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Dr. Michael Piechowski has a Ph.D. in molecular biclogy and a Ph.D. in counseling psychology, both from the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. He served as a faculty member at four universities before retiring in 1999. He has
studied and written extensively on the developmental potential of the gifted as well as on spiritual giftedness. For a
number of years he worked closely with Dr. K. Dabrowski, the author of the theory of positive disintegration, of which
overexcitabilities are a part. Dr. Piechowski is the author of Mellow Out, They Say. If | Only Could: Intensities and
Sensitivities of the Young and Bright, co-editor with Susan Daniels of Living with Intensity, and co-editor with
Christine Neville and Stephanie Tolan of Off the Charts: Asynchrony and the Giffed Child.

Q: What accomplishments are you most proud of?

A: My book “Mellow Out,” They Say, If | only Could: Intensities and Sensitivities of the Young and Bright was long in
coming. The four years it took to write the book were really good years. | collected the material from gifted high
school students. This, however, was preceded by my work with Kazimierz Dabrowski on the autobiographical
material gathered by his team to showcase his theory. It was a huge research project. It fell to me to devise a
method of analyzing this material. While Dabrowski wanted to show how the process of inner development is taking
place, something else emerged from the case material: clear examples of the five forms of overexcitability. Several
years later when | was again a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin | devised an open-ended
questionnaire to tap the overexcitabilities.

In subsequent years i studied the remarkable lives of Eleanor Roosevelt, Etty Hillesum, and Peace Pilgrim and
found that they exemplified what Dabrowski's theory is about: the process of inner transformation. | think that these
studies can help people understand the theory in more depth.

Q: Living with Intensity continues to change lives as a seminal text in the field. Would you please tell us
about the experience of writing it?

A: The idea for the book came from Susan Daniels and | was only too happy to work with her. Except for the first two
chapters, it did not involve much writing on my part but rather working with the authors of individual chapters.

People find their own living with intensity portrayed in this book in a positive way. It's a great relief to for once not
have their experience judged as abnormal and not to have it pathologized.

Q: What learning do you feel the field needs to pursue to better care for gifted individuals?

A: Neuroscience. Brains of the gifted are different from ordinary brains, innately and developmentally. We need
widespread understanding of the qualitative implications of asynchrony. Most people think that asynchrony is just
when intellectual precocity is ahead of emotional development, but there are children whose emotional sensitivity
and empathy are highly advanced, perhaps even more than intellectually. In all this the overexcitabilities are basic
because each type of intensity and sensitivity creates a qualitatively different way of experiencing. Huge qualitative
difference can come from small ingredients. It is usually thought that qualitative differences have to be large to be
different, but that is not the case. Think of how a pinch of salt completely changes the taste of food, how a small
change in diet can improve overall health and sense of well-being, even cure iliness, or how a little bit of wind and
humidity change how the air outside feels.

We are too much driven by norms. We expect a child to advance in development in all aspects at more or less at
the same pace. But asynchrony does not mean just a difference in pace between different developmental lines:
physical, emotional, cognitive and social. Annemarie Roeper always stressed that at any time a child is a whole
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child, no matter what asynchronies we find. The child experiences things with his and her whole self. This
experiential, qualitative, subjectively felt way of being needs to get into our routine thinking about gifted children.
This is why the book Off the Charts: Asynchrony and the Gifted Child was written. We need to adjust our thinking
from “asynchrony” to “qualitative difference,” which is what asynchrony really means.

Q: Do you remember youf first true peer? What was that experience like? What recommendations do you
have for those longing to connect to true peers?

A: | never had a concept of my own peer, or that | have it today. | tend to gravitate to people who are more
intelligent and better in every way than myself. | like individuals who do not conform and find clever ways of defying
stultifying norms.

Q: What do you feel are the essential ingredients for creating healthy communities for the gifted?

A: We have such a community at Yunasa. It is an 8-day long camp for highly gifted youths, 10 to 14 years old.
Yunasa is the Lakota Sioux word for balance. The camp’s guiding principle is to attend to the five aspects of the self
—physical, intellectual, social, emotional, and spiritual. Gifted young people introduced to this concept become
aware of their whole self rather than only their intellect. To find oneself in an accepting community where one can be
oneself, where one is not judged is liberating and the kids say so year after year.

Q: Looking back on your childhood, where did you feel most alive? Does it hold true today?

A: At one time [ was reading Ray Bradbury recalling the moment when as a teenager he realized the wonder of
being alive. | cannot recall such a moment. | can say that | felt the most alive when | was in love.
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