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ABSTRACT

Gifted children with learning disabilities are known as twice-exceptional. Both 
the identification and the classification of twice-exceptional children are a 
matter for practical ingenuity, as these children tend to fall upon extremes of a 
scale, resulting in either the child with both obvious giftedness and a learning 
disability or in the child where the giftedness effectively masks the disability. The 
latter results in a child that tests as average upon surface-level assessments. 
In this article, a new direction of the identification of twice-exceptional students 
is proposed in terms of specific learning disabilities, specifically in terms of the 
latter form of students who go through education undiagnosed. In addition to 
this direction, we provide a condensed understanding of both giftedness and 
specific learning disabilities in students, as well as how they interact in twice-
exceptionality, and how teachers might best navigate the issue of masking 
within the classroom.
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Introduction

A crucial form of gifted students is their in-
herent vulnerability (Bećirović & Polz, 2021; Lyudmila 
& Maria, 2014; Roedell, 1984; Winner, 1996). A gifted 
student is forced to be somewhat imbalanced, ei-
ther with poor social and emotional skills (Bećirović 
& Polz, 2021) or with an unequal academic ability 
(Winner, 1996). However, Winner (1996) goes on to 
describe the latter with the example of a gifted stu-
dent who is uneven to the point of severe disbal-
ance, upon which this disequilibrium can even be 
classified as a learning disability. 

This idea of a gifted student with a learning 
disability goes as far back as 1981, but the specific 
term of twice-exceptionality to denote these specif-
ic children only came into use around 2004 (Buică-
Belciu & Popovici, 2014; Coleman et al., 2005). In do-
ing so, the field of education has since delved deep 
into the issues of classification and identification 
of twice-exceptional students (Brody & Mills, 1997; 
Buică-Belciu & Popovici, 2014; Flanagan & Alfonso, 
2011; Fletcher et al., 2003; Reis et al., 2014; King, 2005).

This article intends to provide a wider range 
of understanding of both what it means to be clas-
sified as gifted and as specific learning disabled, 
especially in terms of how to use that knowledge 
to better understand the classification and as-
sessment of twice-exceptional students. It will also 
question the practical application of these classi-
fications within the classroom, specifically drawing 
upon King’s (2005) division  and the issue of comor-
bidity (Reis et al., 2014).

Definitions of “Gifted” and  
“Learning Disabled”

When it comes to the assessment and in-
corporation of exceptional students, be it “aca-
demically gifted” or “learning disabled”, the key 
problem upon which both the processes of assess-
ment and incorporation hinge is agreeing upon a 
definition. VanderStoep and Johnston (2009) ar-
gue the need for consistency and clarity in oper-
ational definitions in terms of allowing research-
ers and readers to reach a consensus on the data 
shown, as well as replication studies.

The opposing problem is the lack of knowl-
edge and agreement around definitions outside of 
the specialized educational community (Bećirović 
& Polz, 2021). Educational institutions and com-
munities might resist investing in differentiated 

instructions or an IEP (Individualized Educational 
Program) unless a student fits their specific oper-
ational definition of gifted or disabled; this can be 
anything from doing well on tests or assignments 
to being committed and creative (Matthews & 
Foster, 2005). If a teacher uses a biased operation-
al definition, then their assessments and modifica-
tions to the curriculum will follow that same bias.

Both the academically gifted and the learn-
ing-disabled terms have multiple definitions, which 
change and evolve with educational progress, and 
the operational definitions stated below have been 
chosen either for their recent creation or for their 
connections to other, cited sources.

The first definition is distinguishing the terms 
of giftedness and talentness. Bećirović and Polz 
(2021) allows for this distinction by understanding 
the inherent contextual and culture differences; 
where some authors argue that giftedness and 
talent are true synonyms in the psychological field, 
others go as far as to say the field of giftedness is 
so broad that no one theory can accurately cover 
it (Gojkov, 1999). However, it can be said that the 
true difference lies within whether the advanced 
skill in question is due to a natural aptitude or not. 
If so, this natural aptitude results in a talent, which 
is also more likely to result in an advanced level of 
a practical skill. Upon that reasoning, giftedness is 
more likely to result in an academic skill through 
exceptional capacity; a student with this ability 
in an art form or athletic use is therefore talented 
(Matthews & Foster, 2005).

