
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Ellen: How about both? 

Annemarie: I think my greatest concern is that we don’t understand them. Or that most people 
don’t understand them. That we haven’t created a place for them. It’s such a loss for us, because 
it’s such an enormous—they’re the hidden treasures. That’s what I keep talking about. I think I 
feel sorry for them, and I feel sorry for the world who doesn’t get what they have to offer. It’s 
with such astonishment that I look at some of these children, and I’m not concerned about their 
200 IQ. I’m just concerned about the way in which they try to understand this world. They’d 
understand it, I think… They know things that we don’t know.  

Ellen: How can we help them? And how can we help the world to understand them?  

Annemarie: We always ask that question, and of course there’s no good answer. We can help 
them by redefining normalcy. Because it’s so narrowly defined that hardly—it seems to me that 
probably one could say with certainty that somebody is going to find a flaw, a learning disability, 
something wrong with the very highly gifted. Each and every one of them. We don’t understand 
them as normal, and they are normal. That’s why we have to expand the norm. I think probably 
one of the greatest destructive things in the world is the strange idea that we have what is right, 
what is wrong, what is normal. I haven’t ever heard anybody really define, but it’s something we 
all seem to know, and we all apply it. In the same way, it always surprises me—because that’s 
the other side. Everybody recognizes gifted children. They really do. Somebody will say to you, 
I think there’s something very special about this child. He really seems to be gifted. There’s 
some feeling—either they can put it into words or they don’t put it into words, but they know it’s 
there.  

Ellen: They get a sense of them, then where do things go wrong for highly gifted children? If 
they are recognized.  

Annemarie: Because they’re not recognized in a way that can be defined. What goes wrong is… 
I have to go to the bathroom.  

Ellen: OK.  

(Break) (1:06) [Ellen used the camera to show the clouds and buildings outside of the window 
during the break. There’s some missing context here without the video.] 

Ellen: Explain how that’s the Self. 

Annemarie: I just think it’s the complexity of the Self. I’m looking at buildings, and behind the 
buildings are some dark clouds, above those dark clouds is a shade of sky, and I think you 
could—if you wanted to identify each with a different feeling. The dark clouds probably have 
something to do with real depth. Maybe it’s something negative. Then in-between the sky opens 
up, and then it moves into a different set of clouds. They’re wide at the bottom. Clouds are such 
an amazing thing anyway. Just the design of the clouds right out here, and you look up and then 
they get darker, and you can see how these clouds are filled with water. There must be some kind 
of tension that holds it together. That’s I think what I’m talking about when I say the Self has an 
invisible skin, but it doesn’t really. It’s right in with everything else. Now then there’s a cloud 
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right above me, it reaches out to each other, and one is moving away and the other is trying to 
get—it’s dramatic. Then above it, there’s another darker cloud, in between the sky looks through. 
This is just all I have in front of me, within the small shape of my window.  

There’s something else, there’s another symbolism that often gets to me. It’s that what we look 
out of is so small and what we see is so big. I think that what the gifted see is maybe even bigger. 
But it all is seen in this little eye. Upside down, I think. (Laughter) And it’s just such an amazing 
concept in itself. Then there’s something else—I remember once lying on the ground, on my 
stomach, and in front of me there was a blade of grass, and beyond that grass it was I think 
somewhere in Switzerland, in the mountains. Beyond the grass there was a beautiful high 
mountain, but the little spade of grass. Spade of grass? 

Ellen: Blade. 

Annemarie: Blade of grass—obscured the mountain. And I think that is also one way in which 
you could describe the gifted. I think the gifted child is always aware of the mountain. When he 
sees that blade of grass, the mountain is always present. Where for somebody else the blade of 
grass might obscure the mountain completely, and the mountain disappears. That is also my 
objection to the Linda thing.  

Ellen: The? Visual spatial? 

Annemarie: No. 

Ellen: Asynchronous?  

Annemarie: Asynchronous development.  

