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Twice-Exceptional Children
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A child presenting with ‘twice exceptionality’ should be identified early
in order to fully understand every aspect of their character, and so that

adequate support can be provided both in school and out of school.

Who Is A Twice-Exceptional
Child?

When a child presents not only as
gifted but also with one (or more)
learning differences, physical
disabilities, or disturbances (neuro-
developmental or other), the term
used is “twice-exceptional’, or “2E”.
This type of child has cognitive
abilities that are far higher than nor-
mal, but also has challenges related
to learning, behavior, or emotions
that require support.

Twice Exceptionality

The abilities connected to giftedness
and the issues related to this
diagnosis give rise to a unique set of
characteristics. Twice-exceptional
children present with aspects of
diverse talents that interact with
each other and are unique to each
individual.

The most common types of twice
exceptionality include specific
learning disorders (SLD) such as
dyslexia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia
and dysorthography, attention
deficit and/or hyperactivity/impul-
sivity disorder (ADHD), autism
spectrum disorder (ASD), oppo-
sitional-defiant disorder (ODD),
obsessive-compulsive disorder,
anxiety, and depression.

Twice-exceptional children may
present with low self-esteem, and

they may feel more vulnerable or

be highly self-critical. They may
also display more asynchrony than
children who are simply gifted.
They may excel in certain skill areas
but show difficulty with others, even
though their high intelligence may
compensate.

Identifying twice-exceptional
children is very complex. Their high
cognitive abilities may mask their
deficiencies, making it harder to
diagnose them as gifted or as 2E.

If their weaknesses are present to a
significant extent, their giftedness
may not be recognized, as the child
may perform worse than expected
in cognitive profiling tests. In other
cases, the two sets of characteristics
can mask each other, and the

child may seem not to have any
exceptionality at all. Identifying a
twice-exceptional child is very im-
portant to ensure that they receive
all the support they need, both with
their abilities and with the difficul-
ties linked to the diagnosis.

The characteristics of twice-ex-
ceptional children depend on the
diagnosis associated with giftedness.
These children therefore present
with the typical traits of gifted chil-
dren and with other characteristics
linked to their specific associated
disorder: their particular charac-
teristics will differ, for example,
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Key Points

Gifted children may also
experience one or more
associated issues: physical
deficits, neurodevelopmental
disorders or other
neurodiversities.

In this case, the child is defined
as twice-exceptional (2E).

It is important to promptly
recognize the presence of
twice exceptionality, so that
the necessary support can be
provided.

The diagnosis may be complex,
as the child’s high intelligence
may compensate for the deficit,
and because every 2E child has
unique characteristics.



depending on whether the disorder
is ADHD, autism spectrum,
dyslexia, oppositional-defiant
disorder, or other. Additionally,
even children with the same type
of exceptionality may demonstrate
different characteristics. This
happens because every 2E child is
an individual with particular traits.

Key Questions
What can I do if I think my child
might be twice exceptional?

If you suspect that your child
might be twice-exceptional, you
should contact an experienced
giftedness specialist, who has also
undertaken research and training
in the field of twice exceptionality.
To verify whether they are gifted,
your child should undergo a set of
tests to assess their cognitive skills,
using specific diagnostic tools to
investigate any associated disorder
they may have.

What happens at school?

Twice-exceptional children may

be inconsistent in their perfor-
mance, present homework that

is incomplete, be disorganized,

or underperform. This means

that they may be seen as lazy,
unmotivated, or defiant as a result.
These children may achieve average
grades in their areas of difficulty,
and as a result, may not draw
attention from the teachers for
gifted identification. Even those
children who do not underperform
academically may feel confused
and frustrated, because they are
aware that their true potential is
much greater. These students need
support at school. They need a
strengths-based approach with
help for their weaker areas, but also
encouragement and support for
their areas of giftedness.

Is a gifted child more likely to have
an associated disorder than other
children?

It is difficult to determine with
accuracy the exact percentage

of people with twice exception-
ality, due to the possible missed
diagnosis of the disorder or the
potential difficulties in recognizing
giftedness, but also due to the
inadequate diagnoses that gifted
people may be given. However,
international research and litera-
ture on the presence of disorders
and neurodiversity have yielded
data that broadly overlap when
comparing gifted people to the rest
of the population.

Is it possible for a gifted child to be
misdiagnosed with a disorder or
with twice exceptionality?

Certain characteristics of gifted
children may be confused with
aspects of other disorders. For
example, some experts claim that
gifted individuals can be charac-
terized by “overexcitabilities” or
other heightened sensitivities (see
work by Kazimierz Dabrowski).
These include intensity, high levels
of physical energy, talkativeness,
asynchrony, emotionality, sensitiv-
ity to sensory stimuli, the presence
of all-consuming interests, impa-
tience, distraction, and problems
in interacting with their peers or
classmates. These characteristics
are more intense the higher the
IQ. If these characteristics are not
correctly interpreted as signs of
giftedness, there is a risk that they
may be connected to neurodevel-
opmental disorders (e.g., ADHD,
ODD, Autism, etc.). In such cases,
gifted children may be misdiag-
nosed and given inappropriate
treatment.
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