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Abstract 

THE PROFOUNDLY GIFTED CHILD IN FAMILY CONTEXT 

By Martha J. Morelock 

Studies of children with IQs of 200+ are rare in the research literature. This 

research comprised case studies of two children with IQs of 200+ and focused on two units 

of analysis: (1) the profoundly gifted child, and (2) family forces. Aspects of profound 

giftedness included commonalities and differences in general mental characteristics, 

specific talents and interests, and developmental history. Family forces included values, 

family climate, and transgenerational influences shaping expression of child talent into 

either a focused or generalized manifestation. "Focused" is prodigy-like investment in a 

talent area manifested through professional level achievement. "Generalized" is 

widespread interests and abilities with no particular area claiming primary significance. 

Two families were selected based on child IQ, intact families, and focused vs. generalized 

talent. Intact families were selected to facilitate analysis of transgenerational influences. 

In-depth interviews were conducted with the parents, children and others who had 

close involvement with the children (e.g., members of the extended family, teachers, or 

classmates). Additional data came from clinical records, test reports, personal 

documents and participant observation. The children were administered the Inventory of 

Childhood Memories and Imaginings: Children's Form (ICMIC). The Moos Family 

Environment Scale (FES.) was used to measure family climate. 

Developmental commonalities included birth trauma, early onset of language, and 

unpredictable cognitive leaps. Both children exhibited insight way beyond their years 

and experienced sudden knowledge manifesting inexplicably. The ICMIC identified the 

focused child as fantasy-prone (96th percentile). The generalized child scored at the 

86th percentile on the Inventory (not fantasy-prone). Both manifested strong 
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intrapersonal and interpersonal sensitivity, logical-mathematical, and linguistic 

abilities, less strong bodily-kinesthetic skills, and were variable spatially and musically. 

Speculation arose regarding brain structure and functioning undergirding profound 

giftedness. 

The two families' FES data were combined with four other families' data for 

interpretation. Notable group mean scores falling above the norm included Cohesion, 

Expressiveness, and Intellectual-Cultural subscales. Notable group mean scores falling 

below the norm included Conflict and Achievement. 

Espoused and enacted values within each focal family were highly congruent. 

Transgenerational influences were salient in shaping focused vs. generalized talent 

expression. 
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THE PROFOUNDLY GIFTED CHILD IN FAMILY CONTEXT 

Chapter I: Introduction 

To date, systematic studies of gifted children have included only a sprinkling of 

children in the 200+ IQ.range. Out of the 1500 children followed by Terman (1925) in his 

famous longitudinal study, only 27 were profoundly gifted (IQ.180+). Out of these, only 2 

achieved scores in the area of 200. Out of the 12 profoundly gifted children studied by 

Hollingworth (1942), only 1 had an assessed IQ.of 200. Silverman reports that over 2000 

children have been assessed at the Gifted Development Center in Denver, Colorado, over 

the 15 1/2 years since its inception (L. K. Silverman, personal communication, February 

23, 1995). Out of this number, 42 fell into the profoundly gifted range. Only 1 of these 

was assessed as having an IQ.of 200 or above. In 1992, Australian researcher Miraca U. M. 

Gross (1992) published case studies of three profoundly gifted children of IQ.200+. Like 

Hollingworth's, they largely focued on issues pertaining to school experiences and 

questions of appropriate educational programming. A qualitative picture of characteristic 

modes of thinking among profoundly gifted children was provided by Lovecky (1994). Six 

of the 32 children included in Lovecky's study had IQs of 200+. 

In terms of qualities of cognition, evidence suggests that children scoring in the 

200+ range may show some intriguing differences from other extraordinarily high IQ. 

children (D. Lovecky, personal communication, July 26, 1993). Lovecky reports that they 

may give the impression of being bewildered, muddled, and illogical in their thinking. 

Their minds may string associations with such rapidity that when asked a question, the 

rendered response—rather than being the one most logically immediate to the query-

may be one several levels of association away from the initial question. When confronted 

with a question, they may find it difficult to pin themselves down to a particular answer 

since they are so keenly aware of the multiple possibilities for response. They may at 

times have difficulty translating their thoughts into simple terms, thus appearing to have 
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the information "trapped" in their minds with no way to get it out. They may solve a 

problem in their heads, but then have no idea of how to translate the solution or the 

process they went through in reaching it to the person who posed the problem. 

Silverman (personal communication, July 24, 1993) described one child in this IQ. 

range as manifesting a "laser beam intelligence," that focused with extraordinary 

intensity on its target of the moment while blocking out everything else around him. At 

the same time, she further noted, these children are sometimes reported to be quite 

capable of tuning in to two or more things at once, apparently managing multiple channels 

of thought simultaneously. 

The research described herein is a study of the quality of thought and 

developmental histories of two profoundly gifted children. Also explored are questions 

pertaining to the family contexts from which these children emerged: Are there 

commonalities among these families in terms of the nature and quality of family 

environment? How do transgenerational influences emerging out of family history 

influence the shaping and channeling of child talent as well as parental expectations and 

childrearing decisions? 

Because of the nature of the questions and concerns addressed, a case study 

methodology has been selected as a most appropriate research design. Case study methods 

historically have been a cornerstone of research on giftedness (Moon, 1991). Terman and 

his associates (1925) reported numerous case studies of gifted children in their 

pioneering research on children with IQls above 140. Leta S. Hollingworth's (1942) 

intensive case studies of 12 children above 180 IQ.provided the world its first glimpse at 

the social, emotional and educational issues surrounding profound giftedness. Willard L. 

White (1984) conducted a multi-case study follow-up of eight of the students who had 

attended Hollingworth's experimental enrichment program at Speyer School in New York 

City from 1935 to 1940. In addition to documenting his informants' career and 

avocational choices and achievement in adult years, White recorded their perceptions of 
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the effect that the Speyer School experience had had on their lives. Among the eight 

informants included in White's research were three individuals whose case studies had 

been recorded earlier by Leta Hollingworth in her 1942 book, Children Above 1 SO to. In 

1993, the publication of Miraca Gross' (1993) longitudinal study of 15 exceptionally 

gifted Australian children (IQrange: 160-175+) modernized the literature by utilizing 

more recently-developed instruments measuring such factors as self-esteem and moral 

development in addition to the measures of academic achievement traditionally employed. 

Other case studies have dealt specifically with children demonstrating 

extraordinary talent within specific domains of achievement. Feldman's (1991) detailed 

longitudinal study of six child prodigies spawned the theory of "co-incidence" which 

provided a grounded theoretical framework explaining the development of prodigious 

talent, as well as talent that is less extreme. Bloom's (1985) retrospective research into 

the developmental histories of world class performers in six talent areas also provided 

grounded theory pertaining to characteristic stages of talent development 

Case study methodology is particularly appropriate for research into these 

extreme instances of giftedness and talent for a number of reasons. The rare incidence 

and uniqueness of such cases makes traditional quantitative research methods unfeasible. 

Probabilistic sampling techniques and the constraints surrounding them are simply not 

appropriate when the cases one is exploring only occur at an incidence of perhaps one in 

one million. Furthermore, case study methodology requires crafting a detailed, rich 

description of each case so that grounded theoiy (i.e., theory "grounded in the data") 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) can inductively evolve out of the particulars across cases. 

Realistically, given the "rarity and uniqueness of cases of extreme giftedness and talent, 

this is the most promising way of building overarching theoretical frameworks to guide 

further research. 

Finally, the case study method evolves out of a phenomenological paradigm rather 

than being a product of the positivist paradigm shaping experimental research. As such, 
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it aims at capturing holistic perceptions of reality from the perspective of the 

participants in that reality (Moon, 1991). In writing about ethnographic research, 

Clifford Geertz writes: 

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of 
significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the 
analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of 
law but an interpretive one in search of meaning (Geertz, 1973, p. 5) 

Ethnographic case studies seek to interpret these "webs of significance." As a 

part of this effort, social and cultural contexts, complexity, interactions, and "thick" (i.e., 

carefully detailed, interpretive and meaning-laden) descriptions are stressed. 

Given the holistic and context-rich nature of case study research, it is well suited 

for exploratory research into new and uncharted areas-another reason why it has 

historically been the method of choice in studying instances of extreme giftedness and 

talent (Feldman & Piirto, 1995, in press). Even so, to date, the literature on extreme 

giftedness and talent contains only three studies adhering closely to the phenomenological 

paradigm (Feldman, 1991; Hollingworth, 1942; Morelock, in press). As a matter of fact, it 

is only in recent years that guidelines for naturalistic qualitative research have been 

made clearly explicit (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and the case study has come into its own as 

an accepted and rigorous method of social science research (Moon, 1991). In harmony with 

the growing appreciation of the phenomenological paradigm, some scholars in the field of 

giftedness have called for a more phenomenological definition of giftedness itself 

(Morelock, 1992). Thus, the current study contributes to an emerging base of 

phenomenological literature in the field. 

Studies looking at profoundly gifted children and their families are significant 

first and foremost because they shed light upon heretofore unexplored aspects of 

development in these extreme cases. But they are of note for other reasons, as well. 

Feldman (1980; 1991) has argued that research into the development of extreme cases can 
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be important for our understanding of human development in a more widespread sense. 

Because of the extreme nature of the developmental trajectories of children of 

extraordinarily high IQ, family forces and developmental issues which are salient, yet 

easily overlooked, in normal human development may be cast into stark prominence to 

allow for careful scrutiny. Viewing the profoundly gifted child in family context may 

thus provide valuable insights into the developmental forces operating in the lives of all 

of us. 

In the process of exploring these concerns, another issue is addressed: the issue 

of focused as opposed to generalized expressions of abilities and interest. Throughout the 

history of the study of mental capacities, there has been much debate in the field 

concerning the existence and relative importance of the general, pervasive power of mind 

historically referred to as "general intelligence" (Tuddenham, 1962). Most recently, 

Gardner (1993b), has taken issue with the construct, positing that, although general 

intelligence exists, it is relatively unimportant outside the realm of the artificially 

constructed environment of school systems in Western culture. Gardner catalogued 

existing domains of achievement across cultures and studied the capacities required for 

success in these various domains. He concluded that the various end-states of talent 

development within domains of achievement across cultures suggest the existence of at 

least seven distinct areas of capacity or "multiple intelligences" (Gardner 1993a, 1993b)-

-linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, and the "personal 

intelligences" (inter- and intra-personal). 

Studies with child prodigies (Feldman, 1980; 1991; Morelock & Feldman, 1993) 

and savants (Morelock & Feldman, 1993; O'Connor, 1989) have demonstrated the domain-

specificity of certain aspects of extreme ability, thereby lending credence to the idea that 

the intellectual capacities underlying the expression of talent are "domain-specific" in 

nature, appearing to support Gardner's postulation of distinct intellectual capacities. In 

the present study, children who were initially selected based on being extraordinarily 
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endowed with generalized intellectual ability are also viewed through the "multiple 

intelligences" lens in an effort come to some understanding of the roles played by both 

domain-specific and generalized endowment in the way they experience the world and 

manifest their talents. In addition, the findings of these case studies are used to generate 

questions-and to speculate about answers-pertaining to underlying patterns of brain 

functioning and cognitive processing specific to children in the profoundly gifted range. 

These are raised and addressed in the context of relevant studies gleaned from widely 

disparate bodies of research literature (Curtiss, 1977; Morelock & Feldman, 1993; Rymer, 

1992; Treffert, 1989). 

To date, the most powerful index of "general intelligence" (defined as the capacity 

for conceptual abstract thought) available is the Stanford-Binet L-M intelligence scale. 

The Binet L-M is the only test capable of measuring higher levels of conceptual ability 

and, therefore, detecting "profound giftedness" (Silverman & Kearney, 1992a). The 

children who were the focus of this research were determined to be profoundly gifted by 

their scores on the Binet L-M and therefore manifest, by definition, an extraordinary 

degree of generalized intelligence. The literature shows that such children tend to 

exhibit interests and abilities in a wide range of areas, and seldom demonstrate intense, 

"domain-specific" preferences. Indeed, they characteristically show a pattern of 

"multipotentiality" accompanied by boundless enthusiasm for numerous interests 

(Silverman, 1993). Although such wide-ranging interests and abilities opens up an 

enviable number of possibilities for constructive engagement with the worlds of work and 

recreation, this can pose problems as well. In the real world, one is usually forced to 

choose a particular field of endeavor in which to invest time and talent if one is to 

stabilize one's working life and accrue some degree of success in it. The choice can be 

painful if the decision to focus in one area means that one is shutting out numerous other 

truly possible and equally valued options. 



Because of the characteristic pattern of multipotentiality among these children, to 

find profoundly gifted children exhibiting focused talent is most unusual (Morelock& 

Feldman, in press). Included in the current research, however, was one case study of a 

profoundly gifted child manifesting intensely focused talent to the extent that she reveals 

a prodigy-like pattern of extraordinary achievement, interest in, and commitment to her 

talent domain. Qualitative comparisons are made between this child, who demonstrates 

strongly focused talent and interest showcased against a background of generalized 

abilities, and a second profoundly gifted child showing the more common pattern of 

multipotentiality manifested through generalized abilities and widespread interests. 

Qualitative comparisons are made between the family of the focused-interest child and 

that of the other child to determine if differences exist in values, family environment, or 

transgenerational influences which might have tended to channel the expression of child 

abilities into focused as opposed to generalized patterns. 

A final related consideration highlights the importance of conducting this 

research at this particular point in time. The most recent version of the Stanford-Binet 

Intelligence Scale, The Stanford-Binet: Fourth Edition contains less opportunity for 

children to demonstrate their strengths in terms of verbal/conceptual abstract reasoning. 

Consequently, it renders deflated scores for those children who would have been 

identified as profoundly gifted by the Stanford-Binet L-M. Yet, when the new Binet was 

constructed no attempt was made to remedy this deficiency in light of societal pressure to 

focus more on creating an instrument that could ferret out learning disabilities and other 

problems requiring remediation. Giftedness in terms of extraordinary verbal/conceptual 

abstract reasoning abilities was simply not seen as a priority (Morelock & Feldman, 1992; 

Silverman & Kearney, 1992a) Those who recognize the critical importance of an accurate 

assessment of degree of exceptionality in conceptual strength continue to use the Binet L-

M and to argue for its use as a supplementary test (Morelock & Feldman, 1992; Silverman 

& Kearney, 1992a; Silverman & Kearney, 1992b). 
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Because the Binet IV has replaced the L-M as the "most current revision," however, 

it is the Binet IV which is most widely used and which is being taught in programs 

training new psychological assessors. Quite simply, the Binet L-M is in danger of 

extinction. Since it is the only measurement tool that can adequately assess 

extraordinarily gifted children, profoundly gifted children such as those who are the 

focus of this study are becoming less and less visible. Sadly, the artifacts of test 

construction are preventing their identification. If they are to be studied-which they 

need to be for their own sakes as well as for the contribution such research will make to 

the sum total of knowledge about human giftedness and talent-the time to do it is now. 

The Role of The Researcher in Case Study Research 

It is the tradition in ethnographic research that the researcher, in the context of 

the case study, introduce himself or herself to the reader. Since, in case study research, 

the researcher is the major instrument for data collection, an introduction is included so 

that the reader will have some idea of the experiences and biases that the researcher 

brings to the study. Quantitative research, is based on a positivist paradigm of inquiry 

asserting that inquiry is value-free-an assertion which, as Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

point out, is itself a value claim that bears investigation. On the other hand, the 

naturalist paradigm of inquiry undergirding the case study method asserts that inquiry is 

value-bound, and that it is, therefore, influenced by the values of the inquirer. 

Consequently, it is incumbent upon the researcher to be open about the values he or she 

brings to the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The section below introduces the 

researcher and her background. This is followed by the next major portion of this work-

the review of the research literature. 
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About This Researcher 

This researcher was born and educated in the United States, receiving her B.A. 

degree in psychology in 1967 from Florida State University in 1967, and her M.A. degree 

in applied child development in 1988 from Tufts University. 

The researcher first became acquainted with the literature on giftedness as the 

result of the birth of her son, Matthew, in 1977. From earliest childhood, he demonstrated 

the type of precocious development and passionate desire for intellectual stimulation 

which was, his mother later discovered, a hallmark of highly gifted children. An academic 

at heart, this researcher returned to the library to get some grip on the issues which arose 

in the context of raising Matthew. When Matthew was about three years old, the 

researcher stumbled across Leta Hollingworth's (1942) Children Above 180 IP . from 

whence she derived solace, wisdom, validation for her and her child's experience, and a 

renewed drive to learn all she could about giftedness. A short time later, she enrolled in 

a course on the Psychology of the Gifted at Boston College, which resulted in her first 

published article in the field (Brown, 1984). It also resulted in her stumbling across the 

second book to influence her professional direction -David Henry Feldman's (1980) 

Bevond Universals in Cognitive Development. Feldman's view of giftedness was rooted 

securely in developmental psychology, which appealed to this researcher's natural 

psychological bent, and she was inspired to return to school for graduate study with 

Professor Feldman. 

The researcher entered the Eliot-Pearson Department of Child Study, Tufts 

University, in the Fall of 1984 to work toward her M.A. degree in applied child 

development. Awarded the degree in 1988, she continued on for the Ph.D. degree. Along 

the way, she has continued to publish in the field, co-authoring a number of pieces with 

David Henry Feldman (Morelock & Feldman, 1991; 1992; 1993; in press), as well as a 

number in which the researcher is sole author (Morelock, 1992; 1993; in press). 

Additionally, the researcher served a two-year stint as a column editor for the journal, 



Understanding Our Gifted, and is a contributing editor for the Roener Rpvipw a 

professional journal in gifted education. 

This researcher has spent the last decade of her life exploring the literatures of 

developmental psychology and gifted education, eager to be instrumental in bridging the 

two domains. It is a source of frustration and puzzlement for her that the Child Study 

Department in which she has been pursuing her studies does not generally offer courses 

on gifted children (other than the one that she designed and taught for two summers 

during her stay at Eliot-Pearson), although other exceptionalities are well-covered. This 

is not unusual among departments of child study or developmental psychology, since, 

traditionally, "giftedness" has remained pretty much a topic for education-not 

developmental psychology. There is, happily, today a movement afoot to pay more 

attention to individual differences, although the charges of elitism and the general feeling 

of political incorrectness with which researchers in the field of giftedness must contend 

will still probably ensure that the study of precocious development will continue to be 

gingerly approached, at best The failure of developmental psychology to give gifted 

children their due has resulted in this researcher having to carve out her own program, in 

essence-constantly studying normal development and then asking the pivotal question "If 

this is true for the norm, then what difference does the presence of giftedness make as one 

progresses through the developmental path?" 

During this researcher's decade in the halls of academia, she has also been raising 

her two highly gifted sons-Matthew's brother, Jeremiah, having been born in 1980. 

They have provided the researcher with numerous-and sometimes poignant or even 

painful-opportunities for "participant observation." Because of her life experiences 

with her own children, this researcher was able to enter the worlds of the families whose 

case studies are presented here from a position of belief rather than from one of disbelief. 

The resultant empathy enabled her to construct a more valid picture of these families' 

lives than would have been otherwise possible. 
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature 

Discussed in the next two sections are reviews of the literature pertaining to the 

two units of analysis used in the study. The first of these, "The Profoundly Gifted Child," 

includes research in the literature that has added to what, at the present time, is known 

about the development of children whose IQ? fall within the profoundly gifted range (IQ. 

180+ ). The second, "Family Forces," includes a discussion of the research now present in 

the literature pertaining to family context, environment and transgenerational influences 

and their impact on the development of giftedness and talent 

Unit of Analysis #1: The Profoundly Gifted Child 

The Pioneering Research of Leta S. Hollingworth 

As previously noted, Leta S. Hollingworth (1942) was the first to provide the world 

with a sensitive, detailed look at the profoundly gifted child. Her 12 longitudinal case 

studies of children above 180 IQ. documented the children's family backgrounds, physical 

development, intellectual abilities, academic achievements, and needs for special 

educational provisions. Perhaps more importantly, however, they provided moving 

portrayals of the social and emotional difficulties attendant to extraordinary giftedness. 

Specifically, Hollingworth's research resulted in a number of interesting findings, 

as were later distilled and recapitulated by Paul Witty (1951). For example, while no 

single characteristic could be identified across cases as indicative of accelerated 

developmental pace among these children, it was early talking and reading that most 

clearly differentiated them from their more average counterparts. In all cases, the 

advantages of early recognition of the children's unusual abilities and provision of 

opportunities for their fullest development were apparent. Problems of educational 

adaptation were evident from the time of their first entrance into school; and while all 
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showed superior capacity for learning, their actual accomplishments-as well as their 

emotional and social adjustment—depended to a large extent on the methods used by those 

in authority for developing them. It was found that those testing at or above 180 IQ.could 

be confidently predicted to win top academic honors in college. But it was also found that 

their accomplishments as adults could not be predicted with the same degree of 

confidence. Hollingworth attributed this to the ineptness with which persons in authority 

frequently dealt with these children-consequently stifling their talents rather than 

nurturing and channeling them. 

Among the most intriguing findings from Hollingworth's studies were the problems 

of emotional and social adjustment which she identified as characteristic of these 

children. She discovered that along with these children's extraordinary capacity for 

abstract reasoning came emotional vulnerability because of their consequent exposure to 

cognitive awareness and concerns that they were not emotionally mature enough to handle 

with equanimity. She was impressed with these children's early interest in 

questions of origin and destiny, and concluded that such interest and questions were 

conspicuous indications of extraordinary giftedness... 

Although these questions rise vaguely and intermittently 
in the minds of children in general, they do not begin to 
require logically coherent answers until about the mental age 
of twelve or thirteen years. Then they begin to press for more 
or less systematic accounts. .. 

When we observe young gifted children, we discover 
that religious ideas and needs originate in them whenever they 
develop to a mental level past "twelve years mental age." Thus 
they show these needs when they are but eight or nine years old, 
or earlier. The higher the IQ.the earlier does the pressing need 
for an explanation of the universe occur, the sooner does a 
demand for a concept of the origin and destiny of the self 
appear. 

In the cases of children who test above 180 IQ.observed by 
the present writer, definite demand for a systematic philosophy 
of life and death developed when they were but six or seven 
years old (Hollingworth, 1942, pp. 279-280). 
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Hollingworth also noted the intensity of feeling with which these children 

grappled at young ages with the moral issues of their society... 

Problems of right and wrong become troublesome for 
these young children in a way that does not happen except for 
the very able. For instance, a six-year old boy of IQ.187 wept 
bitterly after reading "how the North taxed the South after the 
Civil War." The problem of evil in the abstract thus comes to 
trouble these children almost in their cradles, at an age when 
they are ill-suited to grapple with it from the point of view of 
emotional maturity (Hollingworth, 1942, p. 281). 

Hollingworth further noted the difficulties encountered 

by these children in attempting to adjust socially... 

The majority of children testing above 160 IQ,play little 
with other children unless special conditions are provided, such 
as those found in a special class. The difficulties are too great, 
in the ordinary course of events, in finding playmates who are 
appropriate in size and congenial in mentality (Hollingworth, 
1942, p. 262). 

And last, Hollingworth noted with dismay the difficulties that these 

children faced in adjusting to formal schooling... 

Of all the special problems of general conduct which the 
most intelligent children face, I will mention five which beset 
them in early years and may lead to habits subversive of fine 
leadership: (1) to find enough hard and interesting work 
at school; (2) to suffer fools gladly; (3) to keep from becoming 
negativistic toward authority; (4) to keep from becoming 
hermits; (5) to avoid the formation of habits of extreme 
chicanery. 

-In the ordinary elementary school situation children 
of 140 1Q. waste half of their time. Those above 170 IQ.waste 
practically all of their time. With little to do, how can these 
children develop power of sustained effort, respect for the 
task, or habits of steady work? (Hollingworth, 1942, p. 234) 

Hollingworth's observations led her to propose that there existed a range of 

"socially optimum intelligence." This consisted of a certain restricted portion of the 
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total range of intelligence which was most favorable to the development of a successful and 

well-rounded personality in the world as it exists. This range, Hollingworth suggested, 

appeared to be somewhere between 125 and 155 IQ,.. 

Children and adolescents in this area are enough more 
intelligent than the average to win the confidence of large 
numbers of their fellows, which brings about leadership, 
and to manage their own lives with superior efficiency. 
Moreover, there are enough of them to afford mutual esteem 
and understanding. But those of 170 IQand beyond are too 
intelligent to be understood by the general run of persons 
with whom they make contact. They are too infrequent to 
find many congenial companions. They have to contend with 
loneliness and with personal isolation from their contemporaries 
throughout the period of immaturity. To what extent these 
patterns become permanently fixed, we cannot yet tell. 
(Hollingworth, 1942, pp. 264-265) 

Other studies of exceptionally gifted children following those of Hollingworth have 

generally tended to confirm and document still further Hollingworth's original 

observations. Some of these focused more narrowly on issues of measures of intellectual 

ability, achievement, and educational provisions (Goldberg, 1934), while others dealt with 

psychosocial issues, as well (Gross, 1986; Witty & Coomer, 1955). One study (Feldman, 

1984) is a specific follow-up of the 16 subjects participating in Terman's research who 

scored 180 or above on the Stanford-Binet. Feldman was particularly interested in the 

level of achievement in adulthood attained by these individuals. 

Feldman's Study of Achievement in Adulthood 

Using Terman's (Terman, 1925-1959) original research files, Feldman (1984) 

compared the lives of the 26 subjects scoring 180 or above on the Stanford-Binet with 26 

of their counterparts of lesser IQ.randomly selected from the original sample of over 

1,500. A difference of 35 IQ. points differentiated the average IQ$ of the groups in 

question (150 vs. 185). Although there was some evidence that the above 180 IQ.group 

were more successful in their careers than were the 150 IQ.group, Feldman noted that the 
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difference was slight and that the degree of distinction within the 180+ group could not be 

considered to be on a par with genius. 