Ellen: Talk a little bit more about that. Because I think that’s an important piece, and I was just 
thinking about that too.  

Annemarie: Well, I just think of course there’s asynchronous development. All of us still have 
the very infantile feelings and we have the anxieties probably that came with being born. But at 
the same time, the Self, my Self today, is very different from the one that I was born with. Of 
course it’s still there, but I think everything is in us at the same time. So I think what you could 
really say is there is something such as asynchronicity, but if we don’t limit it by saying—yes, 
but it’s still altogether one whole, then we are not understanding the child. Particularly the gifted 
child.  

Ellen: So the asynchrony with a gifted child isn’t that sometimes she’s 3 and sometimes she’s 10 
and sometimes she behaves more like she’s 25. But that she may have all of those things 
happening at once.  

Annemarie: I think they’re always present at once. They probably don’t always have them at 
once. That’s why maybe the image with the blade of grass is a good one. Because I think there 
may be a moment when all you can see is that blade of grass, meaning that you want the cookie 
and you take it when you’re 3 years old. And the mountain disappears, but I think it’s always 
there.  
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Ellen: So for the highly gifted child, who wants the cookie and takes it, the mountain may be the 
guilt of taking the cookie. 

Annemarie: Right.  

Ellen: Even though that child went ahead and behaved like a 3 year old.  

Annemarie: Right. But the guilt is huge, like that big cloud out there.  

Ellen: And so what are the ramifications then, for the highly gifted child? 

Annemarie: The ramifications are that the highly gifted has a complexity which other people 
can’t even imagine. The complexity is always there, maybe that’s the way to say it. The 
complexity is always there, and the mountain is always there. If we say that all there is is the 
blade, we have disqualified the child. We don’t see the Self.  

Ellen: And all its complexity.  

Annemarie: And all its complexity. We don’t really see the whole Self, because if we only see 
the blade, then we’re missing something. If we only see the mountain, we’re missing something. 
And, of course, everything that’s in between.  

Ellen: Right. So talk to me about the problems that come up for the highly gifted child.  

Annemarie: Living. They see all the complexity, and they have to move around in it. They don’t 
understand the average person. They really don’t know how… If they see, they do see the 
mountain, and the average person doesn’t see it. So they can’t communicate, because they have a 
different way of looking at it. Also, because they are—their inner life is so complex—they don’t 
have that much space for the outer life. They just live in that. I’m trying to think of a child who 
went to our school who was so clearly, so highly gifted, and I felt so drawn to her. She was just 
in an eternal state of confusion, because she just couldn’t understand the world. She had all these 
enormous interests, I think biology was really her interest, and she was so knowledgeable, and 
knew so much. And couldn’t really quite find her way. Within the school, and this was within 
our school, which was a school for gifted children, she still didn’t fit. You were always aware of 
her lack of fitting, and so was she. I remember once when I was trying to talk to the teachers 
about what it was like to be a highly gifted child—and this was many years ago—she was still in 
our school. I have no idea who she was right now. I said, to the people in the office, to pull a few 
of the folders that we had on different children, so I could talk about them and refresh my 
memory before the meeting.  

Also I wanted to ask the child if it’s all right with her. Well, this was just as a byproduct that the 
teachers could not—it didn’t occur to them that I should ask her first. But I did. I said, really, I’m 
not going to talk about you if you don’t want me to. Her reaction was really quite unexpected for 
me. She said, “You mean, you find me so interesting? You find it’s so important that you really 
want to talk about me to the teachers?” She said, “Of course, you can say anything you want to.” 
This was significant from all sorts of points of view. Because without wanting to, I made her 
very happy. Without wanting to, the teachers made me very unhappy. They really didn’t…. It 
didn’t enter their mind that the Self of the person should be respected. With very young children, 



13 
 

it’s difficult to always do that, but before I talk with parents, I always tell the child the reason 
you are here is because they want to make a decision about you going to a different school or 
something. I’d like to know what you would like to do, what your opinion is. But also, if I could 
tell them that you really think you are in the right school, but your mother doesn’t like the 
teacher, and she doesn’t think you are learning math fast enough. Or whatever it is. Then I never 
know what the answer is going to be. They may say to me, no, don’t tell her, I don’t want you to 
tell her what I told you. And then I don’t. Even if he’s five years old.  

