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ABSTRACT

We andyze three cases of gifted indviduals who had undeachieved in ther collegeyears
and who have goneonto lead successful careers. We note tha available theories on
educationd motivation cannotfully explain the emergent paternsof thar undeachieving
behavior. From these paterns we propos atheory-modd of the choice process: how a gifted
learner evaluates his or her optionsto decide the best courses of action, induding those
conaerned with his or her education. Our modd, the Least Cos Theory of Motivation,
explainsunde-achievement as aresult of errorsin valuing cods and ben€fits of alternaive
choices of action, or, of awillful withdrawal of resourcesin favor of a preferred course of

action. Strategies to preventing or reversing undeachievement are presented.

1.INTRODUCTION

Why do some gifted learners underachieve? Are they passive undeachievers or
self-determined avoiders of success? Do they lack motivation or is their QundeachievementO
aresult of awell-defined motivationto achieve where they want to?1s there hopefor
academic undeachievers? Is there away outof the patern of undeachievement? This pgper
explores the answers to these questionsthroughan andysis of three cases of three gifted
adults on therr experiences with bout of undeachievement. We will attempt to assess the
applicability of certain motivationd theories, and present an aterndive explandion bthe
Least Cog Theory of Motivation Bto the emerging behaviora paternsamongthese
individuds. TheLeast Cog Theory of Motivation explainswhy even gifted students

undeachieve, and provides avenues to appropriate preventive and interventiond measures to



solve the problem.

Undeaachievement has been defined by variouseducationd speciaists (Gorard and Smith,
2003;McCall et a, 2002;Reis and McCoach, 20, and Baker, Bridge, and Evans 1998
cited in Matthews and McBege, 2007) yet, notoneis enoughto define undeachievement for
gifted individuds, especially those whose giftednessis not evenly spread in thedifferent
domains For the perspective of this pgoer, we propos thefollowing composte opeationd
definition of undeachievement in gifted students:
“An underachieving gifted student is one who, having been classified as gifted in a
domain, is at risk of failure in a subject, the achievement of which uses the domain of
intelligence where the student has been identified as “gifted”. For example, one who
has a superior 1Q score in Quantitative Reasoning may be expected to perform very
well in Mathematics, but not necessarily in History. So, if this student nearly fails
History, unless he is also gifted in Verbal Reasoning and Memory, he or she is not
underachieving with respect to this subject. If, on the other hand, he nearly fails
Mathematics, then he would be underachieving in Math. Actual failure in a subject

where no learning disability is recognized is considered underachievement.”

This definition may befaulted for usng Git risk of failureOas the benchmark of poar
performance, but being overly sengtive to achievement levels can run coungr to the healthy
emotiond development of the child. Also, achievement is aresult of the complex
interaction of many factors, induding the student@ own assessment of his or her priorities,
Needlessly pressuring the student to perform to his or her peak may impair the student®
ability for self-direction. Therefore, if authorities want to raise the benchmark, then the
student has to be placed in a program where difficulty of the subject matter approximates

gifted expectations



2. SUMMARY OF CASES}

Names and identifying detail s have been changed to protect privacy.

Tony, 45, hasfoundsuccessin thefilm indugry. But thingswere notaways easy. Entering

grade school at theage of 5, hegraduaed at thetop of his class. In high school, hewas most
active in extra-curricular activities, for which hegot extra credit in al of his subjects. These
credits masked many ingances of possible dipsin his grades, and in oneingance, saved him
fromagradeof 75, (equivalent to a GCQ enabling him to get second place upongradudion.
Admitted into the country@top university at 15, he vowed to finish collegeat 17. At 17, he

was dismissed from the university for academic ddinquency.

In his freshman year, Tony had joined atheatre company where thework was demanding but
fulfillingto its members. Thework generally takes atoll on the academics of the more
dedicated members, such tha many fail or drop subjects, resulting in overstayingin or beng
dismissed from university. Tony had notthoughtmuch aboutfailing subjects, bdieving he

could make up for them in the succeeding terms. He could not, and was dismissed.