In a later discussion of Feldman's findings (Morelock & Feldman; in press) 

explanations for the earlier Findings are more extensively explored. The authors point 

out that factors influencing the expression of high-level achievement.within this group 

include the social adjustment problems imposed by extraordinarily high IQ.(Hollingworth, 

1942), the fortuitous melding of historical, social and individual ingredients required for 

the manifestation of high-level achievement (Simonton, 1984; 1994), the 

inappropriateness of assuming that an IQ.test could identify the potential for works of 

creative genius in the multiplicity of fields in which such works might be done (a purpose 

for which it was never originally designed), and, for women, the numerous additional 

barriers historically raised by societal stereotypes of acceptable female roles and 

behavior (Clance & Imes, 1978; Horner, 1972; Terman, 1975). 

Case Studies of Australian Children 

In 1993, Miraca Gross' volume was published documenting 15 case studies of 

exceptionally gifted children. It provided the field with one of the most extensively 

detailed research studies on children in the exceptionally gifted range since 

Hollingworth's. Three of the fifteen children scoring in the 200+ IQ.range (all three were 

boys) had been described in the literature the previous year (Gross, 1992). In addition to 

documenting IQ.and achievement levels, Gross collected, in the course of her longitudinal 

study, data concerning the early development and physical health of the children, family 

characteristics and family history, reading development and recreational interests, school 

history, and psychosocial development Although she made use of a wide range of 

"contemporary" instruments (e.g., the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory, the Defining 

Issues Test, etc.), her findings, in essence, replicate those of Hollingworth's in terms of 

major issues in the lives of these children. Gross did consider the issue of moral 
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development-which was dealt with by Hollingworth in a qualitative and rudimentary 

way-from the vantage point of the constructs, insights, and instruments contributed by 

developmental psychology since Hollingworth's day. 

Gross noted that researchers studying the highly and exceptionally gifted have 

observed that these children are frequently found to have unusually accelerated levels of 

moral development (Boehm, 1962; Kohlberg, 1964). Gross used the Defining Issues Test 

(DIT) to assess the level of moral development of the children in her study who had 

reached the age of 10 years and above at the time of the assessment. The DIT, based on 

Kohlberg's principles of moral development, was designed to identify the basic conceptual 

frameworks by which an individual analyzes a moral or ethical problem, and to assess the 

conceptual level of his or her moral reasoning (Rest, 1986). The eight children selected 

included the three with IQs in the 200+ range. All of the children had mental ages of at 

least 16 years, as determined by the Stanford-Binet L-M, and all had the reading accuracy 

and reading comprehension skills of young people several years their senior. Gross found 

that although all eight children were, at the time of administration, below the mean age of 

American junior high school students, all attained principled morality scores on the 

Defining Issues Test which were above the mean for this population. Intriguingly, the two 

children scoring highest out of the eight-registering scores above the mean for American 

college students-did not have IQs in the profoundly gifted range. 

Loveckv's Analysis of Cognitive Differences in Exceptionally Gifted Children 

Based on observations, anecdotes from parents, therapy notes and testing profiles 

of 32 children, ages 4 to 12 with IQ. scores over 170 (22 boys, 10 girls), Lovecky (1994) 

derived some intriguing conclusions about characteristic modes of thinking 

differentiating this group from their more moderately gifted peers. The group studied by 

Lovecky included 18 with IQ$ of 180+ and 6 with IQ? over 200. A comparison group of 39 

moderately gifted children, ages 4 to 16 (28 boys, 11 girls) with IQ.scores from 140 to 159 
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was also used in the study. All IQ. scores were obtained using the Stanford-Binet L-M. 

Lovecky notes that exceptionally gifted children may have difficulty answering 

"simple" questions (e.g., "What does a doctor do?") because they are so aware of multiple 

possible answers, that they are not sure how to respond. A related problem is their need 

for precision in verbal interaction. Lovecky notes: 

If one were to ask such a child a question that seems quite simple such as, 
"Are you having a nice time?" the child would likely answer "What do you mean by 
a nice time?" (Lovecky, 1994, p. 117) 

On the other hand, their ability to grasp abstract material by extracting 

underlying patterns makes more complex tasks relatively simple. 

Other attributes noted by Lovecky include the ability to reason abstractly at an 

earlier age than is the case with more moderately gifted children, an early grasp of the 

essential elements of issues, a high capacity for empathy, and exceptional memory dating 

from as early as 12 to 18 months. In terms of modes of learning, Lovecky notes that, like 

many of their more moderately peers, exceptionally gifted children have an inclination 

towards immersion in the subject matter currently of interest. Unlike the case with their 

more moderately gifted peers, however, newly acquired knowledge is associated with 

knowledge not only in the same domain but also with knowledge from other domains so that 

connections reverberate throughout the child's understanding of the world. . . 

Many exceptionally gifted children learn in a non-linear manner in which 
they take in large amounts of information and integrate it into an underlying big 
picture. Zachary, for example, at age 7, was interested in Egyptian hieroglyphics 
and computers;-he attempted to use computer language to study other types of 
language (Lovecky, 1994, p. 119). 

Studies Pertaining to Brain Functioning Under air ding Giftedness and Talent 

There is just beginning to accrue some literature addressing brain functioning and 

cognitive processing underlying giftedness (Eysenck & Barrett, 1993; Grubar, 1985; Haier 



et al., 1988) and talent (Crist, 1990; Obler & Fein, 1988). Eysenck and Barrett (1993) 

point out that much of the work reported dealing with brain research and giftedness has 

been of inferior quality, done on too small and poorly selected samples, and poorly 

carried out and reported. They note that no such studies should be carried out and 

reported unless the number of subjects is at least 50, with groups clearly defined along 

measurable continua and procedures and statistical analyses outlined in detail. 

Nevertheless, there are a couple of suggestive studies in the literature which are 

worth noting here. Although not specifically targeting profound giftedness and possibly 

vulnerable to some of the criticisms leveled by Eysenck and Barrett, they are salient 

because of their potential relevance to questions raised within the context of the present 

research. These studies pertain to the relationship between brain efficiency and 

giftedness. 

There is some evidence in the neuropsychological literature that the "gifted brain" 

is a more efficient one. In a study utilizing positron emission tomography to assess areas 

of brain activation and associated cortical metabolic rates, Haier et al. (1988) found a 

negative correlation between the rate of cortical glucose metabolism and performance on 

an abstract reasoning test (Raven's Advanced Progressive Matrices). The study indicated 

that in those normal young adults for whom a cognitive task is difficult (i.e., low RAPM 

scorers), more cortical activity throughout the brain is necessary to perform the task. The 

researchers hypothesized that this could be due to inefficient neural circuitry caused 

either by the use of more energy by each neuron or the use of more neurons to perform the 

task. Conversely, subjects performing well on the task were postulated to have either more 

efficient circuits in general or access the circuit which is most appropriate for 

performance of the task, requiring a minimum amount of energy utilization. The 

researchers' findings were consistent with the reports of increased glucose metabolic rate 

in young patients with Down's Syndrome (Schwartz, Duara, Haxby, & Grady, 1983). 
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A suggestive study conducted by Grubar (1985) compared electrophysiological 

parameters of sleep in normal and gifted children. The 17 normal children had a mean IQ. 

score of 104 and a mean age of 9. The mean IQ.score reported for the group of 5 gifted 

children was 149, although this number is misleading since it lumps together three W1SC 

IQs of 142, 145, and 152 and two Stanford-Binet L-M IQs of 137 and 171. The mean age for 

the gifted children was 11 yrs. 6 mos.. 

Grubar (1985) found the number of complete sleep cycles to be significantly 

higher in gifted children though their duration was shortened. The rate of REM sleep was 

positively correlated with the IQ.(r = 0.744, p < 0.01) and was particularly high in gifted 

children. An interesting comparison with electrophysiological data from mentally 

retarded children showed a notable lack of REM sleep when contrasted against either 

normal or gifted children. In contrast, the latency of the first REM period was negatively 

correlated with the IQ.(r = -0.457, p < 0.01), and the latency was shortest in gifted 

children. While the ages of the five gifted children studied ranged from 10 to 13, the 

rates of REM sleep were similar to those of normal children whose chronological age was 

about one year old. Additionally, the gifted children demonstrated relatively high rates 

of undifferentiated sleep. The researchers linked the higher rates of REM and 

undifferentiated sleep to higher brain plasticity in the gifted children — which, the 

researchers noted, could be interpreted as a sign of immaturity. 

Intriguingly in contrast to these "immature" signs of prolonged brain plasticity, 

the gifted children exhibited a significantly increased ratio between high- and low-

frequency eye movements in sleep. The high occulomotor rates were similar to those seen 

in adults, leading the researchers to conclude that they indicated an advanced maturity of 

processing and a superior ability to organize information. 

Eysenck and Barrett (1993) note that the whole area of brain research and 

giftedness is in a state of growth and promises to give many answers to causal questions 
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pertaining to giftedness. Furthermore, the authors predict a marked increase and 

improvement in the number and quality of papers devoted to this topic in the future. 

Morelock's Case Study of "lennie" 

One case, study finding its way into the literature is specifically concerned with 

the psychological trauma undergone by one exceptionally gifted child concomitantly with 

a cognitive leap in her capacity for abstract thought (Morelock, in press). Although 

Hollingworth documented such cognitive leaps through successive administrations of the 

Stanford-Binet L-M in her case studies of profoundly gifted children, Morelock's case is 

the first to document phenomenologically the turmoil experienced by a particular child 

during the same period as the leap was taking place. It highlights the extreme emotional 

repercussions of extraordinary capacity for abstract thought in a child who is not yet 

emotionally mature enough to deal with it Morelock's study is also unique in that it 

places the development of an exceptionally gifted child within the framework of 

Vygotskian theory. It does so by chronicling the child's development and then relating 

the developmental events to socio-cultural precursers. This is apparently the first time 

in the literature on giftedness that an in-depth case study has been published using the 

theoiy of the Russian cognitive developmentalist as an explanatory framework. 

Unit of Analysis #2: Family Forces 

During the last decade, the importance of the family as a critical catalyst for the 

development of children's talent has become more and more evident (Bloom, 1985; Bloom 

& Sosniak, 1981; Feldman, 1991; Gross, 1993; Kulieke & Olszewski-Kubilius, 1989). It 

is within the family that value transmission and enculturation occurs (Kulieke & 

Olszewski-Kubilius, 1989). Parents might talk of the importance of doing one's best at 

whatever the task might be; thereby inspiring the listening child to work hard; achieve 



optimally in life, and attain success. Or, values can be transmitted in a combination of 

verbal and non-verbal ways and be more specific in their effects. A child raised in a 

family of musician-performers, for example, learns early on that playing a musical 

instrument is a constructive and enjoyable way to spend one's time. 

As suggested above, value transmission can occur directly through the verbal 

espousal of particular values, or indirectly through parental actions or modeling of 

behaviors. The choices parents make in selecting activities for their children or 

themselves, the way they monitor, organize, and prioritize their children's time; or set, 

communicate, and reinforce standards for performance can all influence the direction and 

intensity manifested by offspring in developing talent. The values transmitted by a 

family may originate in the general culture, in family transgenerational history (Feldman 

& Goldsmith, 1986; Morelock, 1988), or through the individual work, educational, and 

social histories of the parents themselves. 

Parents also create a general climate within the home. Family climates differ on 

dimensions such as child-centeredness, family cohesion, openness of expression, and 

emphasis on control, rules, structure, and organization within the family. All of these 

dimensions potentially affect the extent to which a child invests time and energy in 

developing talent (Kulieke & Olszewski-Kubilius, 1989). 

Some research has been conducted into the ways that families mobilize and sustain 

talent development in specific fields of human endeavor (Feldman, 1991) as well as the 

ways family environment may encourage academic achievement (Tabackman, 1976). In 

addition to focusing on the ways families encourage domain-specific values through 

behavioral modeling (Bloom, 1985), studies have considered the impact of 

transgenerational influences in families (Feldman & Goldsmith, 1986; Morelock, 1988), 

and the role of family environment in talent development (Kulieke & Olszewski-Kubilius, 

1989; Mathews, West, & Hosie, 1986; Tabackman, 1976; West, Hosie, & Mathews, 1989). To 

date, however, none of this research has focused on potential differences between families 
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producing exceptionally gifted children who focus their energies and manifest 

extraordinary domain-specific performance and families whose exceptionally gifted 

children remain eeneralists in the expression of their abilities. It is important to 

consider family factors that may play a role in determining whether a child's abilities 

become manifested in either a focused or a generalized way. 

An article by Olszewski, Kulieke, and Buescher (1987) provides a conceptual 

framework for looking at dimensions of family systems and the impact of those dimensions 

on talent development. Pinpointing four such dimensions, (1) structural or demographic 

characteristics of the family, (2) family climate or environment, (3) values espoused by 

parents, and (3) values enacted/modeled, the authors then review the research literature 

describing the families of gifted individuals in terms of any of these factors. 

The present study used the framework provided by Olszewski, Kulieke, and 

Buescher to structure the investigation pertaining to the family forces unit of analysis. 

Specifically, this research focused on family environment, values espoused by parents, 

and values enacted/modeled. Consequently, the review of the literature pertaining to 

family forces relies heavily on the Olszewski, Kulieke, and Buescher article as well as on 

a later research study (Kulieke and Olszewski-Kubilius, 1989) based on the same 

organizing framework. Transgenerational influences, although not originally specifically 

addressed in the articles just mentioned, were also included in this study as a distinct 

type of value transmission within families. 

Review of Research on Family Characteristics 

Values Fsnoused hv Parents. An important characteristic of families of gifted 

individuals is the set of values espoused by parents, particularly surrounding 

achievement and success. Bloom (1985) found that the parents of his talented athletes, 

musicians, and artists emphasized to their children doing one's best, being successful, 
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winning, striving for excellence, and developing task persistence. In these families, all of 

these goals tended to be expressed in terms of a particularly valued domain of 

achievement within the family—the same domain that later became the one in which the 

child attained world class recognition. Getzels and Jackson (1962) found that parents of 

high-IQ.children emphasized academics and placed pressure on their children to achieve 

scholastically. Sheldon (1954), as well, reported that parents of intellectually gifted 

children (IQ? > 170) emphasized academic achievement. Relevant to the consideration of 

transgenerational influences, Sheldon also found that the grandmothers in those families 

stressed and encouraged the accrual of academic awards and honors among their gifted 

grandchildren. 

Values Enacted bv Parents. Families can verbally espouse certain values or 

emphases, but they also can actively and directly enact those values for their children. 

In the case of the academically precocious child, a number of researchers have documented 

that such children tend to develop in "professional-academic milieux enjoying a 

remarkable intellectual ambiance, in which the child (or children) is often personally 

included from earliest infancy" (Fowler, 1981, p. 326). Fowler's research indicated that, 

without consciously desiring to intensively educate the child, parents of precocious 

children often provide early instruction in reading, writing, and arithmetic through play 

activities. Getzels and Jackson (1962) noted that parents who emphasized scholastic 

achievement for their high-IQ.children were more vigilant about checking their children's 

homework. Similarly, McGillivray (1964) reported that parents of high-IQ, high-achieving 

seventh graders provided desks for children to study at, set standards for grades, and 

were more knowledgeable about education, compared to parents of high-IQ. non-achievers. 

Bloom (1985) found that his parents similarly checked children's homework and 

monitored practice time. They sat in on piano lessons and swimming meets. In addition, 

they often provided the initial introduction of the child to the talent field, participated in 
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it themselves, and provided early instruction for the child in the area. And studies of 

child prodigies reveal that it is the norm for parents of prodigies to have provided 

extensive support for the child's budding propensities (Feldman, 1991; Feldman & 

Goldsmith, 1986; Rolfe, 1978). Such parents generally express a high valuing of the field 

in which the prodigy excels and introduce the field to the child early in his or her life 

(Feldman, 1991). 

Transgenerational Influences. Transgenerational influences in families were first 

raised as possible channeling forces for children's talents in Feldman and Goldsmith's 

(1986) case study of the Menuhin family. In their study, the authors suggested that 

values and child-rearing behaviors rooted in a centuries-long line of Jewish Hasidic 

ancestry may have played a significant role in the Menuhin family's producing the 

extraordinary violin prodigy, Yehudi Menuhin. According to Hasidic belief, music was an 

important part of Hasidic life—a vehicle for coming into ecstatic relation to God. In 

addition, a tradition of prodigies was part of the Hasidic heritage. These prodigies, or 

illuy, as they are called in Hebrew, displayed "precocity not only in music but in science 

and writing, oratory, and especially religion" (Rolfe, 1978). This traditional valuing of 

the domain of music as well as child-rearing practices geared toward the grooming of 

prodigies to assume positions of leadership within the religious heirarchy may well have 

combined to produce a music prodigy within the recently secularized Menuhin family. 

In 1988, an unpublished Master's thesis (Morelock, 1988) explored the role of 

transgenerational influences in average families in channeling the talents, gifts, and 

interests of children. The 1988 study suggested that transgenerational influences are 

evident in average families, and there are differences among families in the extent to 

which these influences are manifested. It further suggested that parents coming from 

families with a strong transgenerational history in a particular field may assess their 

children's talents with reference to an internalized domain-associated frame of reference. 
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This means that the parent relies on some internal or intuitive domain-associated frame of 

reference in assessing the presence or absence of potential for achievement (i.e., talent) 

within that domain rather than feeling the need for some external source of evaluation. 

An internal frame of reference appeared to lend a kind of insistence and certitude to a 

parent's ideas about his/her own talents as well as those of his/her children! The parent 

appeared more likely to assess his/her child as having talent in a particular field and 

more certain of that determination once it was made. In addition, the research suggested 

that when family transgenerational histories were not directly connected with parental 

attribution of talent to children, it was often because the transgenerational influences 

were connected with cultural domains not easily translatable into a child's experience or 

readily mastered by children. 

General Family Climate or Environment. Another way that families influence the 

talent development process has to do with the general climate of the home. The home 

environment includes the attitudes of parents toward children, relationships among 

family members, parental philosophies about child rearing and parenting, and the way 

that family life is structured and ordered. 

There is little research looking specifically at parenting style for gifted 

individuals, but the literature does offer some ideas about important parental behaviors 

that are conducive to talent development. Nichols (1964) assessed the parenting styles of 

mothers of National Merit Scholarship finalists and found that the children of 

authoritarian mothers obtained better grades in school and more favorable ratings by 

teachers. An authoritarian parenting style was also associated with greater conformity in 

thought and expression by children and a lack of originality. Bloom's (1985) study of 

talented musicians, athletes, scholars, and artists indicated unusually closely knit, 

cohesive families and very close relationships between talented individuals and their 

parents, particularly the mothers who were often most closely involved in getting the 
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children to their lessons. This same pattern emerged from Feldman's (1991) studies of 

child prodigies . Within the literature on the gifted, there is some evidence that parents 

of high-lQ.children emphasize conformity to conventional values (presumably their own, 

rather than ones that are externally imposed) , particularly around achievement and 

success (Getzels & Jackson, 1962). 

Bloom (1985) found that the childhood homes of his adult world-class performers 

were extremely child-centered. The homes of Feldman's (1991) prodigies, as well, 

exhibited extreme child-centeredness. In both Bloom's and Feldman's research, the 

talented children's activities, lessons, and so forth were found to be the organizer for 

family activities and family resources. Van Tassel-Baska (1983) found the mothers of top 

scorers on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) to be well-educated, but most were 

homemakers, focusing their time and energy on the lives and activities of their children— 

a pattern repeated in a later study conducted by Silverman and Kearney (1989). 

McGillivray (1964) found that the parents of gifted children exhibited high levels of 

involvement with them. 

Another aspect of family environment studied by researchers is the emphasis on 

structure and routine in the home and the extent to which family functioning is governed 

by rules. McGillivray (1964) found that the parents of intellectually gifted children 

emphasized routine responsibility for children in the home. Parents of high-achieving 

gifted and talented children have also been found to provide direct organization and 

structure for their offspring by choosing activities for them, planning their nonschool 

time (Sheldon, 1954) and prioritizing their activities (Bloom & Sosniak, 1981; 

McGillivray, 1964). 

Studies of family environment using self-report measures. Only since about 1984 

have self-report measures of family functioning and environment been widely used for 

clinical and research purposes (Wampler, 1993). Most frequently, they have been used 
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for clinical purposes to distinguish between psychiatric and well-adjusted families. 

However, some studies appearing in the literature have used such measures for examining 

family environment in families with gifted children. 

The Family Assessment Device (FAD) (Epstein, 1983) based on the McMaster Model 

of Family Functioning (Epstein, 1981) was used in a study (Mathews et al., 1986) 

evaluating interaction patterns in normal, non-clinical families of gifted children. When 

the resulting data were compared with data from a norm group, the families with a gifted 

child showed a significantly higher level of adjustment on six of the seven FAD scales: 

problem solving, communication, roles, affective responsiveness, behavior control, and 

general functioning. The families did not differ from the norm group on the affective 

involvement scale. 

In a study (West et al., 1989)] using the Family Adaptability and Cohesion 

Evaluation Scale III (FACES III) (Olson et al., 1985) to measure adaptability and cohesion 

in families of academically talented children, West et. al. found that the majority of 

parents completing the form (258 or 86% of the 300) reported their families as exhibiting 

moderate levels of adaptability, cohesion, or both. Conversely, 42 (14%) of the parents 

perceived their families as demonstrating extreme adaptability and cohesion. The authors 

concluded that having a gifted child in the home is not necessarily associated with 

extreme patterns of family functioning. Instead, the research suggested that the majority 

of families included in their study had an increased likelihood of effectively negotiating 

demands associated with having a gifted child due to moderate levels of adaptability, 

cohesion, or both. 

The Family Environment Scale (FES) (Moos & Moos, 1986; Moos & Moos, 1994) 

has been used frequently in studies focusing on links between family environment and 

cognitive development. It also has been the self-report measure most frequently used for 

examining family functioning and environment within families of gifted children. It 

provides a means of assessing the family environment on 10 scales clustered into 3 



domains: Relationship Dimensions (Cohesion, Expressiveness, Conflict), Personal Growth 

Dimensions (Independence, Achievement Orientation, Intellectual-Cultural Orientation, 

Active Recreational Orientation, Moral-Religious Emphasis) and System Maintenance 

Dimensions (Organization, Control). 

In a general discussion of the relationship between family environment and child 

development, Moos and Moos (1994) stated that of the 10 aspects of family environment 

tapped by the FES, cohesion, expressiveness, and intellectual-cultural orientation are 

most closely associated with children's cognitive and social development. Studies of 

preschool children have linked greater family cohesion and expressiveness to increased 

cognitive competence and peer acceptance (Bullock, 1988). Research also suggests that 

cohesion and expressiveness are related to more and better home stimulation for the child 

(Gottfried & Gottfried, 1984) and that intellectual orientation is associated with mental 

development (Wilson & Matheny, 1983), nonverbal intelligence (Leung, Salili, & Baber, 

1986), and reading achievement (Harris, 1982; Williams & Silva, 1985). 

Some intriguing findings have emerged from research dealing with the relative role 

of genetic and environmental factors in twins' intellectual functioning. Twins separated 

in infancy and reared apart still have highly correlated intelligence test scores. To 

explore whether part of this correlation reflects similarity in the family climates, 

Bouchard and his colleagues (Bouchard, Lykken, McGue, Segal, & Tellegen, 1990) asked 

twins reared apart to describe their childhood families. Although the adoptive families of 

twins were somewhat similar in their achievement and intellectual orientation, the 

correlations were quite low. The researchers concluded that similarities in the family 

climates could explain very little of the twins' correlations in intelligence. 

In another study, child IQ.in adoptive families was associated with only two family 

dimensions: more organization and less conflict. In biological families, however, higher 

child IQ.was associated with more expressiveness, independence, and intellectual 

orientation and less moral-religious emphasis and control. Conversely, recreational 
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orientation was associated with lower child IQ.at the age of 7, perhaps because of 

distractions such as noise level and number of siblings in the home. Because the family 

environment and children's lQ.were more closely associated for biological than for 

adopted children, the authors concluded that links between the family and child cognitive 

ability are likely to be mediated genetically (Coon, Fulker, DeFries, & Plomin, 1990). 

In Cornell's (1984) study of families of gifted children, FES findings showed that 

families of gifted children were distinguished from families of average children in that 

parents of gifted children placed a stronger value on being closely involved with their 

children in family activities (i.e., greater Cohesion). In addition, activities in which 

families of gifted children engaged-unlike those in which families of average children 

engaged-tended to be predominantly intellectual and cultural in orientation. 

Other findings from studies using the FES are that families with underachieving 

gifted adolescent students are not classified as dysfunctional any more frequently than 

are families with achieving gifted students (Green, Fine, & Tollefson, 1988); and that 

cohesion, expressiveness, and conflict, as assessed by the FES, are the most critical 

aspects of the family environment for the overall personality adjustment of gifted children 

(Cornell & Grossberg, 1987). And in a study of the relationship between family 

environment and academic achievement in gifted adolescents, Tabackman (1976) found all 

three FES "Relationship" variables, Cohesion, Expressiveness, and Conflict, to be most 

predictive of student achievement. Also significant was the "System Maintenance" 

variable of Organization. 

Kulieke and Olszewski-Kubilius (1989) examined the relationships between 

family characteristics-family values espoused, family values enacted, and family climate 

-and student aptitude, achievement, and self-concept Subjects for the study were the 

participants in the 1985 and 1986 summer programs for academically able students at 

Northwestern University. The researchers used both the FES and the Family as Educator 

Questionnaire, a questionnaire developed to assess the family's contribution to the talent 
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development process. Constructs assessed through the Family as Educator Questionnaire 

included stress on achievement, education and intellectual activities in the family, 

parents' own participation in and pursuit of intellectual activities, child-centeredness of 

the home, and parental involvement with the child's talent area and in the child's 

education. In analyzing the data, subscales from both the FES and the Family as Educator 

Questionnaire were variously assigned to one of the three types of family variables being 

studied-family values espoused, family values enacted, and family climate. 