Ellen: How old was the child at Roeper School you were just talking about? The one who you 
shared the? 

Annemarie: Oh, she was a high school student. I think she was probably 16 or something.  

Ellen: This is about respect for the child.  

Annemarie: Right. Yeah.  

Ellen: What do you think is the difference for a child who has that kind of respect and one who 
doesn’t? 

Annemarie: Who has been given it?  

Ellen: Yes. 

Annemarie: Well, this is one of my concerns about testing. And about evaluating. We turn this 
child into an object. That we have a right to do with what we want to do. I think we have a lot of 
disrespect for children. I think the highly gifted know it better than others. Richard said 
something to me, he said, we have to talk about—I’m forgetting what his exact words are. How 
we have to stop offending children. I think when he looks back into his childhood, he feels his 
Self has been offended. I think that’s a very important and gentle statement.  

Ellen: What are the ramifications for a child of being highly gifted? 

Annemarie: Mostly not belonging. Loneliness. I think it’s very important that these children will 
be allowed to pursue their inner needs, and of course it they do, if they’ve felt supported, they’re 
going to come out—they’re going to surprise the world. They’re going to make these enormous 
inventions. They’re going to become these wonderful singers. Like Hilton, who took more than 
60 years to get to that point. You can cut all that out.  

Ellen: (Laughter) Sure.  

Annemarie: What else.  

Ellen: Ramifications. 

Annemarie: Ramifications. Ramifications in all directions. There are ramifications to the effect 
the highly gifted have on other people. That’s I think a very important thing that we need to 
know. I’ve often said that ordinary people get murdered, and highly gifted get assassinated. Look 
at the people—look at what happens to these people. Look at Martin Luther King. Look at Jesus. 
And there was this philosopher, a Greek philosopher—Aristotle, I think. Was he put in prison? 
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There is the person who first said that our Earth was not the center of the universe. What’s his 
name?  

Ellen: Copernicus? 

Annemarie: Copernicus. Yes. He was put in prison. The highly gifted take our security away. 
They destroy what we take for granted, and we don’t want to know more than that. You know, 
one really does need to talk about the effect of the gifted on the feelings of others. Not only on 
the teacher who realizes that the student knows more than he does, but also the father who’s 
jealous when his child knows things that he doesn’t know. I once knew a father who could not 
control himself. Because his wife was so attached to the son, and looked down on him—he was 
no good—he would kick him. He would do all sorts of things. I remember, I think I even brought 
it out in the open to him, that it was just unbearable for him that this child was so gifted and 
knew so much and made his mother so happy. But we have to look at it from the other side also. 
What effect does it have? What effect has the beautiful sister on the ugly one?  

Ellen: It’s all the comparisons.  

Annemarie: That’s why I think there’s such a thing as the original sin.  

Ellen: (Laughter). Oh, my, now I want to hear more about that.  

Annemarie: (Laughter) It’s not part of this.  

Ellen: It’s not part of this—we’ll have to talk about that.  

Annemarie: Well, I think the original sin is through the moment you’re born, you become a 
sinner, because you have an effect on this world. Somewhere it’s not always a positive effect. I 
said that to my son when we were driving through a snowstorm, and he slammed on the brakes. 
(Laughter) Almost got us killed, he said he didn’t think he heard right.  

Ellen: Part of what I’m hearing you say is not only does the gifted child have this—particularly 
the highly gifted child—have this effect on everyone around him or her. But also because of the 
high sensitivity, is aware of that.  

Annemarie: Of course, of course, he is.  

Ellen: So this becomes kind of a snowball effect. Speaking of snowstorms.  