He foundwork in the movie indugry, moving up the ranks and across different assignments:
sounds lights, produdion design, scriptwriting, and acting. After some years, hereturned to
university, taking up Film, and graduaed afull nine years after his very first enrollment. He
has since returned to thearts throughscriptwriting and directing, and has even produced

award-winning indgpendent films.

Mike, 37, entered college at 14, having been radically accelerated dueto hisunusud giftin
mathematics. He enrolled in mathematics and physcs classes, but was not particularly
interested in other subjects like the sodal sciences and humeanities, norin chemistry or

biology. His mentor did not reprimand him for nat exerting enougheffort in these subjects,



possibly making allowances for his age, or thefact tha many math/physcs majors did notdo
well in other subjects. Mike was playful in class, and admitted he even flew paper airplanes

while waiting for theteacher to arrive.

}

He wanted to play, and play hedid. His grades took a dive, and he had to repeat a nunber of

subjects. He graduaed three years late, thoughat aboutthe same age as his age peers.

Mike continued his carefree ways during his Masters studies, until hefailed onesubject,
ironically hisfavorite. That was when herealized tha thiswas thefield hewas truly
interested in. He turned himself around,and is now arespected PhD and professor in the

field.

Joseph, 44,isamembe of MENSA, with giftsin diverse fields butespecially in
mathematics. His elementary and high school studies were, according to him,
QunremarkableQ He did not make the honaurs list, thoughhe topped achievement tests. He
says his parents never expected much, and were hgppy as long as he studied hard enough.A
voraciousreader, he started joining and winning mental game shows, combining his

supeior math skills and highly retentive memory.

In the University of the Philippines (UP), hebecame a math major, continuing his so-so
performance. Hefailed two major subjects, which heattributed to thedifficulty of Math asa
discipline He recovered, however, and continued joining and winning game shows to

become the champion of oneof the mog demanding contestsin histime.

After graduation, hetaughtmathematics at a science high school. He also started writingin



magazines and published books He now does sports writing for printand televisonandis a
conailtant for game shows, while still teaching high school mathematics with a passion. He

has recently enrolled in a Masters course in what he calls aGmall schoolO

3.ANALYSIS

Looking at ther profiles, we note tha Mike is a gified specialist while Josephis a gifted
generalist. For our purposes, we define a gifted speciaist as onewhois especidly gifted in
onedomain of intellectud skills: verbd reasoning, quantitative reasoning, nonverbd
reasoning, or short-term memory, while scoring lower in other domains A gifted specialist
may score supeior in several domains butthe expression of the gift is skewed shaply in one

area.

A gifted generaist is onewhose giftedness is more broadly distributed amongthe domains
Gifted generalists with gifted scores (at least a Superior rating) in all areas would tend to
have much higher composte |Q scores than gifted specialists, whose high scoresin one
domain are dampened by relatively lower scores in the others. For example, a gifted
mathematician may have extremely high scores in quantitative reasoning, yet have normal or
aboveaverageverbd skills. In addition, gifted generalists are expected to be more

synchronousin the development of thar skills than gifted specialists.

In the absence of 1Q test results, therangeof Tony@ giftedness cannotbe quantified, yet his
interests and achievement indicate a bias for verba and nonverbd reasoning skills. Tony,

therefore, would be classified as a gifted specialist.

This classification isimportant, asit may impact how we view the coping strategies of the

three respondents and explain ther views about success, failure, and unde-achievement.



Let usandyze the casesfirst to see some commonrdlities, if any.

First, our respondants did not experience only oneingtance of failure. Tony@inability to pass
therequired number of units per year in his college course led to his disqudification. For this,
hemud have failed or dropped at least seven subjectsin theyear of dismissal done Mike
failled a number of subjects and had to retake some of them, notonce, but twice. Joseph had
theleast number of failures: two. Even then, onewould think tha he could have learned a
lesson or two from his previousfailure notto commit the same mistakes tha led to agrade of
5.0. Thesame would betruefor Tony and Mike.