In operationalizing the three categories of outcome, the researchers used the SAT 

for aptitude, gain between pretest and posttest scores on standardized achievement tests 

administered in the summer program to represent achievement, and the Self-Perception 

Profile for Children by Harter (1985) for self-concept Results showed that for all 

outcomes, family values enacted-activities and actions occurring within a family-

showed the highest correlation with outcome results. 

Some results pertaining to the effects of family climate showed that openness of 

expression within the family with regard to feelings, intellectual exchanges and conflict 

negatively affected the child's achievement, but positively affected the child's social 

acceptance. Families who did not emphasize rules but did encourage children to act 

independently, and made a child's activities a priority tended to have children with 

higher aptitude measures. 

Qualitative case studies offer more personalized views of the home environments of 

exceptionally gifted children. Gross' (1986) case study account of Terry Tao, an 

exceptionally gifted child who is also extraordinarily talented mathematically, described 

Terry's parents as facilitative and nurturing. A commentary rendered by John Feldhusen 

within Gross' article captures the essence in an image... 

I had dinner with Terry Tao and his parents recently and was struck by the 
intellectual intensity of Terry and his parents. Throughout the dinner Dr, Tao's 
conversation centered on Terry's precocity and conditions which would facilitate 
his intellectual growth. Meanwhile Terry interacted constantly with his mother 
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about puzzles and about little curiosity experiments he was doing at the table, 
such as holding a spoon in a candle flame. I was told by another family 
whose home he visited that he had been extremely active in exploring 
things around the house. He seems to have an ever active need to 
be investigating and learning. 

Terry's father seemed to have the same intensity—an absorbing 
need to understand Terry's development and how best to facilitate his 
growth. The family tour of the United States to visit major centers for 
research and development on education of the gifted exemplifies this 
profound concern. I believe that few families would exhibit such 
intense concern for the development of a precocious child. The 
result is clearly that Terry emulates his father's intensity. 
(Gross, 1986, p.9) 

It is easy to see from this passage how values are enacted and modeled within the 

Tao home. Intensity and curiosity are simply a way of life. Like Silverman and Kearney 

(1989), Gross suggests that more research needs to be undertaken on '"nurturant parents' 

such as the Taos who become keenly involved in the design and development of their 

profoundly gifted child's scholastic program but who see their role as guides and 

facilitators, rather than originators, of their child's exceptional abilities." (Gross, 1986, 

p. 8). 

Summary and Research Hypotheses 

A review of the literature reveals the scarcity of research dealing with profoundly 

gifted children. The literature does suggest, however, that the family is a critical force in 

the mediation, shaping, and nurturing of human capabilities. Feldman (1991) has 

described the family as a "catalyst" in the development of human potential. One goal of 

the present study is to examine more closely how this catalyst works to shape and 

preserve human talent and giftedness. 

This study is first and foremost descriptive in nature. It seeks to provide a 

detailed descriptive picture of two profoundly gifted children assessed as functioning at 

an IQ.level of 200+. Second, the study seeks to gain some knowledge of the ways that 
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family environment and history create forces catalyzing the development of specific 

manifestations of human giftedness and talent. 

Aspects surrounding the profoundly gifted child that are explored within the 

context of this research include the overall profile of mental characteristics and specific 

talents and interests of the children, placed within a context of developmental history. 

Aspects of family forces explored in the study include family values, family climate, and 

thematic influences transmitted across generations that serve to channel the expression of 

child abilities in particular ways. Based on the research literature to date, the specific 

research hypotheses motivating the study are the following: 

1. There are common qualitative aspects of mentality 

or developmental history which are characteristic of profoundly 

gifted children of 200 + IQ, 

2. There are family forces in the sense of values, behavior 

patterns, and/or thematic influences transmitted across 

generations which assist in shaping profoundly 

gifted children's patterns of manifested abilities/interests 

into either focused or generalized expressions. 
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Chapter III: Methodology 

Subject Informant Families 

In locating candidate families for inclusion in the study, a criterion-based 

selection of cases (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) was conducted on the basis of child IQ. range, 

intact family, and focused vs. generalized pattern of expression of abilities/interest. 

Intact families were selected so as to facilitate the tracing and analysis of 

transgenerational influences. The two selected families which are the focus of the in-

depth case studies are intact families (children living with both birth parents) with 

profoundly gifted children with IQ? in the 200+ range. In the case of one child, "Bethany 

Marshall" (a pseudonym), the IQ. determination was made through the calculation of a ratio 

IQ. based on Bethany's performance on the Stanford-Binet L-M, as was recommended by 

Silverman and Kearney (Silverman & Kearney, 1989). The formula used was the following: 

mental age 
X 100 

chronological age 

The second child, Michael Kearney (Michael Kearney is this child's real name, 

used with the permission of Michael and his parents), had been administered the 

Stanford-Binet L-M, at the age of 4 yrs. 9 mos.. Because Michael reached (and passed) the 

ceiling of the test for his age, the test administrator decided to record Michael's IQ.as 

158+ (indicating a ceiling-level performance) rather than computing a ratio IQ.based on 

Michael's actual performance. Michael's inclusion in this study is based, therefore, on a 

combination of his Stanford-Binet IQ.score and his extraordinaiy degree of academic 

acceleration. Michael is the youngest person ever to have been graduated from college-he 

was 10 yrs. 5 mos. at the time of his graduation. The rationale for the use of academic 

performance is that academic abilities have long been recognized as highly correlated with 

IQ. (Gardner, 1993a). Michael entered college at the age of six, suggesting that his mental 
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age is easily twice that of his chronological age, and that his actual IQ.is more reasonably 

calculated as being in the 200+ range. Bethany manifests a focused pattern of 

abilities/interest with accompanying extraordinary domain-specific performance in a 

specified talent domain (writing), while Michael's abilities and interests are manifested 

in a more generalized pattern. Michael was 9 yrs. 8 mos. at the time of the initial 

interview, while Bethany was 11 yrs. 9 mos. 

In addition to the two focal families described above, a group of four additional 

intact families with profoundly gifted children were selected to provide comparison data 

on the Moos Family Environment Scale (a measure of family environment) (Moos & Moos, 

1994). Families were contacted via organizations having access to them (e.g., The Gifted 

Development Center, Denver Colorado and the Hollingworth Center for Highly Gifted 

Children, South Casco, Maine). Identified children in the comparison families ranged in 

age from 7 to 10 at the time of the initial contact and had calculated ratio IQ.scores on the 

Stanford-Binet L-M ranging between 186 to 236+. In actualily, these four families 

completed all the same questionnaires and were interviewed in the same way that the two 

focal families were; however, for this particular study, only the findings from the Moos 

Family Environment Scale were used. 

"Extraordinary domain-specific performance" is defined for this study as 

prodigy-level performance, or performance at the level of an adult professional in the 

child's talent domain (Feldman, 1991). Bethany, a writing prodigy, whose skills in a 

particular talent area exemplified prodigy-level performance, had her work judged by a 

professional having expertise in the field of creative writing (prose and poetry) to certify 

that Bethany's writing was, indeed, comparable in quality to that of an adult professional 

in the field. Each family included in this study (including the comparison data families) 

had at least two children (one comparison data family had three children), thereby 

controlling for possible differences in family functioning stemming from a child's being 

an "only child." 
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Instruments 

Some of the data pertaining to family background and transgenerational influences 

were gathered via a Family Histoiy Questionnaire adapted from Gross (1993) (See 

Appendix C). 

The study also incorporated, for a measure of family environment, the Moos Family 

Environment Scale—Form R (Parent's Instrument) (FES) (Moos & Moos, 1994). 

The Moos Family Environment Scale (FES)—Form R (Parent's Instrument) 

The FES comprises 10 subscales measuring the social environment of families. 

Form R, the Form used in this study, measures the actual environment (rather than 

preferred or expected, for which other versions of the FES are available). The 10 FES 

subscales assess three underlying sets of dimensions: relationship dimensions, personal 

growth (or goal orientation) dimensions, and system maintenance dimensions. Whereas 

the relationship and system maintenance dimensions primarily reflect internal family 

functioning, the personal growth dimensions primarily reflect linkages between the 

family and the larger social context. Moos and Moos (1994) provide the following 

descriptions of the 10 subscales making up the dimensions and what they each purport to 

measure: 

Relationship Dimensions comprise the Cohesion, Expressiveness, and Conflict 

subscales. "Cohesion" is the degree of commitment, help, and support family members 

provide for one another. "Expressiveness" is the extent to which family members are 

encouraged to express their feelings directly. "Conflict" is the amount of openly 

expressed anger and conflict among family members. 

Personal Growth Dimensions comprise the Independence, Achievement Orientation, 

Intellectual-Cultural Orientation, Active-Recreational Orientation, and Moral-Religious 

Emphasis subscales. "Independence" is the extent to which family members are assertive, 



are self-sufficient, and make their own decisions. "Achievement Orientation" is 

concerned with how much activities (such as school and work) are cast into an 

achievement-oriented or competitive framework. "Intellectual-Cultural Orientation" 

represents the level of interest in political, intellectual, and cultural activities. 

"Active-Recreational Orientation" measures the amount of participation in social and 

recreational activities. "Moral-Religious Emphasis" is the degree of emphasis on ethical 

and religious issues and values. 

System Maintenance Dimensions include "Organization," which is the degree of 

importance of clear organization and structure in planning family activities and 

responsibilities, and "Control," which is the extent to which set rules and procedures are 

used to run family life. 

The originators of the FES tried to build content and face validity into the FES 

indices by formulating definitions of the specific constructs, such as cohesion and 

organization; preparing items to fit the construct definitions; and selecting items that 

were conceptually related to a dimension as agreed upon by independent raters. In 

addition, items were chosen on the basis of empirical criteria such as item 

intercorrelations, item-subscale correlations, and internal consistency analyses. Finally, 

conceptual clarity was increased and item overlap minimized by placing each item on only 

one dimension (Moos & Moos, 1986). 

Moos and Moos (1986) report several studies supporting the construct validity of 

the FES subscales. Sandler and Barrera (1984) found that persons perceiving their family 

as more cohesive reported receiving more socially supportive behaviors from family 

members. FES cohesion is also positively related to the Procidano-Heller indices of 

perceived support from family members and friends (Swindle, 1983), the Locke-Wallace 

Marital Adjustment Scale (Waring, McElrath, Lefcoe, & Weisz, 1981), and the Spanier 

Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) (Abbott & Brody, 1985). FES expressiveness and conflict 
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also are predictably related to the DAS. Brown, Yelsma, and Keller (1981) found that 

individuals who handled conflict constructively were likely to report low family conflict. 

Jensen and his colleagues (Jensen, James, Boyce, & Hartnett, 1983) developed a 

Family Routines Inventory that measures 28 observable behaviors that involve two or more 

family members and may occur with predictable regularity in daily family life (for 

instance, the family eats at the same time each night, children go to bed at the same time 

almost every night). High scores on the Family Routines Inventoiy were related to high 

family cohesion, organization, and control and low family conflict. 

Moos and Moos (1986) examined some aspects of construct validity by developing 

indices of family role and social functionings. The indices covered measures of religious 

participation, family social and recreational activities, and family social resources 

(number of friends and confidants). An index of family arguments was composed of the 

number of areas (such as relatives, money, politics, and sex) in which family members 

reported disagreements. Role performance was measured by the proportion of household 

tasks performed by the husband, the wife, and the two partners jointly. 

Moos and Moos report that their findings supported the construct validity of the 

FES subscales. The measure of religious participation was highly related to moral-

religious emphasis (average r = .62 for an alcoholic and a community sample); joint family 

activities were associated with recreational orientation (average r = .39); and family 

arguments were linked to conflict (average r = .49). Families oriented toward intellectual 

and recreational pursuits tended to have more social network resources. There also were 

small but significant relationships between cohesion, expressiveness, and lack of conflict 

in a family and the proportion of household tasks performed jointly by the spouses. 



38 

The Inventory of Childhood Memories and Imaginings: Children's Form (ICMIO 

In qualitative research, some flexibility is allowed for reshaping the original 

research questions as one goes along in light of newly emerging themes. Qualitative 

research is dynamic, interactive, and fluid. It is not rigidly constrained by a preformed 

deterministic structure as is so in quantitative research (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Therefore, when an unanticipated development occurred in conducting 

the case study of Bethany Marshall, the researcher added an additional instrument to 

those already included in the study. In the process of reviewing and interpreting the 

collected data on this writing prodigy, the researcher discerned that certain aspects of 

Bethany's account suggested that she might be considered "fantasy-prone" (Lynn & Rhue, 

1986; Lynn & Rhue, 1988; Rhue & Lynn, 1989; Rhue, Lynn, Hemy, Buhk, & Boyd, 1990-91; 

Wilson, 1981; Wilson, 1983). In order to secure empirical data to either support or refute 

this hypothesis, the researcher used a version of the Inventory of Childhood Memories and 

Imaginings, the instrument historically used to identify fantasy-prone individuals for 

research purposes. The instrument was then used to collect comparison data on Michael 

Kearney. Originally adapted by Lynn and Rhue (1986) from Wilson and Barber's (1981) 

103-item Memory, Imagining, and Creativity Interview Schedule (which was used in their 

study of fantasy-prone personalities), previous research suggests that the Inventory has 

adequate reliability (S. J. Lynn, personal communication, January 12, 1995) (Meyers, 

1983); and validity in terms of correlating significantly with measures of absorption 

(Tellegen-Atkinson Absorption Scale, range .67-.81; (Tellegen & Atkinson, 1974), 

response to waking suggestion, fantasy (CIS, r = .30; Wilson & Barber, 1978), and 

vividness of imagery (Betts QMI Vividness of Imagery Scale, r = .31; Sheehan, 1982). 

The version of the Inventory used in this study was the Children's Form, which was 

developed by Myers (1983) specifically for use with children between the ages of 8 and 

18. It is a dichotomous, paper-pencil questionnaire consisting of 48 items taken from the 

Lynn and Rhue adult version, but reworded so as to be more relevant to children. For 
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example, the word "imagine" on the adult Inventory is sometimes replaced with the term 

"make-believe," and a couple of questions on the adult scale relating to sexual fantasies 

and pregnancy are omitted. Scoring of the Inventoiy was done according to norms provided 

by Myers (1983) (Copies of instruments employed in this study are contained in 

Appendix C.) 

Data Collection 

Initial Contact 

Families were contacted initially by telephone in order to ascertain whether they 

would be willing to participate in the study. The target families had previous contact 

with either the Gifted Development Center or the Hollingworth Center for Highly Gifted 

Children and had expressed interest in participating in ongoing research. Dates and 

times for a home visit were established during this initial contact, and families were 

informed of the materials which would be mailed to them and the questionnaires which 

would need to be completed before the time of the home visit. 

The materials mailed to the families included two Family History Questionnaires, 

one to be completed by each parent. A cover letter was included thanking the parents for 

volunteering to participate and informing them of the manner in which the questionnaires 

were to be completed. The letter also confirmed the date and time of the scheduled home 

visit. The materials were mailed so as to reach the families at least two weeks prior to the 

scheduled home visit (See Appendix C for sample copies of these materials). 

Home Visit 

At the appointed date and time, the researcher visited the families. At this time, 

the parents were requested to simultaneously and individually complete Moos Family 

Environment Scales (See Appendix C). They were instructed not to discuss the items on 
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the scale with one another until after they had completed them and returned them to the 

researcher. 

Completion of the scales took approximately 20 minutes, after which an in-depth 

interview was conducted with each parent individually. The interview was partially 

structured by questions used by Morelock (1988) pertaining to family history in the 1988 

study of transgenerational influences and a set of "Phenomenological Questions" aimed at 

accessing parental thoughts, feelings, and reactions to parenting the profoundly gifted 

child. An unstructured portion of the interview dealt with the developmental history of 

the profoundly gifted child. Appendix C contains copies of the transgenerational history 

questionnaire as well as the set of phenomenological questions. 

In addition, at the initial interview, a minimum of one hour was spent alone with 

the subject-informant child. This entailed an unstructured interview focusing on the 

child's perceptions of his/her interests and talents. The researcher came into the 

interview with a list of questions (See Appendix C: "Questions for Children") geared 

towards stimulating the child to think about himself or herself, but remained ready to 

follow the child if he or she digressed into more interesting topical areas. This time also 

allowed the researcher to interact with the child while observing him or her and learning 

what could be gleaned concerning interaction style, modes of thinking, and likes and 

dislikes. If appropriate and possible, the time period also included some participant-

observation activities involving researcher and child (e.g., looking at favorite toys, books, 

or projects that the child wished to show the researcher, etc.) Essentially, the researcher 

followed the child's lead during this time and kept the interaction informal. 

Unstructured individual interviews were also conducted with siblings of the 

subject child. These were conducted for two reasons. First, it was anticipated that they 

might provide valuable qualitative information. Second, it was hoped that interviewing the 

siblings would counteract any possible jealousy reactions that might have occurred as the 

result of the researcher's coming into the family and singling out only the subject-
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beforehand that the researcher would interview all members of the family would also 

relieve them of any anxiety they might have had about singling out one child for special 

attention. 

If the parents were receptive to the researcher's remaining in the home as a 

participant-observer for some period of time, the researcher did so in the interest of 

gaining further qualitative information. Finally, conferences with other individuals who 

had been in close contact with the subject-informant child and could contribute important 

descriptive data to provide a more complete picture of the child's abilities, personality, 

etc., were conducted. Candidate interviewees included the subject-informant child's 

teachers or mentors and members of the child's extended family. In Bethany's case, one 

necessary interviewee was an individual qualified to judge the quality of her work so as to 

confirm that Bethany could be classified as a child prodigy in writing. 

Solicited from the parents were documents such as archival clinical records, test 

scores, and narrative reports. Michael's parents also provided the researcher with a copy 

of the manuscript of their book, The Accidental Genius. (Kearney, in press) when it 

became available in the months following the initial interview. In addition, Michael and 

Bethany supplied the researcher with various writings that they had produced. In 

Bethany's case, this consisted of selections of her poetry and prose. In Michael's case, it 

consisted of selections of papers he had written for high school and college assignments 

and a journal he had kept between the ages of four and six. 

Data Analysis 

Data From Standardized Measures 

Data from the FES for the Marshall and Kearney families were compared to 

determine possible differences and similarities in the profiles of the two families. In 

addition, the data from the Marshall and Kearney families were included with the data 
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the six families. Additionally, data from all six families were compared with norm data 

collected from 1, 432 normal families and with data from 788 distressed families-both of 

which were reported by Moos and Moos (1994). The data on the six families were also 

compared with Cornell's (1984) findings in his study of families of children selected for 

gifted programming in schools (Cornell's gifted group; n =22; Cornell's control group; n = 

20). 

The ICMICs were scored and Bethany's and Michael's scores were compared with 

the norm data provided by Myers (1983) to determine whether they fell within the upper 

4% of the normative distribution and would thus classify either child as "fantasy-prone." 

Interview Data 

Audiotapes of all of the interviews were transcribed. Data from the parental 

interviews were analyzed for emerging themes pertaining to transgenerational influences 

in parents' description and support of their child's giftedness and talent Data from 

audiotaped interviews with all family members and others were also used to construct the 

thickly descriptive picture of child and family which is the heart of this research, in 

keeping with the phenomenological paradigm. The data collected from multiple sources 

were analyzed and woven into rich case description structured around the initial research 

questions (Moon, 1991). 

After completion of each family's individual case study, it was forwarded to the 

family about whom it was written for review and feedback. Parents had been informed that 

they would be receiving draft copies of their family's case study for this purpose, but it 

was left up to the parents to determine whether and how much of the case study they would 

share with their children. In keeping with the policy allowing parents to make this 

determination, participating children were not told by the researcher that they would be 

given a copy of the draft to read. The researcher decided to handle dissemination of the 
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authority concerning whether particulars in the case study analysis were better not 

shared with their children at the present time. 

Mr. and Mrs. Marshall reviewed the case study and Mrs. Marshall 

provided some additional comments and feedback for clarification and elaboration that 

were incorporated into the case study document. Bethany read all of the transcribed 

interview segments involving her and also reviewed the prose and poetry selections chosen 

by the researcher to be included in the case study. She provided some additional 

commentary and poetry to go into the final draft New material added as feedback after 

the writing of the first draft is marked as such in the final case study. 

Kevin and Cassidy and Michael and Maeghan Kearney all read the complete case 

study about their family. According to Mr. and Mrs. Kearney, all members of the family 

thought that the case study as written provided a valid portrayal of their experiences. No 

additional commentaries or feedback were deemed necessary by the Kearney family. 

Issues of Reliability and Validity 

Construct Validity. The most important kind of validity in case study research is 

construct validity. It is, of course, important that whatever scales or tests are used 

measure the hypothetical construct that they purport to measure. This has already been 

discussed with reference to both the FES and the ICMIC. 

The second meaning of construct validity is crucial for case study research 

conducted to generate and develop theory (Moon, 1991). This refers to the extent to which 

abstract terms, concepts, and meanings are shared across times, settings, and populations 

(Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). Yin (1989) advises that construct validity can be enhanced in 

case study research by using multiple sources of evidence, establishing a chain of 

evidence to allow the reader of the case study to follow the derivation from initial 

research questions to ultimate case study conclusions, and having key informants review 
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drafts of the case study report. All of these methods of assuring construct validity were 

used in conducting this research. 

External Validity. Whereas rules for appropriate sampling improve the 

generalizability of quantitative studies, in an ethnographic case study, the researcher 

must address different issues. In case study research, threats to the external validity 

consist of those effects that obstruct or reduce a study's comparability and 

translatability. 

Comparability refers to the degree to which the components of a study-including 

the units of analysis, concepts generated, population characteristics, and setting-are 

sufficiently well described and defined that other researchers can use the results of the 

study as a basis for comparison with other studies addressing this issue (Goetz & 

LeCompte, 1984). Translatability refers to the degree to which the researcher uses 

theoretical frames, definitions, and research techniques that are accessible to or 

understood by other researchers in the same or related disciplines. In the current study, 

external validity is protected through clear and careful identification and description of 

those characteristics salient for comparison with other, similar types. For example, such 

terms as "profound giftedness," and "talent" are defined and used carefully to convey 

specific meanings (See Appendix C: "Glossary of Terms"). This is especially important 

for a case study dealing with giftedness, since there is actually a great deal of controversy 

among professionals in the field with a corresponding need to carefully define terms 

(Morelock, 1993; Ronvik, 1993; Zigler & Farber, 1985). 

External Reliability. As is recommended by Moon (1991), external reliability was 

enhanced in the present study through careful documentation of data collection and 

analysis methods, detailed reporting of research methods, and clear identification of the 

researcher role and status (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). 
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Internal Reliability. Internal reliability of the case study research was enhanced 

through the use of low-inference descriptors such as direct quotations in writing up the 

case study findings (Moon, 1991). Audiotaping the interviews with family members also 

enhanced internal reliability. Finally, two assistants listened to portions of two 

interview audiotapes to determine the extent of agreement with the researcher on themes 

emerging from the interviews and on the coding of interview segments. One of these 

assistants was a graduate student in gifted education who also has extensive experience in 

counseling parents of gifted children. The second was a professional consultant in the 

field of giftedness. Specifically, the reliability check focused on audiotaped data from 

interview questions about family transgenerational history. It was determined that 

themes emerging from the audiotaped interviews were quite clear (e.g., the prevalence of 

storytelling and writing as an influence in the Marshall family, or the salience of 

academic success in both families). Themes were salient to such an extent that the raters 

discovered no areas of disagreement in their identification. 

Having discussed the technical issues related to conducting this research, it is 

now time to move on to the next section of this work: the case studies themselves. The 

first to be presented is the case study of Bethany Marshall. 



Chapter IV: Results 

Part 1: The Case Study of Bethany Marshall 



47 

Bethany Marshall 

Bethany Marshall was 11 yrs. 9 mos. old at the time of the home visit and 

interviews. She is the first born of two children; her brother Brian was 7 1/2 years old at 

the time of the interviews. The Marshall family lives in a rural section of New England. 

Mr. Marshall teaches chemistry in a small local college, while Mrs. Marshall is a full-time 

homemaker. Bethany and her brother are homeschooled, and have been for all of their 

growing up years. Bethany has, however, participated in some carefully chosen 

experiences and classes in a public school close to home. 

Bethany is unusually tall and thin. She has thoughtful brown eyes and light brown 

hair encircling a delicate, roundish face with a softly angelic countenance. While being 

highly accelerated in all academic areas, Bethany is of particular interest in this study 

because of her extraordinary writing ability. Her poems earn her the distinction of being 

a writing prodigy. She also has an intuitive psychological/spiritual/mystical sense 

allowing her to penetrate deeply into human and spiritual realities-more deeply than is 

true of most adults, and certainly of children her own age. Her insights are distilled and 

captured in her poetry. 

At the age of 9 yrs., 7 mos., Bethany obtained a ratio IQ.of 229 + on the Stanford-

Binet L-M Intelligence Scale. Bethany had also been tested on the Kaufman-ABC at the age 

of 7 yrs., 5 mos., achieving a score of 124, and on the WISC-R shortly thereafter, achieving 

a score of 137 (Silverman, in press). A difference of 105 points spans these various test 

scores. According to Linda K. Silverman, these are the largest discrepancies on record (L. 

K. Silverman, personal communication, February 16, 1995). 

For purposes of this case study, all the names of Marshall family members 

(including Bethany's) and names of friends or teachers to which interviewees refer are 

pseudonyms. The real names of well-known consultants in the field of giftedness who have 
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had contact with Mrs. Marshall (e.g., Katheryn Kearney and Stephanie S. Tolan) have been 

retained. 