Annemarie: It does. Not long ago, I talked to a little girl, a little 7 year old girl. I don’t know how 
highly gifted she was, but I thought she was just enormously gifted. The way she understood—
now, she lived in a family situation, where there was a mother and a sister, and a father who had 
remarried. So there a brother, in the new family, and another sister, and the last I’d heard, they 
were about to have twins. This child had figured it all out. Her main connection to life—the 
relationship which really supported her—was the little boy in the father’s new family. They were 
so connected, and so needed each other, and—of course—the real mother then didn’t want her to 
be spending all that time, you know, it was that business of 3 days here and 3 days there, and all 
of that. Every time they were separated, she was—they both were—heartbroken. But she knew 
the feelings of everyone. She said her older sister, she used to hit her, and she was very jealous of 
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her. She said, of course, she was by herself, now she has to deal with all of these other people. 
Then she was talking about her little sister, the other half-sister on the other side, who was just—
who was confused by all of these different family relationships. I’m minimizing it—she knew 
much more. The boy was just—they were so in tune with each other. You know, I always asked 
them to bring something that they like. The first one I saw was the little boy. So he brought his 
sister. And I let them both come in my room, because I felt it was right. They’d called me, if they 
could bring her. They were so in tune with each other. They were playing, and yet always careful 
of each other. They were both highly gifted. But the little girl said, “I need space. I have to have 
time for my thoughts. Because I have so many things to do.” She was so aware of all the 
directions. You know, she had to deal with her real mother, she had to make her happy, she had 
to have the other mother, who she actually didn’t like because she was so domineering, I think. 
She had to keep it all… She was the peacemaker in the family. But she said, “I can’t do it if I 
don’t have space.” It wasn’t inner space, it was inner and outer space. I have to have my thoughts 
together before I can go on. So she had to have her feelings and thoughts together. Oh I want to 
have all of that in writing. 

Ellen: We’ll have to work on that.  

Annemarie: She had her own country. It was called Emmaland. That country—and that’s why 
you can’t have the name in there—but in that country, the animals didn’t eat each other, they got 
along. She showed me pictures that she’d drawn, and how they frolicked around, and what life 
was like for those animals. She said, “That’s where I go.” She had really found her own 
defenses. She had found it. But I haven’t heard, I wonder what became of her, because her big 
blue eyes were pretty desperate.  

Ellen: So you worry about her? 

Annemarie: I did worry about her. This is what I need. I really need people to—you just make 
me talk.  

Ellen: Good. 

Annemarie: But I don’t want to lose all of that. Honestly, can we get somebody to [transcribe the 
interview]? It would cost a lot of money, wouldn’t it? 

Ellen: Are you kidding? We’ll have a graduate student do it. 

Annemarie: Really?  

Ellen: They can have it as a project, and they get credit for it, and we get the transcription. Why 
not? 

Annemarie: Oh, I would just love it. Because I was thinking there are so many things I said that I 
need to remember. And if I could just look through and just underline everything. I could just 
this as a speech much better than what I… 

Ellen: We should do more of this. Seriously. I want to go back to this child that you’ve been 
talking about, because I’m hearing you talk about particular needs for highly gifted children.  
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Annemarie: Mm-hmm.  

Ellen: I know you’ve given thought to this. We’ve talked about what you see as their needs.  

Annemarie: I can use this for my speech at the Hollingworth… 

Ellen: Of course. Of course. We’ll have to get it together before that.  

Annemarie: Do you think you could? 

Ellen: We’ll try.  

Annemarie: Particular needs…  

Ellen: I mean, I type pretty fast, so I can transcribe it even.  

Annemarie: Well, this is a whole lot though. (Pause) Parental support. Freedom. Participation in 
their destiny. Freedom to choose their own curriculum. They need—they really need some 
freedom. They can’t live with a tight schedule. Roeper School has a 45 minute period, I think 
that’s almost criminal. I think it’s so bad.   

Ellen: And other schools may be worse.  