Ther explanaionfor therepeated failures may shed some lightonthesituaion. Tony and
Mike noted tha immaturity had prevented them from restructuring thar study habits soon
enoughto hdt thefailures before they got ddayed too longfrom graduaion. They were not
able to prioritize ther activities. It is, however, too pa to attribute undeachievement to
immaturity alone A student let loose in the university straight from the provinces would ook
for modds of what is acceptable and unacceptable behavior. While every new studentis
expected to know the academic rules and standads of theuniversity, these can be negaed by
wha the student actudly sees, whether heis 14 or 21. Thestudent@ significant eldersin
school Bhis teachers, organization co-members, advisers Dall serve to provide acomposte

modd of behavior thestudentis likely to copy.

Wha happenswhen university rules have an oppaite implication from the composte
behavioral modd formed by the student® significant school elders? For example, Tony®
co-membersin thetheatre company may, in pubiic, habitudly prioritize the organization®
activities over thar academic concerns yet do not get dismissed, because privately, they
studied hard and received passing grades. Alterndively, they could have gotten dismissed
from theuniversity, but continuel to work with theorganization. In both indances, thereis

dissonance between the expected pendty of putiing too much time in extracurricular



activities (failure) and theactud satisfactory academic performance of some of themembers
of thecompany. Theeis dissonance, too, between the accessory pendty of bang excluded
from the organization when onegets dismissed from the university, and the actud continued
stay of dismissed individudsin the company@ produdion projects. Moreover, thereis
dissonance between theview tha oneneedsto finish his studies to get a career, and the actud
employment of non-graduaesin thefield of theatre. According to Festinger (1957) such
dissonance would create pressure on Tony to unify these dissonant pieces of knowledgeto
guide him in handling both academics and extracurricular activities. While Tony had earlier
vowed to graduae in only three years, a vow tha would demand a more focused behaviorin
academics, this had to give way to puting premium on pursuing hisinterest in theatre, since
graduaing on time (much less, earlier than scheduled) was not relevant to his progective
career. Thevalueof failure in his subjects was reduced in favour of thevalue of gaining
expeiencein afield hefelt hewas compeent in, and the motivation shifted to excellingin

thechosn area

The ability to make these value choices, even submnstioudy so tha the active qudity of
thechoiceis notrecognized later in life, is hardly asign of immaturity. Rather, we seeit as
an advanced ability to see where onecan easily and more effectively apply himself or
herself. This, of course, carries with it certain pendties as prescribed by the academic
environment, but when modds of success in the sodal environment abound the value of

such pendties can bediminished.

Hence, Tony undeachieved academically, yet found successin thefield that, ironically,
caused the undeachievement. It is speculative to say he might have been successful, anyway,
had henotfocused on theatre, and concentrated on his academics. Wha isafact istha heis

successful in afield tha was only tangentially related to hisinitial choice of college course.



With the exception of oneacting workshop, theatre acting was not an extracurricular

activity in Tony®@ high school: his exposure to it started serioudy only in college

It mightbeeasier to imaginetha had Tony notfoaused on theatre theway he had, hewould
not have been as successful as heis now. This poses aquestion, then, on therelevance of

academic undeachievement in the big picture of one@ future career.

Thereis, however, anothe hypothetical question: would Tony have performed better in his
academics and donewell in theatre had he been more motivated? This we shdl discuss

later, as these issues also apply to Mike.

Mike@ modd was his mentor and adviser. Beingin afield tha attracts gifted specialists
rather than generalists, his mentor was quite undestanding of Mike notdoing well in areas
outsidethefield. Totopit al, some high profile pasonditiesin this field were touted to have

donepooly in academics, yet excelled to beinternationdly acclaimed.

But Mike would bethefirst to say his study habitswere far fromidedl. Initialy, hewould get
goodgrades because the subjects, paticularly mathematics, were easy. Asthe subject became
more difficult, he did not adjus as onewould expect. It is undestandable that hisinitial
successes might have increased his self-efficacy, but onewould wonde why, in the face of
repeated failures, hewould not, or could not, recognize tha he had overestimated his
capabilities and changethelevel of effort. Beck (2004), however, has cited research that
Mike@ behavior is not entirely unexpected: subjects who attribute failure to lack of effort do
not necessarily show increased effort in another task. But tha is smply saying tha Mikeis
behaving like mog others. It does nottell uswhy.