Consultants 

In the course of this case study, the researcher has solicited the assistance of two 

professional consultants whose expertise has proved extremely important in gaining a 

more complete picture of Bethany and her talents: 

Stephanie S. Tolan, a professional writer and a consultant to parents of 

exceptionally gifted children, served as the expert in this case forjudging the quality of 

Bethany's writing and confirming that Bethany is, indeed, a writing prodigy. Ms. Tolan 

was graduated summa cum laude from Purdue University with a B.A. in creative writing 

and earned an M.A. degree in English from the same university. She is a published poet, 

playwright and novelist as well as a well-known contributor to the literature on 

giftedness. She has won a number of awards, prizes, and honors-both for her creative 

writing and for her work on giftedness. These are listed below: 

Grandpa - And Me (published by Scribner's, 1978) and The Liberation of 
Tansv Warner (published by Scribner's, 1980): "Notable Trade 

Books," National Council of Social Studies. 

Grandpa - And Me: Sequoyah Children's Book Award and Georgia Book 
Award nominee. 

The Great Skinner Getaway (published by Four Winds, 1987; Penguin, 
1989): Sequoyah nominee. 

The Great Skinner Homestead (published by Four Winds, 1988): 
South Carolina Children's Book Award nominee 

The l iberation of Tansv Warner (published by Scribner's, 1980; Dell, 
1982): Ohioana Library Association Award for 
Juvenile Literature. 

Guiding the Gifted Child (published by Ohio Psychology Publishing Co.): 
American Psychological Association's Media Award, "Best Book, 
1983." 



A Time to Flv Free (published by Scribner's, 1983): 
Mark Twain Award nominee 

A Good Courage (published by William Morrow, 1988; Fawcett, 1989): 
Best Young Adult Books, 1988, School Library lournal. 

Dorothy Canfield Fisher Award nominee, Vermont, 1990, 
Virginia Young Readers Best Choices, 1990-1991. 

The Great Skinner Homestead (published by Homestead, 1988): 
South Carolina Children's Book Award nominee. 

Plague Year (published by William Morrow, 1990; Fawcett, 1991): 
Virginia Young Readers Best Choices Winner, 1991-1992. 
Nevada Young Readers Best Choices, 1990-1991. 

Save Halloween! (published by Morrow, 1993): 
YALSA Best Books for Young Adults, 1994 nominee; 
Sequoyah nominee. 

Fellowship in Children's Literature, Breadloaf Writer's Conference, 1980. 

Post-Corbett Award Finalist, 1981. 

Certificate for "contributions to the literary arts in the state and the 
nation," Ohio Arts Council, 1981 

Individual Artist Fellowships, Ohio Arts Council, 1978 and 1981. 

"Albany Author of the Year," 1990, Friends of the Albany Public Library 

Ms. Tolan's poetry has appeared in the following magazines and anthologies. 

MAGAZINES; 

The Goodly Co.. Cats Magazine. The Sixth Circle, Impressions, The Cardinal Poetry 

Quarterly. The Windless Orchard. Descant. The Green River Review. Twigs. Beggar's Bowl. 

Roanoke Review. Oregonian Verse. Loon. Wind. Second Growth. A Carolina Literary 

Companion. 
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ANTHOLOGIES: 

A Change in the Weather: Midwest Women Poets. Rhiannon Press, 1978; Ohio Arts 

Council's anthologies of the Poets-in-the-Schools Program, 1977-80 

Poems 1978-1983. anthology of poetry by Ohio Arts Council's fellowship recipients. 

Ms. Tolan holds professional memberships in the Authors Guild, the Authors 

League of America, the Society of Children's Book Writers, and the Children's Book Guild, 

Washington, D.C. In addition, she has taught writing at Indiana University, Purdue 

University, and Franklin and Marshall College. She has taught adult education classes for 

community organizations such as the YWCA and with local, regional and national writers' 

conferences. Currently, she teaches with the Institute of Children's Literature (credit is 

awarded for this course by a large number of colleges and universities). She has also 

worked with "Poets in the Schools" (now "Artists in Education") and has been Writer-in-

Residence at two high schools. She has taught fiction writing and poetry to grade school, 

middle school and high school students as well as to adults. Consequently, she has a clear 

sense of how Bethany's writing and poetry compares to the work of children her own age 

and older, and how it compares to the work of both amateur and professional adults. As a 

consultant to parents of highly gifted children since 1978, she estimates that she has 

worked with over 100 families with children in the 150-180 IQ.range and over a dozen 

families with children in the 180-235 IQrange. 

Although Ms. Tolan has been familiar with some of Bethany's writings (through 

correspondence with the family) since Bethany was eight years old, she never formally 

taught her on an individual basis. Generally, her stance over the years has been that 

Bethany should be allowed to explore and create without externally defined constraints 

and judgments, both because of her youth and because Bethany is a better writer than most 

of those with whom she would come into contact (e.g., teachers in schools, or even 

prospective publishers) who might take it upon themselves to judge her work- She did, 
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however, conduct a writing workshop at a gathering of profoundly gifted children in which 

Bethany participated in January, 1994 (see more about the workshop in the following 

section "Contacts With the Marshall Family"). The researcher was present during the 

workshop and acted as an observer. Later, this researcher sent Ms. Tolan various 

selections of Bethany's work and interviewed her over the telephone for an appraisal of 

whether the work would qualify her as a writing prodigy. 

The expertise of a second consultant was sought when an unexpected development 

took place in this case study. The researcher, in exploring literature bearing on the 

analysis and interpretation of the data, discovered the research on "fantasy proneness." 

Realizing that the construct seemed to fit what the researcher had observed in Bethany's 

case, she contacted Professor Steven Jay Lynn at the Department of Psychology, Ohio 

University, Athens, Ohio. Dr. Lynn is a leading researcher in the field of fantasy 

proneness (Lynn & Rhue, 1986; Lynn & Rhue, 1988; Rhue, & Lynn 1989; Rhue et al., 1990-

91). He took an interest in the case and generously agreed to serve as a consultant in this 

researcher's exploration of these aspects of it. Dr. Lynn provided the researcher with the 

instrument widely used to identify fantasy-prone individuals, the "Inventoiy of 

Childhood Memories and Imaginings," which was then administered by the researcher to 

Bethany. Afterwards, she consulted with Dr. Lynn in scoring the inventory and 

interpreting the results. 

Contacts with the Marshall Family 

The researcher's first visit to the Marshall home took place in mid-September, 

1993. At that time, the researcher stayed three days with the family, interviewing 

Mr. and Mrs. Marshall, Bethany, and her brother Brian. She also had the opportunity to 

interview a teacher in the local public school who had worked with Bethany when she 

(Bethany) had participated in some special activities for gifted children. In January, 

1994, the researcher attended a small gathering of profoundly gifted children (180+ IQ, 
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Stanford-Binet L-M) and their parents who had connected with each other through a 

support network for highly gifted children in New England. Bethany, Brian, and their 

parents were also in attendance. Various elective activities were planned for the children, 

among which were workshops in writing and mathematics. The researcher was present 

during these workshops and observed Bethany's participation in both of them. 

In January, 1995, the researcher returned to the Marshall home specifically to 

administer the Children's Form of the "Inventory of Childhood Memories and Imaginings" 

to Bethany. 

First Impressions 

The Marshall home is situated in a quiet rural section of New England far from the 

major thoroughfares. As this researcher drove her car into the driveway on an afternoon 

in mid-September, 1993, the scene that greeted her was of a modest wooden residence 

surrounded by trees and other greenery. In the front was a small plot of ground reserved 

for the family garden. As the researcher emerged from her car, Mrs. Marshall, Bethany 

and Brian came out to welcome her. The researcher immediately noticed the bright, open 

smiles of the children. Brian, like his sister and mother, was tall and thin. Unlike his 

sister's, Brian's face was more elongated and his hair was darker. His smile was utterly 

charming and somewhat impish. Mrs. Marshall, who herself stood about 6 feet tall, was 

attractive with medium length dark hair and glasses, and a pleasant smile. After the 

children had assisted the researcher in moving her luggage into the room where she would 

be staying for the next few days, Mrs. Marshall suggested that Brian show the researcher 

the outside. He gladly obliged, and he and this researcher immediately began a tour 

around the house, weaving in and out through the trees and shrubs while Brian ran ahead, 

providing a running (literally!) commentary. Because he ran so quickly, the researcher 

had some trouble keeping up and hearing the comments, but it was obvious that what 

appeared to the researcher to be undifferentiated green growth was to Brian various 
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distinct rooms within a large and stately castle, each with its own name and function. 

Mrs. Marshall later informed the researcher that the "castle" changed frequently. 

Sometimes, for example, it became a fort somewhere in the wilderness of the early western 

frontier. This was the researcher's first introduction to the creative and imaginative 

realm of thought that is the natural playground for the Marshall children. It emerged 

again later as important factor in Bethany's development as a writing prodigy. 

Earlv Developmental History 

Mr. Marshall was 37 when Bethany was born and Mrs. Marshall was 28. Bethany 

arrived at the end of a full term, uneventful pregnancy and weighed in at 8 lbs., 4 oz., 

measuring 20 3/4 inches in length. Although the labor and delivery was easy, Bethany, 

according to Mrs. Marshall, had a difficult time immediately after the birth... 

Ms. M: She came out too fast is what they said afterwards. Usually they tell you 
you're going to have to push and push and push. I was dilated just like 3 or 
4 cms. and all day I'd had these kind of funny contractions and had been in 
the hospital waiting-walking around waiting for something to happen. The 
nurse had looked at me and I was 3 or 4 centimeters dilated and she came 
in half an hour later and I was blowing. She said "What are you doing?" I 
said "I feel like pushing." And she said "Well, you can't." She said "I just 
looked at you." She said "Well, I'll check you again." And she started 
hollering "Oh, my God! Keep blowing! Keep blowing!" Hollering— 
because they expected me to take a lot longer. 

So from there, things were really crazy. Finally, the doctor got in 
there and they got an IV hitched up and everything and they told me I could 
push. I pushed once and I was just starting to bear down on another one 
and they were all yelling at me to stop pushing because her head was 
already out. And they were trying to rotate the shoulders and they were 
hollering at me to stop pushing, you know, which was real confusing to me 
because I had it in my mind-I couldn't believe it was going that fast And 
Phil had taken my glasses so I couldn't see anything cause I was 
all sweaty so he had taken my glasses away. 

So then when she came out, she wasn't breathing. I mean, she wasn't 
breathing. Her color was real bad. She was just limp. She was in bad 
shape. They worked on her and they got her breathing and then they took 
her-I didn't get to hold her right away. They had to take her and warm 
her up because she had gotten chilled while they were trying to make her 
breathe. But then they brought her to me an hour or so after she was born 
and let me nurse her and hold her. But then in the night-she was born 
like between 5:30 and 6:00 in the evening, and I had her in my room with 
me a little while and I was real tired cause I hadn't slept any the night 
before and so I called for them to come get her and I gave her back to them 
and I just had gone to sleep and she stopped breathing several times again 
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in the night and they called me. They had to make arrangements because 1 
was at (Name of Medical Center) and they had to take her over to the 
neonatal intensive care unit cause they were really having a hard time 
starting her breathing again. They had to shock her or something. 
So she had a really bad time at the beginning. And they took her over 
there. And then when they got her so that she was breathing O.K. and they 
did all these tests and they found blood in her spinal fluid. And they said 
that-cause her head came out so fast that it burst a little blood vessel 
under the skull and they said-cause newborns, you know, breathing is 
new to them and just having something that shouldn't have been there in the 
spinal fluid must have been enough to throw off her breathing. But then, 
we had to wait another 24 hours after they figured that out. Once they 
knew that, they didn't know if there could have been other damage. 

So the thing that's real hard for me now, looking back on it-to 
remember—is that we spent the first part not knowing if she was going to 
breathe and then thinking she was going to be retarded or-you know, that 
she was going to be somehow brain damaged. So, in her infancy, when she 
first showed so many signs of being really alert and it just was really 
reassuring, it's like—they did the brain scan and they told us she was 
O.K., but you know, they could tell you she's O.K. after they've told you 
that maybe she won't be and it still doesn't feel very safe. So for a long 
time, it just felt like "O.K., she's all right." Just sort of reassuring. And 
then people started telling me "This kid isn't all right This kid is really 
strange. What is she doing this already for?" But for a long time, that's 
just how it felt. Because I was going against that expectation that 
something maybe was going to be wrong with her ability to function 
mentally. 

Mrs. Marshall reported that Bethany came home after 2 1/2 days in the hospital 

and that there were no further incidents to cause concern. 

From earliest infancy, Bethany was drawn to the sound of words... 

Mrs. M: She would shut up when you'd talk. If she was impatient-I mean, if she 
was fussy-when she was tiny and when she was an infant that first winter, 
even, if I talked to her, she wouldn't fuss. So, when the mail came, if I 
wanted to read a letter or a magazine or something, I would read it out loud 
because then she would be quiet. And I remember standing there cooking 
and I had her propped up in her little infant seat across the room and I 
remember telling her how to make quiche, you know-first you make the 
pie crust-just like if I had a friend drop in that never made quiche and 
wanted-to know. I didn't talk baby talk-I just talked to her. And when I 
stopped, she cried. And so then you started up again and so I just told her 
everything as I was-and it wasn't like all day long, but if she got fussy 
and you talked to her, a lot of times, if she wasn't just exhausted, if it 
wasn't that kind of screaming, you know—"I've had it," if she was just 
bored, I guess, then if you'd talk to her, she'd stop. So I did. I talked to 
her a lot Self defense She could sit and listen to a story. You could 
take her to story time at the library, you could have taken her when she 
was a newborn, cause as long as somebody was talking, she'd be quiet" 
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Bethany would also quiet to the sound of the radio-but only if there were music 

on. She didn't like the sound of voices on the radio. If there was to be any talking going 

on, Bethany required live voices... 

Mrs. M: She liked the classical music cause I used to have it on when she was an 
infant and I can remember noticing that she listened to that sometimes, 
buc she didn't like the voices on the radio. She'd get restless with the 
radio or the stereo like when the news came on. So you would have thought 
like while I was fixing supper, you know, I would have let her listen to "All 
Things Considered," but no, no-1 had to talk to her. but she liked the 
music. . .it could have been Nana or somebody, but it had to be somebody 
that she thought of as real, 1 guess. But the radio didn't work for talking. 
The radio worked for music—radio voices weren't acceptable. 

From earliest infancy, Bethany was also fascinated at the sight of printed words 

and pictures. Mrs. Marshall reports that long before she was standing or walking, when 

she was but 9 mos. old, 

Mrs. M: I'd give her the junk mail and I'd put it down on a little low shelf and she 
would sit there for the longest time "reading her mail," she called it And 
a lot of it had bright colors and big letters, you know, and she just would 
sit and look at them for at least an hour and a half-probably more, but 
that's a conservative estimate. 

Developmental milestones related to language occurred notably early and progress 

after the onset of any particular new skill was rapid. Bethany spoke her first word at 8 

mos.. Her first phrase came at 13 mos.. Mrs. Marshall said that while at the age of 14 

mos., Bethany's vocabulary consisted of 70 or 80 words, by 18 mos., she was repeating 

memorized verse and could say practically anything. By the time she was two, she could 

say all the verses of the poem, "James James Morrison Morrison Weatherby George Dupree" 

(Took great care of his mother though he was only three) from the collection of Winnie-the 

Pooh poems in A. A. Milne's When We Were Six. The researcher probed further to 

determine environmental influences that would have encouraged the poetiy-learning and 

interest in language. 
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R: Did you ever at any point say poems to her and have her complete the 
ending-like you'd say a verse and then leave off a word and have her 
complete it? Or did she just start saying them whole-out of whole cloth? 

Mrs. M: Well, I said them and I made up ones. Cause that's just something that I 
just-especially my older sister and I, we just always did that. I made up 
funny little songs about her and I-and when we were walking—like if she 
was getting tired, then I would say, you know, it's kind of good for walking 
-"James, James Morrison Morrison ..." and so she just started-and it was 
also while we were living there, just before she turned two or a round the 
time she turned two, we'd go get picture books for her at the library and 
you read them to her a couple of times and she knew the whole thing. I 
mean, she'd take it down... 

R: And she'd say it herself? 

Mrs. M: Yeah. The couple that lived downstairs from us~were like the age to be my 
parents and she called the woman "Nana Margie" and she'd go down and 
"read" her-and she was not reading then~I know she was not reading 
then-but she'd go down after she'd heard the book a few times and she get 
up in Nana's rocking chair and she'd say-(quotes a certain book that she 
remembers) "Many, many years ago ... there was a small boy named 
Giovanni and no mother, no father, and he dressed in rags, begged his 
bread, and slept in doorways." And she would -she could say just about 
the whole book-

Bethany was recognizing letters at 18 mos. and by 25-26 mos., had begun to sight-
read. .. 

R: When did she sight-read her first word? 

Mrs. M: O.K. I know that for sure, too. She had turned two the end of December and 
we moved in here March first of the following year-after she turned two. 
And it was when I was packing boxes, like in February. So she would have 
been between 25 and 26 months. And she started asking me-she'd say 
"What does 'couch' look like?" And I'd say "Bethany, you know what a 
couch is-it's right over..." you know. "But what does it look like, 
Mama." And I'd say "Well, go look at it I'm trying to pack these things." 
"What does it look like on paper?" And finally-she didn't ask me at first 
to write ... and finally, whatever she'd ask me for, I'd write on a little 3x5 
cards, and she'd go around and put them on things-on what they were. 
And she recognized them. At that point, I don't think she learned them 
like that couch is C-O-U-C-H, because that card was upside-if it was on 
its end—it could be any which way and she knew all those. She ended up 
with about 60 of them before I got really fed up with it and wouldn't do any 
more. And I didn't do it all at once. I think I had a limit—I'd do five at a 
time and then she had to go play with those a while and let me pack. 

And pretty soon after that, she started-instead of her telling me 
that she wanted me to write "Aunt Peg," she would just tell me to write her 
something and then she would figure it out So I remember sitting down 
with her while she ate her lunch and I would just take a paper and write 
litde things on it. And they weren't always just little-most of them were 
ones that really did sound more or less how they looked, you know, I 
haven't ever given her "neighbor." But I didn't give her just all litde short 
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like fat, cat, sat-I just-a lot of times, they had something to do with 
whatever we had been doing that day. If we had been cooking, then I might, 
you know, have written whatever we made-just whatever came to mind, and 
she was always bugging me to do that~to write her words on paper. 

R: That just occurred to you as a sort of little game, because she liked to see the way 
words are written? 

Mrs. M: Well, because she wouldn't leave me alone. Bethany is tenacious. And I 
wanted to pack. And she wanted to know what "couch" looked like. So I put 
them on 3x5 cards because she could handle them and she wouldn't have 
crumpled them up and ripped them and asked me to do another one, I think, 
is basically why I did it that way. Because it seemed easier. It seemed like 
it would last a while if 1 did it that way. And they amused her. She would 
go set them on stuff, like I said. 

R: When did she sight-read an easy reader? 

Mrs. M: When she was two, she started reading those single words. And then we 
moved up here, O.K.? Which was a whole different environment and she had 
a lot more space and she got interested in that. She still read individual 
words~on signs, on cereal boxes, on everything. But she didn't seem to 
show any interest on doing longer things. It was about a year—like she got 
sidetracked on doing other things, as I remember. What I remember is then 
when she was three-I think in that fall, when she was three—before she 
turned four. I know it was in the fall-could it be that it was when she 
was two before she turned three? I don't know that I wrote it down then. 
At least when she was three, she was reading books-simple books. And 
she went-just within a matter of (two) months .. .from reading the first 
very simple "Ten Apples Up On Top" or one of those to reading almost 
anything she.put her hand to. So that the summer she was four, she read all 
the Little House on the Prairie books. 

It always felt like that. She was content for a while with those 
word cards-with those individual words-and seemed perfectly happy and 
I was happy and so then everything was fine. And what I remember-it was 
that she first started reading the readers when she was three because I was 
pregnant with Brian then. He was born after she turned four. And I had a 
terrible time carrying him. I was sicker than a dog and I bled if I looked at 
anything. I couldn't lift her up at all. I couldn't run around and play with 
her. I couldn't do a lot of the things we had always done together. I had to 
sit a lot with my feet up or lie down a lot And it was really hard for her-
to have this person that had always been active and doing things with her 
all of a sudden not be able to do very much with her. It was very 
frustrating for me, because the first pregnancy had gone so easily and it 
was really hard for her and I was depressed. But I remember her asking 
questions at that point that were phonetic-questions about phonics. And 
I remember thinking "I've got to get myself together when 1 stop feeling so 
sick to my stomach, I've got to teach her some phonics." But by the time I 
stopped feeling sick to my stomach-I felt sick like during that summer 
when it was hot and stuff-when I got done feeling sick to my stomach, she 
had figured it out. And all I had done was answered whatever she asked 
me. I hadn't given her any organized ... She'd come and say "Is B-E-D 
'bed' or 'bede.'" And I'd say "It's 'bed.'" And she'd say "Oh, O.K." And 
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she'd go off again. And I'd think, you know, "I really ought to show her the 
rules for that, but I just couldn't seem to get enough oomph to do anything. 
And then all of a sudden, when I was beginning to feel more human and 
thought I could help her, then she just knew them and I didn't need to. And 
it wasn't very long. It was a matter of weeks or maybe two months at the 
most and somehow she'd figured it out on her own. She was 3 1/2 then. 

Onset and Development of Writing Ability 

Mrs. Marshall reported that Bethany started writing when she was three. When 

Bethany started writing, Mrs. Marshall was sensitive to the criticism of friends and 

neighbors that her daughter was doing these things too early and that it would pose 

significant problems for Bethany when it came time for her to enter school. Consequently, 

Mrs. Marshall tried taking pencils and crayons away from Bethany so that she couldn't 

continue to write. But Bethany persisted by using a stick to write in the dirt outside, and 

Mrs. Marshall relented, concluding that any child who wanted to write that badly should 

not be prevented from doing so. 

From the time Bethany first started writing, she wrote little stories... 

R: She was writing stories. It wasn't just writing words. She was writing stories. 

Mrs. M: Oh no. Bethany couldn't imagine why anybody would just write words. No. 
No. They were to tell something. 

I looked at some of the stories that Bethany had written at three. They were 

written in pencil or crayoned childish scrawl and embellished with simple little 

illustrations of birds, cats, or other animal figures... 

R: But they're imaginative stories. They're like little scenarios. 

Mrs. M: Yeah, that they are. Mostly about animals. She made these cartoon things 
with these characters. See-that one just says "Hey Guys!" And "Here he 
comes. We're going to eat the cat. Yes. Yes. Yes. No. No. No." She did a 
lot of those and see, they don't have dates on them. Some of them, you can 
tell she got going on the words and got mixed up or whatever. I think these 
are when she was three-they're like a late three or an early four... .Those 
are the very earliest ones, and that's as near as I can tell you about when 
they are, I guess. 



A curious shift in memory use occurred when Bethany began reading and writing. 

Whereas when she was 18 mos. to 2 yrs. old, she delighted in committing written works to 

memory, when Bethany started really reading at age 3 1/2, she stopped memorizing new 

things and even forgot some of the old ones-it was as if she were relieved of the burden of 

having to use aural recall of the written works, since she could now capture words 

permanently in writing and read them back at will. 

When Bethany was in first grade-ages 6 and 7-she wrote "Schoolmate Stories" 

about her experiences participating in some public school activities when she was 

attending the school two days per week. Her writing of the stories was encouraged by her 

mother to help Bethany make sense of her experiences going part time to school. 

Intriguingly, even at that age, the dialogue was well-written and crafted to match the 

personalities of the individual characters. Mrs. Marshall observed that even in those 

early years, Bethany wrote the way people talked, rather than writing everything out in 

complete sentences. Bethany's writing demonstrated a keen understanding of people. She 

could reconstruct incidents involving herself and other children, and assume the role of a 

third party who understood the motivations and feelings of all those involved. 

At the age of six in homeschool, Bethany studied about the American Revolution, 

reading from various sources. She then synthesized the material and recounted in her own 

words what happened during the period. She was also writing poetry at this point. Mrs. 

Marshall reported that Bethany, in 1989, (Bethany would have been a little over seven) had 

written something during Lent for a Worship Service she had with her dolls. It had 

started with "The Joy is paused, the sorrow begun. Let us not say 'Allelulia'." 

When Bethany started writing poetry, it was a natural gift. Mrs. Marshall reports 

that it never seemed to be "work" or even a "craft"... 
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Mrs. M: She'd be out swinging or playing or being in her burrow and all of a 
sudden, she would come tearing in the door-as if she was just going to 
make it to the bathroom or as if she was bleeding and needed.. .and you'd 
say "What's the matter?" And she'd say "I've got a poem and I've gotta 
get..! And most of the things that she wrote came to her like full-formed 
into her mind. 

Curiously, Bethany reported to the researcher that when her poems first started 

coming to her, they were always accompanied by music. She would hear in her mind a 

voice singing the words of the poem. Eventually, the voice became her own, and over time, 

the music stopped accompanying the poetry. 

In spite of well-meaning teachers and relatives who tried to convince her 

otherwise, Mrs. Marshall's policy has been to allow Bethany free reign in her writing 

Mrs. M: My aunt that I just visited (says) "Kids ought to be made to do things that 
they don't want to do cause it's good for them." and I think sometimes they 
do, you know, they have to dry their dishes and put away their laundry and 
change their underwear sometimes, but I don't think you ought to do that 
with somebody's writing. I don't think you ought to do that to somebody's 
poems. If that's how they want them, I don't think you have any right to 
tell them that that's just the first draft and this is what... and make it my 
poem. You know, that's her poem or story or whatever. And if she asks me 
if this part's clear or something or how I like something, I might say 1 
especially like this part. I remember the first time she tried to do a 
sonnet, I might say, you know, this line is a little bit ragged, you know, but 
I don't make any-there's no enforcement If she asks me, then I'll tell her 
what I think. But there isn't any coercion on my part that she has to polish 
it up, that she has to do anything with it 

In my opinion, the writing is hers and what she decides to do with 
it is hers. I would not say that she was perfectionistic about her writing. 
The writing seems—compu/sive, maybe-but as I always said, she doesn't 
always finish... and she starts huge, long things ... the whole history of 
this imaginary solar system and there are all these different kinds of 
creatures and they all have different languages and she started 
dictionaries and she never finished it She worked on it over a period of 
months and then she was changing so fast inside. And so she got frustrated 
with it and ditched the whole thing. 