Annemarie: Yeah. Well, I don’t know anybody who has 20 minutes. (Laughter) But the principle 
behind it is bad. It’s amazing that they all get used to it, but I think they need freedom. They 
need support, they need—often—they need a steady hand. I know a whole family who comes 
from a very liberal background, and believes in open classroom approach, and he is now going to 
middle school. He went to a really very good school, with an open classroom, pretty much like 
our school in Michigan. He’s now going—the only other school they could find—is a school 
that’s rather conservative. His parents wouldn’t basically approve of. He loves it there. I think 
that once they’re a little older, 13 or 14, and they are really geared toward subject matter, which 
actually many of the highly gifted are when they’re very young. Subject matter is interesting and 
it’s more interesting once you get into middle or high school, because it’s not as skill-oriented. 
There’s some other things in it. To have some limits from the outside—you don’t always have to 
do it—I don’t always want to make those choices. This particular school happens to be really 
quite friendly. They don’t know much about psychology, but they’re friendly and supportive and 
they’re listening to the children. I’m not sure that certain traditional schools, structures might not 
be wrong. Might not be right for certain of these children who are so highly gifted if by the time 
they get older, if they’ve had the freedom of being themselves. And if they have the support for 
the parents, because they are different from others. When they’re younger, the differences are 
very difficult for them. Once they get to high school I think they really do concentrate on it, and 
they have some of these gifted children—these highly gifted children—have passions. That’s 
where the products thing comes in. They are passionate chess players, and they do want to win, 
although Jim told the story that I told—of a child who lost on purpose.  

Ellen: Because of his empathy. 

Annemarie: Right, and that’s true for them, too, but they do want to win. Winning is part of the 
game, but it’s important that they don’t feel that it defines them. They do need that chess game. 
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They need the math and depth. They need all of that, if that’s what they need. On the other hand, 
we had a student in our school, and one of the things that is very difficult for these children is 
that they often have different interests. Somehow there seems, in practical terms, that they have 
to choose something. This was a child who, a boy, older boy, who was very, very musical. He 
started very early playing a musical instrument. But he was gifted—anything he did, he was 
gifted. He did everything very well. He—even though his parents said they didn’t force him—he 
became a lawyer, a successful lawyer. As time went on, he got more and more unhappy, he was 
not able to really have a personal life, he couldn’t keep a girlfriend. Things just went wrong for 
him. I think when he was in his mid-30s he decided to become a musician. I’ve used this 
example but I’ve dressed it up. He is now assistant director in the Chicago Symphony. He’s 
going to get married. I would think that there’s a real connection between his changing, doing 
what he really wanted to do, and being able to get married and all of that.  

Ellen: So having a fuller, richer life on many dimensions may depend on these children being 
encouraged to follow their hearts.  

Annemarie: Right. Yeah.  

Ellen: How do we do that?  

Annemarie: Listen. We have to stop listening to experts and listen to our heart. And have the 
right to do that. We have to be able to say this child should not be made to do—as a teacher, 
teachers have a great responsibility. They also know the child differently from the parent because 
they’re not so emotionally involved. I think it’s up to teachers to help a child. What we have to 
do—what teaches and parents and everybody else needs to do—particularly with these highly 
gifted children is to… I think it’s almost the only intellectual effort they have to make… Is to 
know when they’re doing something because of their ego needs, or when they’re doing it for the 
child. That is particularly, that is another one of the consequences of being so highly gifted, is 
that they can feed somebody else’s ego. They can become the star student. That’s exactly what 
they don’t want. Not too long ago, I saw a boy who I think used to go to a school, and I met him 
here at Berkeley again, and he had dropped out of school in the 3rd year of college. He didn’t 
really know what he was going to do. He was a math genius in school, and he got scholarships to 
all sorts of places. He loved math, but he said, all of a sudden he realized he couldn’t stand it. 
Because he had lost his Self—he didn’t know who he was—he thought he was math, and he 
didn’t want to be math. So he gave it up.  

Ellen: And was on a search for himself again? 