When it comes to learning disabilities, there 
is a division between specific learning disabili-
ties and general learning disabilities. The Learning 
Disabilities Association of America (2021) defines 
learning disabilities as “average abilities essen-
tial for thinking and/or reasoning (…) distinct from 
global intellectual deficiency”. The key point is that 
these general learning disabilities do not affect 
only learning processes; rather, they affect all pro-
cesses, one of which may be learning. Therefore, 
for the purpose of this paper, one might say that 
a general learning disability can be defined as an 
overall reduction of abilities.

On the other hand, a specific learning dis-
ability (or: SLD) is not all-encompassing; it affects a 
particular aspect within a learning process, which 
mutates into a difficulty. A more detailed definition  
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can be found within the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (2004) and goes as follows:

The term “specific learning disability” 
means a disorder in 1 or more of the basic psycho-
logical processes involved in understanding or in 
using language, spoken or written, which disorder 
may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, 
think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical 
calculations. Such term includes such conditions 
as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal 
brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental 
aphasia. Such term does not include a learning 
problem that is primarily the result of visual, hear-
ing, or motor disabilities, of intellectual disabilities, 
of emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cul-
tural, or economic disadvantage (Specific Learn-
ing Disabilities, 2004)

Within this given definition, specific learning 
disabilities are confined to those processes, pri-
marily psychological, affecting the basic skills and 
abilities one uses to acquire new information. Due 
to such categorization, this paper will not concern 
itself with so-called perceptual disabilities, nor 
motor. It will also avoid socio-economic processes 
entirely. 

In summary, a gifted student is one who 
shows an exceptional skill not born of aptitude in an 
academic field, resulting in an unexpected over-
achievement. Conversely, a student with a spe-
cific learning disability is one who has their basic 
learning processes affected through psychological 
means, resulting in an unexpected underachieve-
ment (Flanagan & Alfonso, 2011). It would be a logi-
cal assumption to say a twice-exceptional student 
would be one who shows an unexpected skill level 
in an academic field, while also having their prima-
ry processes of acquiring and understanding new 
information psychologically hindered, and without 
the necessity of these academic fields being the 
same. However, the issue of defining twice-excep-
tional students is more complicated; defining each 
of the parts does not equate to the whole.

While the concept of gifted students hav-
ing learning disabilities can be seen in academic 
texts as early as 1996 (Winner, 1996), the specific 
term twice-exceptional being used to denote ac-
ademically-gifted students with specific learning 
disabilities was first used by Gallagher (2004). The 
term has started to gain momentum, with more re-
search being invested into what is being described 

as “puzzling patterns of behavior” (Buică-Belciu & 
Popovici, 2014, p. 519); twice-exceptional students 
may, for example, have a high level of vocabulary 
and advanced intellectual skills, but also show a 
low level of reading and writing abilities. These co-
nundrums make assessments even more difficult, 
as well as even more essential. 

According to Reis et al. (2014) twice-excep-
tional students have the ability for high or creative 
achievements in one or more domains, while also 
manifesting one or more disabilities as defined by 
locational criteria.

Assessment versus Test

Before tackling the issue of assessing 
twice-exceptional students, there is a need to dif-
ferentiate assessment from test, as well as covering 
the basic forms of assessment.

 Matthews and Foster (2005) differentiate 
the two by defining a test as a specific instrument, 
while an assessment is “more comprehensive than 
any one test and includes several different mea-
sures, maybe of which may be tests” (p. 47). A sin-
gular test will not be enough to uncover and ana-
lyze an intricate mask; we must use several tests of 
varied purposes to construct a series of measures 
upon which conclusions may be drawn.

Matthews and Foster (2005, p. 47) also ex-
emplify specific tests for assessing giftedness, such 
as the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children or 
the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale. Meanwhile, 
their version of an assessment, specifically a “full 
psychoeducational assessment”, will consist of 
at least one academic achievement test, a mea-
sure of learning style and self-concept as defined 
by Woolfolk (2016), an occasional intelligence test, 
and a consideration of the child’s overall function-
ing ability in social settings. This last point is im-
portant, as a skill disbalance between academic 
strengths and emotional strengths was one of the 
symptoms leading to a gifted assessment. 

For applied assessment within a classroom 
time and setting, the issue of masking results in 
twice-exceptional students being portrayed as 
underachievers, and not failing students (Buică-
Belciu & Popovici, 2014). However, Brody and Mills 
(1997) pinpointed three criteria used to identify 
gifted students with learning disabilities: (a) evi-
dence of an outstanding talent or ability, (b) ev-
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idence of a discrepancy between expected and 
actual achievement, and (c) evidence of a pro-
cessing deficit.

