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ABSTRACT: This paper explores my journey with Dgbrowski’s theory of positive
disintegration (TPD) through mentorship, historical scholarship, and community-
building. Guided by Michael M. Piechowski’s deep insights and R. Frank Falk’s steady
wisdom, I developed an understanding of TPD as both a theoretical framework and a
lived experience. Through personal narrative and archival research, I examine how
TPD has been applied in gifted education and advocate for its broader relevance with
neurodivergence, mental health, and self-actualization. More than a retrospective, this
paper is a call to action—challenging existing assumptions, expanding the theory’s
reach, and fostering a community that keeps TPD evolving. To move forward, we must
engage critically, build connections, and honor the transformative potential at the
heart of Dgbrowski’s work.
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In my keynote address, “How Did We Get Here? Mentors, Archives, and
Building Community,” delivered at the 15th International Dabrowski
Congress, | discussed the transformative influence of Dabrowski’s theory of
positive disintegration (TPD) through the lens of my personal and professional
journey. Focused on the mentorship I’ve experienced with Michael M.
Piechowski, my talk blended historical context with a call for rethinking how
we understand OFEs and giftedness in light of neurodiversity. Reflecting on my
own path from self-doubt and self-stigma to empowerment through the theory,

I celebrated Michael’s contributions while emphasizing the urgent need for
continued research, community-building, and the creation of accessible resources
to ensure the theory remains relevant in today’s mental health and educational
landscapes.

This paper is a continuation of what I shared that day. It weaves together
history and personal narrative, discussing how my search for guidance and a
mentor led me to Michael M. Piechowski and R. Frank Falk, how their
mentorship guided my understanding of the theory, and how my work has
addressed gaps left by previous scholarship. It is also about the broader trajectory
of the theory—how it moved from the fringes of psychology into gifted
education, where it remained while often misunderstood, and how we must now
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liberate it and apply it as a developmental theory with broad applications for
neurodivergence, mental health, and self-actualization.

More than a retrospective, this is a call to action. If we are to move forward
with Dabrowski’s work, we must be willing to examine its foundations,
challenge past assumptions, and increase its reach beyond the limited context
where it has been confined. The theory itself tells us that disintegration is a
necessary part of growth. We must allow our community and field of study to
evolve through the process.

So, how did we get here? And most importantly, where do we go next?

Discovering TPD After a Lifetime of Feeling Broken

For much of my life, I believed I was broken. Growing up, it always felt
painfully clear that I was different from other children, and the difference
felt like something wrong with me. By the time I was eight years old, my
mind had spontaneously produced an imaginal process allowing me to watch
myself from outside my body, and what I saw was often dark and troubling.
During fourth grade, I was identified as a highly gifted child, and placed in
gifted programming the next school year. No one ever talked with me about
giftedness as a meaningful psychological difference, one that meant my lived
experience was dramatically different from the norm (Wells, 2017). Nor did
they identify and discuss the other exceptionalities I now recognize in myself
such as ADHD, autism, and being nonbinary. School only reinforced these
differences.

As a teenager, | assumed mental illness was the cause of my struggles. I
sought answers from the DSM and the pathology paradigm. I purchased the
DSM-III-R so I could read it and better understand my issues. Between ages 21
and 25, I was hospitalized repeatedly and struggled with addiction on top of what
appeared to be severe mental illness. Treatment became a revolving door—I
walked through it again and again, desperate for help but finding only a system
that reduced my experiences to symptoms.

My need for deep emotional connection was pathologized as dependency.
My ability to write and analyze my own patterns was reframed as manipulation
or resistance. Clinicians filtered my pain through their own framework, branding
it bipolar disorder, panic disorder, a personality disorder—but none of these
diagnoses explained why my intensity, my relentless questioning, and my inner
turmoil felt intrinsic to who [ was. Instead of answers, | was given a narrative
that framed me as sick, defective, and in need of repair. Worse, | applied this
framework to myself.

For over a decade, I internalized this pathology paradigm of mental illness.
I became an active participant in my own suffering, insisting to clinicians that I
was broken until they agreed. I fought for treatment, took an array of
medications, and adjusted my identity to fit the diagnostic criteria placed upon
me. But no matter how many labels were assigned, the system never had real
answers.