Annemarie: Yes. I haven’t seen him since. I could imagine that he’d go back to school, but he 
first needed to get some other kind of nurturing. He needed to know if he was worth something 
even if he wasn’t doing math.  

Ellen: So when you mentioned what highly gifted children need, you mentioned parental 
support, and freedom, and lots of other things.  

Annemarie: Well, I think they also need the opportunity of mastering all those things—they truly 
do have all sorts of inner needs and interests, and they need to be given the opportunity to follow 
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them. One of the other things is that as long as we put the pressure on them, as long as we say 
you have to do this, and this, and this, now, now, now—they’re losing themselves all the time. 
There’s always obedience to the outside demands.  

Ellen: Or rebellion against them. 

Annemarie: Or rebellion against them—that’s why I think rebellion is a good thing.  

Ellen: Talk a little more about that. It’s very interesting.  

Annemarie: There’s the well-known adolescent rebellion. Which is necessary.  

Ellen: It starts with the highly gifted children at about what age? 

Annemarie: Probably much later than with others. 

Ellen: Later than with others? 

Annemarie: I would think, but I don’t want to generalize about that at all. Because they often 
aren’t ready to leave. They still need that support. Then they develop differently in other ways. 
One of the things that we used to notice at Roeper was that all the dynamics that you expect 
when all the sexual urges become to grow, and in population which is so hyper… What’s the 
word? What’s the Dabrowski word?  

Ellen: Overexcitable.  

Annemarie: Overexcitable. It comes to sex and they’re not—it’s something that we always 
noticed and I’ve found it confirmed by other people. It showed itself every year after they 
graduated. We gave a party for them. They did not come in pairs, and couples, there might have 
been one or the other couple. Some of them, very young, like George and I were, but many of 
them aren’t couples. They have very deep friendships, across the—boys, girls, all together. Many 
of these groups, from our school, are still sticking together. But then they really don’t experience 
it, and I’ve known several very highly gifted people, one of them was somebody who was getting 
very close to winning one of these prizes—something like the Nobel Prize or something. He 
didn’t discover sex until he was in his 3rd or 4th year in college. Was so totally, totally naïve 
about it. Fell in love and got married, I think about a month later or something, and of course it 
was a disaster. It was clear that—and I don’t think this is asynchronicity—that emotionally, what 
actually happens I think… One of the developmental phases, namely the adolescent, which 
comes after the period when they are sort of abstinent—there’s another word for it, I haven’t 
talked on those phases for a long time.  

Ellen: Latency. 

Annemarie: Latency is what I mean. But latency is usually a time when they start to get 
interested in other things, especially when they’re highly gifted, they get interested in the 
learning process. I think that that sort of pushes itself up into in older age. Of course, none of this 
can be generalized, you know, you also get the ones who are very highly sexed at a very young 
age. Which is what I was. (Brief discussion omitted) (1:51:40) Latency, what happens is really 
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that that’s when they compensate with other things. I think that the gifted get so tempted by 
learning that very often they don’t have time for sex.  

Ellen: Sublimate.  

Annemarie: That’s right. Sublimate.  

Ellen: See what a good Freudian I am? 

Annemarie: I know. (Laughter) Then they over-sublimate maybe. But this has been an 
observation that’s been made by many people. I think sublimation is a much better explanation 
than… 

Ellen: Asynchrony. 

Annemarie: Asynchronicity.  

Ellen: You have a lot of years of history with the students who went through Roeper School. 
What do you know about where they are now? Particularly the highly gifted ones—how they’ve 
done. What the effect of their experience at the school might have been on the rest of their lives. 