It's just that the work she had already done seemed young to her. I 
remember her telling me that because it was taking her so long that when 
she'd go back and look at it, it seemed real immature to her-what she had 
done at the beginning and so then she'd try to decide if she should start it 
over and then she said "But then by the time I got-then I'd be older still." 

R: So she was aware of that—that she was growing... 

Mrs. M: Oh yeah. 

R: That's a fascinating problem for a child. 
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Mrs. M: And she talked to me about that-that's at least a year ago. So she was ten 
-or maybe nine, when I remember her talking to me about it. 

R: So how long would this project last-that she would be able to notice that in 
herself? 

Mrs. M: That one had gone close to a year. 

Some of the most intriguing insights about the development of Bethany's writing 

came from Bethany herself and consisted of her own internal phenomenological 

experiences over time as her writing abilities expanded. Within the months prior to this 

researcher's visit, Bethany had noted that a shift was taking place in the way that she 

wrote. Earlier, her writings evolved out of her concrete play. She would set a scene and 

general storyline in her mind and people it with human or animal characters. She would 

then select dolls or toys or other props to represent the characters and begin to play out 

an ensuing scene that tended to evolve and build on itself. The little character dolls (or 

even stones, in some instances, when a particular stone or rock seemed better for 

representing a particular animal) would strike up a dialogue or would become involved in 

an interaction or scenario which Bethany would narrate. After the scene had developed 

and played itself out, Bethany would be off to record it in writing. (Mrs. Marshall 

reported that when Bethany was involved in this kind of activity, she generally did not 

want to share this play with other children. Some of the stories she merely told through 

the play; others, she wrote down after playing them.) 

Mrs. Marshall recalled that when Bethany was approximately nine years old, an 

incident occurred which apparently precipitated a developmental shift. Someone who was 

interested in observing or capturing Bethany's creative process on tape visited the 

Marshall home. Mrs. Marshall wrote for this researcher a description of what happened 

(original names have been replaced by pseudonyms)... 

At that time, Chris was interested in the development of Bethany's writing and we 
showed her all of it we could find from the first letters to grandparents and those 
cartoonish stories. I hadn't realized before that Bethany played all the 
stories and wrote just a few of them. Chris discovered that as she was 
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asking questions about the process. (People are always amazed that she 
doesn't rewrite or revise any of her stuff and depending on their vision they 
either scold her about it or try to understand where the stories and poems 

come from, how she first perceives them) Anyway Chris thought it was 
interesting and asked if she could observe Bethany "playing a story". Bethany 
agreed readily enough but found that she couldn't do it with an audience. Another 
bit that came out in the talk with Chris was that Bethany used to hide what she 
was doing, would keep her door closed and when she heard me coming would shove 
all the stuff under the bed and pretend she was doing something else. So it 
was very private. 1 was surprised because 1 didn't think I'd been negative 
about her writing (or story making) and Bethany couldn't explain the need to hide 
it. Then Chris left a tape and asked her to just put it in and record 
sometime when she was doing one of these story/play things. After Chris was gone 
Bethany tried and came to me upset because again she couldn't do it. She wanted 
to do what Chris asked but she said she couldn't do it naturally, that she 
kept thinking what Chris would think about what she was doing and that changed 
how she did the stoiy. (Sort of editing before writing and it inhibited the 
process.) So I just told Bethany not to worry about it, to turn off the tape and 
forget it And I explained to Chris that she had tried and it hadn't worked. 
Then it wasn't dramatic, that Bethany never played a story again, but very 
definitely from that time there was a decline in the playing of the stories. 
Perhaps it was never completely unself-conscious again. Or perhaps Bethany 
was entering a new developmental stage and this only provided a marker for a 
change that would have occurred anyway. I have asked Bethany and between us 
that is the best answer we can give. Bethany said' "It just wasn't as appealing after 
that. 1 don't know why." 

In the months prior to this researcher's initial home visit, Bethany had noticed 

that her inspiration for writing was beginning to spring from more internal sources-or 

sometimes from the creative work of others-such as the "MacBeth" poem which grew out of 

steeping herself in the works of Shakespeare. The stories happen in her head and she no 

longer does the external movement or the dialogue aloud. According to Mrs. Marshall, 

Bethany still only writes a few of the ones she tells. 

Bethany also noticed that the complexity of her characters was changing-as was 

her relationship to them... 

B: What I've noticed about my characters lately—you know, it's been 
true for all my life-l just didn't notice it, but-more and more when I look at 
any given character that I have, I see in them some aspects of me-a part of me. 

R: Um-Hum. 

B: Often, you know, I'll exaggerate a part and take away parts, but... 

R: But this is a part of you. Is this a recent realization? You haven't thought of 
that before? 
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B: Yes. 

R: O.K. 

B: Because lately, I was just writing about this character who had come to me and 
then a little later, I was going over and looking at it and it was occurring to me -
"Hey, didn't you realize she's a lot like you"—only it's more obvious to the reader 
than it is to anyone who's looking at your life because things happen bigger and 
faster. Also, when you're writing something, you can just state to the reader what 
your characters' feelings are. In real life, often, you-the actual character-don't 
particularly want to tell them something. 

R: Right. Yeah. So then when you thought back about your other characters, it 
seemed that same way-that they were part of you? 

B: Yes. All of them and everything I write is part of me. And some of them have 
more of my good traits and some more of my bad. And some are a hopeless mix. 
And I can't really sort it out. 

Another thing-as I've gotten older and more mature, my characters are 
less clear-cut-black and white. 

R: Oh, that's very interesting. 

B: They get to be much more shades of gray. There was a time when the good guys 
were good and the bad guys were bad and anyone who was in-between must have not 
decided yet. Lately, my characters are getting to be quite complex shadings and .. 
.And then it's true that while I never particularly liked books in which someone 
seemed to be perfect and wonderful all the time, often I would tend to write it like 
that because-"you know it's really unfair, this is a nice person, why make them 
do something awful like that?" 

R: So, are you changing that now? Is that what you're saying? 

B: Yes. 

R: Things are getting different. 

B: Things are. 

R: More complex. 

B: Yes. It feels like my writing is getting almost as complicated as my life, and that 
can be... 

R: So you think your life is complicated, huh? 

B: It's getting so-especially as I'm going into a new phase of growing up and 
going from a child into a grownup and getting ready to get launched. 
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There was one particular experience which Bethany remembers as crystallizing the 

changes taking place in her characters. It was in connection with a story called "The 

Travelers," which she began in June, 1993-three months prior to this researcher's visit 

to her home. It particularly concerned a young female character that she named "Gillian" . 

B: I started it back in late June, 1993. I guess this story that I began, I was 
interested in my basic plot and my scenario, but not so much in the individual 
characters. But then as I started, the rest seemed like background to this one 
character, Gillian. She's the one who I keep trying to give all the action-and keep 
on neglecting the other two. And she's changed a lot from what she started as. I 
guess originally, when I planned her, she had really been what she appeared to 
be to anyone who looked at her. I guess she started out as an adventure story 
character. She ended up as a real person, practically. She became more and more 
complex and confusing to me. She took on her own voice and .. .her own past, 
which I had been planning to leave out of it, but found out that I couldn't I didn't 
plan to go quite as in depth on Gillian as I did, but... 

R: But she's part of you. 

B: Yes. I didn't realize that, either, when I started. She was just meant to be a 
character, and I tried to tell her that 

R: This is the first time that you realized that your characters are part of you, right? 

B: Yes. The first time I really-when I looked at what Gillian had done~"Bethany! 
She's awful like you in some ways!" 

R: Is there anything that she did that particularly started you thinking along that 
line? Any particular moment that started you realizing that? 

B: Yes. Something she did-one of the villainous characters that I introduced into 
the play-she was confronting him and all of a sudden, I guess—well like I told 
you, these things sometimes play in my mind like a movie or something. And then 
I was sort of relaxing-it was before bed and I was beginning to get exhausted and 
then some of the—the movie just kept going on without my control-only now, 
instead of watching the two of them externally, it was like you had been switched 
in some dream from being a watcher to being Gillian, in this case. And I was 
feeling what she felt and seeing what she'd seen. I opened my eyes pretty quick 
and somehow shut it off... 

R: Did it scare you? 

B: Yes, extremely. 

R: Was it becoming too real? 

B: Yes. It was beginning to feel almost like a bad dream. 

R: But you knew you were sort of daydreaming. 
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B: Yes. I knew it wasn't real, thank goodness. 1 decided "Bethany, you are not going 
to work any more on this story tonight Wait till the morning for your mental 
health." But in the morning, 1 thought about it and I realized "You've been 
cheating Gillian. She's a pretty interesting character. There's a whole new thing 
you've uncovered here, so ..." It was when she looked at him and said-and then 
in the movie, as it went on-she recognized him from her early childhood, which 
she had desperately been trying to hide and had succeeded in forgetting about 
until then. It was convenient to have her having forgotten it till then," since I had 
had no idea of it till then. It was one of those things that just seemed to come out-
I certainly didn't think of it consciously. 

R: But the incident from her childhood was totally fictional? It was part of the story? 
Or was it more like an incident... 

B: Totally fictional. Part of the stoiy-it wasn't like nothing I've ever experienced. 
But the same sort of feelings-guilt for some things and the fear-if someone knew 
this about me, what would they think of me? I have some thoughts like that-
though not as dramatically as it is for her. However, in becoming real, she's 
messed up the whole thing-it started as an adventure story which you look at 
from the outside, but now it's becoming a novel, too, and it's hard to keep them 
both going at once. 

R: You're getting more into her head, now? 

B: Yes. I've tried to balance the external events and the internal feelings. She's sure 
making my job a lot harder! She's one of the characters I've argued with: "Go back! 
Just be a character again! Stop bothering me!" 

R: So is she unusual-different from your other characters. 

B: Yes. 

R: She's becoming more real. You can see her internal thoughts and stuff... 

B: Most of my stories have been from the outside looking at this person and deducing 
somewhat of their character or their feelings, but still an external perspective. 
With Gillian, though, it's like I'm looking in from outside and out from inside of 
Gillian. Wonderful to think about and play in your head, but very hard to write. 

B: I don't know why, but, a lot of things seemed to have changed about when I turned 
11. 

R: Yeah? 

B: Life's become a lot more complicated and confusing-just about the way Gillian 
did. 

R: Tell me more about Gillian... .it doesn't scare you that you're beginning to do it 
that way, does it? (seeing story from inside of character out) 

B: No more than all of my growing up scares me. I am in many ways scared of growing 
up. I mean, it's good and it's necessary, but it isn't easy. And it seems like I'm 
leaving a lot behind and it's going to be a lot harder. I'm making most of my 
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characters about my age and going through what I am. Maybe that's one of the 
reasons it was so easy to get inside of Gillian. 

R: Because she is your age. Were you doing that before? You weren't doing that 
before... 

B: Well, on occasion 1 would , but generally, no. I like having people who I thought 
were still not old enough to be grownups, but old enough so they were smart enough 
to know a lot of things. 1 liked the ages 9 and 10, even when I was 5 and 6 and 7 
and 8. Because I didn't want them to be grown-up-they were going to be children, 
decidedly—but they had to know a lot of stuff, because they were a lot smarter 
than the grownups in my stories. That's another thing that I loved-having the 
children be a lot smarter than the grownups. 

R: Why did you like that? 

B: I'm not sure. For one thing, it made for quite an interesting flip of the coin, cause 
sometimes it felt like-especially then-here was me just growing up and not 
knowing too much and here were these grownups and they knew what to do and 
they knew what I should do and they could make me do it-something which I 
greatly envied-'Td love it if I could make them do what I wanted them to." And 
they seemed to have the power and the know-how. And 1 envied that in them, so 1 
gave it to the kids in my story. 

R: O.K., well I am very intrigued by Gillian. Do you have anything more to tell me 
about her? What she's like? Do you feel that she-she's a part of you, she's not 
all of you. 

B: Or rather, all that she is yet is a part of me. It seems like I'm still—I feel 
sometimes almost like a psychologist interviewing and finding out about her. 
There's always more that comes up, so I don't know how much more of me might be 
inside of Gillian. 

R: You think you might Find out more about yourself by exploring Gillian. 

B: Also, I've noticed-Gillian, in many ways, has grown up and changed right along 
with me. Gillian started thinking about her past and having it trouble her again 
about the same time as I did, fell in love a little after I did. 

R: Did that surprise you? 

B: Somewhat. 

R: That's interesting. Cause you thought of her as very separate from you and then 
you found her going through all the same things you were going through? 

B: Yes. It's very harrowing to suddenly have somebody else going through all the 
same things that you are-almost like looking at yourself from someone else's 
point of view. 

R: But when you started writing these things, did you think of it immediately as 
"This is what I just went through?" or did you write it and then think "Oh, gee! 
She's going through what J went through!" 
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B: More the second. 

R: Really? 

B: Yes. I would write them-sometimes I would see them in my head and they would 
seem to fit just right and be just what I'd wanted and then I'd realize as I was 
typing that "My Goodness! This is what's been happening to me!" It can be 
awfully surprising sometimes. I think I should learn by now to expect Gillian to 
do a lot of things that she wasn't intended to. 

R: But with characters up until now, you haven't... 

B: They mostly stayed how I wanted them to stay. They've been more obedient. 

R: Um-hum. And they haven't merged with you in any real way. 

B: No, not really. Gillian started getting more rebellious about the same time as I 
did. Or the "I" was the person who was being rebelled against. 

R: But you did say you've decided that all of your characters are parts of yourself, 
now, is that 

B: Many of them not so much as Gillian and some-some of them really weren't parts 
of me at all. They're getting more and more like me, it seems like. 

R: As you grow older, it seems that your characters you've already written are 
becoming more like you? 

B: No, the ones I write now. The other ones-that's one thing that sometimes seems 
immature, I think about my earlier writings-that they're so totally separate from 
me. Since a lot of what I know about people's really deep inner personality comes 
from me, it felt like there wasn't so much to those characters. After a while, they 
did seem to be characters as opposed to people or individuals. 

R: O.K. I'm trying to discern the difference between "character" and "individual". 

B: Well, for one thing, a character-something you write about a character deals more 
with the external—they either have very simple personalities or in the story, that 
you don't need to mention most of.. .when you've got an individual, for one thing, 
they're more headstrong, they do all sorts of things they weren't supposed to. 

R: I'm thinking that the figures in your earlier stories were more characters, and 
Gillian is a real person—a real individual. 

Bethany commented that she seemed to be writing more at the time when she was 

writing about Gillian ... 

B: Characters are easier, but they aren't as interesting. When you have an individual, 
they're confusing, they're annoying and they're very interesting. 

R: So you want to spend more time with them. 

B: Yes. 



Since Bethany tends to embark on big writing projects, she sometimes runs into 

problems that seem intriguingly unique to a writing prodigy. Actually, Mrs. Marshall 

referred to this same issue in her interview, but before the discussion with Mrs. Marshall, 

Bethany had brought up the topic with the researcher... 

R: I'm wondering-because we were talking about what you tend to do with your 
characters and that it's like taking a piece of yourself and then.. .have you 
ever had an experience where you start writing something, and of course 
you're growing all the time and changing and you start writing something 
and it's a character who reflects who you are now, but then maybe you 
change and you grow up and you outgrow the character? 

B: That's happened to me... A story I wrote when I was eight. I had a character, 
Mabel, who represented me-partly who I was and partly what 1 wanted to be. 
But then a couple of years later I was ten and I looked back at my story and 
Mabel sure seemed awful immature! (laughs) I had matured and grown up. 

R: You had completed that story and then looked back at it. Have you ever had 
an experience when you still were supposed to be writing it? 

B: I still was supposed to be writing it. 

R: Oh you were! You were still writing it-for two years? 

B: Somehow when I was nine, I stopped doing it for a while-I got distracted with 
lots of other things and then I came back.. ."I really liked that story. Lets come 
back and see what I can do with it." I looked at it and I thought "Gosh! I really 
thought this character was grown-up?! I can't believe it!" I never finished it. 
It was one of the many things I sort of went away from and then sort of jumped to 
another track. 

R: Yeah. 

. B: 1 have about ten or eleven stories lying around in various places, half finished. 

R: So that's a problem when you're a child writer, right? 

B: Yeah. 

R: Because you're constantly changing. It's almost like you have to write it fast and 
get it over with before you change and outgrow it. 

B: At least now, I will be in the same sort of phase-going into adolescence-for a 
couple of years. Hopefully, I can finish "The Travelers" within two years. 

R: Now, is this the one with Gillian? 

B: Yeah. Right. I still don't know if a couple of years down the road when I'm 13 if 
I'll say "Boy! Is Gillian awfully immature!" I don't know—I'd better finish it now. 
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Ac 20-well, I guess when I'm an adult, I'm not going to be becoming anything else 
for a while except old. 

R: Oh! How depressing! 

B: No, you're not old till, I think, you're about 80. Then you're old. 

Samples of Bethany's Writing with Accompanying Critique Bv Stephanie S. Tolan 

The researcher discussed with Ms. Tolan whether Bethany's writing generally 

would place her in the category of a "prodigy," using Feldman's (1991) definition of a 

prodigy as a child who, before the age of 10, performs at the level of an adult professional 

in some cognitively demanding field. Ms. Tolan said that she saw both Bethany's prose 

and poetry that she was writing at age 11 as being at the level of an adult writer. 

Nevertheless, although the prose was written at a better than average adult level, Ms. Tolan 

thought that it would not be able to compete with that of a professional writer. She also 

thought that Bethany's prose in her earlier years (prior to age 11) was probably not 

written at the level of an adult writer. In contrast, Ms. Tolan saw Bethany as having 

produced, at least from the age of eight, poetry worthy of that of an adult professional. 

Following are some samples of Bethany's writing along with specific commentaries 

on those samples where Ms. Tolan provided them, as well as more general comments offered 

by Ms. Tolan. Bethany's work is reproduced here just as she originally typed them-

spacing, punctuation and usage of small or capital letters remain faithful to the original 

presentations. 

Ms. Tolan: Although she is so remarkable in terms of her mind, as well as her writing, 
that-the letters I used to get from her would just blow me away because of 
the understanding of human interactions that she would-most of her 
letters about books she had read showed a level of understanding of 
interaction of the characters that was just boggling. But her poetry-like 
any poet-f mean any poet-an adult poet, a child poet-anybody. If you 
were to just take all of their output, you'd find a percentage that's really 
fine and then a whole lot of stuff that's O.K. And that's always been true 
of Bethany. She has these-they're what I consider her "crown jewels" 
poems that are just boggling. She wrote a poem when she was eight-she 
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wrote a poem about the crucifixion which was so boggling-I know adult 
poets who would have been happy to have that poem in their collected 
works. It was that good. Nothing-Notfi/ng about that poem indicated this 
was anything other than an adult's poem. It was spectacular. It was about 
Easter-It was about the Crucifixion and she was eight. 

I think that was the first thing I saw. It was in that veiy first batch 
of things I ever saw and I just about died. She was eight years old when 
she wrote this poem. And most of her poetry then was religious and I 
noticed that much of this (the work that the researcher had sent her) has to 
do with love and feeling different 

Following is the poem written when Bethany was eight years old that Ms. Tolan was 

talking about in the above comments: 

On Calvary 

You are sad on Good Friday. 
"We are sorry," 
we say 
"that the Israelites, that our ancestors 
Murdered Him." 
The Israelites, you say. 
Our ancestors, you say. 
Yet you, too, have sinned 
"We are sorry." 
It was a sad dme, 
And cruel. 
And yet we won our ultimate 
Salvation 
By murdering the Prince of Peace. 
I am guilty; can I save? 
Lord, what, in truth, 
is the crucifixion? 

(written at age 8 in 1989) 

Of the poetry included in the packet of Bethany's work provided Ms. Tolan by the 

researcher for her critique, Ms. Tolan remarked that... 

Ms. Tolan: "Dream-Dust" is my favorite of them . 

R: O.K. Why? 

Ms. Tolan: It just blows me away. The beauty of the imagery. The beauty of the 
language. The sophistication of the intellectual content as well. 
"All my life I've been a dreamer. In the daylight, I have listened to 
the talking of the trees. ..." I mean, that's her thing, of course, 
about talking trees and so on. But then "At night, my heart has 
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wandered through meadows in bloom with stars along a star-filled 
river" which is the imagery of the Milky Way and the sky as 
meadow .. ."Listen to them sing and listening in the silence, I have 
head voices no one else can hear. I have heard the language of the 
flowers and the poem of the brook that sings to itself all day." 
Now, those are relatively standard nature things, but then she says 
"I have caught shreds of understanding and the moments in the 
place where the life of an ancient olive tree and a mayfly are 
equally long in a way that has nothing to do with time." 

Just the complexity of that thought for an 11-year-old! And 
then "I have seen glimpses of the song that makes the sun set and 
the hand that draws the rainbow in the sky" is just quite beautiful. 

R: So that's definitely on a level with a professional writer-poet 

Ms. Tolan: Oh yeah. Oh yeah. It's not the kind of dense intellectual poem that some 
kinds of literary magazines or literary journals would like, but it's 
certainly not your standard nature poem. The ancient olive tree and the 
mayfly image takes it simply into another realm. Certainly not a child 
realm. 

And then the one on "Beliefs"... it's interesting, because very 
often, she does amazing things with rhyme-in some of them there's a litde 
awkwardness to the rhyme, but for the most part, she plays games with 
rhymes that are quite interesting. 

R: Do you have an example? 

Ms. Tolan: "On Beliefs": "Many people say stars that moving flow so that the 
rhyme is on the end of the line-it's not on the end of the phrase, which is 
not something children usually do. "The few who say they sing are in a 
class of numbskulls-Surely balls of gas don't sing." And plus she's got 
internal rhymes with the "gas" and the "class" and the "gas" again. 
"Surely they don't talk—it's just your weird mind. I think these people 
have some hidden needs"-"needs" goes with "feeds," "mind," and "find". 
... she's got internal rhymes-she uses "mind" again—"Their minds are 
blighted. They will never find the miracle of the singing beech-leaves" .. 
.so that she moves that one again beyond the end of the line. The rhyme is 
there, but it's in the phrase, rather than at the end. "They will never find 
the miracle of the singing beech-leaves"-so that as you read it aloud, it 
doesn't sound like rhymes at the end. It folds into itself so that there's a 
natural quality to the cadence and rhythm and yet, it does what it's 
supposed to do for her rhyme scheme. "The miracle of the singing beech-
leaves or the embrace of some mother pine tree known well by he who joys 
or at times grieves." Now, that's an awkwardness that at the level of a 
professional poet, that line needs to be worked on. But "known well by he 
who joys or at times grieves with all the cosmos." That's just not an idea 
that one would associate with a child. "Such a man is free to dance the 
glory of the evening stars and pass through Heaven unfettered in sleep". 
Oh, that's just an amazing thing! "Even thought he wakens chained in bars" 
.. ."Chained in bars" is not great.. ."With the wild night, this man his 
tryst shall keep. There is a glory dwells in all God made that man must 
see. The promise will not fade." But she was 10 when she wrote 
that! 
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R: That's interesting, now-on those other two lines, too. I can see 
that it sort of wraps around .. ."there is a glory dwells in all God made 
that man must see. The promise will not fade." 

Ms. Tolan: Yes. Yes. It doesn't at all have that "Da di di da di di da" so that it ends at 
the "Da" and "Da di di da di di da" which most kids' poetry does-that use 
rhyme. She's used the rhyme to fold into the language and it's a quite 
lovely sound and does not at all stress the rhyme. The rhythm is quite 
good, but not highly stressed. 

R: Are there professional poets that you know that.. .is that a technique that's 
used? 

Ms. Tolan: There are relatively few poets who use rhyme in contemporary poetry. 
Some do, but the ones who do-the best ones who do—do exactly what she's 
doing here—that is, you can hear it if you're listening carefully and it 
makes the sound a pleasant thing, but it doesn't stand out at the end-the 
same way that she's using it. That's the difference, for instance, with the 
Adam and Eve poem, which is a much more stopped at the end of every line 
and much less sophisticated use of rhyme in that poem. 

Eva 

In the garden,see God walk! 
God and man together talk! 
Male and female,made as one 
Flourish in the rising sun. 

Down the path now Eva goes 
On her breast a thornless rose 
Long hair flowing,features fair 
Unsuspecting Eve,beware! 

There sits a serpent on his stone 
Watching Eva walk alone 
Shining body,coil on coil 
Black heart who will curse the soil! 

Here she comes;the serpent smiles 
Preparing his traps and guiles 
"Eva, is it true" asks he 
"you may not eat off yonder tree? 

Eva,smiling,nods her head 
"It is so,as Jehovah said". 
The serpent smiles "Sweet Eva,why?" 
"For,if we did,we both would die". 

No-one hears the serpent's laugh 
Power is the golden calf 
He will use,in Knowledge dressed 
To curse all things that once were blessed. 
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You were deceived-you would not die 
Such power in the fruit is stored 
You would be wise,as is the Lord. 
And thus it is but jealousy 
That prohibits you from that tree". 
And Eva pauses doubtfully 
Stop,Eve!Beware!Taste not that tree! 

Eva.innocent,unafraid 
Stands thinking in the Garden shade 
Then reaches up,to take and eat 
The fruit is juicy,fresh and sweet. 