It is clear here that Bandura® sodial cognition theory (1986, recognizing the ability of the



individud to learn from experience, does notfully explain the continued academic
unde-achievement of our respondents in theface of repeated failure. It can be assumed tha
our respondents, both gifted individuds, are highly cognitive, and should be able to adjust
ther study habits as arespon to environmental cues such asafailing grade Why then did

they behave coungr intuitively?

We venture an explanaion outsidethe usud theories of motivation applied to education.
From an econormic view of choices and motivation (Beck, 2004;Levitt and Dubne, 2006,
could it betruetha thereason Mike would notinarease his effort so hecould succeed is tha
the cod of not increasing his effort (that is, the cos of failure) islower than thecos of
increasing his effort (missing out on play)? As noted earlier, hisrole modds who had
achieved supremacy in ther field had histories of failure from which they recovered. Ina
child, play has ahigh emotiond value, and is expected to bechosen if it meansonly a
temporary setback. In this case, Mike@ assertion that immaturity may have cost him
academic success in college may beonly patly true. Unde thecircumstances, his choice to

play wasjudified, andin theend, adgptive. He was smply too young

That judification, however, nolonge existed after his graduaion, when hewasin his
twenties. Y et, his attitudetoward his subjects remained as cavalier as before. He thoughthe
could handle the coursework, and did not see theneed to work hard, especially since al his
gradude classes dealt with his area of interest. It would appear tha his sense of self-efficacy
was agan at its high, and only after hegotafailing gradedid it hit him tha he had been
overconfident. Thefailure chalenged him enoughto try to excel, in theface of the possibility
of getting removed from the programme, which hethen realized was where hewanted to be
Now, the cog-ben€fit economic theory applies. The reason Mike shifted gearsin his studies

was that the cog of not studying (getting removed from the program) is now greater than the



cog of studying Bplay isnotas enjoyable to atwenty-plusyear old as doing something that
onelikes as, in Mike® case, complex mathematics. From this valuing comes alogical choice:

increase effort in studying.

Thisis notto be mistaken for the application of Atkinson® expectancy-valuetheory, which
dissects motivation into success-striving and failure avoidance (Beck, 2004) Tony and Mike
were not choosng tasks for thar ease or difficulty with aview of succeeding in these tasks.
They were smply interested in thetasks, for example, Tony was interested in theatre and

Mike was interested in play.

Does the econorric viewpoint also apply to Joseph® motivation?L et usandyze his case.
Joseph®@undeachievement is two-faceted. One, he may be classified as an undeachiever in
elementary school, when hewas notin thehonaurslist, but he scored thehighest in the
school@ 1 Q test. We note that unde our definition, his situation, strictly spesking, cannotbe
consdered a case of undeachievement. However, a significant difference in ranksof 1Q and
achievement could beindicative of undeachievement. This trend in Joseph® academic
performance may be more revealing than its classification. Theother facet of his
undeachievement is clearer: histwo failuresin his mgor subject, mathematics, are an acute

sign of undeachievement.

L et ustake note of Joseph@attributionsfor his failures. He says hefailed college
mathematics because math is difficult. This, however, does notexplain why hefailed only
two math subjects. He claims tha hewas an average student, thoughhe also claims tha he
expendsenougheffort on his studies. This agan isdifficult to explain, since heaso knows
tha hisintelligence level exceedsthose of his peers. Onewould expect this dissonance of

known high potential versus average achievement to cause unease in Joseph. But that is not
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the case. He appears comfortable discussing his past.

It is convenient to say that Joseph lacks motivation to excel. However, thisis not
necessarily so. His achievement as early as high school as a champion in mental games,
especially onetha dealt with abroad rangeof knowledge induding general information,
could not have been achieved with ability alone He had been an avid reader since hewas

young,and hedrew from this habit theknowledgethat he used to excel in such contests.

Wha could betruer istha Joseph was motivated to study thingsbeyondwha is nomally
required in the classroom In afinite universe of resources, especially time, such
preoccupdion with matters outside academics would necessarily reduce time for studying.
Since there was no pressure, nor obviousbenefit to getting high grades (his parents accepted
his grades for aslongas he spent enougheffort on his studies), the cog of not studying too
hard (average grades) is outweighed by the cog of studying too hard, or the cod of not
reading other things(pleasure). Thelower cos option becomes very attractive, and isthen
chosen, which iswhy Joseph chose to study other thingsand spend less time on his

academics. Asfar as his academic objectives were concerned, Joseph chose to be satisficing.

