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Hollingworth (1942) observed that typical children become interested in
“questions of origin and destiny” around the age of 12-13 (p. 279), and
argued that early interest in such issues was an indication of gifted-
ness. Many have reiterated Hollingworth’s claim that at an unusually
young age highly gifted children become aware of philosophical, ethical,
societal, and environmental issues. To test these claims, highly gifted 7
to 9 year-olds were compared to agemates using data drawn from three
sources: self report, parent report, and children’s responses to issue-
laden drawings. Responses to issue-laden drawings revealed consider-
ably more issue awareness in the highly gifted than did self report data.
Parents’ reports strongly supported the hypothesis that highly gifted
children have early issue awareness. The disparity between children’s
and parents’ perceptions of these same phenomena is striking.
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It has been claimed that the highly gifted child becomes
aware of philosophical, societal, moral, and metaphysi-
cal issues at an unusually young age (Carroll, 1940; Dereven-
sky & Coleman, 1989; Freeman, 1994; Hollingworth, 1942;
Roeper, 1982; Silverman, 1994; Winner, 1996). Hollingworth
(1942) considered an early interest in issues, which she termed
“questions of origin and destiny,” a marker for giftedness (p.
279). In spite of the frequency of the observation that gifted
children have an unusually early and intense interest in issues,
there is little empirical evidence of this phenomenon. The
insight of those who live and work directly with these chil-
dren—often the only source of information readily available to
researchers interested in rare populations—is invaluable; but it
is not sufficient to evaluate whether highly gifted children’s
interest in issues differs significantly from that of typical chil-
dren. Empirical examinations of early issue awareness in high-
ly gifted children are rare.
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f these claims are supported by empirical evidence, they

force us to broaden our view of giftedness: A high IQ
could reflect not only heightened cognitive powers, but also a
concern with certain kinds of content (i.e., environmental
issues or issues involving justice). If this is the case, a great
deal more attention should be paid to the impact that exposure
to issues may have on young highly gifted children.

Giftedness

For educational and occupational purposes, there are
advantages to thinking of giftedness as high ability in any
domain (von Kdrolyi, 2005; von Kérolyi & Winner, 2005). In
the present discussion and unless otherwise specified, the term
gifted will refer exclusively to high intellectual ability, specifi-
cally high verbal abstract reasoning skills. An IQ score at or
above 140 will serve to define highly gifted.

What is Issue Awareness?

An issue can begin as a problem. At the playground, the
sandbox is littered with cigarette butts and broken beer bottles.
A very young child does not realize that this is a problem—that
he shouldn’t play there, and begins to climb in. An older child
recognizes a problem exists: the trash makes the sandbox ill
suited for play. She tells the toddler he shouldn’t climb in. The
baby-sitter, thinking about the issue, shakes her head as she
redirects the little boy: How many playgrounds are littered
with butts and glass? How many beaches? Why do people pol-
lute their world? What can be done? Someone comes by with a
shovel and bucket, removes the debris from the sandbox, and
dumps it into a nearby trash can. The problem is solved. The
issue remains.

A problem occurs at a local level. An issue, in contrast, is
a generalization: an abstraction applied to larger context. Issue
awareness involves the ability to generalize an idea from the
level of ‘my playground’ to the level of children’s playgrounds
in general. In sum, issue awareness refers to the identification
or recognition of a substantive social, cultural, environmental;
or physical circumstance, or a philosophical, psychological,
existential; or metaphysical construct that has a recognized
unresolved component and that is “extensive” or extends
beyond the individual’s immediate experience. The term exten-
sive, meaning far-reaching, broad, large, and extended [MS
Word, 2000 thesaurus], is used in lieu of the term global, to
avoid confusion with the common usage of global meaning
related to the world.
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Hollingworth (1942) asserted that children’s interest in “questions
of origin and destiny”emerges around ages 12 -13 (p.279) and that
an early interest indicates giftedness. Many in the field agree. To
test these claims, | compared highly gifted and typical 7- to 9-
year-olds using data drawn from three sources: self report, parent
report, and children’s responses to issue-laden drawings. The
highly gifted group’s response to drawings revealed considerably
more issue awareness than did self report data. Parents’ reports
strongly supported the hypothesis that highly gifted children have
early issue awareness. The disparity between children’s and
parents’ perceptions of these same phenomena is striking.