In order to classify sections (b) and (c), two 
primary methodologies currently exist to identi-
fy possible learning disabilities; problem-solving 
and intra-individual (Weiss et al., 2016). These ap-
proaches are also known as instructional and cog-
nitive. A problem-solving or instructional approach 
relies on tools, such as a curriculum-based assess-
ment, to provide an already-identified low-achiev-
ing student with a corresponding intervention. On 
the other hand, an intra-individual or cognitive ap-
proach focuses on cognitive explanations for the 
perceived learning difficulty, such as phonological 
processing (a sub-issue of low reading skills) or 
working memory.

The differences between the instructional 
and cognitive approach to LD identification is in 
the desired result. An instructional approach does 
not seek to resolve an idea of classification; it only 
searches for the available tools in each scenario 
which could be used to support a struggling stu-
dent. Meanwhile, a cognitive approach focuses on 
the perceived discrepancy between “intact and 
deficient abilities” (Kaufman, 2008) as the reason 
for unexpected underachievement, previously de-
fined as a sole central factor of a learning disability. 

However, according to Fletcher et al. (2003), 
identification of a learning disability relies on the 
categorical framework upon which it can be fur-
ther classified into subtypes. Fletcher continues by 
defining his three main approaches to identifying 
the correct subtype of LD; achievement subtypes, 
clinical inferential (or rational) subtypes, and em-
pirically based subtypes.

Finally, King (2005) defines three subtypes 
of twice-exceptional students; those who identify 
as gifted with a low-affecting disability, those who 
are unidentified, and those who identify as both. 

The first of these three, those who identify 
as gifted, have easily-identifiable gifted skill levels 
while having subtle specific learning disabilities 
that are easy to mislabel. This group is most likely 
to achieve grade-level or expected results on test-
ing tools, meaning they are also the most likely to 
have their specific learning disabilities overlooked 
(King, 2005).

The second group, those who are unidenti-
fied, have their gifted side and their specific learn-
ing disability side in constant battle with each oth-
er. This results in a perfect mask, with their gifted 
abilities compensating for their specific learning 
disabilities, which will be seen as a completely av-
erage participation or achievement in the class-
room. In reality, these students are functioning 
at a lower level than their potential might allow, 
and means the second group is most likely to go 
completely unidentified. It also means the second 
group is the most likely to suffer from mild depres-
sion later in life (King, 2005).

The third group, those who identify as both, 
have the highest chances of being given the spe-
cific academic and social setting they need in or-
der to achieve their full potential. Because of their 
high level of ability, any potential learning difficul-
ties can be noticed much more easily. This has the 
unfortunate side effect of students ultimately be-
ing noticed and defined by their disability, and this 
group will become acutely aware of their perceived 
failures, resulting in a low self-concept (King, 2005).

Academic and Social Needs

Yet another scope of twice-exceptional chil-
dren is what a positive and practical assessment 
would require. The reasoning behind the theoreti-
cal background of both academically gifted and 
specific learning-disabled students is summarized 
by Reis et al. (2014): “Identification, when possible, 
should be conducted by professionals from both 
disciplines and when at all possible, by those with 
knowledge about twice exceptionality” (p. 222). 
Twice-exceptional students have unique needs 
in all fields, not just academic, and even a correct 
assessment might not resolve the quality of these 
needs being met. Bećirović and Polz (2021) state 
that gifted students need support from all probable 
fields where a relationship may form, and not just 
the school itself. Similarly, disabled students will still 
require accommodation outside of the classroom, 
even as a student diagnosed with a specific learn-
ing disability. 

A mainstream model used globally to sup-
port students with special education needs is some 
kind of special treatment or IEP (Bećirović & Ak-
barov, 2016; Jones & Jones, 1995). An Individualized 
Education Plan has been in active use in education 
since the 1970s (Pretti-Frontczak and Bricker, 2000) 
and originated specifically as a methodology of 
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assessing modifications and accommodations for 
disabled students; however, it is now a core belief 
of differentiated education that students work best 
within individualized settings. 

Any programs attempting to allow for spe-
cialized educational needs function on three key 
assumptions; (a) that students need to be chal-
lenged to fulfill their potential, (b) that the need 
for differentiated instruction rises with the level on 
unexpected ability, negative or otherwise, and (c), 
that students require coursework on their level and 
capabilities (Brody, 2001). 

