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Student 
Underachievement:
Causes & Solutions

with Lisa Van Gemert
giftedguru.com

“This book is the PERFECT resource to 
help adults teach and model happy 
imperfection.” 
- Ed Amend, Psy.D.

“A must-read for parents and teachers.” 
- Lisa Conrad, #gtchat moderator

“Highly readable and engaging –
marries theory and practice with 
exquisite clarity.” – Jim Delisle, Ph.D.

“The stories and strategies can literally 
transform lives.” – Dr. Dan Peters, Clinical 

Psychologist and author of Make Your Worrier a 
Warrior

Sometimes 
it’s like this.

And 
sometimes it’s 
like this.

• Defining & describing 
underachievement

• Causes

• Interventions

Defining
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discrepancy

potential

predicted
actualv.

Underachievement can 
only exist in a

paradigm of comparison.

Principle #1:

student to student

student to expectations

We have a 
definition problem.

Principle #2:

ABILITY ACHIEVEMENT

UNDERACHIEVEMENT
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ABILITY ACHIEVEMENT

UNDERACHIEVEMENT

• test validity

• what are we testing?

• EQ/IQ/EF

ABILITY ACHIEVEMENT

UNDERACHIEVEMENT

• straight A’s?

• elite college admission?

• grades above a certain level?

• no awkward meetings?

Truth: Children are not this.
Truth: All A’s can be underachievement if 
we’re looking at difference between 
potential and actual production.
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How can you tell?

Are they learning? 

AND is that learning 
useful?

ABILITY ACHIEVEMENT

UNDERACHIEVEMENT

If 50% are doing it, can we really call it 

underachievement?
How specific do 
we want the 
correlation? 
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How low for how long?

Non-producers: don’t do the daily work, but 
blow the tests away

Selective producers: school is a buffet

Tests might 
not show 
decline 
because they 
didn’t show 
height.

School success 
requires far more than 
cognitive intelligence.

Principle #3: All behavior is complexly 
determined. No one predictor will 
ever include all the determinants of 
a behavioral outcome. We have 
tended to become preoccupied 
with scholastic aptitude measures 
because they do correlate 
substantially with later achievement. 
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All behavior is complexly 
determined. No one predictor will 
ever include all the determinants of 
a behavioral outcome. We have 
tended to become preoccupied 
with scholastic aptitude measures 
because they do correlate 
substantially with later achievement.

But neither our psychological 
insights nor our statistical evidence 
give us reason to believe that a 
scholastic aptitude test measures all 
of the significant determiners of 
scholastic achievement. 
- Robert Thorndike

But neither our psychological 
insights nor our statistical evidence 
give us reason to believe that a 
scholastic aptitude test measures all 
of the significant determiners of 
scholastic achievement. 
- Robert Thorndike

Gifted underachievers behave 
and look more like typical 

underachievers than they look 
like gifted achievers.

anxious aggressive
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socially immature lack resilience

negative attitudes @ school

fear of failure/success

perfectionistic

• taking easier classes

• avoiding competitive academics

• risk avoidance

• procrastination

• pride in things that just show what a 
jerk you are.
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doing only what’s 
required and no more

Using smarts to avoid –
rather than excel at - work

Avoiding opportunities 
to challenge oneself

100% 83% 87% 47% 
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Friends, it’s not because they 
don’t like the teacher.

If you do not 
address these 
issues, in the end it 
will  not matter what 
you do instead.

Fundamental differences in values.

Disorganized teachers are a negative.

peers
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LD
Mental 
Health 
Issues

Family & 
Home

McCoach & Siegle (2010, 2013) found:

Unexpected event in a student’s life. Power and control issues.
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Lack of an 
intellectually 
stimulating 
environment & lack 
of support for 
students’ interests.

Fixed 
mindset for 
intelligence.

KEEP IN MIND:
it’s all a big guess

KEEP IN MIND:
is it causing pain?

KEEP IN MIND:
theory guides intervention
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counseling
Is success a valuable goal?

If so, how can I undo 
unhelpful habits?

Address any 
social / 

emotional 
needs

Behavioral 
training for EF 

issues

(bluberyl.com)

Counseling for 
mental health 
issues causing 

distress or family 
issues needing 

addressing instructional
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ZPD avoid excessive 
boredom

respectful work
Keep that ceiling nice and high.

Internal Motivation requires:

• autonomy
• mastery
• purpose

Extra-curricular Activities
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goal

executive function skills / 
organization

Four-step EF Sequence

1. Do it for them.

3. Watch them do it.

4. They do it independently.

2. Do it with them.

study skills

They must 
find 
motivation 
beyond 
school.

They must 
believe in 
their ability to 
accomplish 
their task(s).
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None of these are 

guarantees.

If you have 
appropriate, 
loving, and 
unselfish 
expectations
…

AND If the 
child is 
receiving 
any 
needed 
services…

AND if you are 
offering 
respectful work 
with an 
opportunity for 
autonomy, 
mastery, and 
purpose…

AND if you 
are not a 
hypocrite…
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then even if the child 
continues to 

underachieve, you 
are successful.

Underachievement
& the Gifted

with Lisa Van Gemert
giftedguru.com
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