Eventually, I found a way out of mental illness and addiction, and created a
life for myself (Wells, 2017). I found a partner in life, returned to school, and
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acquired degrees in sociology and social work. As a psychology doctoral student
in my 40s, I was gobsmacked to discover I hadn’t been alone in seeking answers
from the DSM as a teenager while reading the chapter from Piechowski (1997)
that introduced me to Dabrowski’s theory:

Emotional sensitivity and emotional intensity are often cited as
distinguishing most gifted children... Seeing themselves so different from
“normal,” they doubt themselves and ask, “What is wrong with me?”’;
they realize the discrepancy between their feelings and those of others,
and to account for the lack of fit they judge themselves to be wanting. In
fact, some intellectually precocious youngsters actually look in the catalog
of mental disorders to find a label that could apply to them. (p. 366)

For the first time, I encountered a framework that did not pathologize my
intensity but instead framed it as part of a developmental process. At the heart of
this discovery was Michael M. Piechowski. His work on overexcitability and
emotional giftedness was the first thing I had ever read that validated my
experience. The very traits [ had been told were signs of disorder—emotional
depth, relentless questioning, inner conflict, and even my past struggles with
suicidality—were reframed as indicators of growth.

I had never before entertained the idea that individuals like me—those who
experience emotional, intellectual, and imaginational intensity—might not be
disordered. While I’d found a way out of chronic suicidality and hospitalization
during my 20s, I continued taking medication and remained in the care of a
psychiatrist in my 40s. As I continued studying TPD and examining my personal
data, I began to see my past through a radically different lens:

* My intense emotions were not signs of a mood disorder; they were
expressions of emotional overexcitability.

* My existential crises were not proof of instability; they were part of an
unfolding developmental process.

* My lifelong battle with inner conflict was not pathological; it was a
hallmark of multilevel disintegration—the very process Dabrowski
described as necessary for personality growth.

These realizations changed everything. For the first time, I had language for
my experience that was not rooted in illness, but in development. However, I
didn’t immediately embrace this new perspective. It took at least a year to
process what I’d read in Piechowski’s work. Fortunately, I was deeply engaged in
autoethnography and exploring my past (Wells, 2015). Instead of looking back
and seeing only breakdowns, I could now recognize breakthroughs. The pain, the
struggles, the moments of despair—they were not failures. They were steps
forward in my personal evolution. Slowly, I began questioning what I’d believed
to be true about myself since I was a child—I opened up to the possibility that I
was not mentally ill.

This reframing did not happen overnight. It took years of study, painful self-
examination, and the guidance of mentors like Michael, who not only introduced
me to Dabrowski’s work but modeled what it meant to live it. Without his
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research and insistence that intensity is not inherently pathological, I would not
be where I am today. While getting to know Michael, I also found a mentor in his
friend and colleague, R. Frank Falk.

The Search for a Mentor

For me, the search for a mentor has been a search for belonging, for
guidance, and for someone who could help illuminate a path forward. When I
first began my journey with TPD, I was looking for a way to make sense of my
own experiences, my intensity, my deep emotional and intellectual life, and the
process of transformation that had changed me so dramatically. But to fully
understand the theory, I needed guidance and support.

I did not set out looking for Michael Piechowski or Frank Falk specifically.
Instead, my search began in gifted education, where I encountered scholars like
Linda Silverman, Susan Baum, and Sally Reis. Their work helped me recognize
myself in the concept of overexcitability, and they pointed me toward
Dabrowski’s theory. But I quickly realized that TPD was not simply a model for
giftedness—it was a comprehensive theory of development that had the power to
explain far more than the literature in gifted education acknowledged (Wells &
Falk, 2021).

Thanks to a push from both Susan and Sally to connect with Linda, I
attended SENG’s annual conference in 2015 with the intention of meeting her.
We spoke again shortly after the conference at the Gifted Development Center,
and I shared honestly about my history of giftedness and perceived mental
illness. I still viewed myself through the lens of pathology, and our conversation
opened my mind to new possibilities. Linda suggested I might have been
misdiagnosed with bipolar disorder, and asked if I had ever looked at my journals
without assuming that diagnosis was correct. No, I had never done that. I had
only looked for confirmation of illness, not through the developmental lens of
TPD. She also urged me to stop trying to fit in and be normal because it would
never work. She encouraged me to share my story and write a paper for
Advanced Development. Those suggestions changed my life. They gave me
direction at a time when I was trying to reclaim myself, and I stopped taking
medication for bipolar disorder shortly afterward.