The preferred methodology of special ed-
ucation students varies within all countries with 
any public interest in the field. Where Russian psy-
chology in the 1960s was dominated by the belief 
of nurture over nature resulting in gifted students, 
Austrian students were allowed to self-isolate to 
focus on their skilled fields (Bećirović & Polz, 2021). 
This structure can still be seen in Bosnia and Herze-
govina, where gifted students are encouraged into 
competing on the national level with the ability to 
have unrelated subjects excused; most commonly, 
the arts. 

This structure might also be directly con-
nected to the continued disbalance between edu-
cational and social capacities. Winner (2001) states 
that a rule of gifted ability is unevenness; a stu-
dent cannot show both verbal and mathematical 
exceptionality, and when empirically researched, 
this was confirmed by showing a higher probabil-
ity of finding an individual with a high mathemat-
ical ability with a corresponding low verbal ability 
as long as they had a high IQ. The same disparity 
could not be found within low IQ individuals (Win-
ner, 2001). 

However, this unevenness may not be lim-
ited to academic forms. Bećirović and Polz (2021) 
show this same disparity between general ac-
ademic skills and social and emotional skills. It is 
this disparity which might cause complications 
in the everyday classroom, as special education 
students are more likely to be isolated from their 
peers. While parents and teachers promote dif-
ferentiation, the same information can be used to 
mock or ridicule. 

Furthermore, because of this insistence on 
unusual capabilities, gifted students will develop 
unusually high expectations of their achievements, 

resulting in a critical fear of failure. Twice-excep-
tional children, however, will experience failure at 
much higher levels than a purely gifted child, which 
will then make the fear of failure into a much higher 
level as well. This fear can then branch off into per-
formance anxiety, procrastination, aggressiveness, 
an inherently problematic perfectionist outlook, 
and impulsive behavior (Ahmetović et al., 2020; 
King, 2005). 

Connected research has linked the self-
placed expectations of twice-exceptional students 
and a poor self-concept (Want & Neihart, 2015). 
Bong and Skaalvik (2003) described the idea of 
“academic self-concept” as the perception one 
has about themselves when placed in academic 
situations, and is developed alongside the inter-
nal comparison of the students’ abilities in vari-
ous domains, as well as the external comparison 
of the student against their peers. This academic 
self-concept will affect engagement and effort, 
alongside academic achievement, and research 
has also shown a positive correlation between ac-
ademic achievement and peer status in the class-
room (Mašić et al., 2020; Plucker & Stocking, 2001).

Discussion: the Identification of Twice-Ex-
ceptional Students

According to Cvetković-Lay and 
Sekulić-Majurec (1998) some of the following 
symptoms upon which a gifted diagnosis may be 
argued has been compiled below:

•	 above-average reasoning, understanding 
and acquisition of abstract concepts, gen-
eralizing, understanding meaning, and per-
ceiving relationships,

•	 great intellectual curiosity,
•	 quick and easy learning,
•	 wide range of interests,
•	 (...) ability to work independently, 
•	 (...) demonstrating initiative and originality 

in cognitive activities, especially in learning 
and problem solving,

•	 (...) perfectionist approach to all activities, 
aversion to error--notices them and devel-
ops negative feelings to them,

•	 (...) preference of adult over peer company. 

The same list cannot be compiled for spe-
cific learning disorders. Flanagan and Alfonso (2011) 
argue that for one to understand the meaning of 
a “specific learning disability” term, one must also 
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understand the concept of classification in applied 
psychology. In short, a classification is a hypothet-
ical collection of categorical concepts. In practice, 
a classification is simply a step closer to the goal 
of identification, which represents a method of or-
ganizing the perceived symptoms within a case 
to some kind of inherent structure and using said 
structure to provide a diagnosis. 

The classification of specific learning dis-
abilities functions under the expectation that the 
observer will be able to compile a set of criteria, 
which can then be used to classify the case to a 
particular subgroup. Each subgroup will have a 
unique range of signs. Following this line of reason-
ing, to try and collect a master-list of symptoms 
to look for with specific learning disabilities isn’t 
possible; each subgroup under the umbrella clas-
sification of specific learning disability will manifest 
in different ways, and therefore, will have different 
kinds of symptoms.

However, Flanagan and Alfonso (2011) do 
share a common theme; as previously mentioned, 
the “critical aspect of SLD that serves to differentiate 
it from other academic problems, (...) is unexpect-
ed underachievement” (p. 116). Current Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (2004) regulations 
require some form of assessment showing that a 
case child does not function on the expected level 
in any one of the eight fields related to manifesting 
language (reading, writing, listening, or speaking), 
as well as proof that the child in question has “re-
ceived appropriate instruction in regular education 
settings and (...) data-based documentation of re-
peated assessments of student progress” (Fletch-
er et al., 2011, p. 125). 

