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BACKGROUND

The research we are presenting today was conducted by an ''over-
excited" group at the University of Denver. This team has eaten,
slept, danced, and dueled with Dabrowski's theory for the past five
months - much to the dismay of their families and friends. This
zealous commitment is unrelated to theses, dissertations, grants, or
any discernible incentives. The apparent motive is pure fascination
with the theory. Why has TPD had such a dramatic impact on these
individuals?

Speaking for myself, the power of the theory lies in the fit
between the constructs and my own personal observations in teaching and
counseling gifted individuals for the past twenty years. TPD has
provided a framework which enables me to explain these observations
to others.

I think I learned the most about the gifted psyche during the
five year period in which I conducted a counseling group of gifted
teen-agers. Over that period, almost one hundred adolescents were
involved in the group. There were several qualities which appeared
consistently in all of the participants.

They were all perfectionistic in some aspect of their lives.
This perfectionism was a natural characteristic of their personalities.
They strived continuously to realize some inner vision of ''rightness."
This trait seemed impervious to environmental factors. It could not
be strengthened or weakened, impeded or cured. It just was.

The other universal characteristic in the group was the experience
of intense feelings of inferiority and inadequacy. All of the students
suffered these feelings. Contrary to what one might expect, the more
brilliant the student, the deeper the feelings of inferiority. This
trait also did not seem to be environmentally influenced. No matter
how many successes these youngsters experienced, they still felt stupid.
I came to refer to this phenomenon as '""The Great Con Game.'" "I know
how dumb I am, but so far I have managed to fool everybody into
thinking I'm smart. Just wait until the next test. I'll be exposed
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for the fraud I really am." This is a projection of a relentless
critical self, which sets standards far beyond those in the outside
world.

I saw heightened sensitivity in all of its forms. Sometimes the
individuals would over-react to criticism of others. At other times,
they were highly insightful and empathic with others. Some would
agonize over world events, and become too upset to watch the newsreels.
Many identified with all of humanity and had very jdealized value
systems. They often wrestled personally with moral issues. Here is
an example of the type of inner conflict that was shared in the group.

This incident occurred during the time of the Watts riots, when
the students were particularly sensitized to issues of discrimination.
Stuart, an eleven-year-old boy, wanted very much to treat Black students
in his school in a non-discriminatory manner. He presented the follow-
ing dilemma to the group. He was somewhat of a loner in his school,
not relating to many of the students. If he were to single out a Black
student in the halls to say "hi" to, he would be doing so because the
student was Black, not because he was treating him equally. That, to
Stuart, was just another form of discrimination. If he truly wanted
to treat him equally, he would have to ignore him like he did all the
other students. This would be equal, but not necessarily fair, since
it could hurt the student to be ignored. This young boy was grappling
with the subtle differences between equality and justice, and his moral
responsibility in terms of both abstract ideals.

Over the years, I have tried to explain these observations to
teachers: the high level of moral development, the excruciating
sensitivity, the deep feelings of inferiority and inadequacy, the
jdealism and perfectionism. They were puzzled. How could a child so
obviously superior to his peers feel inferior? I replied that the
child does not use the same standard of comparison as the teacher.

He is not comparing himself with his classmates. He is comparing what
he is now with his idealized concept of what he could be, and falling
far short of his ideals. Few teachers understood this kind of suffering,
unless they, themselves, had faced those same demons.

When I happened upon Dabrowski's theory, I instantly responded to
ijt. It had the ring of truth. Many of my observations of the psych=
ological components of giftedness matched the multilevel dynamisms. I
have since presented the theory to several groups of students and
teachers in gifted education, and parents of gifted children. Within
this paradigm, my observations make sense to them. They can now see
these manifestations in a positive light, rather than as signs of
disturbance.

Every time I have discussed TPD, an interesting event has occurred.

At least two people approach me after each presentation, usually with
teaTs in their eyes, and thank me. Some have explained why, others
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have spoken only with their eyes. One even wrote me a poem. Whatever
it was about TPD that struck me so intensely was striking a deep chord
within them as well. It is probably the realization that their own
inner conflict is not a personality flaw, but a beacon of higher
development.

Some of the young people in that counseling group have stayed in
contact with me over the past fifteen years. This has given me an
opportunity to observe their development into adulthood. Perfectionism
lives on, untouched by time. The Great Con Game is still in effect.
The testing grounds are just different. Now they are afraid that they
will blow their next speech and confirm their enduring suspicion that
they were dumb all along.

