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	Alexandria had always excelled in dance, music and art and shone academically, too. Her parents sent her to a top private school, but when it came to university applications, Alexandria refused to take her school's advice. To her parents' consternation she stuck to her childhood dream of becoming an actress.

Her father was furious. How could a bright, intelligent girl not grasp the wonderful opportunities before her? He himself had left school at 15 and although he had become a successful and wealthy businessman, had always regretted his lack of a university degree.

Reluctantly, he agreed that she could study drama, but at university rather than drama school, so that she could at least get a decent degree. But her A-level results were not as good as expected, except in drama where she got an A grade, despite little help from her school. It was not considered a serious subject. She refused to take up any of the university places offered and after a year of casual jobs is now — with her parents' blessing — auditioning for drama school. [...]

Professor Joan Freeman, a developmental psychologist at Middlesex University, has been studying gifted children for almost 3o years and has just published the third in a series of books on the subject. She has followed 210 such children, many of whom turned their backs on education in their teens.

'It's basically rebellion, ' she says, 'often against high-pressure parents. It's cutting the parental apron strings in a way that is most extreme. Some who go along with what everybody wants them to do, end up later on uncomfortable and unhappy with a feeling that their youth has gone and wishing they had rebelled. That's more poignant.' [...]

'I knew one boy who was truly gifted at everything, especially music and science,' she says. 'He was pushed towards sciences and studied medicine, but gave it up to become a music agent. He wanted to be a professional musician, but felt he had left it too late'

John Coleman, who is the director of the Trust for the Study of Adolescence, believes that this form of rebellion is part of the adolescent identity development process. 'It's a healthy process, but some children feel they have to do something completely different to define themselves as being different from their parents,' he says. 'Very bright children often can't cope with being constantly tested. At the more extreme end, it can lead to serious depression and mental health problems. There is enormous stress on young people, and almost too much choice. The opportunities are so great now for them to travel and see and do amazing things. For some, it's a fear of choice.'

Professor Freeman feels that many parents have to learn to let go. Parents, she says, want their children to take advantage of the opportunities they never had. But some try to live their lives through their children. She feels that gifted children, particularly, need professional counselling and support.

'Parents should talk to their children and find out what they want to do. There should be a lot of interaction with schools and parents so these children do not feel too pressured. Bright children are often gifted in a number of areas and there are specialist tests that can give an indication of what would suit them best. But life experiences are never wasted and many of the ones who do rebel will go back to education.'


(From: 'Young, Gifted but Rebellious', The Sunday Telegraph, i6 February, 2002)