Eva,the first to be seduced 
Stands there,all Hell against her loosed 
And Adam,too,now takes a bite 
And feels that all is not aright. 

They realized their nakedness 
And sew fig leaves,and quickly dress 
But lo, the cool of day draws near 
They hide,ere Yahweh shall appear. 

And God descends between the trees 
The freshness of a gentle breeze 
Caresses his hot,worried brow 
He calls out "Adam! Where art thou?" 

No answer;now Almighty knows 
The dying of his early rose 
Must come; for man has chosen Sin 
And can no longer stay within 

Eden. "Adam!" he calls again 
And yet a third time; faintly then 
Comes Adam's answer: "Lord,I hid 
For I saw that I was naked". 

Then asked the Lord "Who told you so? 
Did you taste the fruit,and then know?" 
"The woman,who was made by Thee 
Brought the acccursed fruit to me". 

Eva's eye holds a bright tear 
She speaks,voice trembling with fear 
"Lord God, the serpent made by Thee 
He flattered,snared and tempted me." 

God weeps;for they will not repent 
Almighty now does not relent 
He stands upon the mountain peaks 

And,robed in strength and greatness, speaks. 
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"Curse thee,Satan;'twas thy sin 
And black heart, which brought evil in 
Crawl on thy belly,and eat dust 
Ere your bright coils crumble to dust. 

Eva, in childbirth you'll feel pain 
And suffer under hurt and strain 
And Adam shall feel as if he 
Hath full power over thee. 

Adam, it is by thy toil 
Thou'll wrest a living from the soil 
By thy sin the land is curst. 
But wait;I have not said the worst. 

From the Garden thou must leave 
Both you twain,Adam and Eve 
Leave for forever and a day 
But wait;I have not done my say. 

You shall not live forever now 
Life would rest heavy on thy brow 
If,with the things that thou shalt know • 
Thy life should on forever go. 

Thou shalt return thee,dust to dust 
Implore me not;this thing I must 
Now go; do not retrace thy way 
My angels will bar thee away". 

Adam and Eve together cried 
Their joy within their sad hearts died 
They turned their faces, went away 
and have not returned to this day. 

Now we of Adam and Eve's kind 
In a dark corner of our mind 
Grope for a thing we cannot find 
'Tis Eden,that was left behind. 

Still we have attempted returns 
To quench the thirst which in us burns 
But we cannot retrace the way 
The angel guards it to this day. 

But we have been promised by God 
That,by the way once Eva trod 
We shall go back there,happily 
Find our Eden,and be free. 

THE END 

(Written when just newly turned 10. Around March, 1992) 
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On Beliefs 

Many people say stars are balls of gas 

Different-sized,different-colored,each a "thing" 

The few who say they sing are in a class 

Of numbskulls;surely balls of gas don't sing. 

Trees have flowers,stems,leaves,roots,and then seeds. 

"Surely they don't talk;that's just your weird mind" 

1 think these people have some hidden needs 

Their minds are blighted;they will never find 

The miracle of the singing beech-leaves 

Or the embrace of some mother pine-tree 

Known well by he who joys or at times grieves 

With all the cosmos;such a man is free 

To dance the glory of the evening stars 

And pass through heaven unfettered in sleep. 

Even though he awakens chained in bars 

With the wild night this man his tryst shall keep. 

There is a glory dwells in all God made 

That man must see;the Promise will not fade. 

(Written at age 10) 

Dream-Dust 
All my life 
I have been a dreamer. 
In the daylight 1 have listened to the talking of the trees 
And watched hopefully .catching at times glimpses 
Of unicorns in the wood. 
At night my heart has wandered through meadows in bloom with stars 
Along a star-filled river 
And listened to them sing. 
And,listening to the silence 
I have heard voices 
That noone else can hear. 
I have heard the language of the flowers 
And the poems of the brook 
That sings to itself all day. 

I have caught shreds of understanding 
And moments in the place 
Where the life of an ancient olive tree 
And a mayfly 
Are equally long 
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In a way that has nothing to do with time. 
I have seen glimpses 
Of the song that makes the sunset 
And the hand that draws the rainbow 
in the sky. 

(written Sept. 15, 1993 -age 11) 

R: There was a poem in here-did you see the Shakespearean... 

Ms. Tolan: Oh yes, and that's quite astonishing, as well. 

R: I thought that was incredible. Can you comment on that a little? Cause it would be 
hard for me to tell the difference between that and Shakespeare. But I'm not a 
Shakespeare scholar. 

Ms. Tolan: ... .with the olde curse that never was removed" .. .well, "with the olde 
curse" doesn't quite work, but she's got the pentameter-she's got iambic 
pentameter .. ."For myself and my clown since Duncan's death..." doesn't 
quite stand, but it's real close and, again, she was 10 when she wrote it-
and the language .. ."Curse the hour when old Banquo died. Banquo, I loved 
thee—get thee hence away. It was not I. I sorely was misused by those..." 
See here's another example! "It was not I. I sorely was misused by those 
three witches-devil's daughters all, they tempted me with visions of a 
throne." I mean, being able to move that line through to the next-it's a 
natural rhythm-that she doesn't fall into a poem rhythm. The vocabulary! 
I mean-"They tempted me with visions of a throne yet tempered my joy 
with predicting that the sons of Banquo's loins and not mine own would 
rule eventually. And so I killed both gentle Duncan and my dearest 
friend." God! 

R: I couldn't tell the difference between that and Shakespeare! 

Ms. Tolan: That rhyme, particuIarly-"Yet tempered my joy with predicting that the 
sons of Banquo's loins and not mine own would rule eventually and so I 
killed both gentle Duncan and my dearest friend." 

R: It's interesting, too, that she wasn't afraid to double up on the I's-"lt was not I. I 
sorely was misused." 

Ms. Tolan: "A curse hangs over me. Sole flesh and bone. As I with blood defend this 
hollow throne." I mean-God/ That's really... .And where Hecate's speech 
is quite wonderful, too .. ."MacBeth, MacBeth-spirits are removed from 
human passions, human hate and love. You were the one who lusted for a 
crown and ringed it round with blood. These are your deeds that haunt 
you." "But not my wish." "You lie." "Nay I do not." "Then halt your 
murderous hand or else, MacBeth, in truth you soon shall die." 
Ten years old reading all the Shakespeare she could find, you know! 

R: And pardy because it kept going through her head and scaring her to death. 

Ms. Tolan: "I need to write something of it to get it out of my head." I mean, it's an 
interesting thing that she does with writing, too, because that is certainly a 



77 

writer's reality-that until you've written it, you don't get it out of your 
head. That is the way to deal with—in fact, I find myself talking to myself 
when I'm not able to get something written out and deal with it. 

THE HOLLOW KING,or MACBETH 
(Based on Shakespeare's play;in drama form,and verse) 
Scene 1: a dark room in the casde. Enter Macbeth.. 

(Macb.) Aias,Macbeth!I now must come to terms 
With the old curse that never was removed 
From myself and my crown since Duncan's death 
-The night is dark,and chills me to the bone 
The stars are cold,and in each one I see 
The eyes of a dear friend forever gone. 
Ah,curse the hour when old Banquo died! 
Banquo, I loved thee-get thee hence,away! 
It was not I-1 sorely was misused 
By those three witches,devil's daughters all 
They tempted me with visions of a throne 
Yet tempered my joy with predicting that 
The sons of Banquo's loins,and not mine own 
Would rule eventually,and so I killed 
Both gentle Duncan and my dearest friend. 
A curse hangs over me,soul,flesh and bone 
As I with blood defend this hollow throne. 
(Enter Hecate) 
(Hec.) Macbeth, Macbeth! Spirits are far removed 
From human passions,human hate and love. 
You were the one who lusted for a crown 
And ringed it round with blood;these are your deeds 
That haunt you. 
(Macb.) But not my wish;witch,you lie. 
(Hec.)Nay, I do not;then halt your murderous hand 
Or else, Macbeth,in truth, you soon shall die. 

(written in March, 1992—age ten.) 

Bethany's comment on the poem: "I was reading all the Shakespeare I could find. And 
pardy because it kept going through my head and scaring me to death, I needed to write 
something of it to get it out of my head." Bethany noted that she had written the poem in 
blank verse and in the same meter as Shakespeare's Macbeth so that it would look as if it 
"could have been inserted in the play." 

R: And at this point-she talked to me about it-she's had one experience that is 
like—with any other child, you would call it "puppy love." 

Ms. Tolan: Yeah-it's true that you hesitate to call it that because you can't imagine 
that something as ordinary and minor and/or-I don't know what—as 
puppy love would apply to this kid. 

R; Well, it was so amazing, because she was talking with me about this young boy that 
she took a liking to-and you could tell that to the outside world, it would look 
like two litde kids having a crush on each other. And yet, there was this 
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incredible adult and adolescent feeling going on .. .and 1 doubt seriously that the 
boy could have felt any of the depth that she did. 

Ms. Tolan: Right. For her, it was first love—it was real, honest-to-goodness first 
love. 

R: Yes. But on the outside, what they were doing was playing games together like kids 
do-like children do. 

Ms. Tolan: There's another thing that 1 think is absolutely fascinating about Bethany, 
and that is that... .some of the poems just wipe me out. The one that I 
think is written to her mother. 

R: Did you see the one where she (Bethany's mother) was crying? (Researcher is 
referring to the poem, "Valley Out of Darkness," which Bethany was inspired to 
write when she was lying alone in her bedroom at night and heard her mother 
crying in the other room). 

Ms. Tolan: That's the one. 

R: The one in the other room-yes. 

Ms. Tolan: "Valley Out of Darkness"-God/ And when she says "And do you wonder 
at how fast 1 turn from childhood?" Sure. This kid never was a child. 
"But aloneness does not help these times. Somehow 1 am unavoidably a 
child. I will turn away, but I must seek a comforter. Where is the safety of 
the nest? How shall I rest? Is there anything left to hold fast?" 
The awareness of that split-I mean, she lives it, she experiences it, and 
yet there is some piece of her up above it perceiving it and understanding 
it. It's as though-I've said it always—Bethany is like a person who comes 
trailing clouds of glory. Like she never quite fully got into her human 
skin as a child, you know? As though there's still this being that didn't 
quite integrate and so is still aware of what you're supposed to lose when 
you get born, you know? And in this poem, it just really is so clear, "does 
not help these times. Somehow I am unavoidably a child. I will turn away, 
but I must seek a comforter." How she can be that mind that understands 
and also that child that feels. (See Appendix A: "Valley Out of Darkness") 

R: That's beautifully put. And that's, of course, the way it was with the puppy love, 
too (researcher is referring here to Bethany's first "crush" on a boy her age, which 
inspired her to write some poetry about the experience). It was the same thing. 

Ms. Tolan: It's interesting, too, because the love poems just bring her back and forth 
between those two states-between the poem that sounds like the child and 
the—she's clearly trying to figure out what this love stuff is all about. 
And yet, there's greater depth to it than you'd expect from a child 
trying to figure out what it's all about. 

R: Yes! It's a real paradox, isn't it? 

Ms. Tolan: Yes. And those are not as successful as poems, but they are fascinating in 
terms of showing that dichotomy. 
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R: Yeah. And that's what's so incredible is that she writes this stuff as she 
experiences all the things-the developmental issues that she should be grappling 
with-maybe a little earlier, but the pre-adolescent stuff-and yet she writes it as 
if she's already gone through it and she's looking back as if she's that adult 
mentality. 

Ms. Tolan: Yes it is. It is very much like an adult going back and remembering what 
childhood was like and yet remembering it so thoroughly that she's 
experiencing it at the same time. But of course, there is not time between. 
It is not memory. It's an immediate reality in her life. Quite unlike 
anything I can imagine. (See Appendix A: "Two Poems About Love," First 
Love," "Eros," "Growing And Love, and "Scarborough Fair-Revised For 
Me") 

In discussing Bethany's prose, Ms. Tolan commented that she didn't believe 

that there could be child prodigies in prose, because of the research and life experience 

required in writing Fiction. This was apparently a bias with which Ms. Tolan initially 

approached the critiquing of Bethany's writing, and Bethany's prose failed to convince her 

otherwise. It should be pointed out that Ms. Tolan's biases are not shared by certain other 

professionals in her field who have studied child writers. Jane Piirto (1992) asserts that 

there are child writers whose quality of prose rivals that of adult professionals, and 

offers examples in her book. Those Who Create. She notes uncanny wisdom and maturity of 

subject matter among those qualities demonstrated by extraordinarily talented child 

writers. Intriguingly, she also mentions that most extraordinarily talented child writers 

who have claimed her attention are girls. Whether Dr. Piirto would disagree with Ms. 

Tolan about the quality of Bethany's prose is a question which will remain unanswered 

here because Ms. Tolan's determination that Bethany is a writing prodigy in poetry is 

sufficient to identify her as an appropriate "focused talent" child for this study. 

In interviewing Ms. Tolan, the conversation turned to Daisy Ashford (1881-1972), 

the famous child prodigy writer whose novel, The Young Visitors, was written when she 

was nine years old. Radford (1990) describes the book as an adult romantic novel in 

miniature, which emulated current fashion. Daisy Ashford retired from the publishing 

scene at the young age of 13, and it is not known what became of her after that. Ms. Tolan 
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owns a copy of the Ashford novel and stated that it could not compete with a professional 

writer-unless one was referring to a "hack writer." This researcher asked how Ms. Tolan 

would compare Daisy Ashford's prose with Bethany's ... 

Ms. Tolan: Bethany is-compared to that, Bethany is much more imaginative, much 
more-Bethany's prose tends to be much more feeling-oriented. I think 
Daisy Ashford is much more derivative. I read her and I think she's 
been reading novels. And I read Bethany-and, yeah, it's true that she 
picks up some stuff that she's been reading and she gets moments of that-
but when I read Bethany, I find Bethany in her prose, you know? 
And Daisy Ashford was consciously trying to write novels on a—well, it 
may just be different things of what they read-I mean, Daisy Ashford may 
have read the kinds of things she's writing and Bethany reads the kind of 
things that she writes from—I don't know. It's been so long since I've read 
Daisy Ashford. I just remember reading it and thinking "This does not 
change my mind about writing prodigies in prose." Because it was clearly 
not—it was childish. So are some popular fiction writers, too, so .... 

R: What about the insight into human beings and the interaction? Can you remember 
anything about that—about Daisy Ashford as opposed to Bethany? 

Ms. Tolan: No, I can't really, except that I think Daisy Ashford—1 think Daisy 
Ashford, there was a lot of social stuff and it was very much like Daisy 
Ashford was more comedy of manners kinds of things-veiy, very 
traditional relationship kinds of things, you know. Does so-and-so want to 
be his lover or her lover-it was like she was writing, but didn't really 
understand-that she was writing about it cause that's the kinds of things 
that grownups did. 

R: It's almost like this is the form—this is the proper way of doing it, whereas, with 
Bethany, it's as if she's lived it. 

Ms. Tolan: Right. With Bethany, it's much more-it seems to me a much more-she 
just seems to have more intuitive understanding of relationship issues. 
Not necessarily more sophisticated awareness of love relationships, for 
instance. She's very romantic about love. 

It isn't as though Bethany has unusual sophistication-I mean, 
she's not sophisticated about sex, she's not, you know -those things. 
What she's sophisticated about is things like envy, -just interactions of 
people seem fairly sophisticated. 

"The Travelers'—one of the things I love about it-there's much 
humor in The Travelers-the idea of those cities that vanish. And when 
she says "Well, we could go to this city because it has a lot of people and 
hasn't been there very long, so there's a pretty good chance that by the time 
we get there, it'll still be there," you know-it's very funny. It's very 
sophisticated humor. It's not at all childish humor. And that's great. And 
yet, but the interaction-Oh, O.K. I know what's a perfect example of what 
Bethany does that I can't imagine a child doing is when Angmar, the 
Wizard, looks at her and gets into her mind.. .the banter doesn't work 
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terribly well-some of it does, but-it's interesting. It's funny, because in 
the opposite instance, it's the external stuff that she doesn't do as well. 
And the internal stuff, she does brilliantly. 

R: That's interesting, isn't it? 

Ms. Tolan: Yes. "Cold, awful eyes met hers. His full power bore down on her through 
them. Gillian recognized something in the eyes. Something cold in them 
stirring something hidden and hideous in her. Shadows from the past rose 
to engulf her. Angmar was pushing at her mind-searching, looking for 
something to undo her. She clutched at a bundle, fell down, and screamed." 
That's like Tolkien ! I mean, that's not a copy of Tolkien, but that's like-
we're talking that sense of evil reaching into her mind and sorting through 
memories that are inside her or pieces of herself in motions that are inside 
her. This is incredibly sophisticated stuff! And Daisy Ashford hasn't 
got anything like that. It's much more external and copied from what she's 
seen. And this stuff is just amazing. 

So there's that, and at the same time, Kyrich and Torme-they're 
not different enough. They're supposed to be father and son, but you don't 
get a clear sense that Kyrich sounds like an older person always. She 
doesn't know yet how to create a character that sounds young and a 
character that sounds old and there's anachronisms. .. at one point, one of 
them says "Give me a break!" (laughs) her dialogue is pretty good, but 
then she'll get-some of it works very well, and then there'll be these 
hollow .. .that don't ring true. So it's very spotty. But the sophistication 
of the language, the sophistication of the humor, the sophistication of the 
conceptual stuff, is boggling! 

R: So it's still your opinion, then, that there could not be a child prodigy ... 

Ms. Tolan: Still my opinion that there is no such thing as a child prodigy in prose. 
You know, I could be proved wrong. Poetry, you can do with image and 
concept and depth of feeling And what we also need to remember is 
that Bethany almost does not rewrite. What you're getting is not polish 
after polish after polish after draft. That was another thing-they 
(referring to a teacher who had tried to guide Bethany in her writing) were 
trying to get her to rewrite and rewrite and rewrite and rewrite and I said 
don't possibly do that! Why would anyone make this child rewrite? The 
point of a child's exploration of literature-particularly a prodigy, whose 
stuff raw is better than most people could do after eight rewrites-all you 
do is turn them off. 

Now, there's going to come a time, and I think she's about at it, 
where she needs to start looking at things and paring and rewriting and 
cleaning up lines and seeing what works and what doesn't work-so I think 
if I begin to work with her some on her writing, I'll begin to say "Look at 
this line. Look at the line above it." What can you do to make this line 
match that one? Can you see the difference? Which of these two lines is 
better and why?" And I think she can begin to see that and can begin to 
start revising the ones that she cares most about. And I'm not altogether 
sure that in this collection-I'm not altogether sure she yet knows which 
are the wonderful ones and which are the not so good ones. 

R: Have you seen other child prodigy poets besides Bethany? 
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Ms. Tolan: Yeah. I've never seen one as good as Bethany. 

R: That was my next question. 

Following is the first of the little more than four chapters of The Travelers which 

Bethany had written at the time of the interviews (See Appendix A for Chapter Two of 

The Travelers): 

The Travelers 
Chapter One:Gillian 

The sun burned hard on the dry prairie land, and the wind swept over it,flattening 
the dry grass with a rustle and whistling through the holes and cracks in the great rocks 
that stood like pillar-posts scattered loosely over the plain. Two figures stood bent 
behind one of these rocks, seeking shelter from the hard wind. One was a tall,angular lad 
of about eighteen, in sturdy traveling clothes and carrying a large pack on his back and a 
sword hung awkwardly in his belt. The other was a middle-aged knight in armor that had 
once been excellent quality and now was dented and beginning to rust The knight was 
cursing furiously. 

"For heaven's sake!Torme,this is the third city that the map says is here and that 
isn't! Three weeks out here, and never another human being in sight-not even a dwarf or 
Elf, which would be almost as good!" 

"Be reasonable! Elves are rare now, and don't show themselves often to strangers. 
As for the towns, 1 told you we shouldn't have left Aenum!" 

"When one is a traveler,one doesn't stop in cities for long!" 
"I'll bet you ran into debt and couldn't pay up, so you left!" 
"Torme! Don't talk like that to your father!" 
"Why not?" 
The two men were so intent on their hot argument, they noticed nothing else until a 

rough,threatening male voice called out "Halt! What are your names, and what your 
business in coming hither?Torme is the beanpole with corners, and who's that big cow of a 
fellow in armor?" 

"Cow indeed!" shouted the knight, wheeling round. There was nobody to be seen. 
"Show your cowardly face!" bellowed the knight "Cow indeed!Where are you?" 
"Over here." The basic voice was like the first, but it was the voice not of a man 

but of a boy,and it was full of suppressed laughter. Torme scanned the landscape. Just as 
he was about to give up,he heard a laugh behind him. He turned, and saw a boy, short and 
slender,and dressed in rusty green and brown. Edges of short red hair peered from 
beneath his cap. 

"Who are you?" he asked. 
"That I won't tell until you tell me who you are and what you are doing out in 

these deserted prairies." The knight broke in "I am Kyric, and this is my boy Torme. We 
are travelers. And you?" 

"Call me Gillian;and my business is none of yours.Suffice to say that I am also 
traveling,and might be able to help you. Are you lost, or just quarreling?" 

"This" said Torme in a harassed voice "is the third city that exists only on the 
map!" 

The boy sighed and shook his head thoughtfully. 
"You must be new to these parts. The area is known for its disappearing cities. An 
adventurous person goes and founds a city,gets four or five hundred men and women to 
populate it, becomes Mayor or Baron,depending on how ambitious they are, things go well 
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for three months, and then nothing is heard of the city after. If an adventurer goes out to 
seek the city, either they never return either,or they ride in lean and tired months later 
and say they have seen no sign of it. Few know what really happens." 

The knight was silent,but suddenly Torme snapped to attention. The story might 
be true enough, but while Gillian had begun it in the lad's voice.near the end the 
mysterious person had switched to the tone and timbre of a young girl's voice. He reached 
out suddenly to grab the cap. Gillian did a flying leap over him and plowed through the 
dust. But out from under the cap slipped a stray lock of long hair. Gillian ran. 

"WhoalGillian! Please! I don't care about what-what I saw!" 
Gillian was out of sight. Torme sighed, and then suddenly Gillian, capless now, 

leaped out of somewhere and stood by him,cap in hand. 
"Well,now you know my secret. I'm a girl." Kyric looked up. 
"You aren't-well,not elven,are you?I have heard that the Elves are wary folk,and 

skilled in hiding and blending with the landscape-and also are small,like you." 
"Only half."said GilIian."My mother was an Elf." But a shadow of pain crossed her 

face, and she quickly changed the subject 
"And I have a question. As you see, I can slip where I will in the shadows, and 

dodge almost anything. I know the lay of the land as well as anyone can,since it is never 
quite the same. You are travelers. So am I. May I go with you,as your guide,or even as a 
traveling companion? 

Torme started."Come-!But-How-we don't have much extra supplies-how would we-
would you -WHY??" 

"Because I am a traveler and a wanderer, and it can be lonesome,with only yourself 
and your secrets,and I would like to travel still,but not alone. Or maybe because you are 
interesting travelers and I don't want you getting killed-

"You talk as if you could keep us from all harm!How-
"because I don't want you getting killed without me being there to watch, and 

maybe give a hand." 
Torme laughed.Kyric looked at her sharply. 
"It isn't safe to take you on trust, I don't think.Are you safe to be around?" 
"Probably not." 
"You're honest,anyway-1 am a knight, and Torme is a mage-or tries to be-I think he 

should have stuck with simple knighthood-anyway, what are you? Not a 
knight,probably,and it's doubtful if you're a mage,so what are you?" 

"If you haven't guessed yet, you'll find out eventually. I am Gillian,and Gillian 
means me. " 

"What will you tell us about yourself,then?" 
"I am Gillian.l am half elven. I am small and can hide in shadows and hollows. I am 

quick of tongue and temper. I am nimble of foot and finger. I was raised among thieves till 
I was eleven, at which time I stole what I needed of the food they had stolen,and some 
stolen money,and set out on my own. 

"You're a thief!" exclaimed Torme. Kyric's eyes hardened for a moment. 
"I stole it fair and square. And stealing from thieves isn't all that unusual. Also, 

while I am inclined to be mischievous while the coast is clear, I will not give you a choice 
between your valuables or your life(which is common practice among inexperienced 
thieves,or those who can't get it in any fairer way-

" Fairer! Fair stealing!?" ejaculated Torme. Kyric's eyes narrowed. 
"Fairer stealing" said Gillian."At least as fair as bullying, bribing, and leaving 

town without paying your debts." Kyric's face reddened at the last item. Gillian smiled 
mischievously. 

"Ha, I was right!" said Torme triumphantly. "I thought you'd bolted without 
paying!" 

"Also,as I was saying, I may be mischievous when all goes well,but when danger 
strikes, I am as loyal as they come. It seems too underhanded and not really fair to bolt 
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when trouble comes and take all the valuables with you. If I steal, I don't generally 
bolt,either,so you have a chance to get your valuables back." 

"Would you promise not to steal from us under any circumstances?" 
"Certainly not. I hate lying." Torme laughed heartily. 
"She's an honest thief, it seems. Come with us,Gillian, but be assured, we shall 

sleep on our belongings!-You aren't a cutthroat type who might kill us for our valuables?" 
"No need of that. I never do, and 1 could steal everything you had and you would 

never notice anyway till too late." 
"A candid thief!" replied Kyric."Come with us, thenlWe may need you, and you may 

need us." Gillian smiled. 
"When do we start?" 
"Why not now? Where can you take us?" 
"It all depends on what you are looking for." 
"Civilization would be nice, I think.And something with a little spice to it" 
"That last won't be hard,considering the towns we have around. Let's see-

Marum.five days away-Lynni,two weeks' march- Megir, one week-if any are still there, 
that is." 

"Is that all?" 
"All except Auroch and Torg" 
"What's wrong with them?" 
"They're Fighting a war." 