When he started winning at game shows, the benefit of supplementary learningincreased in
terms of finandal benefits and increased self-esteem. Therefore, the cod of effort related to
not getting supplementary learning, that is, Spending more time on academics, also inareased.
Because the bendfit of high grades was notincreasing, the cos of effort for supplementary
learning remained the same. This being the case, it was easy to choos more supplementary
learning. The effect of this might not beimmediate, and feedback can bedow. It takes a
semester to realize afailing grade people with high sense of efficacy would not take failure

in asingle examinaion asinsurmourtable. A lag in therespong to reduce the cos of getting
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more supplementary learning, tha is, increase study time, would only reinforce thefailure,

leading to afailing grade.

Why would it take Joseph two failing grades before he adjuged? Self-efficacy can betask
directed. Since different math subjects have different content, learning that onesubject was
too difficult for him withoutenougheffort need nat trandate to lowered self-efficacy in
another subject. We do notforget tha Joseph@ standard for assigning effort was sacrificing
for results. Therefore, for aslongas agrade of 3.0 or apass was possible, Joseph would

think tha hecould still handle the subject and succeed.

Once Joseph realized tha hecould fail, and tha failure was an unacceptable cos of inareased
supplementary learning, he adjused his study habits so hewould pass his other subjects and

graduae ontime.

This econoric modd using cogt of achoice as thebasis of onel action can aso explain why
Joseph studiesin a school tha he does not even want to identify. Some may try to use
expectancy theory (Atkinson,in Beck, 2009, citing therelative ease he would experience to
earn agraduae degree in this unknown school as agang atop university, butit would not
apply. Thereason he studies in an unknown schoolis not because it would be easy for him to
succeed there. He simply does not want to take time away from his numerouswork
engagements tha, inddentally, provide him both finandal stability and uniquevaue What
this meansis tha the cos of getting a graduate degree in atop university isvery much highe
than the cog of getting agraduae degree in a small school. Because all heneedsis agraduae
degree to ge hiscoming promotion, there is no bendfit to getting tha degree in atop
university. Because the graduae degree isjud a step towardsthe promotion, theimplied

qudity of the graduae degree does not conditute a satisfaction of any need, not even that of

12



self-actudization, and thereforeis of little, if any, value

Here, we see the same prindple applied to the cases of our three respondants, with two
different paternsof success. Onefor Tony and Mike, who have foundsuccessin
specidization, and another for Joseph who has found successin a variety of avenues, some of
which require acombinaion of talents. We have seen how Josephis able to assess the cods
of each choice and manageto excel in different fiedds This bringsusback to the question of
whether Tony and Mike could have succeeded in the subjects they failed had they been more

motivated.

Earlier on,we mentioned the conacept of afinite universe of resources. Each student has only
so much time, energy, and attention capecity to use for all the activities he or she performs at
any given time. Thecapability to excel in mog, if notall, areasis limited by these resources.
We hasten to add a more important resource: ability or, in the sense of learning, intelligence.
Note tha both Tony and Mike are early college entrants, starting collegeat 14. A two- to
three-year difference in ageagand regular students, who are, however, in thetopfiveto 10%
of thebatch can bea disadvantage, especially among gifted specialists. It is assumed that the
highe the mental age, the highe istheability. If so, agifted 14-year old may have theability
of an 18-year old, buttha isnat a big advantage over a 17-year old classmate who has the
ability of a19-year old. Tha isespecialy if the 19-year old has amore diffused type of
intelligence and can copewell in a variety of subjects while the 17-year old has adeficit in

oneor two donmains

Unde conditionsof finite resources, more resources expended in oneareawill necessarily
reduce theresources available to other options So, increased motivation to succeed will

result in increased level of success if resources used are notyet optimized. If resource use
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is aready maximized, increase in motivation will only realign success, not necessarily
increase it. For example, if Tony were motivated to study, hemay have received excellent
grades, even if hedid not make true his dream of graduaing at 17, buthe mighthave been
less successful in theatre, or his success in thestre would have come later. Asitis, we can
only assume that Tony was usng all his resourcesfor his endeavours, and notaimlessly
gdlivanting or wasting time. Therefore, any inarease in study time would have been taken
away from theater practice. In Mike® case, play would bejudtified in theearlier years, but
this could notbe so in thelater teenage years and beyond. His efforts were not optimized,
and could have been used to improve his grades, had he been more motivated. Still, we
surmise tha ability would still have been alimiting factor in some of his subjects, butif the
aim was jud a passing grade, the objective of passing would have been attainable. It is,
however, doubful if tha would add to his current statusin his very exclusve field of

study.