The conversation also led me to Frank and Michael. Michael’s writing struck
me in a way nothing else had. | remember reading his 1997 chapter in the
Handbook of Gifted Education and feeling like he was speaking directly to me
(Piechowski, 1997; Wells, 2023c). His insights on overexcitability (OE), inner
transformation, positive maladjustment, and emotional giftedness resonated
greatly, and I knew I had to learn more. But I was hesitant, even afraid, to write
to him. In our early correspondence, as I worked on a paper with him (Wells,
2017), Michael was in his 80s, and I had no idea if he would be receptive to more
existential questions or willing to engage with me.

When [ finally shared my thoughts during the spring of 2016, I approached
carefully, and I asked him to be a mentor. Instead of saying yes, he invited me to
ask questions, subtly pushing me to engage with the material on my own terms. I
knew intuitively that this was the beginning of a relationship that would
fundamentally improve both my life and work moving forward.
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At the same time, | was developing a different kind of relationship with
Frank Falk. In 2016, Frank invited me to join the new Dgbrowski study group he
was forming, and gave me the opportunity to discuss the theory in community.
While Michael challenged me to think deeply and question everything, Frank
gave me the tools to turn my intellectual engagement into structured research. He
helped me refine my methodology, taught me how to operationalize my ideas,
and guided me in navigating academic and professional spaces.

I came to understand that these mentors represented two essential sides of my
intellectual path. Michael pushed me toward existential depth and self-
exploration, while Frank grounded me in research, empirical rigor, and
professional development. Together, they helped me bridge the gap between
theory and research, allowing me to take Dabrowski’s ideas and transform them
into significant work. The search for a mentor was not about finding someone
who could teach me—it was about finding people who could help me become the
scholar, researcher, and advocate I was meant to be.

The Pragmatic Mentor: Frank Falk

In my journey of discovering and working with Dabrowski’s theory, I have
been fortunate to have two mentors who balanced each other perfectly. Michael
Piechowski taught me to explore the emotional and existential depths of the
theory with my whole being and not just my intellect. He showed me that growth
means asking hard questions, facing difficult answers, and embracing the
complexities of development and life. Frank Falk gave me the practical tools to
transform my writing and research into action. He taught me to structure
research, analyze data, and communicate in more meaningful ways. Together,
they gave me a foundation for bridging theory and practice, while also supporting
me emotionally and intellectually in countless ways.

I first spent time with Frank and his wife, Nancy B. Miller, at an OEQ coding
workshop at the University of Denver in November 2015. At that point, I was
immersed in my autoethnographic research, and trying to sharpen my approach to
studying overexcitabilities and positive disintegration. When I showed Frank
what [ was working on using a computer-aided qualitative data analysis software
program called QDA Miner, he immediately realized it was a powerful approach
to exploring my writing, and he encouraged me to keep going. He said there was
no money to hire a research assistant, but if something opened up, he would let
me know.

I spent the next several months working on my own and refining my
methods. We connected again in 2016 because the Gifted Development Center
was a community partner in my dissertation research, and we spent time together
at the 2016 Dabrowski Congress in Calgary, Alberta. Frank immediately stood
out as someone | could talk to—not just for his expertise in methodology, but for
his sharp intellect, dry humor, and long-term commitment to studying the theory.

At first, working with him wasn’t easy. He challenged my assumptions,
pushed me to be more precise, and sometimes left me frustrated when he didn’t
immediately see the value in my approach. But we kept trying and returning for
conversations, refining ideas, and finding common ground. Gradually, I came to
appreciate his directness and rigor, just as he came to respect my perspective
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connecting scholarly study with lived experience. I remember feeling relieved in
those early conversations with him because, for the first time, [ saw a clear path
to becoming a researcher. Frank had a way of helping me focus on what
mattered. We presented together at the 2018 Dabrowski Congress in Naperville,
Illinois, on “Overexcitabilities: The Drivers of Developmental Potential” (see
Wells, 2024 for the recording and transcript). The work we did preparing for that
session transformed our dynamic:

Frank said that it is only now, doing this work with me, that he has felt
like he understands the theory and it makes sense. It blows my mind to
think about it. But I’'m so glad. It was absolutely necessary for me to
meet these people and do this work. I’m seeing real differences in myself
that are amazing. [’ve been able to calm down, focus, and get my work
done. (Journal entry, June 14, 2018)

As I became absorbed in studying the historical origins and evolution of
Dabrowski’s theory, I realized that I needed support in refining my ability to
analyze data and clearly communicate complex findings. It was too easy for me
to get lost in the details, and I’d spend weeks poring through retrieval documents
while also still diving into historical articles. Frank, with his background in
statistics, methodology, and sharp eye for detail, became an invaluable guide in
this process.

First, Frank helped me design a study exploring OE and ADHD, and
we hoped to find clarity on differentiating them. The closer we studied OE and
types of neurodivergence, the more convinced we were that OE is as much a part
of ADHD and autism as it is giftedness (Wells & Falk, 2021). As someone who
had experienced firsthand the challenges of navigating these overlapping
identities, I wanted to bring clarity to the conversation and build a bridge
between the theoretical and the empirical. Frank was the person who helped me
do that.

As our exploration continued, it became clear to us that OE had sometimes
been applied in gifted education in ways that were not aligned with Dabrowski’s
original work. Working together, we spent countless hours digging into archival
materials, tracing Dabrowski’s earliest writings on the concept and examining
how OE was reinterpreted and applied over time. Frank’s practical and direct
style pushed me to think critically and to approach our research with both
objectivity and precision. He challenged my assumptions while also bringing his
humor and encouragement into our work. Our collaboration was about bringing
to life a richer, more accurate understanding of a concept that had been
misunderstood for too long (see Falk & Wells, this volume).

As I got to know Frank better, I learned that he had always possessed intense
intellectual curiosity and a passion for understanding human relationships, which
ultimately led him to a career in sociology. Frank earned his PhD in sociology
from the University of Minnesota and specialized in social psychology and
quantitative research methods. Throughout his academic career, he taught,
worked as an administrator, and conducted research at the University of Denver
and the University of Akron, where he was known for his dedication to students
and his advocacy for first-generation college attendees.
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Frank’s personal life was equally rich and fulfilling—he found great joy in
his marriage to Nancy and their loving family. Frank and Nancy worked together
as sociologists, and they embraced the role of grandparents and great-
grandparents upon retirement. Despite his many professional achievements,
Frank always prioritized the people in his life, creating a legacy defined by both
intellectual contributions and personal warmth. During the celebration of his life
in June 2023, I was struck by the stories told by family, friends, and colleagues
about Frank as a supportive presence for them and realized it was a lifelong
pattern for him.

Frank’s mentorship with me went beyond research. He encouraged me to
step into leadership roles, write from the heart, and trust that my voice and
contributions to Dabrowski’s theory were valuable and necessary. His perspective
gave me permission to break free from the confines of traditional academia,
recognizing that my work had far-reaching implications for people struggling
with mental health issues. Whether I was engaging in scholarly work, studying
for the Association of Social Work Boards clinical exam, or podcasting, Frank
was unwavering in his support. He helped me see that my role was not just to
study TPD, but to steer its future and ensure that the theory remained relevant to
those who needed it most.

Frank also served a supportive presence when I was navigating conflicts
within the TPD community. When tensions arose over interpretations of the
theory or the direction of research, he provided calm, measured advice, and
helped me work through these professional challenges with clarity. Frank
encouraged me to stay calmly engaged, refine my arguments, and assert my
expertise with the theory.

Frank’s transition from this world on April 23, 2023, marked the loss of not
only a brilliant sociologist and researcher but also a truly supportive mentor and
friend. His encouragement and belief in my work changed the trajectory of my
career, and his willingness to collaborate pushed our research into new directions.
Frank had a gift for making those around him feel valued, and his generosity of
spirit left a lasting impact on those who learned from or worked with him.

In the wake of his death, I found myself returning to Frank’s words and my
writing about him, and drawing strength from the foundation he helped build
(Wells & Nicholson, 2022; Wells, 2024). As I navigated this loss, Michael’s
presence provided comfort while reinforcing the importance of continuing the work
Frank and I had started. Frank’s influence provided the grounding I needed to take
on bigger questions and deeper historical explorations. His steady encouragement
gave me the confidence to take on the challenge of translating Dabrowski’s Polish
works, and tracing the evolution of ADHD, autism, and nervousness across time.
He understood the importance of historical context, not just for research but for
ensuring that future scholars could build on a solid foundation.