Annemarie: There haven’t been—so far—any research done on it. At this point, I wouldn’t even 
know how to go about it, because the standards that you’d apply are not the ones that you should 
apply to them. Because you might find some highly gifted children, people who were highly 
gifted in school, who like this friend of ours—a janitor who is out of work—and don’t want to 
participate in the hierarchal structure. But recently, and I don’t know of any at our school and 
possibly we’ve been able to help them, over that, because I’ve seen…  I think I could probably 
just off hand name up to 10 people who were extremely gifted and would be seen as failures in 
the eyes of this world. I know of one young man who had for a while an interesting job as sort of 
an additional math teacher in a school to help gifted children, in that school, but he didn’t have 
any kind of degree or anything. He made very little money, and he finally gave it up, and then he 
didn’t find another job. But he was extremely gifted.  

Ellen: So what are the standards you think should be applied to them? 

Annemarie: I don’t know that the standards even matter. There should be something in this 
world, and I don’t know how one could change it, because the highly gifted are dangerous to 
other people. Simply by their existence. Now I’m getting back to the original sin. They are 
dangerous to other people.  

Ellen: Because they challenge… 

Annemarie: Yes. Because they can’t be like that. The problem is they don’t fit into this world. I 
could even while they are still in school, if they are in a reasonably accepting environment, 
which allows them to do their own thing. I think for many of them, the problem starts after—
when they become adults.  

Ellen: So regardless of how their life turns out later, it’s still worth it to do what we can for them. 
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Annemarie: Oh, absolutely, and I think maybe we help them overcome—I think that if that Self 
can be respected, the problem is often that they are not respected. If that Self in this individual 
person can feel that there are other people in resonance in some way, I think they can make their 
way. I mean, I feel that my grandson, well, he also has the kind of mind that is going to make 
him be an eminent physicist or something. And interestingly enough, no one in my family is 
scientific. They’re all on the other side. Philosophers.  

Ellen: So another really crucial need for these children is others who are like them? 

Annemarie: Very much so, yeah.  

Ellen: Can you talk a little more about that? 

Annemarie: Here I’m going to say something else again that’s… I’m surprised that people really 
like me, because I always say the opposite of what everybody else wants to hear… I’m not so 
sure we need schools for gifted children. But we need gifted children for each other. We need to 
make sure, if we can, that gifted children will find other gifted children. It doesn’t mean that we 
absolutely have to segregate them, but we have to give them what they need. We have to give 
them the kind of support, we have to build the kind of relationships, and we have to give the kind 
of freedom. I think we have to have a totally different structure. I think the age-related 
decisions—you know, that all 6 years olds have to be together—it’s very destructive. I think we 
need a structure, in a school we need understanding that allows them to be themselves. I’m just 
not so sure that it’s the gifted environment—that only gifted children together are the answer. I 
think that what we have done is we have not created a curriculum, a structure, which is 
appropriate for them. But we’ve just put them in schools together, as if that were the solution. 
Roeper School hasn’t found that solution.  

Ellen: So how would you do that? What would it be like if you could just wave a magic wand 
and create this? What would it look like? 

Annemarie: First of all, I would change teachers—I would change people. I would change 
people’s expectations. I would take away probably a graduation structure. The awards and the 
whole hierarchal everything that’s going on. I would have an individualized approach. I would 
probably have an airport approach. Because it always impresses me that all of these people are 
covering the same space but they’re going in different directions. We tried once to have a school 
where there were all sorts of—if you could offer everything—if there could be woodworking, 
and there could be mountain climbing, and there could be a very, very in-depth math program. 
And they’ve done this in the open classroom, too, when in one corner you do woodwork and in 
the other corner you do poetry. The children… There needs to be a structure, and there needs to 
be adults who help them. I think that we’re so tied to what we have, and there could be all sorts 
of different ways. From time to time, they’ve tried it, and they always say it failed because they 
didn’t have the right principle behind it. Because it was always education from the outside, and 
not from the inside.  

Ellen: If you were to map out a plan of action, for highly gifted children, what would that look 
like? What would be some of the components of that? 
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Annemarie: I would change the teachers. I would change the parents. I would change the 
expectations. There would be space for somebody to do risky stuff. There’d be space for 
somebody to explore. There would be space where it’s safe to fail. There would be safety.  

 

 

  

 