In Joseph@ case, had hefocused his resources on his teaching career, hewould have become
a PhD by nowand become aprincpd, butit is doubtful if he could bewriting scripts for

Olympic coverage

4. THE LEAST COST THEORY OF MOTIVATION

We note that available theories are unable to explain the decision processes tha lead to
achievement amonggifted learners. Y et, the paternsemergethat choices are made based on
some economic valuing of success and failure. We therefore propos thefollowing

explandion:

QAssuming mutudly exclugve options choices between or among several opionsare

made on thebasis of the perceived cod of each option, where the option or combinaion

14



of optionswith theleast cosd becomes the mog attractive andis eventudly taken. Cogs
are subjectively determined, and depend ontheindividud & valuing of therisks and
conequences of faillurein thetasksinvolved in each option.

Mutud exclugvity in this sense does not mean tha choosng to do onetask precludes
choosng to do another. It meanstha, with finite resources, choosng to do onetask very
well would precludedoing another task at the same level of qudity and success. Hence,
two or more tasks can be performed simultaneoudy, but at least onewould not be pursued

to the same level asthe primary task so choen.O

As corollary, differentindividuds will value cogs differently. Therefore, theright decisionis

uniqueto theindividud.

4.1. THE DEFINITION AND VAL UE OF COST

Thecog of an option, let uscall it A, to anindividud istheamountof total resources he
would have to expend should hechoog A plus the oppotunity losses that would berealized
from not taking the other choice, B, in case of atwo-option problem. Actud resourcesto be
spentindude but are notlimited to, time, effort, ability, and material resources. The cod of
log oppotunity isthe benefit onewould have redlized less the cos of resources tha would
have been expended had B been chosen ingead. This benefit conaegptudly indudesthe

pleasure or fulfillmentOfactor of doing something onewants to do.

In multiple-option problems, the ther choiceOwould bethat option with the highest
potential oppotunity loss amongthe othe choices. Thisis because of the assumption of
mutud exclugvity; tha is, taking oneother option would have prevented choosng therest of
the options The choice with the highest potential oppotunity lossOmay aso mean the most

a
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tractive of the other choices, either because it exacts theleast amountof resources, or

provides the greatest amountof bendfit.

In general terms:
Cog of A = Resources expended for A + Oppatunity Loss for nottaking B

Cog4 = Resources + [Bendits DResourcess]

Note tha unde this general formula, there is an assumption tha onewould have an equd
probability of success, and equd will to pursue each option. However, this may nothold true
for mog situaions Thedifficulty of thetask and chances of success of an option, should it be
chosen, may compoundthe choice process. We can therefore inputthedifferential factor,

chances of success, in this mannea:

(Equéion 1) Cods = Resources + ! [Bendfits | DResourcess

where! istheprobability of success assigned to the alternative option B.

Note that we did not place Resourcess ingdethe parenthesis, because the probability of

success does notimpact on theamourt of resources to be expended had B been chosen.

Similarly, the cog of choosng option B would be (Equaion 2) Cods = Resources +

" [Bendfits |DResourcesswhere " istheprobability of success assignel to the aterndive
optionA.

If all resources available are expected to be spent on either option, then the Resource

component cancels out, and thecog of an optionisthebendit tha can bederived fromthe
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aternaive tha isforegonedueits not having been chosen.

(Equéion 3) Cods =" [Bendfitu ]

(Equédion 4) Cod4 = ! [Bendfits ]

In these equaions we assume that theindividud predicts success in whichever option he
chooss, if hechoossto focusonit. Therefore, we assign no oppotunity log for the

probability of notsucceeding in the chosen task.