Frank recognized that the work we were doing wasn’t just about producing
studies, it was about creating a body of knowledge that others could continue to
expand. He emphasized the idea that real progress requires both looking back and
moving forward, that understanding the historical roots of a theory is just as
important as testing its applications (see Falk & Wells in this volume). His
guidance wasn’t just about helping me navigate my own research; it was about
making sure the next generation of researchers had the tools, data, and historical
insight to keep the work moving forward.
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A Journey Through War, Science, and Psychology

To understand Michael M. Piechowski’s contributions to the theory of
positive disintegration, one must first understand his journey—a life shaped by
war, disruption, science, and an eventual shift toward psychology and personality
development (Wells, 2023a). His trajectory exemplifies the very process he
would later dedicate his career to studying.

Michael was born in Poznan, Poland, in 1933, and World War II made deep
impressions during his childhood—he described it as feeling like it lasted forever.
His family had to move many times due to the war, and in fifth grade, his
schooling ended in 1944 when the advancing war front forced schools to close
early. Despite the instability, his parents prioritized education, making sure he
had good books.

During the Nazi occupation of Poland, there were regions of Poland where
children were forbidden from speaking Polish in school. During first grade,
Michael, like many others, had to suddenly learn and speak German in the
classroom, despite having no prior knowledge of it. Speaking Polish risked
punishment, so his parents moved the family to protect their children. This early
experience of cultural suppression and displacement affected him profoundly.

Michael had been captivated by the idea of America from an early age,
dreaming of one day living there. However, after the war, Poland fell under
communist rule, and the borders were sealed. Travel outside the country became
impossible for most Poles. Inside Poland, access to information was tightly
controlled; the state-run radio broadcasted only what the communist regime
wanted people to know, offering little insight into either domestic or international
events. The country was effectively locked in. Change only began after Stalin’s
death in 1953, which brought a political thaw. As repression eased, new
opportunities for travel and cultural exchange with other nations began to emerge
(M. M. Piechowski, personal communication, June 12, 2019).

After finishing high school, Michael had to delay his university studies
because his family was classified as intelligentsia, a group that was often
deprioritized under the policies of the time. Priority for university admission was
given to proletariat families, but fortunately, his wait was not long. He enrolled at
the University of Poznan, where he studied botany. During his time there, the
university was renamed Adam Mickiewicz University in 1955. That same year,
Michael worked as a translator at the World Festival of Youth and Students in
Warsaw, where he forged connections with Belgian students—connections that
would ultimately open a path for him to leave Poland. In 1956, he completed his
Master of Science degree in plant physiology.

Leaving Poland and Pursuing Science in the West

Leading up to leaving, Michael was working in Poznan at one of the research
institutes of the Academy of Sciences. It was a research assistantship, and the
head of the institute had prewar ties with the Rockefeller Foundation.
Representatives of the Foundation came to the Institute, offering a program of
post-graduate training in science. They interviewed people and were impressed
with Michael’s knowledge of English. He received an opportunity to study in
Belgium for a year. The Academy of Sciences approved and gave him a passport
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and a stipend, allowing him to leave Poland. In May 1958, Michael boarded a
train and headed toward Belgium. First, there was a delay at the border, and then
he had to pass through East Germany and West Germany—the trip took all night
(M. M. Piechowski, personal communication, June 21, 2018).

While in Belgium, he began reaching out to American universities, securing
acceptance at the University of Illinois for a PhD in molecular biology. However,
when he applied for a visa at the American consulate in Brussels, he made a
crucial mistake—when asked if he planned to stay in the U.S. permanently, he
answered “yes.” This resulted in a visa delay, as immigration controls required
students to declare intent to return to their home country.

As the deadline to begin his studies approached, Michael’s situation became
more precarious. While working at a fashion house in Belgium, he met a couple
who had connections in the U.S. State Department. Through their intervention, he
finally received a multiple-entry visa, granting him privileges that would
otherwise have been difficult to obtain.