I worried that their idealism would evaporate, that it would
become co-opted by more materialistic values. But I have found that
the basic value structures of these individuals stayed in tact over the
years. The high school poet-satirist is still writing satirical poetrty.
The students who were most concerned with moral and ethical issues have
become deeply involved in religious pursuits. The humanistic, empathic
ones are devoting their lives to helping others. The searchers are
still searching. Contentment hasn't settled in and lulled their
striving.

These observations led me to believe that gifted individuals may
have higher developmental potential than the norm. As I read more
about the theory, I discovered that intellgience did not correlate with
level of development in the initial research (Piechowski, 1975;
Dabrowski and Piechowski, 1977). This was confusing to me. Those who
had attained the highest levels were undeniably gifted. Wouldn't one
need a particular threshold of intellectual capability in order to
deal with the abstract issues involved in creating a hierarchy of values?
I found some confirmation of this idea in the work of Peck and
Havighurst (1960). They found that subjects at the highest level of
altruistic values tended to have superior intelligence.

Further investigation helped to clarify the situation for me.
Yes, intelligence is necessary, but it is insufficient. One could be
quite intelligent and function at any one of the levels of development
(Dabrowski and Piechowski, 1977). Though there was no correlation
between intelligence and attainment of levels, this did not imply that
there was no correlation between intelligence and developmental potential.
The key was in an examination of overexcitabilities.

I felt that I was on the right track when I discovered that
Dabrowski had had similar findings in a study of gifted children and
youth in Warsaw in 1962 (Dabrowski, 1972). He reported: "Every one
of the children investigated showed considerable psychomotor, sensual,
affectional, imaginational, and intellectual mental overexcitability
(p. 205)."
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The theory suggests that the relative strength of the overexcit-
abilities determines the developmental potential. The amount and
intensity of the oe and its relation to the other oe's must all be
taken into account. The intellectual, emotional and imaginational oe's
must be at least as strong or stronger than the psychomotor and sensual
oe's in order for high developmental potential to exist (Piechowski,
1975). Recent development of the theory seems to indicate that
imaginational oe may be less important than intellectual and emotional
oe as a determining factor (Lysy, 1979; Robert and Piechowski, 1980).
Further, the theory predicts that developmental potential should remain
constant throughout life (Piechowski, 1975).

This information raised a number of questions. If oe remained
constant, would gifted adults show high degrees of overexcitability
as did Dabrowski's sample of children? Would intellectual oe be most
dominant in this group? Would the other overexcitabilities be attenuated?
Would differences in developmental potential be apparent in examining
oe profiles? What would gifted profiles look like?

At this time, a number of people became interested in the theory
and wanted to investigate the relationship between TPD and giftedness.
We invited Dr. Michael Piechowski to come to Denver this summer to
train us in the research methodology to conduct the study. Six people
participated in the training: Dr. Frank Falk, Professor of sociology,
Nancy Miller, doctoral student and graduate research assistant in
sociology, Karen Nelson, doctoral student in higher education, Sharon’
Nehls, graduate student in gifted education, Bernita Ellsworth, who had
just completed her master's degree in gifted education, and myself.

Dr. Piechowski came to Denver at his own expense and the research
team volunteered their time for an entire week to participate in the
intensive training. The training continued through weekly meetings,
well into the fall. The group analyzed and rated training materials
which had been previously rated, until they felt competent enough to
analyze the new material.

Our report today contains preliminary findings from the study of
overexcitabilities of 31 gifted subjects. We are continuing to analyze
the data further, and we are expanding the number of subjects. Although
it is too early to report conclusive data on the relationship between
TPD and giftedness, the initial findings are very exciting.

HYPOTHESES

The study proceeded to investigate the following hypotheses:

(1) Gifted people have higher developmental potential, as
evidenced by greater overexcitabilities.
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(2) Intellectual, emotional and imaginational overexcitabilities
in these subjects will be considerably higher than sensual
and psychomotor overexcitabilities.

SUBJECTS

In order to test these hypotheses, we chose an identified
intellectually gifted population. They were either Mensa members or
they had other indications of intellectual giftedness. 'Candidates
for membership in Mensa must achieve a score at or above the 98th
percentile on a standard test of intelligence (Mensa application form)."
Most of the subjects who were not Mensa members would qualify for
Mensa on the basis of GRE, SAT or IQ scores, they had formerly been
placed in gifted classes, or they had distinguished themselves in the
arts.

METHOD

Approximately 150 questionnaires were distributed. Each
questionnaire consisted of two parts: an overexcitability questionnaire
(OEQ) with 21 questions designed to assess emotional, intellectual,
imaginational, sensual and psychomotor overexcitability; and a
definitional response instrument (DRI) with six questions designed
to assess the presence of dynamisms of the different levels. Both
parts involved open-ended essay questions.