Theoretically, an individuad can assign a probability of successthat islessthan certain (1.0).
In this case, thevalue (1- " )(Benefitss), the expected value of nat succeedingin A and
(1-!)(Bendfitss), theexpected value of not succeedingin B shdl beaddeal to the cog, hence,

thegenera equdions

Coda = Resourcea + ! [Benefits | DResourcess + (1-")(Benefitsa)

Code = Resources + " [Benefita [DResour cesa+ (1-! )(Benefitss)

In high efficacy individuds like gifted students, the last term, representing the expected value
of failure in theoption chosen, is minimized. We assume tha any choice is madewith high

hopes of success.
4.2. COMPARISON WITH EXPECTANCY-VALUE THEORIES
Expectancy-Vaue Theories like those of Atkinson and Eccles (Elliott, et al, 2005;Eccles,

2005)cite expectationsof success as input to their modds. This mightnot be enoughto
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explain thevaluing process amonggifted students. Tonyfailed subjects in which hehad the
requisite mastery, and Joseph failed math. In fact, thereason they probably abandonel (or
assignel less resources to) these subjects is because they were easy for them, and tha
passing them would not have a high ben€fit valuein terms of margind increase in
knowledgeor self-esteem. In other words when a gifted learner feels that he or she has
peaked in a subject or task, he or she would be better off trying something else, where
success will add value to him or her, increasing his or her self-worth and broadening the
scope of his or her self-efficacy. This value, if not achieved, becomes an opportunity cost to
the choice of achieving in areas where he would likely succeed. Note that our erstwhile
undeachievers Tony and Joseph undeachieved in academics in favor of areas outside of
thar studies, where the probability of successislow, butthe bendfit of successis high. This
kind of valuing is notuncdmmon amongthe gifted, and is why educationd programs seek
to providethem with enoughchdlenges. TheLeast Cog Theory accommodaes this
difference in valuing between gifted and normal individuds and explainsthe dynamics of

congiousor submngiousthoughttha goes into the decision-making process.

5. CAUSES, PREVENTION, AND REVERSAL OF UNDERACHIEVEMENT
Oncetheindividud has valued thecodsin terms of projected resourcesto be used and
potential oppotunity losses, he or she can make a decision tha makes sense to him or her,
which isto choo% theleast total cod. Hence, onecan choo option A, B, or do bath,
depending on how he or shefindstherelative values of cods of the three options Theone
important factor to making therightdecisionistheinformation ontherelative values of the

factors of theequdion.

However, younglearners may notbe able to assess the potential cog of each choice, dueto

thar lack of experience in previousfailures, resulting in high self-efficacy and less effort
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expenddal, and to ther inability to valuethe consegquences of failure in a subject or work due
to lack of modds or examples. Hence, they may, as our cases have shown, assign more and
more resources to the choices whos perceived bendfits (tangential or nof) are high, and
which therefore are maor potential oppatunity loss, resulting in undeachievement in the
areas of thar gifts. Thisis paticularly evident when the areathey choos to focusonlies
outsidethe academic sphae. Then, we get gifted students who grossly undeachieve, and no

amountof theusud intervention like tutorials or other remediation works.

In theLeast Cog Theory, prevention of undeachievement meansthat younglearners need to
betrained at valuing the consequences of thar chaices by providing modds of these
consquences. Also, indances of failure should bean oppotunity for self-examinaion and an
evaluaion of how resources can bereallocated to reverse afailing trend. Similarly, too much
shdtering of these learnersfromfailure, such as wha hgppenswhen extracurricular success
isintegrated into academic ratings lulls them into thinking they could notfail. Guidance
efforts should be geared towardsfull information on choices and consequences, and alowing
the child to make hisinformed decision. As befits the high intelligence of thegifted learner,

such information should indudelongterm gods.

When learners start youngto make informed decisions significant adults can trug tha this
system of valuing and decidingwill be carried over into adulthood.Bandura@ theory is not
entirely ingpplicable: informed decisionscan easily beevaluaed to bewrongor right, and the
learner can react fast to the experience of undeachievement by reversing it, or accepting that

it isan acceptable cod to achieving in another field, now or in thefuture.
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