
Alpha Kids
They will lead no matter what
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Neurodiversity of these children

• The necessity for cognitive nourishment

• Biological reasons they are different

• A continuum of neurodiversity

• “…natural variation in the human genome. This represents a new and 
fundamentally different way of looking at conditions that were 
traditionally pathologized; it’s a viewpoint that is not universally 
accepted though it is increasingly supported by science.” John Elder Robison, 
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Common Characteristics of Alpha Kids
• Unusually alert, even in infancy

• Rapid learner; puts thoughts together quickly

• Excellent memory

• Unusually large vocabulary and complex 
sentence structure for their age

• Advanced comprehension of word nuances, 
metaphors and abstract ideas

• Enjoys solving problems, especially with 
numbers and puzzles

• Often self-taught reading and/or writing skills 
as preschooler

• Deep, intense feelings and reactions

• Highly sensitive

• Thinking is abstract, complex, logical, and 
insightful

• Idealistic and sense of justice at early age
• Concerned with social and political issues and 

injustice
• Long attention span and intense concentration
• Preoccupied with own thoughts—daydreamer
• Learn basic skills quickly and with little practice
• Asks probing questions
• Wide range of interests (or extreme focus in 

one area)
• Highly developed curiosity
• Interest in experimenting and doing things 

differently
• Puts idea or things together that are not typical
• Keen and/or unusual sense of humor
• Desire to organize people/things through 

games or complex schemas
• Vivid imagination (and imaginary playmates 

when in preschool)
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The Need to Lead

• By definition: 

“Students, children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement 
capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership
capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who need services and 
activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop 
those capabilities.” United States Federal Definition of Gifted & Talented
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Also may…

• Interrupt a lot

• Monopolize the conversation

• Lead others into negative behaviors

• Resist or challenges authority

• Resist routine, drill, repetition

• Seem bossy, domineering, arrogant, 

judgmental, critical, or egotistical

• Walk away while someone is talking to 

them

• Leave a room without permission or 

explanation

• Snap back at you
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“Alpha-ness”

▪ How they are wired

▪ The seed of leadership

▪ Need to lead
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The Seed
• Assume the seed is there.

• Is it Nature? Nurture? 

• We don’t know for sure.
• DNA?

• Environment?

• Chance?

• Assume it Needs to grow.

• Need for Challenge

• Need for Control
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Frustration – unmet needs

Need for 
Cognitive 

Nourishment

Need to 
Create

Need for 
Connection

Friends

Teachers

Parents
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Defiance

• Overt
• Walk out of the room

• Correcting others

• Intolerance for inaccuracy

• Cognitive Dissonance
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Passive Aggressive

• Ignoring

• Walking away

• Does homework but 
doesn’t hand it in

• Doesn’t show up

• Skips class

• Zones out
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Solutions
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The Seed Frustrations Defiance
Solutions

• Leadership opportunities

Control and Choice

• Appling their interests to the situation

• Problem solving in an area of their interest

Follow their Bliss

• Zone of Proximal Development

• Learning to struggle

Challenge

• Recognition

• Relationships

Respect



Alphas 

NEED some 

Control and 

Choice
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Secretly Prescreen

•Places to go

•Books

•Music

•Get togethers with friends

They choose from there



Support their 

interests
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Challenge
ZPDs and Goldilocks

For highly able students

to learn how to learn, and persevere

they need to experience some 

challenge.

Not to the point of frustration,

but not with ease which when

constant, yields boredom. 
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Alphas require 

Respect, Recognition, Reward, Relationships
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“What’s in it for me?” 

Respect

Adults need to acknowledge the child as a person complete with 

strengths and frailties.

Recognition

Adults need to act in ways that recognize and respect the child’s 

cognitive, social, and emotional needs.

Reward

Motivation is either internal or external. Internal is more lasting. 

External often backfires.

Relationships

Various peer groups – cognitive, followers, social, and agemates



 They need to lead.

 Their education needs to be 
appropriately challenging.

 They need some control and 
choices.

 They need opportunities to 
follow their interests in depth.

 They need to problem solve.

 They need to create.

 They need at least one friend 
who really “gets” them.

 They are “Bright not Broken.”
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Thank you…

Questions?
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