In 1959, Michael arrived in the United States, traveling on a propeller plane
from Brussels to Glasgow, and then a 15-hour flight across the Atlantic to New
York. He initially began his graduate studies at the University of Illinois, but after
facing challenges there, he transferred to the University of Wisconsin, Madison,
where he was Millard Susman’s first graduate student in molecular biology.

After completing his PhD in 1965, Michael stayed in Wisconsin and
completed a post-doc before needing to leave the U.S. due to his visa status. He
sought opportunities in English speaking countries and found a faculty position
in the Canadian West at the University of Alberta in Edmonton, in 1967.

One day, while searching for furniture, Michael stumbled upon a shop
labeled “Parcels to Poland.” Curious, he entered and began speaking Polish with
the owner. In that brief conversation, Michael learned of a fellow Polish
professor he should meet—Kazimierz Dabrowski. At the time, he only knew one
thing about Dgbrowski—an Italian friend had once mentioned a radical Polish
psychologist who believed that psychoneurosis was not an illness, but part of
human development. Intrigued, Michael sought him out.

Their first meeting was the beginning of an intense collaboration. Dgbrowski
gave him translated chapters that would later become Mental Growth Through
Positive Disintegration, but the translations were poorly done and almost
unreadable. When Michael pointed this out, Dagbrowski asked: “Would you like
to work with me?”

Every Sunday at 2 pm, they met, with Michael reworking the translations and
refining the language, while Dabrowski explained what he truly meant and
provided more details. Through these conversations, Michael gained insights into
the theory and an unparalleled understanding of Dgbrowski’s intentions and his
vision for human development (Piechowski, 2008). Michael became one of
Dabrowski’s closest collaborators.

After a few years working together, another shift was coming. Despite his
involvement working with TPD, Michael still lacked formal training in
psychology. He made a bold decision—in 1970, he returned to graduate school to
earn a second doctorate, this time in counseling psychology and again at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison. This transition was not just a career change, it
was a fundamental shift in worldview. He moved from studying viruses and
cellular structures to studying personality development, inner growth, and the
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complexity of human experience. Yet, he carried his analytical, scientific mind
into his new field, applying empirical rigor to a theory sometimes dismissed as
too philosophical (M. Susman, personal communication, March 17, 2020). In
Michael’s words:

I left the University of Alberta in January of 1970 to become once again
a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin, this time in
counseling. My departure did not make Dgbrowski happy. However, our
close collaboration continued until 1975. The years 1970 and 1971 were
spent working together on his book Psychoneurosis Is Not an Illness
(1972). Pages with clarifications, elaborations, inclusion of new clinical
examples, and successive revisions grew to a stack one foot high. As
Dabrowski tended to grossly underestimate the amount of work needed, |
was tempted to send my stack of pages to him as concrete evidence of
the amount of labor involved. At one time, I told him that I was sure it
would have been easier to be his patient than to work with him. He
agreed. Still, his sense of urgency about the work made the whole
atmosphere around him charged with excitement. (Piechowski, 2008, pp.
45-46)

Like the theory he helped refine and finalize, Michael’s life has been one of
transformation and growth. His experiences influenced his understanding of
resilience, identity, and development, making him uniquely equipped to elaborate
on and extend Dabrowski’s work. He introduced the theory to new audiences,
shaping how we understand giftedness and personality development. He took on
the quiet labor of translating, clarifying, and refining complex ideas, making
them accessible to those who needed them most (Dabrowski, 1938/2019, 1970,
1972, 1977; Piechowski, 1975, 1979, 2008, 2014a, 2014b, 2017, 2020). Though
he’s rarely spoken of himself, his life and work have embodied the essence of
positive disintegration as the willingness to question, to grow, and to start anew.

The Reluctant Mentor

When I first encountered Michael’s work, I felt an immediate recognition—
his writing on overexcitability and inner transformation articulated something I
had long sensed but had never been able to fully define. His writing and research
on Dabrowski’s theory and overexcitabilities had long been part of the landscape
of gifted education, but I realized that his impact extended beyond the contexts in
which it was often applied. I needed to understand more, not just about the theory
but about the person who had spent decades studying and working with it.