For comprehensive purposes, some of the 
most frequent symptoms within their specific cat-
egories have been compiled. Reading disorders 
will most often manifest as developmental dyslex-
ia, the mathematical variant of which is dyscalcu-
lia; poor handwriting and spelling scores can be a 
symptom of a writing disorder when not connect-
ed to poor motor control; and oral communication 
may be influenced both by intrapersonal and in-
terpersonal disorders, both of which lead to poor 
linguistic skills of comprehension and social com-
munication (Flanagan & Alfonso, 2011).

What this understanding can lead to is 
a comprehensive approach towards strengths 
and weaknesses of twice-exceptional students. 

Research shows that such students may have 
above-average abilities within higher-order or ab-
stract thinking skills, as well as a self-awareness 
of advanced problem-solving and cognitive skills 
(Bećirović et. al.; Hannah & Shore, 2008; Munro, 
2002). Simultaneously, the same students might 
have below-average levels in working memory 
and processing speed, as well as in general social-
ization and communication skills (Assouline et al., 
2010; Wood & Estrada-Hernández, 2009). Review-
ing student records to observe a change in per-
formance or analyzing discrepant scores is one 
such way for a teacher to attempt identifying a 
twice-exceptional student (Baldwin et al., 2015).

The primary issue of assessment in terms of 
definitions is one that has been well-argued, espe-
cially with the issue of masking. In the field of twice 
exceptionality, masking is defined as a compensa-
tory strategy in which a gift may counteract with or 
minimize the outwardly influence of a disability; or, 
the opposing reaction, in which a disability coun-
teracts or minimizes a gift (Ottone-Cross et al., 
2016; Silverman, 2003). Using the previously-giv-
en example of a twice-exceptional student with a 
high level of vocabulary but a low level of reading 
skill might focus on their speaking abilities instead. 
Another, similar example given by Ottone-Cross et 
al. (2018) gives the example of a student compen-
sating for poor decoding skills with a superior sight 
word vocabulary. 

Through these cases, we can see that 
masking can influence both the gifted and the dis-
abled aspect of a student. Unless specific assess-
ment is done, neither of these spheres are likely to 
be recognized, leaving the student without any kind 
of special education services. It should also be not-
ed that assessment of this is required, not testing, 
which is a distinction explained in a later section.

Another, crucial issue is one of comorbidity. 
Feinstein (1970) defined this term as “any distinct 
additional, clinical entity that has coexisted or that 
may occur during the clinical course of a patient” 
(p. 456-457) and is often called upon within the 
occurrence of two or more different mental disor-
ders. An addiction may follow chemical treatments 
for anxiety or depression, for example, and this ad-
diction must be treated within its own right as a 
disorder and not as a side effect. 

This paper lists some of the researched and 
empirically-backed lists of so-called symptoms of 
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both giftedness and disability. Reis et al. (2014) ar-
gue that individuals who have such co-occurring 
disorders must be considered as “distinct from 
either syndrome occurring alone” (p. 220). In oth-
er words, teachers or educational specialists at-
tempting a twice-exceptional assessment must 
not simply compare lists of symptoms and try to 
pick out several that match. We see this mentality 
echoed in Ottone-Cross et al. (2016) which openly 
states the need for future research on twice-ex-
ceptional students to track specifically such co-
morbid effects.

Reis et al. (2014) also continue this need by 
circling back to their own definition, as seen in the 
introduction section, by emphasizing both mask-
ing and comorbidity as a possible reason for indi-
vidual, comprehensive assessment in both areas, 
as “one does not preclude the other” (p. 222). 

A well-known fact of disability services is 
that not every special-needs student will be placed 
into special education. Even if the parents agree and 
support the assessment, the IEP answers all needs 
concisely and clearly, and the student admits to 
the difficulty in question, there is still a chance for 
the service administrators to label the disability as 
“reasonable”, and therefore, unnecessary for the 
redirection of allocated resources (Jones & Jones, 
1995). Specific learning disabilities are especially 
circumnavigated in this situation, both because of 
the difficulty in assessment and because of the end 
results when a Response to Intervention is incorpo-
rated. 

The Centers for Disease Control put forth 
their estimation of the percentage of children with 
learning disabilities being anywhere from 5% to 
10% of the population (Silver, 1989). When it comes 
to actual studies providing these estimations, it is 
statistically estimated that 30% of gifted students 
have some level of a learning disability, while up to 
10% of high-IQ children will be assessed as having 
below-average reading skills, going as far as being 
up to two grades below their expected level (Little, 
2001; Winner, 1996).