QEQ's from the first 31 respondents were analyzed individually
by the raters, and then a consensus rating was achieved. Four raters
participated in this phase of the project. The OEQ's were divided

between two teams, two members in each team. Each rater independently
assessed half of the questionnaires. The two independent ratings
were recorded and compared.

The average percentage of agreement between the two members of
each team was 57%. The range of agreement was between 34% and 82%,
with most of the scores approximating the mean. Where disagreement
occurred between the two raters, the item was evaluated jointly and
a consensus rating was determined. The second team acted as an
arbitrator in the cases in which consensus could not be reached.

The theoretical predictions which formed the basis for the
hypotheses were taken from the literature (Dabrowski, 1972; Piechowski,
1975; Dabrowski and Piechowski, 1977; Lysy, 1979). These serve as the
major focus in this description. Additionally, comparable results
were obtained by using Lysy's (1979) data on counselors and non-
counselors, a group which presumably included both gifted and non-
gifted subjects.
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PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

1. The gifted population studied does exhibit high degrees of
overexcitability which would indicate developmental potential
for multilevel development. (See Figure 1). :

2. Emotional overexcitability in these respondents was equal to
intellectual overexcitability, another indicator of multi-
ievel potential. (See Figure 2).

3. All levels of overexcitability were higher than would be
anticipated within the general population. (See Figure 2).

4, In comparison with a college educated group, fifty percent
of whom were counseling psychologists, the gifted were
substantially higher in intellectual, imaginational, and
emotional overexcitabilities. They were also slightly higher
in sensual overexcitability. (See Figure 3).

CONCLUSIONS

The initial findings support the hypothesis that gifted individuals
have a higher developmental potential. The composite profile fits the
theoretical predictions and supports previous research-findings.
Intellectual and emotional overexcitabilities are the most powerfully
represented in these protocols, with imaginational oe in a secondary
position. Semnsual oe is somewhat higher than would have been pre-
dicted by the theory (Piechowski, 1975) but considerably overshadowed
by the strength of the first three oe's. Psychomotor oe 1is quite low.
The combination of sensual and psychomotoT ce's is approximately half
the strength of the combination of emotional and intellectual oe.

The finding that emotional oe equalled intellectual oe was
somewhat surprising. An intellectually gifted population would be
expected to exhibit much higher intellectual overexcitability than
any of the other modes. The strength of the emotional overexcitability
in this group gives even stronger evidence of the potential for
maltilevel development. Attainment of the highest levels is not
possible without extraordinary emotional development (Piechowski, 1975;
Dabrowski and Piechowski, 1977). '

The comparison of the gifted group with the counselor and non-
counselor group in Lysy's (1979) study ‘is noteworthy. Half of the
subjects in Lysy's study were counseling psychologists. One would
anticipate a high degree of emotional overexcitability in this group.
Although the emotional oe was the highest of the oe's found in that
population, the emotional oe of the gifted group is substantially higher.

The Tichness of the material in the gifted protocols bears closeT
examination. The rating system was inadequate to capture the depth and
intensity of some of the responses. Some sample responses illustrate thiss«
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(See Appendix for Sample Responses.)

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE AREAS OF STUDY

We have only reported today a partial result of a study in prOgreg&
The next steps to be accomplished in the study are as follows:

1) analysis of the 31 QEQ's by another team of raters to assure
that the rating system employed was comparable to the one
used in Lysy's study

2) statistical analysis of the current data
3) analysis of levels of development

4) analysis of transforming and conserving aspects of the
intellectual and emotional overexcitabilities according to
the model developed by Robert and Piechowski (1980)

5) analysis of more protocols to enlarge the data base

6) further study of the instrumentation and rating processes

The preliminary findings were very encouraging. Studies of the
gifted lend support to the theory, and the theory offers support to
the study of giftedness. Until now, the field of gifted education has
been missing a theoretical framework (Colangelo, 1980). TPD is a
basic paradigm, with empirical processes, which can greatly enhance
the study of giftedness. '

At this point, the theory can provide the following:

1) an understanding of the fundamental nature of giftedness
(Dabrowski, 1972)

2) a method of identifying gifted children (Piechowski, 1979)

3) a counseling perspective in dealing with the problems of
gifted individuals (Ogburn-Colangelo, 1979)

Hopefully, future research will unlock the dynamics which nurture
developmental potential. Longitudinal study of gifted children is
needed to determine the stability of developmental potential, the
extent to which this potential 1is developed, and the factors which
influence its development. Through continued study, perhaps we can
foster the further evolution of our race jnto a more humane society.
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