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Chapter 1
The underachiever . . .
Who are we talking about?
Brent is a year nine student who is failing English. His test scores
are high, but he never hands in any of the written compositions
which are required weekly. After school, he ‘hangs out’ at a
Japanese restaurant where he has learned to speak, write and read
Japanese in less than six months. Measured by a standardised
intelligence test, his IQ is 140. I met Brent at the Japanese restaurant where he
was happily helping out pouring green tea for the customers. He explained that
he was failing English because he got an F on his first composition because he
didn’t follow the teacher’s instructions about how it was to be written. From
that point on he decided he could get an F if he did nothing at all … ‘and that’s
what I’ve done!’ he declared with a satisfied smile.
Joanna is twelve years old and in year six, but most people think she is fourteen
or fifteen. She began maturing physically in year five, and her A’s
and B’s slipped to C’s and D’s. She’s interested in going to the
skating rink on weekends and in meeting boys. She says she doesn’t
want the boys to know she is smart, because if they did, they
wouldn’t think she was ‘cool.’
Leo is having lots of problems at home. His parents went through a
divorce two years ago and his dad often fails to send the child support
cheque. It seems to Leo that his mother is always unhappy. She has
a job, but it isn’t enough to make ends meet. Leo is in year seven
and finds school hard. His teachers think he is a behaviour problem.
He knows he should study, but he really doesn’t feel like it in school and he
doesn’t feel like it when he gets home from school either. He used to think he
was smart enough to get a college scholarship someday, but he just doesn’t care
about that – or about much of anything – anymore.
Paul loves school, though he cares little if at all about
schoolwork. He considers school a wonderful place to find a
willing and attentive audience for his latest antics. He drives
his teachers crazy, but he makes his classmates laugh! Paul is
never absent, and his classmates can hardly wait to see what
he will do next. Things that are important to teachers, parents
and administrators such as test scores, semester reports,
homework, and study skills are quite meaningless to Paul. If an adult talks to
him about improving his achievement, he asks them to chill out and not get so
stressed about things!
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UNDERACHIEVEMENT
What is it?
Underachievement is one of those
popular ‘catchcry’ terms that means
something different to nearly everyone
who hears it. In one sense, we are all
underachievers. Studies have been
done which show that all humans use
only a small percentage of their total
brain capacity. Additionally, most of us
could pinpoint projects or activities,
tests or assignments where we could
have put forth more effort than we
actually did. Almost everyone can
recall something in which they could
have done a better job. However, the
underachieving students we are
focusing on in this book are more than this. These students have a
significant gap between their ability and what they produce and achieve
in the classroom.
Various researchers have quantified underachievement:
- Underachievement can be defined as a discrepancy between the child’s
school performance and some index of his or her actual ability. Ability
may be measured by test scores or even by observing the child at home or
at school. (Rimm)
- Underachieving students have a gap between achievement test scores and
intelligence test scores or between academic grades and intelligence test
scores.
(Gallagher)
- A child achieving significantly below the level statistically predicted by
his/her IQ.
(Newman)
- One whose achievement score is lower than his/her ability score.
(Kowitz)
- When a child with a high IQ has low grades in school. (Ziv)
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Characteristics of underachievers
What types of kids are underachievers? How do they differ from
achieving students both at and out of school? The answers to these
questions may help us understand ways we can best work with and help
these students.
In studies comparing underachievers and high achievers, a significant
difference in self concept, school attitudes and out of school pursuits is
shown between the two groups. Behaviourally, underachievers are often
described as ‘immature’ or ‘behaviour problems’. Most lack motivation
for schoolwork and say that they are bored with school. They have low
self-esteem and a fear of failure. Underachieving students usually lack
basic study skills.

The school
Reasons for
underachievement may
come from the school.
Some teachers have
impossible standards while
others may have low
expectations for their students. Either way, underachievement can
result. Other teachers are too strict or repressive and lack patience with
students who ask difficult questions, who do not conform, who are
divergent rather than convergent thinkers, etc. This type of classroom
climate eventually turns students off school.
Many times, the make-up of the school system itself contributes to
underachievement. The conforming nature of the school setting,
inappropriate or dull curricula, days and weeks spent on drill and
practice activities for tests and inflexibility in timetabling, types of
activities or curricular content can lead to underachievement in many
students.
The vast majority of underachieving primary school students are boys.
This is due, in part, to the traditional structure of the school itself with
its emphasis on straight rows of desks, quiet learning and compliant
behaviour. Such a school setting is usually more suitable for girls than
boys.
Less noticed, perhaps, are the underachieving girls of middle years
age. Girls who have done well in primary school suddenly develop an
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Chapter 2
Building self-esteem
A healthy self-image is one of the greatest assets we can possess.

Thoughts on changing self concept
‘This kid is just not motivated! He doesn’t seem to care about anything we’re doing in
class. He rarely hands in an assignment, and when he does, I have the feeling he could
have done the work so much better. He will get a D in my class this term. I’ve been on him
since February about his work and have even shown his work to the class as an example of
what not to do. I guess he’s just impossible. He should try harder.’

The student described above is typical of many underachievers. He seems to be
unmotivated, but this lack of motivation is tied directly to his low self concept.
Some teachers feel that nothing can be done with this type of student. I believe,
however, that it is possible to change self concept, and further, that the change can
be either in a positive or negative direction. The change results, for the most part,
from the messages the child receives about themselves from others. At school, these
messages come from teachers and peers. What other people say and how they act
definitely impacts on children’s central beliefs about themselves.
I wonder what the student described above will remember about his school years
and the messages about himself he received from teachers. In workshops, I often ask
participants to recall one instance from their childhood where they felt ‘put down’
or embarrassed by a remark from a teacher. I am constantly amazed that memories
from twenty, thirty, forty and even fifty years in the past are still vividly there. From
one teacher:

The art teacher came to our room once a week. My
first recollection of art was a picture we were to draw
of a bank, water, a tree, clouds and the sun. The
teacher wanted our picture to look ‘just like’ hers. I was
overjoyed at the prospect of using a paintbrush and
paints! But, alas, the art teacher hated my painting.
She held it up to the entire class as an example of how
not to paint. It was not until I took art in college that I
was able to dispel the horror I felt toward ‘art projects’.
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