
reparlII for High chievement 
\vorking at the Edge of Competence 

BY MAUREEN NEIHART 

a fourth has neither the 
patience nor the tolerance for frusrra- I 

tion thar she needs to persevere with 
the more challenging work she is fac- ! 

ing in her school's new accelerated language 
program. She often cries over homework 
and complains that the work is roo hard or ; 
boring. 

Adrian, an eighth grader, resists his teach- : 
eIS' and parents' encouragement to enroll in honors classes for 
high school. Although he is a fast learner with a good memory I 

and excellent study he is hesitant abom on more 
challenging work because he's not sure what grades he'll earn. It's i 
a risk he thinks he doesn't want ro take. 

and Adrian illustrate what can happen when high abili
ty students have had a IN of easy success and roo Ettie 
with disappointment, rejection, or setbacks. They are not used to 

working hard and are unprepared to handle the emotions that 
arise with omcomes. Since they don't tolerate moder
ate leve:s of distress well, they prefer to stay in their comfort zone, 
completing tasks that they've lliready mastered. They shrink from ! 

challenge. 
A willingness to work at the edge of one's competence is the ' 

second of seven habits of mind that drive performance. Without 
it, even the most talented individuals do not go very far. The 
of competence is the place where students have to reach and 
where they must work with others who have similar interests, 
abilities, and drive. The most importanr step in nudging students 
toward their of competence is to get them am of their com
fort zones: provide challenging curriculum that rec;,uires efrort. In 
addition, we can also: 

• create risk-friendiy environments and relationships 
• teach students ro view theif mista..k:es with affection 
• require them to take realistic risks 

In risk-friendiy environments and relationships, students are I 

encouraged to take reasonable chances and set their own for! 

some of their work. Working at the edge of competence means 
that a lot of mistakes will be made. We don't wanr students to 

avoid risk, nor do we want them to always strive to minimize mis
takes be:::2.use that is not the way to develop ability. \Y/e want stu
dents to extend themselves, to reach and expect mistakes, espe
cially when they are something new. They need to view 
mistakes as learning opportunities and believe that failing doesn't 
make them a failure. 

Consider, for wh2.r might happen in a classroom 
where one of the daiiy goals is that everyone ma..k:es at least two 
mistakes and keeps track of them. Imagine how sruden r attitudes 
might change if teachers were ro ask them, "\'7har mistakes did 
you make today?" Teachers who make it a habit to regularly share 
with their students what are learning from their own mis
takes, positively influence their students' attitudes and behaviors 
about working at the edge of competence. \Y/e learn to view our 
mistakes wirh affection when we p2.rticipare in a culture where 
worthy mistakes are celebrated as acts of courage and mistakes 
made at the edge of competence are valued for their learning 
potential. Through our own modeling, by expectations, 
and by students when they take risks, we can establish 
the norm that our classroom is a place where people take chances 
and where taking chmces is an essential part of learning. 

In his memoir, On W1riting, Stephen King described how he 
collected rejection slips when he was sixteen, adding one after 
another to a nail on the wall of his attic bedroom until it was full. 
The quantity of rejection slips did not him. He under
stOod that every rejection presented an opporrunity to improve 
his writing and thar onlY by accumulating a critical mass of rejec
tion slips was he to be published. So, roo, many of our most 
capable students will learn to view their mistakes with affection 
when they learn to expect and even plan for mistakes, 

Since working at the edge of one's competence always involves 
risk, an essential step in empowering talented students to reach 
their porenrial is to teach them how to take realistic risks. We can 
help them understand the need for risk taking by first 

them to define risk. Wnat does it mean to take a chance? 
Many will say that risk taking means to do something where the 

We learn to view our mistakes with affection when we 
participate in a culture;where worthy mistakes are 
celebrated as acts of courage and mistakes made at the 
edge of conlpetence are valued for their learning potentials 

CALIFORNIA ASSOCIATION FOR THE GIFTED 11 



, 1 1)

OL.::come 15 uncen21I:. or T'I t ne2"e L."1eie s a f2ilcre, 

v/erc yO'J.:" age tb.at rbern 
~ Dc you think this person could 

or she did w:t:hout your 
aI15V?er, 

1 'r )
or ccmpeten.ce can un::erVe us lr \ve aren L 

to have a plan. Iryite smde:J.ts to cor:.side, what 

tC ta....~E re21islic ~?culd it: l:Elp 
else do it 

friC2}d or \:<;T::h 2. 

,hey need to 

,valid feel less :>:-e5

or co 

be 
Gende: differeECeS in . exist. R.ese2Icl1 on ps..l.1:cIIl5 oE 

achieveIDent amon.g Talented ,\vomen sl.:gges{ the..: 

fail to ~eilize their aspirations 2.S OS:en 

their lives. 
sIt;Cles 

-".'OIDen's 

realistic risks at 

~-d Lh,ey oecome n:ort risk 
2.voiQ~J.t, Th:'s difference conrrib1.l:es in p21"7 to 
acnie-,Tement gap benVeEil men 2....11ci V\~omer:, Fear

iT means to do thaI ICLkes them OllT 

of their zone. A fe"lY may say i, means LO do some

d~'1gero :.IS , 

Realisuc Risk is desc::ibed by D.1=ee characleristics: 

because its aim is IO develop courage 8..;."'1d 

• I-c is sou.ad because it is 
• 1 
ill :l1e 111teresIS, 

and abililies 

f) Ir :S 2.umer::ic because iT persoDwy relevant md 

achievemenT. Ie: can 

rm:m. a cscussion prompt:, or :::'5 2.21 art or mdTimedia 

Risk Taking and Achievement 
• Thmk someone whose 

respect. It C2-il be d.J.1YOIle. past JreSeDL II C8i. be sooeone 
}:ou kno-\~7 or someone ~\vho f2...cl:ous, In. 021e or t'Vl.rO 

senT.ences ciescrib e person hCLS 2.chieved thaI you 
, . 

&.G.J.-n1Tc. 

t CO:lsider ,,-;{h2i D1:.i5 pe:son has ~isked in. order to re21ize his 

or .her ach:evemenL Consider tb.e ch2.Ilces he or look 
lz:.tellectually: and list as 

is SOIT:eOn.E you ~-:o\v 
, ,

2.Sk '[hEIr.. '[0 share O:1e or p·yo :-isks rOOK ,-vnE:: 

12 GIFTED EDUCATiON COMIV!UNICATOR, SPRING .2006 

an emOIJor:cU component maT slo\ys ffial'ly \VOITIeJ:.;S achievE:!:le.!1t 

and 2..!.T.:..blIlon. ·Th~ sugges~5 s~yera1 V{e ca.:.~ do TO 

gE_S tal~.e realiSTIC risks. \:<Ye C2..:"1 encourage them fO: 

aCDviT:es and classes 

to postpone 

1ll SportS 
1 ., 1 '1 -; ,

Lnd. romannc lDVOlvement untu trLe!I 

2-[ OUI ec!ge OT C:):I:petenCe 

a bit nervou.s <L'ld agree-
so will us to do 

to 

especially if 
weeSe See:Il QUI of reach. 'Ne must help Ot.:I SEE diss:::.;:is

mus: ::ncourage: talented young 

LO a.t~d to consider 

dream. f;! 

Resources: 

Z.Utl} to suc
Penguin 

CA: 

289-292. 

J)1AUREEN NEIHART, PlOy,D, is a licensed clinical child psy
chologist in Laurel, Montana. She has worked as a secondsr>' 
teacherr a schoo! Cot.B1selory and a coordinator of gifted pro"' 
grams. Her special interests include children at risk and vio
lent youth~ 