Unlike my mentorship with Frank Falk, which was structured, practical, and
rooted in research, my relationship with Michael Piechowski was something else
entirely—intellectually demanding, emotionally intense, and at times, difficult.
At first, [ was a doctoral student looking for guidance and hoping he might serve
as a mentor. What I found was someone who had no interest in making learning
easy, who met my enthusiasm with skepticism, and who became a close friend,
collaborator, and intellectual adversary in the best possible way. Our exchanges
became an ongoing dialogue about development, transformation, and what it
means to evolve—not just as a scholar, but as a person.
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Michael was not the kind of mentor who offered answers tied up neatly with
a bow. Instead, he questioned, challenged, and sometimes left me grappling with
uncertainty. At first, this approach felt maddening—was I missing the point? Was
I being tested? Eventually, I realized this was his method: teaching through
intellectual autonomy. He never spoon fed wisdom or reassured me with easy
conclusions. Instead, he urged me to engage with ideas, confront my
assumptions, and refine my thinking through relentless self-examination.
Michael’s mentorship demanded effort, even discomfort, but that was where the
growth happened. Through this rigorous process, something more profound
emerged—a relationship rooted in shared respect and a sense of connection that
transcended the work.

One of the most important aspects of my mentorship with Michael was his
guidance in understanding positive disintegration as a lived experience. TPD isn’t
only an abstract framework, it’s a way of making sense of the intensity, struggle,
and upheaval that come with transformative personal growth. First through his
work, and later through our discussions, I came to not only see but internalize
that the very things I had spent years trying to overcome—my existential
questioning, emotional intensity, and relentless drive to make sense of myself—
were not flaws, but signs of developmental potential. This realization was both
liberating and unsettling. It meant that growth wouldn’t come without pain, that
transformation required disintegration, and that the struggle itself had meaning.
Michael didn’t just help me understand this intellectually—he held up a mirror
and made sure I saw it for myself.

Michael’s impact on my life cannot be measured in publications, research, or
academic milestones. His presence in my life changed the way I interact with
myself and others. He improved the way I think, the way I question, and
the way I engage with complexity. He taught me through his example how
to be a person. And I came to understand that this was not just about learning
from him, it was about ensuring that the ideas, questions, and inquiry didn’t
stop with him. That is the responsibility I have taken on, not just as his student,
but as part of a lineage committed to keeping positive disintegration evolving
and relevant.

Evolving Perspectives on TPD

While getting to know Michael and Frank, and studying the theory in
depth, my understanding of overexcitability and its role in development both
expanded and shifted. When I’d first discovered it, OE felt like a revelation—a
clear explanation for why I had always felt different. It validated my experiences
and explained why my emotional intensity could be overwhelming, why my
thoughts had sometimes raced, and why my inner world had often been so
rich yet chaotic. It offered an alternative to the pathologizing framework of
mainstream psychiatry, positioning my struggles as developmental rather than
dysfunctional. But the more I studied Dabrowski’s own words, historical
research, and critiques of OE, the more I saw contradictions and over-
simplifications in the way OE had been framed in gifted education. I began
longing to liberate the theory so those outside the gifted community could benefit
from Dabrowski’s wisdom and framework.
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Studies often framed OE as merely a characteristic of giftedness rather than a
dynamic force shaped by one’s environment, personality structure, and self-
awareness. That OEs provide the raw material for dynamisms has not been
emphasized in gifted education. As Frank and I mapped the historical evolution
of OE, we saw how its application in the field had often distorted its meaning.
The assumption that OE is synonymous with giftedness is flawed. Not all gifted
individuals experience OE, and not all those with OE are gifted. The theory had
been constrained within a narrow framework, overlooking its broader relevance
to neurodivergence and personal growth (Wells & Falk, 2021).

The more I examined the literature, the more I saw that OE bore striking
similarities to characteristics associated with neurodivergent individuals,
particularly those diagnosed with autism, ADHD, and affective disorders (for
examples, see Kammersell & Lee, 2024; Silberman, 2016; Wells & Falk, in this
volume). It was clear that TPD and psychiatry were often describing the same
experiences, but from radically different perspectives. Where the DSM framed
these traits as disorders, Dabrowski saw developmental potential.