It is necessary to revisit these statistics. 
While we have these estimations of how many gift-
ed students have a specific learning disability, it is 
most specifically the research of King (2005) that 
shows a foundational need to revisit our estima-
tions of hidden twice-exceptional students. 

If we look specifically to the gifted students 
who perform in an unexpected way outside of their 
achievements or exceptional potential, then we are 
more likely to be sensitive towards specific charac-
teristics that would in turn help us to designate dis-
ability diagnosis. The place to look for twice-excep-
tional students is not within the gifted population. 
Nor is the place to search in the learning-disabled 
population. To accurately gain information and as-
sessment on what being twice-exceptional entails, 
we must try to find Williams King’s second group 
of students; those twice-exceptional students that 
have their gifted side and their specific learning 
disability side in contrast to each other, and identify 
as neither.

In this group of students, masking occurs so 
well that one side compensates for the other. This is 
in direct contrast with the issue of comorbidity. The 
crucial understanding of the definition of twice-ex-
ceptionality is not that students are likely to exhibit 
behaviors of both. Rather, it is that the two distinct 
diagnoses will work together to create a third list of 
symptoms, which we can then use to classify the 
individual. Putting this into contrast with how the 
everyday teacher (with little to no special educa-
tion training or services) approaches a twice-ex-
ceptional analysis, a conclusion can be drawn that 
Williams King’s second group of students is perpet-
ually being overlooked. While studies such as that 
by Reis (1995) take a closer look into the percent-
age of twice-exceptional students in primarily gift-
ed or primarily learning-disabled population, new 
studies are required that assess the possibility for 
twice-exceptionality in groups of students that test 
consistently average on a surface level.

In effect, students that mask so well that 
standardized assessment does not pick up on fluc-
tuations in their expected potential can be argued 
to be the most balanced form of twice-exceptional 
students and therefore gifted students in gener-
al. This group of students, if given the proper ac-
ademic foundation to understand and work with 
their learning profile, could result in a well-rounded 
child with both the exceptional potential that can 
be called upon and the known risks or weaknesses 
that can be circumnavigated. 

The characteristics of twice exceptional-
ity that may be uncovered within this form of re-
search has the distinct possibility of being an as-
sessable variant. If so, this variant would also have 
the distinct possibility to provide new perceptions 
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of masking and comorbidity in twice exceptionality. 
Therefore, the direction of research in terms of rep-
lication studies in the fields of Little and Reis (2001; 
1995) should incorporate the factor of assessing 
observed average groups of students and making 
case studies out of any twice-exceptional students 
that may be found in those groups.

Conclusion

The foundation of assessment and inter-
vention of twice-exceptional children has been the 
identification and definition of the unrecognized 
students (Crepeau-Hobson & Bianco, 2010; Baldwin 
et al., 2015; Finn, 2000; McCoach et al., 2001; Reis et 
al., 2014). This issue of identification is two-pronged, 
as it lies both within the lack of definitional under-
standing outside the specialized community as well 
as the ever-changing operational definitions of the 
“academically gifted” and “specific learning dis-
abled” terms (Bećirović & Polz, 2021; VanderStoep & 
Johnston, 2009). 

However, these operational definitions and 
the studies committed to analyzing the data thereof 
are primarily focused on pre-existing communities 
with a “gifted” or “disabled” label. As the majority 
of unrecognized twice-exceptional students suffer 
from extreme masking (Ottone-Cross et al., 2016; 
Silverman, 2003), the focus of identification ought 
to be on what King (2005) defines as the second 
of three groups; the students that are recorded as 
average upon surface-level assessment, but are in 
reality twice-exceptional with near-perfect masks. 
Furthermore, it is within this specific group of stu-
dents that the effects of comorbidity may be better 
understood, as the characteristics of twice-excep-
tionality are distinct from the individual sides of gift-
edness and learning disability and require specific 
research (Ottone-Cross et al., 2016; Reis et al., 2014).

If the body of data we use to identify 
twice-exceptional students primarily arrives from 
test groups with pre-assessed labels, researchers 
will continue to rely on those labels for future as-
sessments. Future research has the potential to 
further investigate comorbid characteristics within 
supposedly-average groups of students, in order 
to determine whether a statistically significant per-
centage of twice-exceptional students exists. If so, 
there is also the potential to incorporate case stud-
ies of those students, to attempt a compilation of 
distinguishing features of this specific group. 
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