Kyric thought a moment. 
"No, I don't think so.I'm no coward, but I'm not much in the mood for wars.Where 

do you suggest?" 
"Megir,if you really want spice to it. And Megir's new enough and big enough so 

that it's about as likely to be there as not." 
"Lead on." 
The old knight, the awkward young magician, and the honest thief set their faces to 

the west and set off across the plain that had rested fallow and untrod for centuries. And 
Gillian was smiling a secret smile. 

"The Travelers" was still being written at the time of the interview, on September 17, 
1993-.Bethany had started it in late June, 1993, when she was 11 1/2 years old. 

Another selection of Bethany's work is recorded here specifically because it 

reveals Bethany's feelings about the role Laurel has played in her life ... 

Ode to Mama 

I remember you 
as you seemed when I was little 
tall and strong and beautiful 
and wise 
infinitely more so than me. 
Now I see you more clearly 
a human,not an angel 
but I still look up to you. 
You are,as I see you 
still wonderful 

and unique 
and still growing. 
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You are the poet,the dreamer 
not sour despite a world 

that wasn't perfect 
or always fair 
or clear-cut and simple 

or really any of the things I used to think it was. 
You are the one who believes in unicorns 

and doesn't mind if the rest of the world doesn't. 
You are the one 

who finds God in music 
and in brooks 
and who helped me see God in them, 

and the one whom,sometimes,when you sing 
I can see a great light shining through. 
You are the one 

who is not afraid to question things 
and doesn't mind if I question them 
and look for an answer of your own 

and help me look for my own 
whether it is yours or not. 
You are the one who is different 

who doesn't mind too much what other people think 
as long as your way feels right to you 

(and tells the aforementioned other people so). 
You are the idealist 

and the realist 
not blind to the evil in the world 

but still believing that life is good. 
And in all these things 

poet,dreamer,believer in God and unicorns, 
optimist,questioner,idealist, seeker of your own answers 

you are my mother 
and I love you. 

(Written in the Summer of 1993, at age 11) 

Seeing the beauty and sophistication of Bethany's writing, it might be difficult to 

believe Stephanie Tolan's observation that Bethany did not rewrite and polish her work, 

but merely dashed it off as it came to her. Fortunately, the researcher had the 

opportunity to observe Bethany actually engaged in writing a poem when in Januaiy, 1994 

-four months after the interview with her, the researcher was present in a writing 

workshop led by Ms. Tolan and attended by a small group of profoundly gifted children, 

including Bethany, whose families had connected with one another through a support 

network in New England. This was the first time that Ms. Tolan had had Bethany in one of 

her workshops. One of the exercises that Ms. Tolan presented to the group was the 
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following: She had two separate piles of slips of paper. One of the piles contained nouns 

and the other contained adjectives. The participants were instructed to select-at random 

and without looking-two nouns and an adjective and then to write a poem centering 

around the randomly selected words. Blindly choosing the three words "dragon, tent, and 

disappointed," Bethany focused immediately on the task and began busily wridng-never 

stopping to erase or even to hesitate. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, she completed her 

poem in no more than five minutes. There was no doubt that it was by far the best 

produced jn the session. This is what she wrote: 

Kierciel 

Here I sit 
an old dragon, far past my prime. 

The sun shines on my crusty scales 
through the flap of my tent 

and fills my eyes with sunshine 
my tired old eyes, which have seldom shone 
with any light save its reflected beams. 

Once I was a young dragon 
and reveled in flight and hopes of glory. 

But dreams fade fast 
and battle I hated 

and love fled me. 
I sit in silence 

hoping that an old dragon in the winter 
of his years 

can still know spring again. 

(Written in January, 1994, at the age of 12) 

Additional Samples of Bethany's writings are contained in Appendix A. 

Profile of Bethany's Abilities From A Multiple Intelligences Perspective 

Linguistic 

Bethany's extraordinary abilities with language have already been well-

documented through the writings included in this case study, as well as in the way in 

which she expresses herself orally. The fact that she attained an IQ.score of 229+ on the 
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Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale-an instrument which is heavily weighted verbally- is 

further evidence of her abilities in this area. 

Logical-Mathematical 

Mrs. Marshall identifies ability with numbers as the one area that she doesn't 

know very well with Bethany. She reports that when she took Bethany for screening 

for kindergarten, 

... I talked to them about what she was doing and what they had for her and I told 
them that the one area that I was least confident about helping her with was 
number stuff and could they give me any help. So they said "Oh, Sue .. ."(the 
special education teacher) and so she said "Oh sure, she would give her this 
arithmetic-this thing that would see where she was in terms of mathematical 
skills and suggest what 1 might do with her. 

And so I waited and I waited and I didn't hear from her and I 
Finally tracked her down and she said "Oh yeah, she had given it to her and I could 
do whatever I wanted with her." And I said "Well, what did you Find out. Can you 
...?" And she said-now, remember, Bethany was five when she gave her this-
just before she turned six, when she was Five. She said "Well, 1 did it—what I have 
for school here goes up through grade six and she said she had all the 
mathematical reasoning to do everything right up through there. She said she 
didn't know how to compute all-but she knew what you'd have to do to Find a... 
.But they didn't tell me ... 1 think she expected to Find that she was going to need 
a lot of.. .so when she did that well, she just didn't know what to say to me or 
didn't want to say anything to me—or whatever. 

R: So she's very capable with numbers, but it's like this extraordinary ability with 
words just kind of overshadows it. 

Mrs. M: And because-I do think it's-how much is—if she had been adopted by 
somebody that was fascinated by numbers, I don't know what difference 
that would have made. I have tried not to impose my feelings about 
numbers on her, but I certainly don't come to that with the enthusiasm that 
I do to the literature or the writing. And I probably feel guilty about it I 
certainly did when she tried to tell me that she didn't have an adequate 
brain to do long division. 

Bethany's score on the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale suggests that she 

possesses impressive prowess in the logical-mathematical area. Additionally, at the 

gathering of profoundly gifted children referred to a previous section, there was a 

workshop in math conducted for the children by Mr. Scaramelli, a doctoral student in 

mathematics from a well-known Ivy League college. Bethany attended and the researcher 
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was able to observe. Bethany showed a quick grasp of the mathematical concepts 

presented. Mr. Scaramelli was impressed with her mathematical acumen and noted that 

her demonstrated mastery of the presented material appeared to be second only to a young 

math prodigy who was also in attendance. A question persists regarding whether, in an 

environment where math was highly valued and actively encouraged, Bethany's 

mathematical strengths would have manifested more clearly, which would have increased 

her confidence in her abilities. One cannot be sure, however, since the extraordinariness 

of her language abilities might nevertheless have overshadowed any mathematical 

proclivities. 

Spatial 

Mrs. Marshall noted that Bethany had never shown special ability with puzzles or 

legos, characterizing her as "not real good with her hands. With the littler legos, she had a 

lot of trouble with those. Brian always did ones that were supposed to be too old for him 

and Bethany was always still on the ones that were supposed to be too young for her." 

Bethany's mother describes Bethany as often being oblivious to physical realities, and 

Mrs. Marshall pointed out that Bethany has "no sense at all" about how to get to places to 

which the family has been "over and over in the car." 

Mr. Marshall echoed Mrs. Marshall's sentiments about Bethany's difficulties with 

mechanical tasks, noting that she was building a hutch for the rabbit they planned to get 

and that "mechanical aptitude is not her strong point, to put it mildly .. .We got into a big 

argument about how the thing ought to be built. I'd say "It's your hutch and that's fine" 

but she wanted to put it together in what I thought was a really complicated-you know, 

the most inefficient way to do it. She'd say "Well, what's wrong with my way?" And I'd 

say "Well this other way's better." And I've got to be careful there, too. I don't want to 

just crush her and say "Look. I've been doing carpentry for a long time ..But on the 

other hand, I do know a lot more about the best way to do a lot of carpentry types of things 
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from experience. And I wonder sometimes if that bothers her a little bit-that here's an 

area that she's not pre-eminent in." 

Visual-Spatial (Artistic) 

Bethany draws well, and exhibits her artistic abilities through illustrations for 

her writings. At the time of the home visit, Mrs. Marshall reported that Bethany was 

scheduled to be a part time assistant for the Art teacher in the local elementary school. 

Mrs. Beale, the enrichment teacher working in the local public school where 

Bethany was mainstreamed for two or three periods a day during her second grade year, 

particularly remembered Bethany's artistic talent... 

Mrs. B.: I can remember some of her artwork that she did was just outstanding. It 
was highly creative. It was very apparent in all areas that she was very 
different from other children. I'm thinking in particular of one project 
that the art teacher asked—this again was either in third or fourth grade 
where the kids draw a picture of their face and they have these big glasses 
- sunglasses that are on the face and they can put things about themselves 
in the lenses of the glasses. Bethany's was far different than anybody 
else's in the class that did that. Because you could always expect that 
Bethany would see a different angle, view things from a different 
perspective than other children did. 

R: In artwork, now-not just the things that she wrote in the glasses.... 

B: Yes. Right. And, again, those are the things that make her so unique, but they also 
set her off as being so very different. 

Musical 

Bethany enjoys listening to music and enjoys singing, although she reports that she 

sings off-key. She also plays the recorder, having taught herself to read music. About 

the time she turned 12, she began to master reading the rhythm and timing of written 

sheet music and incorporating it into her recorder music as she played. She plays duets 

with her mother, and reports that she would like to learn how to play the dulcimer. She 

prefers playing the recorder to singing because the notes come out more precise and 

predictable than when she sings. 
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Curiously, Bethany reported to the researcher that when her poetry first 

began coming to her "fully formed," it was always set to music. She would hear a voice 

singing the words of the poem. Later the voice became her own, and eventually, the music 

ceased accompanying the poetry. 

Intrapersonal 

The depth of Bethany's intrapersonal sensitivity was apparent throughout her 

interviews. It is captured in her poetry, as well. She gravitates naturally toward 

introspective exploration of her thoughts and feelings, constantly monitoring ongoing 

psychological changes within herself as she grows and develops. In the initial interview, 

she readily shared these introspective insights with the researcher. Later, after reading 

the transcribed interview segments, she had additional introspective insights comparing 

"11-year-old Bethany" whom this researcher had initially interviewed with "12-year-old 

Bethany," who was reading the transcript For example, she noted her tendency, at age 

11, to spin off into fantasy rather than providing a faithful account of what the trees had 

said to her and commented that she did not think she would do that now. 

Since Bethany's intrapersonal abilities are well-documented in the poetry and 

interview data contained in this case study, they need not be further elaborated here. It 

is sufficient to say that the intrapersonal realm appears to be one of Bethany's real 

strengths. It inspires her writing and infuses it with deep psychological resonance. It 

combines with her talents for language and creative imagination to provide the necessary 

ingredients for the shaping of a writing prodigy. 

Interpersonal 

Mrs. Marshall reports that Bethany has always been very sensitive in terms of 

perceiving gradations of whatever people were feeling-even from a very young age... 
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I can remember when she was little-I think it was before we moved up here, so she 
would been-maybe about the time when she was around two. and I was sputtering 
about something that was annoying me and I remember her looking at me and 
asking me if I was slightly annoyed or I was really furious. 

A more recent example of Bethany's interpersonal sensitivity occurred just a few months 

prior to the home visit... 

Mrs. M: This summer-this is a much more recent, but she's been that way since 
she was a little kid. This summer, when my sister Candace was here and 
was talking to me-my older sister has just started in therapy to deal with 
some of the issues from way back when we were kids that I dealt with some 
time ago and I've got this other sister that thinks you don't have to deal 
with these issues—you just sort of ignore them. And she was saying "1 feel 
bad for you and Marlene cause you're so sad about..And I said "Yeah, 
I'm sad sometimes, but it seems to me that you're sad, but it's down 
farther." And she started to cry and she said "I wish you wouldn't say 
that." And then I said "Well, then I'm sorry." And she said "I'm trying 
hard not to let anybody see that I'm sad and when you say that, it's hard for 
me." 

So I know that she really was sad. And Bethany wasn't there when 
this conversation was going on, but after Candace left, Bethany said to me 
"Aunt Candace laughs and smiles all the time but underneath, she's really 
sad. Do you know why that is?" You know, she was asking me 
something about it. And she was very-she's always done that. She's 
always been able to pick up what people were feeling. You can't hide from 
her. I've given up trying. And now I'll just say "I'm sad today or I'm angry 
today but it doesn't have anything to do with you and I'm handling it the 
best I can and it might not be the best, but it isn't anything you need to 
worry about." 

And my mother told me-she said that was one of the hardest things 
-she said "I know that Bethany and I didn't hit it off and that we're very 
different. But I felt like since I was the Grandmother and I was the adult, 
that I ought to be able to be considerate of her and make it.. .but she was 
always so aware of how I was feeling, that you couldn't do that so I 
felt like she was being more the adult and that was really hard for me to 
know what to ..." 

R: That must make you feel really exposed sometimes, doesn't it make you feel that 
way? 

Mrs. M: It doesn't make me feel that way. It makes a lot of people feel that way. 
I'm sure that's what went on sometimes between her and Mrs. Beale. 
And Bethany really liked and admired and respected her. It's just you 
can't fool Bethany. You might as well not try. You might as well just quit 
while you're ahead, because when you try, you're going to run into trouble. 
And trying to tell her that she doesn't know what she knows or see what she 
sees or hear what she hears isn't going to get you very far either. You can 
tell her that you don't see or hear that, but trying to tell her that she made 
it up is not going to do much for you. 

R: She's got a strong sense of self, then. She really knows. 
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Bethany's father was acutely aware of this perceptiveness, as well, and cited it as 

being a part of the difficulty in raising his daughter ... 

Mr. M: The most single one was knowing how to relate to her—on what level. I 
never have been particularly open with people about who I really am. She 
is very intuitive along with everything else, and I took a course in total 
human care, which emphasized how to deal with people and all that. And 
they said "Don't cross intergenerational lines" They said don't do that, 
that's bad, because of your kids and all that, but.. .she's very perceptive. 
And I get the distinct impression she knows more about me than I almost 
want her to know-about who I really am. I don't think I can keep up much 
of a facade around her. And that's been a little frightening, cause I tend to 
feel more comfortable with a facade, cause I don't really like who 1 think I 
am inside, if that makes any sense-low self esteem and all that. 

The hardest thing has been -O.K.- it's not that-I could just 
ignore the kid—have as little as possible to do with her. But that's not 
good I mean, she is my child, not in the same generation. It's hard 
trying to be honest with her and Figure how much is appropriate. On the 
one hand, she's eleven and a half, on the other hand, she's fully adult. And 
there's this "Don't cross generational lines," but-hey, this kid's no 
dummy and she's probably seeing through you anyway. So how far do 1 go 
in trying to be honest and .. ..That's probably been the hardest thing. Do I 
treat her as a child or as an adult? Don't ever cross generational lines, but 
on the other hand, try and set a good role model so she'll marry somebody 
who will be good for her—not somebody with all the hang-ups I have to 
work through again. So I just want to know how to relate to her, really. 

And finally, Bethany, herself, was aware of this perceptiveness in herself and how 

it was a part of her interactions with other people. She thought of this quality as being 

true of her mother, as well. This came out when Bethany commented that there were ways 

that she would like to be like her mother, and the researcher asked her to elaborate.. 

B: I would like to be sure of myself and what I stood for and not to be tempted to 
give it up because it was easier. 

I used to think I want to be smart, I want to be able to understand 
complicated things and this is something I already have, but to be able to sort of 
pick things up like vibrations from the air how people are feeling really. People 
generally can't hide things or lie to either me or Mama. Inconvenient for me when I 
tried to. She's very intuitive. 

R: Do you feel that you're that way, too? 
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B: Yes, somewhat. I can sort of pick up how people are actually feeling, however 
much they try to hide it. 

It's almost like-what it feels like is almost radio waves or radar signals 
coming in at me from behind what they're saying. It's been helpful often, too. Like 
at school sometimes when I've been able to turn off my emotionalness and my 
worrying. 

R: Uh-huh. So you turn off your emotionalness and your worrying. 

B: Yes. If I can do that just for a minute and calm down, I could often see what was 
actually behind what the kids were saying and teasing me about? 

R: I see. 

B: There was this one girl at camp and she was twelve and I was nine, but somehow 
it seemed to her like I was a lot smarter than her? And so without saying anything 
of this to me, of course, she began a crusade or she would sort of test me-well, do 
you know this and this and this? And if I made a mistake, "HA! There! I told you 
you don't know anything. You're really too young to be in this cabin. I don't know 
how I got a nine-vear-old in here." 

R: And she was how old—eleven? 

B: Twelve. 

R: She was twelve. 

B: Almost thirteen, she said. 

R: That must have hurt, huh? 

B: Sort of. But then-it's funny, but for a change, she let it slip herself. Even 
though I started to figure out that there was something-some very violent emotion 
behind what she was doing other than what she was saying to me, I wasn't quite 
sure what because it felt like-she seemed to be very confused about something. 
And then on the next to the last night of camp, we'd rented a barbecue thing and we 
were all going back in our own ways through the woods towards our cabin, she ran 
into me and she was sobbing and I couldn't figure out why and she said "It's not 
fair—you're smarter than me already and you're nine and I'm twelve. It isn't fair 
and I hate it!" And she went off crying before I could say anything. 

R: So, there wasn't really anything you could do about that, huh? You didn't get to 
talk with her about it or~ 

B: No. Back at camp-she backed off and stopped what she was doing. She didn't 
say anything more. 

R: But she stopped teasing you. 

B: Yes, she stopped. And I was glad of that. And she didn't seem to want to talk 
about it, certainly. I can understand that now. If I met someone who was smarter 
than me and they were three years younger than me, I would be rather 
disconcerted, too. 
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R: Yeah, it's too bad people have to feel that way, isn't it? It's funny-do you think 
that it's easier for people to accept that somebody's no* as smart as they are? 
Maybe they tease people that are-if you were really not very smart, they'd 
probably tease you for that, too, don't you think? Sometimes that's the way the 
world is. 

B: Well, if someone is really upset with themself, anyone who is different from 
them is liable to be teased. 

R: That's true. 

B: But as far as being comfortable with it? 1 guess it depends on their personality, 
and there are parts of it-their ego will be able to handle it a lot better if 
somebody else they realize is noi as smart as they are than if they are smarter. 
But then, in many people, there's another sort of instinct that people should be on 
a level with you-you shouldn't be up above people-especially, I think, for girls. 
You shouldn't be smarter than other people, and that can be very uncomfortable, 
too. 

R: Yeah. Well, what about now-you can sense the way people feel-is that a 
problem sometimes? What if somebody's trying to pretend like they're your friend 
and they're very nice, but you can sense how they feel? Do you sometimes wish you 
couldn't sense it? 

B: Sometimes~in the instance you just mentioned-sometimes I wish I believed 
they were my friend but also, it is helpful to be wary enough so that you can 
anticipate if they're going to punch you out. 

There was an interesting aspect of the interview with Bethany which is worth 

noting. Bethany and this researcher went into a back room to talk in private, and to make 

things less formal, we sat on the rug to talk. Since the interview lasted quite a while, the 

researcher found herself shifting around when her body became tense or tired in one 

position. The researcher would sit for part of the time, and then would stretch out on the 

floor, with her head resting on her hands, only to shift back to a sitting position sometime 

later in the discussion. Bethany was so interpersonally attuned to the researcher that she 

invariably shifted as well-continuing to physically mirror the researcher throughout the 

interview. 
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Rodilv-Kinesthetic 

Mrs. Marshall reported that Bethany had always seemed unaware of her body-that 

there were times when Bethany might be walking with her and would be using her 

shoulders strangely. Mrs. Marshall tried to ignore the odd movements until Bethany was 

about 11. At that time, Mrs. Marshall began trying to bring it to her attention so that 

Bethany could consciously correct and normalize her movement. Sometimes, Mrs. Marshall 

would do this by copying Bethany's walk, and then when Bethany asked her mother why 

she was walking in such a strange way and tell her that it was embarrassing her, Mrs. 

Marshall would point out that that was exactly how she felt when Bethany walked that 

same way. It would only be at that moment that Bethany would realize that she had been 

walking in such an unusual way. 

Mrs. Marshall reported that Mrs. Beale had tried to correct Bethany about these 

movements, but this only made Bethany uncomfortable and self-conscious. Mrs. Beale, in 

her interview, recalled.... 

Mrs. B.: She was a kid whose body-I don't know if this is anything that you're 
interested in-she was very gangly and it was like her body parts were 
never ever connected to each other and they just sort of happened to 
be there. She didn't have a lot of control over them. 

Mrs. Marshall said that cross-country skiing has helped Bethany with balance and 

coordination and she seems to improve with practice. Also, swimming and learning to play 

baseball in seems to have helped in that regard. 

At one lunchtime conversation, Bethany confided that she had trouble imitating 

movements in dance or sports. We discussed translating the movements into language as a 

possible way that she could grasp them better and then reproduce them after encoding 

them linguistically. Bethany commented that she thought that would work for her. 

In spite of her natural tendency toward somatic unawareness, Bethany enjoys 

swimming and has participated in sacred dance at her church. She also enjoys 

participating in community baseball games with agemates. 
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Other Attributes of Note 

Bethany's Mystical Side 

Perhaps one of the most intriguing aspects of Bethany is what she calls her 

"mystical side." It is a side of her that she does not reveal to many people because she has 

found through experience that if she does reveal it, she is opening herself to doubt and 

ridicule. . . 

R: Can you tell some of your mystical ideas? Or tell me what you mean when you talk 
about your mystical, spiritual side. 

B: Well, for the mystical side, I've always heard and seen things sort of with my mind 
that other people don't hear or see. Often at night when I go to bed, if I am calm 
and quiet, 1 can hear the stars singing. 

R: Can you explain how it sounds at all? 

B: Well, it's strange because it's partly a song and it's partly a dance and it's partly 
just a feeling, and all the stars have a different song, but it seems to merge 
together into a sort of a soft, clear voice and they don't have so much troubles like 
we do. They seem to know what they want to be and they're so calm. And they 
understand a lot of things that I'll always wonder. 

R: So each star has a different voice. 

B: Yes. Each star is an individual, just like each person. And they each have a 
different song to sing and a different way to sing it. But somehow they all seem to 
fit together. 

R: It sounds beautiful. 

B: A very peaceful thing. 

R: So did you hear that every night when you were little? 

B: Yes, I did. 

R: It sounds almost like it could be a lullaby. 

B: Often I've used it as that. 

B: Also, I notice that this is becoming less so as I get older for some reason, but for a 
while, I could really talk to trees and I thought I could hear them answering—at 
least somewhat~not out loud, but mind to mind. 

R: So it wasn't like words but it was like an immediate knowing. 



97 

B: Yes. As if the thoughts just came back and forth between us. 

R: What would a tree think? I can't imagine. What kinds of things would you talk 
about? 

B: Well, different ones, different things. There were some trees who argued with me-
-some conservative trees. Sometimes, too, the trees would stay quite friendly with 
me and sometimes they would get prickly and removed. I remember one telling me 
it was beneath her dignity to talk to humans-they were very limited creatures, 
after all, and couldn't understand trees, anyway. Go away. 

R: (laughing) And what did you say to her 1 

B: I said "If that's how you feel, good-bye for good!" 

R: That's funny! 

B: And some trees were my particular friends, That got difficult when they were by 
the garden and their roots were getting into it and I had to cut down a tree that was 
m y  p a r t i c u l a r  f r i e n d .  I  g a v e  h i m  a n  a w f u l  t i m e  a b o u t  i t . . .  

R: That happened once? 

B: Twice. Once I had a little pine tree, it was little at the time, though it would have 
grown up to be the largest tree by now. And it would was growing right by our 
raspberries. And pines have a kind of root that spreads and they're very hardy 
and will choke out a lot of other things, and will choke out a lot of other things, so 
they were going to just cut it down, but litde pine was a friend of mine-my best 
friend among the trees-so I took little pine and I transplanted it into the 
backyard. It didn't survive, though, it just wilted. 

For a while, 1 was furious with the rest of my family and said "Why 
couldn't you plant the raspberries somewhere else instead of my tree?" 

R: Did you talk to the tree about the experience? 

B: Yes, I talked to it. I told it "That's going to happen, but I think you're going to go 
to tree heaven and I hope I can meet and when I get to people Heaven, I hope they 
trees there-especially you. 

R: Oh. So did it respond to you? 

B: It was sort of young. And it said it really wasn't sure, but it hoped so. 

R: Are trees like people? Do they think like people? 

B: Yes, they do. Only they live longer, so their sense of time is more advanced, sort of. 
And our lives seem short to them like some animals lives do to us. 

R: Well, they must have thought you were unusual if you could talk to them, because 
they hadn't found many human beings that could. 

B: I remember the maple tree that we had over there-that's the other one that got cut. 
Because we have the solar heat instead of having a furnace, and it was blocking out 
the sunlight. I talked with the old tree about that, and it was a big one and it said 
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that it had lived for quite a while, but 1 was the first person who had come along 
and actually understood it could be talked to. It went off into an indignant tirade 
about the ignorance of most human beings. 

R: (laughs) So you had to bear the responsibility for all the ignorant other ones! 
So what is the most interesting conversation you can remember having with a tree, 
can you remember? 

B: I think it was talking about growing up. I think Brian showed you that piney hide­
out place? And there's that big tree that you can climb? I think the most 
interesting one was a conversation I had with one big old pine about growing up. 
And it was speaking to me from the position of rather advanced age. And it said 
that at least for a tree, it wasn't so bad. And besides, you had to grow up. And it 
asked me if 1 really would want to stay a child forever. I said I guessed not, but 
growing up could still be very scary. It still is.. Growing and changing and the 
things you have to leave behind. And it told me "Yes, it can be painful-for trees, 
as well as for humans," but it was better to grow than not to ever grow and there 
would be a time somewhere and sometime when I could get back the things that I 
had lost. 

R: That's interesting. 