Psychomotor OE looked like hyperactivity and impulsivity, often leading to
an ADHD diagnosis. Imaginational OE shared characteristics with autistic
traits—intense fantasy life, vivid mental imagery, and sensory integration
challenges. Emotional OE overlapped with affective disorders, particularly the
deep mood swings and existential crises associated with bipolar disorder and
depression (Wells, 2015, 2017). The question that emerged was not whether OE
was valid, but whether it had been fully understood in its multidimensional
complexity (Falk & Wells, in press). This realization forced me to rethink the
entire framing of OE in gifted education. It had long been used as a tool to justify
the uniqueness of gifted individuals, but in doing so, it had ignored and
sometimes rejected a critical overlap with the Neurodiversity Movement (Wells
& Nicholson, 2023; Silberman, 2016).

Multilevelness and the Complexity of Development

A turning point in my thinking came when I realized that OE is not
inherently positive—it is developmental, and its expression depends on the level
of personality structure. At lower levels of development, OE can be reactive and
even destructive, leading to emotional dysregulation, heightened anxiety, and
existential despair. But at higher levels, it can drive self-reflection, creativity,
moral development, and personal transformation. This distinction matters. Not all
expressions of OF lead to growth. At lower levels, it might manifest as intensity
without direction or heightened sensitivity without self-awareness. For OEs to
contribute to positive disintegration, they must transform into dynamisms—
internal forces like guilt, inner conflict, and a drive toward authenticity (Falk &
Wells, this volume).

This challenged many of the popular interpretations of OE in gifted
communities, where OE was often celebrated without consideration of
developmental context. It strengthened my conviction that we needed a more
nuanced understanding of OE—one accounting for individual differences other
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than giftedness and the impact of psychological structures shaping how OE
manifests. Frank and Michael had both helped me come to these conclusions
through their guidance.

At some point, I stopped seeing myself as just a student of the theory and
started taking responsibility for where it needed to go next. The creation in 2021
of the Positive Disintegration Podcast with Emma Nicholson provided a way of
bringing the theory to the world in an accessible way. What had started as a
personal exploration of OE and TPD had evolved into something much more: a
commitment to ensuring that this theory could serve not only the gifted, but the
neurodivergent, the misunderstood, the ones caught between diagnostic labels
and existential realities.

Where Are We Going Next?

One of the last major projects I worked on with Frank was the creation of the
Dabrowski Center—an effort to ensure that the theory had a dedicated home,
accessible resources, and a central hub for research, education, and discussion.
Frank believed in the importance of continuity and institutional support, and his
encouragement gave me the confidence to move forward. In 2022, I formally
launched the Dabrowski Center as a nonprofit organization dedicated to bringing
together archival materials, digital resources, and educational initiatives to
support future generations of scholars, clinicians, and individuals exploring
positive disintegration.

But this was only the beginning. As interest in TPD grew outside of gifted
education and into the spheres of mental health and neurodivergence, it became
clear that we needed to broaden our reach. The work was evolving, and so were
we. In late 2024, I launched the Positive Disintegration Network with a group of
close colleagues as a media organization reflecting the growth of our community
and the widening scope and impact of TPD. This shift represents a commitment
to making TPD more accessible to those who need it—whether through
consulting, podcasts, workshops, speaking, training, or other community
engagements. We now have a team working to produce content that meets the
needs of neurodivergent individuals on a global scale.

Frank always saw the long-term vision for this work, even before I fully did.
His mentorship didn’t just influence my work, it helped lay the foundation for
something larger. As the Positive Disintegration Network takes shape, it carries
forward his legacy, ensuring that TPD remains not just a theory of development,
but a living, evolving framework for transformation. The influence of my
mentors, Michael Piechowski and Frank Falk, is embedded in every step of this
journey. Michael’s gentle insistence on intellectual autonomy and existential
depth, combined with Frank’s pragmatic wisdom and vision, created the bedrock
for the Dabrowski Center and the Positive Disintegration Network. Their
influence is a reminder that the future of TPD is built not just on theory but on
relationships and collaboration.

My journey with TPD has been one of transforming personal struggles into a
mission for broader understanding. As I continue to accept the role of helping
steward this theory’s legacy, I recognize that the work ahead is not only
academic. It is a responsibility to ensure that TPD evolves to meet the needs of a
changing world, reaching those who will benefit most from its transformative
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insights. This work is vital for reframing intensity and inner conflict as pathways
to growth rather than pathology.
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