B: I asked it how, it said that if 1 couldn't understand now, I'd have to wait, and I 
would later. 

R: If you're talking to a young tree, does it vary in wisdom from the older ones? 

B: Yes. Often, they're less confident and less certain of themselves than the older 
ones. They have fights and arguments. 

R: They have fights with each other? 

B: Oh yes. Tree siblings can be as bad as human siblings. It just isn't quite so 
obvious, because they have to content themselves with yelling at each other from a 
distance. 

R: They can't really do anything. What do they have arguments about? 

B : Various things. 1 remember one of my friends who was a tree and one of my 
unfriends had an argument on the merits of humans, I believe. 

R: Oh really! 

B: Yes. And they'lj fight for their parent trees or-the ones that they've grown up 
with-the ones that they're near to. They can't often remember their parent trees 
very well, the ones that actually had them. They'll vie for attention. 

R: Do they have arguments between different species of trees the way they do between 
different races of human beings? 

B: Not very much because in the forest, they all grow up together and so there isn't 
much that they can .. .cause they grow up with parents of different species and ... 
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R: Um-hum. Do they feel a connection with their parent tree even after they've grown 
u p  i n t o  a  . . .  

B: Some do and others don't. And some care more about it and others don't. Some of 
them still sort of mind-talk with their parent-tree, while others have no idea who 
or where theirs was. 

R: Is that right? I wonder what makes the difference? 

B: I don't know. I tried to ask an old pine once and it said that it didn't know. There 
were some things that trees just couldn't know. And it said "That's true for 
people, too, and you ought to remember that." 

I love talldng with the trees, but I had some trouble when my grandmother 
used to live here? Mama's mother? Because she was more realistic and practical or 
whatever than I was. And I remember I could sometimes talk even to favorite 
stuffed animals or things. We had a plastic horse that-not a rocking one, but one 
that goes up and down on springs and I remember I was exercising on that. And 
once Brian had wandered over and found me sitting by it and stroking it and my 
lips were moving, but he didn't hear any sound coming out. "Beth, what happened, 
did you get hurt?" "No, I'm talking to the horse." "Well, are you kidding?" "No, 1 
said" And my grandmother said "Beth, come in here for a minute. Could I talk to 
you?" And I went right away "Oh, no!" She said "Tell Brian you're just pretending 
now. I suppose it's a charming pretend, but trees don't talk and horses don't talk. 
It's just a plastic toy. Now, tell your brother you're just pretending." "But I'm not 
pretending, Grammy, I told her." 

R: Oh Goodness! (laughs). Well, when did you first discover that the trees could talk? 
Can you remember that? 

B: I don't really remember when it was I first noticed it. I don't remember a time that 
I didn't realize that they could. So I think when I was quite little. 

R: That was like the stars singing, too-you can't remember the first time you heard 
that? 

B: No. 

R: You just knew. 

B: Yes. 

R: Are there any other mystical kinds of things that... 

B: Yes. And this one Brian and I will often argue about. He is the more practical 
one and I, the flighty. I believe that unicorns exist, and I think I've seen one. 
Brian says "Don't make it up-it was either a horse or your imagination." He 
doesn't believe in unicorns. I do. 

R: I read that beautiful story that you wrote for your mother for her birthday? 

B: Which one? "The Woman and the Unicorn?" 
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R: I read both of them. "The Woman and the Unicorn" was the one I was thinking of 
because when you mentioned unicorns. What do unicorns mean to you? I know that 
they're like a-they're supposed to be a mythical animal, but what are they 
supposed to be like and why are they special to you? 

B: Well, in some ways-I don't know why this is--but they're very like the stars-
Rather calm and distant, only they're closer-they run on the earth if they stay— 
they choose to stay on our planet. I think there are a lot of other places where 
most of them stay. But they're like halfway between the stars-which are totally 
remote and peaceful-and humans, which aren't remote-they're us-and usually 
aren't so peaceful-there's always changes and decisions. And the unicorn-in my 
writing, they often represent a lot of different things. Sometimes they're like an 
allegory or a symbol of something else. 

Often unicorns—they seem to be partly something inside you that can come 
out of you. It's as if a unicorn shares a part of you and you share a part of it, and 
you're only half separate. What are they like? That's hard to tell. Again, they 
have their separate identities and there's many different kinds of them. Unlike 
the trees, the different species do have quite different habits and there is some 
rivalry between them. Some are more warlike and angry and some are more 
peaceful. Some are more vain and don't associate with human beings. 

R: So you've seen one, though. Have you communicated in any kind of sense with 
a unicorn? 

B: Yes. Not with the one I saw, so much, but again-a mind-to-mind with something 
I can't see. 

R: O.K. So you couldn't see it, but you could communicate, could sense it somehow. 

B: Yes. Again, I think that's always been true for me-as long as I can remember. I 
used to dream about unicorns. I don't anymore. 

R: That was beautiful-I was really intrigued by the ending when the old woman dies 
and her soul goes off with the unicorn. Can you elaborate a litde bit on that? I'm 
j u s t . .  . w h a t  d i d  t h e  u n i c o r n  r e p r e s e n t  t h e r e ?  I  h a v e  m y  o w n  t h o u g h t s  a b o u t  i t . . .  

B: O.K., tell me, I'd be interested to hear. 

R: But I want to know about your interpretation. You promise you'll tell me what you 
think? Absolutely true, O.K.? 

B: I solemnly swear! 

R: O.K. Well, to me, she had seen that unicorn through all of her life. She would 
catch glimpses of it, you know? Then when she was freed from her body, he was 
like a world of beauty and imagination and creativity-and she was no longer 
trapped by the denseness of her body and she was free to soar off as far as she 
could go into this beautiful other world. 

B: Yes, that's certainly true, as a part. I guess the unicorn, to me, in this story 
partly represented that sort of something that there is, at least in me, that seems 
to look for something higher and something different than what can be seen and 
proved and understood scientifically-as well as something inside you, like your 
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soul. For me, at least, I've caught glimpses of it, but I've never really understood 
or seen for very long. When I saw the unicorn in the woods, it was just a glimpse 
and then it was gone. I think that maybe afterwards... 

R: Maybe afterwards what? 

B: Maybe when I'm not stuck inside—to my body and to my earth anymore, I'll be able 
to understand a lot of those things that I've always wondered. That's one of the 
things I've always hoped for and haven't-to be able to understand some of the sort 
of longings and hungers that I've had for something higher and different than 
myself. More than I can see and understand with my regular mind, sort of. 

R: Um-hum. Now, is that a .. .when you talk about something higher and different 
than yourself, is that the extent to which you've really defined what it is you're 
looking for~sort of an ambiguous sort of yearning for something more? Or is it 
more definable? 

B: I just know it's a something more .. .1 don't know. I don't know that there's even a 
word for this, but like with the trees? 

R: Yeah? 

B: The trees are rooted, obviously, and can't move physically, but they can actually 
move a lot more than we human beings can. While, to some extent, we're bound by 
perceptions that we have, they can move a lot more anywhere they want to inside 
themselves. 

R: They sort of project themselves? 

B: I don't know—project themselves might be-it's almost as if they can take the 
world to some extent inside their minds and go-yes, 1 guess, project themselves so 
that other people and trees will be aware of them somewhere else. 

R: I'm trying to get an idea of what you really mean. Because it almost sounds like 
rather than projecting themselves, they take other things into themselves-they 
sort of merge by assimilating other things. 

B: Yes. 

R: Is that what you mean? 

B: Yes. 

R: They certainly do that with nutrients. They bring things up from the soil and ... 

B: Only, anything that they assimilate that way, it remains itself and as it is. And 
things can't be assimilated into them against their will, unless they're much 
weaker things. Not in the sense of much physically bigger, but somehow some are 
stronger and some are weaker. 

R: They can-what was the original statement you were making? They can sort of go 
outside of themselves ... 
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B: Yes, they can understand-they aren't quite so limited as to what they can see and 
comprehend because not being able to move, they don't have to. They understand 
the stars considerably better than I do. When they get older-it's almost as if in 
childhood, they're more earthbound and gradually they grow up and can let go 
more or go further. 

I asked the old tree about that-the one out back there, and it said they 
can't go all the way and they can't really quite understand and hear the stars' 
song any more than I can. 

R: Is that right? It's interesting in your story, too, about the little seed. I saw in 
both of those stories your themes about growing up and leaving things behind. 
Both of them were beautifully written. 

B: That seed story I did partly—the other things about my worries about getting 
launched-you noticed that was what I called the first chapter? 

R: Yes. 

B: Changing and leaving behind what I had been. 

R: What are some of the things .. .when you were talking to the tree, it said that there 
would be someday when you could get those things back.. .what are the things that 
you're fearful of losing as you grow up? 

B: Well, like I said, I used to be able to talk to the trees and I could really actually 
hear them, I thought? But slowly, it's getting harder and harder to hear the trees 
talk and the stars sing. It's as if there's something else? Have you read that -
I think it was Wordsworth's "Intimations of Immortality"? "Birth is but a sleep 
and a forgetting." And it seems like there's something else that I've remembered, 
but as I grow and I learn more about this physical world that I can hear and touch 
and see and understand. Like there's only a limited amount of space and 
something of what I did remember is fading... .And maybe there'll be a time when 
I can't hear the trees talk, but I think I'll always be able to hear the stars. 

R: So what makes the difference between the two? What makes you think that you'll 
hear the stars, but maybe not the trees? 

B: Well, it seems like things that are here-at least parts of them are right down 
where we can understand them and analyze them and all-as I learn more about 
what they supposedly "really" are, the other part of them seems to dwindle. And 
while they are, to some degree, beyond humans and their understanding of the 
mystical and whatever, it isn't so strong and only the stronger signals can come 
through now. 

R: You feel like the stars send out a stronger signal that the trees? 

B: Much stronger. Because while a tree lives longer than a human, the stars—well, I 
know they aren't totally, but they're nearly forever. And there's always something 
of them. I guess it's hard to explain, but that's the best 1 can do. 

R: O.K. So these are the things that you fear losing and you think these are the things 
that the old tree was telling you that you would get back someday? 
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B: Yes, 1 think so. A tree's really thoughtful and doesn't always tell you. It has a 
habit of just hinting. 

R: So maybe it tells you just what it feels like you should know rather than ... 

B: And to some degree, only what it knows. 

R: Well, that's true. It might not know more than that. 

B: Well, I don't know how old it is, but I think it's fairly-but it says that however 
old a tree gets, it can't know everything. It told me that often "You can't know 
everything and you don't need to try." Mama's told me that, too. 

Bethany's Spiritual Side 

The Marshall family is Christian and attends the Methodist Church. Bethany, 

since an early age, has shown an interest in spiritual matters. Many of her poems have 

centered around spiritual themes, and she thinks intensely about questions of spiritual 

import. When asked if she could recall a problem that she hadn't been able to solve, 

Bethany remembered an incident that occurred when she was seven..... 

B: There've been a lot of things that I've tried to-but one questions.. .1 remember 
our Pastor up at our Church, he was going to come over and talk to me a little bit— 
and my first two: What is the meaning of life, and what is God? 

R: Oh Boy! And how old were you when you had these questions? 

B; Seven. 

R: And you asked this? 

B: Yes. Poor Fellow! 

R: I know (laughs). What did he do? 

B: He said "I really don't know." 

R: He said he didn'.t know to both of them? 

B: Yes. He told me what he knew and what he thought about them, but he said "These 
are my guesses as to some of it, but I really can't tell you what the meaning of life 
is~that would take more than a lifetime to figure out." One thing I've always 
liked about him, he'll just tell you when he doesn't know instead of making up 
some sort of explanation. 

R: Yeah. That's helpful, isn't it? So what did you do? Where did you go from there? 
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B: Well, then 1 started observing and looking around and trying to write my own 
hypotheses about what is life and who is God. I started with "What is life?". That 
seemed a little more observable than "What is God," because I didn't know quite 
what He caused and what He didn't. That was all very confusing to me and still 
is. 

R: So what have you formulated at this point? 

B: The first thing that I wanted to know-the meaning of life-I started wondering 
about predestination and all that And I did come up with the conclusion that you 
could choose. And I think.. .1 guess I wanted to know two things: First, "What 
is life?" and second, "What's the point of having life?" Why is there?" 

R: O.K. 

B: The second, 1 still don't exactly know. I'm sure there is a reason, or it wouldn't 
be, but I don't really know. As for the first, it feels sort of like a road that you 
have to go down and it can be very rough in some places, and in some parts of it, 
you have to walk alone, but in other parts, there are other people on it and they're 
going, too, and can help you. And while you can't take away all the troubles on the 
road, you can make it more beautiful and more easy to walk for other people. And 
you can make a difference because it's a long road and a hard one and you have to 
walk it yourself, but you can make a difference and build on it and make it a more 
wonderful thing to have-or you can make it worse, you can litter it and you can 
have fights on it and most people do some of both. I don't know anyone who has 
done neither of either. 

R: That's probably true. That's a very nice metaphor for life. 

B: It's the closest I could come-at least now. 

R: But you also said-when I asked you about analogies, you gave me an analogy about 
each human's life being like a leaf on a tree and the tree was life... 

B: The tree lasts, it would seem like forever in comparison to the leaves, but it is 
finite-it has to stop somewhere and it began somewhere. And the leaves, they 
probably can't quite tell when it could have begun, it's so far back, and where it 
will end, it's so far ahead. 

R: So you think that life as a whole, life as we know it, had a beginning and it will 
eventually end. 

B: Yes. And it's continually growing. The only problem with that metaphor is that 
a leaf, while it can help the tree and make it grow, has no means of hurting the 
tree-unless it catches a disease of some kind. 

R: But you think that human beings can hurt? 

B: They can make the world a worse place, yes. 

R: They can hurt the stream of life. 
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B: Yes. Because, like for a leaf, if it gets a disease, it usually doesn't just affect the 
heart of the tree itself, but if it damages the other leaves, the tree doesn't grow 
anymore and eventually it dies because it doesn't have the individual parts of it, 
the leaves, to keep it going. 

R: O.K. Now, your second part of the question was about God? 

B: Who is God? And why is God? And how much does he care about us and why did he 
make us in the first place? 

R: That's a lot of questions for seven years old! 

B: 1 wanted a lot of things. 

R: Yeah. So have you come to any tentative conclusions about that? 

B: Yes. 

R: What are your conclusions about the nature of God? 

B: First of all, that no one can ever totally understand all of it. Because "The Heavens 
are above the Earth, so are My ways above your ways and My thoughts above your 
thoughts." It's sort of like a leaf on a tree doesn't understand the person who 
planted the seed and tends the tree. And that God is good and wants things to be 
good for us, but wants us to have some choice about things. I had also wondered 
why does God let bad things happen. Why doesn't He just make us perfect but still 
give us choices? I realized that that was a bit of a contradiction. You can't make 
everybody be perfect and give them all sorts of choices. And that God is in each of 
us-whether or not we want it. But we can try to smother it and hide it to other 
people, or we can let the spirit in us shine out and help other people. And that's 
as much as I know-at least at this point. 

R: To what extent does this go along with what your particular religion says and to 
what extent is it all yours? I'm not familiar with your religion, that's why I'm 
asking that. 

B: I don't know too much about the official position either, actually. At least, at our 
church, it seems to go along at least somewhat with the common belief-that about 
making choices and at least, that's what Pastor thinks and Mama seems to agree, 
though I remember having a discussion of it with some of the other adults. There 
were all sorts of theories. Eventually, we had to leave. There was a time limit, or 
we would have gone on for hours. 

Of course, the belief that God is essentially good is owned by most 
religions. At least by the Methodist religion-I guess that you can't understand 
all of God. 

R: And God being inside each of us? Is that part of the religion, too? 

B: Yes, that is. I'll have to ask Pastor more about the official Methodist position on 
God. 

R: But that's your belief, the one you've come to, right? 

B: Yeah. 
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In their individual interviews, both Mr. and Mrs. Marshall reported an incident 

concerning Bethany's spirituality which they found disquieting. Mrs. Marshall was 

prompted to recount it when asked if she could recall any inexplicable experiences or 

memories having to do with Bethany... 

Mrs. M: The summer I was pregnant with Brian when she was 3 1/2, there was a 
little girl right up at the next house up the road got hit by a car and killed. 
And we hadn't lived here very long. We didn't know the people very well, 
and the girl was ten or eleven years old. But whenever we were out walking 
- they live on a farm just up the road-and one time they gave Bethany a 
ride on the horse. And when the rabbit had babies or the cat had kittens, 
you know, we'd stop a few minutes and Emily was really always good with 
her and would show her stuff and would talk to her. And it really bothered 
her more than 1 understood at the time when this little girl got killed. And 
I wasn't-that was the summer I was pregnant and I wasn't dealing with 
anything and I didn't really notice, 1 guess, as much as I should have. And 
it was like sdll two or three years after that, she would come in from 
playing and say that she had been talking to Emily. 

R: She just said this as a matter of fact? No concern or anything. 

Mrs. M: Yeah. And that she wished she could be with her more. So then I was 
concerned... 

R: Had she played with this litde girl at all? 

Mrs. M: Well, no. I guess the only time we ever saw them was when we were out 
walking. We just would stop there a few minutes and then go on. 

R: And she said she'd been talking to Emily 

Mrs. M: Yeah. And she'd say that Emily was happy where she was living. 
And so I talked to my Pastor about it and he asked me, he said "Is 
she scared?" And he said "Or do you think that she's suicidal?" 
And he said "You need to find out if she understands that wherever 
Emily is -that you can't get there that easily." 

So I talked to her and she said "Oh no, I'm not..." And I 
said "You know, Emily went out in front of a car in the road and got 
killed and when you say you want to be with her, that makes me 
nervous about you being out here." And she said "Oh no." She said 
"I want to be where she is someday, but I know that I want to be 
here still for a long time and I'm not going to go out in the road." So 
she was just very matter of fact about it. 

My mother was living with us at the time, and my mother is 
a very unimaginative, down-to-earth, factual person. And she 
would tell me that I shouldn't let Bethany lie like that-like about 
the tree, what the trees said or seeing Emily. You know, that either 
she was lying and ought to be punished for it, or else she was sick 
and something ought to be done about her. And she wrote poems 
sometimes-I could probably get some—about Emily. And she-in 
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the winter, she'd just get a little twig off a pine tree or in the 
summer, she'd get flowers out of her garden and whenever we 
walked-the cemetery's just up the hill here, where Emily's buried. 
And she'd take things for a long time-she took things and put them 
on her grave. 

R: For how long did this last? 

Mrs. M: I don't remember that it started right after Emily died-but again, I could 
be confused because I told you-she died on my birthday, you know. What 
I remember about it the day she died was that Bethany was helping my 
mother to fix the cake. And she was all excited and this was going to be a 
celebration and we knew that the child had been hit, but we didn't know 
what had happened. We knew she had been taken to the hospital. We didn't 
know what had happened. And we didn't say anything about it to Bethany 
until a day or two later when we found out and knew for sure. .. .so in my 
mind, the whole thing is very-what I remember is trying not to have her 
be upset. What I remember is trying to act happy cause it was my birthday 
and feeling too sick to act happy and feeling really bad about the people up 
the road and you know, it just is all confused in my own mind. And I guess 
I probably thought that at that age, Bethany was too young to have any 
particular feelings. 

R: Especially if she wasn't close to the little girl. 

Mrs. M: Yeah. If it had been somebody near her age-somebody that she had played 
with, like Kathy Kramer, you know, that was a younger girl up the road that 
she played with a lot, then that would have made sense to me. I didn't 
understand at that point enough of how Bethany was to realize the impact it 
made on her. And so it did, it lasted quite a long time. 

Just in the last six or eight months, 1 see her moving into a 
different phase of her life. She's very much geared toward the future and 
growing up and she isn't one of those that wants to wear make-up and all 
that, but she's very tuned in to what's ahead right now. Whereas before, 
she just seemed to be in this sort of timeless... .when we'd cut down— 
she'd just get beside herself if you'd cut down any of the trees, for a 
while. 

R: She almost sounds other-worldly. 

Mrs. M: Yeah. And it was somewhat disconcerting. What I told my mother was "I 
don't know. 1 don't know about spirits and what happens to people exactly 
when they die or if the spirits of people .. .it seems to me that if there 
were such things, that Bethany would certainly see them. And I'm not 
going to punish a child because 1 don't know, something. I don't think that's 
right, and I'm not going to do it. And I might be wrong, but she's my child 
and I'm not going to punish her, because I don't know. I have no idea..." 
And my mother goes "Well, she's just does it to get attention because of the 
baby " or whatever. But I don't think so because—I mean, Bethany does do 
things to get attention, but I'm not that bad at seeing through them. And it 
didn't feel that way. It didn't feel that way. 



Mr. Marshall recalled the same event when he was asked to give an example of an 

event that moved his child .... 

Mr. M.: The first thing that comes to mind is that friend of hers, Emily up here that 
was killed... .she usually gets some flowers for them to put on the supper 
table. So she crosses the road, gets the flowers, and didn't look- Coming 
back, steps right in the path of a truck and that was that. And Bethany 
swore she could talk to Emily's spirit. 

... That made both Laurel and I uneasy for a while-is this kid 
walking around seeing spirits? Is she psychotic? Is she off the deep end? 
Has she lost it? We went in and talked with our clergyman. Even then, she 
was really different, by the way. And he said "No, she well could be doing 
just that." And once or twice Bethany said something about "joining 
Emily," and I said "Uh-oh." So we had to talk with her and Laurel (Mrs. M) 
did most of the talking, and she said "You're gonna join Emily when you 
die, but you're supposed to wait until your natural life is out and then you 
will die." So that kind of made us wonder a little bit. That's-it was 
almost scary, because I really don't think she understood the difference 
between life and death so much then. To a five year old, maybe it's much 
more similar than we would experience it That's the one that really comes 
to mind. But, she's doing fine, now. And maybe shewas talking to Emily's 
spirit. Maybe that was for real. 

R: Did she get emotional about contacting Emily's spirit, or talking with her or was it 
like a matter of fact? 

Mr. M: Pretty much a matter of fact. Which I guess was a little reassuring. Maybe 
she was talking to Emily's spirit. If our spirit does continue, maybe she 
was. I don't know. It's one of those things. 

Bethany talked briefly of the incident when probed by the researcher... 

R: I'd like to ask you about something and if it's uncomfortable for you to talk about, 
just tell me, but your mom said that there was an experience when you were 
younger about a little girl that died? 

B: Emily, yes. 

R: Is that hard for you to talk about? 

B: Not so much now, it used to be but... 

R: O.K. She said that you were able to talk to her and you had seen her afterwards? 

B: Yes. That was true. And that's something that I've totally lost now. I can't talk to 
her anymore or see her when I shut my eyes sometimes. But I used to be able to see 
her behind my eyes and to hear her voice sounding just like her, telling me I didn't 
need to worry, it was going to be all right and I'd see her again sometime. And 
she'd warn me "For a while, you aren't going to be able to see me." And I'd say "Oh 
no! Oh no! I wouldn't do that!" Now, it's happened. 
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At times, Bethany has approached her mother with questions pertaining to the 

existence of spiritual beings and good and evil--sometimes emerging out of experiences 

that provoked intense anxiety for her. At such times, Laurel has tried to share with 

Bethany her own experiences with that realm and her convictions about it... 

Mrs. M: I have had experiences that seem to me to have to do with that realm-that 
were unexplainable or unexplained or ... in my case, they tended to be 
more negative .. .1 remember Bethany asking me once-she told me the 
stars sang to her and stuff, but that she wished that sometime an Angel 
would come and talk to her like they do in the Bible. And she asked me if I 
thought one ever would .. .or if I'd ever heard one or if I thought one would 
ever talk to her. And 1 told her that there was one time in my life that I 
believe an Angel talked to me. But that I hoped that she was never.. .that I 
don't know when Angels talk to other people, but that I hoped that she was 
never in a place where she needed anything as badly as 1 did the time that I 
had that experience. And that I didn't know if an Angel would ever talk to 
her in some other.. .or what her life would be like. 

Bethany-I didn't say this before when we were talking about the 
things-I had forgotten it But when she was four, she went through a time 
when she was more difficult-when she was more apt to be disobedient and 
just flagrantly wasn't going to do what she was told or whatever. And she 
had never been that way. She had always been—she'd argued with you and 
she'd always been willing to accede to whatever it was that you'd decided. 
And she went through a time when things were more difficult. Now, I don't 
know how much that-that's when she first had a sibling and I don't know 
what all caused it, but I remember-and also, that I was not in a really good 
place and so I probably didn't handle everything with her as well. 
Anyway, 1 remember that she was that way. And I can remember 
sometimes sending her to her room and her not wanting to .... picking her 
up forcibly and putting her in her room, you know, when she was being 
disobedient and wouldn't stop~and holding the door shut Cause usually, 
if you sent her to her room, she'd just have gone, but she went through a 
time when she wouldn't 

And I remember a time when she and I were angry with each other, 
and I don't even remember what the issue was at that particular time, but 
that time she had gone to her room and she stayed there and I went 
downstairs. But she called me and I went up. And she told me that there 
was something in her room and it scared her. And she was describing it to 
me. She said it was a big thing-it wasn't really like a person, it was more 
like a stone pillar-a pillar kind of thing-and there was writing all over 
it, but she couldn't read the words. And that it was scaiy, that it was dark 
and it scared her. That she was afraid it was going to hurt her. And when I 
thought about it and I asked-you mean, you're feeling things and you 
don't really ... and so you're kind of imagining-and she said "No, 1 saw 
it. It was right over..." and she pointed over in the corner of the room. 
And she said "I was scared of it. It was too powerful for me." And it made 
me just go all.. .and I didn't know what to say to her. 

And she said "If God is a Spirit, and there's good spirits, then there 
must be bad Spirits. And they might be powerful. And given my spiritual 
.. .1 would rather not have talked to a child of that age about bad Spirits, 


