The Second Child Syndrome

HE GIFTED CHILD has typically been

porirayed as an only chiid or the first-
born of two siblings in a middleclass
family. Studies of identified gifted children
and eminent individuals provide littie
contradictory evidence to this picture.
The nuinber of first-borns and oniy chil-
dren among the gifted is striking, compris-
ing half or more of the populations inmost
major studies of gifted children and emi-
nent adults. In Cornell's {1984} study of
gifted and non-gifted siblings {as selected
by their schoals), in alf cases the gifted
sibling was the eldest child!

There was a siritking birth arder differ-
ence hetween thuse children in a gifted
program and their ... siblings whao were not
in a gifted program. All 22 of the first-born
children were in a gifted program, whereas
ondy 1 of 22 sccond-born children were in
a gifted program. That Is, in 12 families
where only one child attended a gifted pro-
gram, i was always the first-borm who ar
tended the program and the second-born
who was in the reguiar program. This birth
order difference was highly significant, p <
G.0001, by Fisher Exact test. {p. 28]

Cornell viewed the birth order con-
figuration in his sample as an indication
that giftedness might be more a function
of *social values of parents and educators
rather than some intrinsic quality com-
mon to the children” (p. 8). From a family
systems perspective, the child’s gifted-
ness could be the outcome of complex
family processes in which the child serves
aparticular role in the family system (e.g.,
such as fulfilling the “narcissistic” needs
of parents). First-horn gifted children in
his study appeared to internalize their
parents’ expectations, becoming perfec-
tionistic, compulsive and conscientious.

The most frequently ofiered explana-

-tions for the relationship between birth
order and giftedness have emerged from
research on the environmental factors
related tothe development of inteliigence.
Manifestations of intelligence appear to
depend in part upon the guality and de-
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gree of attention the child receives from
adults early in life (Zajonc, 1976). Since
first-borns and only children interact
more frequently witly adufts than do maost
other children, they receive a greater
amount of attention and tend to imitate
aduit role models in their language and
thought.

In 1481, ail of this research thor-
oughly convinced us that giltedness vis-
ited first-borns to a greater extent than
anyone else in the family. Then something
interesting happened to chailenge this
belief. Some parents brought intheir “non-
gifted” second children to be tested.
These parents were uite convinced that
the younger siblings were not gited, but
they wanted to gain information about the
children’s learning styles which they had
found valuable in the assessmesnt of their
eldest. To everyone's astonishimment, the

econd children
were within a few points
of their older siblings.
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second children came o3t within a few [Q
puints of their older siblings.

The parents were surprised because
these second-born children didn't act
gifted; that is, they didn’t behave or
achieve like the first-borns, who walked
right out of the texthooks. Alter a few
cases like this, we were puzzied. Could a
child be gifted on the inside and non-gifted
on the outside because of placement in
the family? We noticed that very lew of the
parents had brought in their second chil-
dren for testing. Many of them said things
like “[ know our second one isn't gifted;
he's just a happy-go-lucky, well-adjusted
kid ... but wait untii you see the haby ...
she’s the brightest of the bunch!”

At this point, we decided to give a
discount to any families who would bring

in their second chikdren for testing. (We
had Lo bribe them®) Over the next {ew
years, we collected data on 50 sets of
siblings. Out of this sample, 42 sets con-
lained two gifted siblings (Silverman,
1986), Two circumstances accounted for
the differences in most of the other sets:
Eitherthesiblings weretouo far apart inage
to make test results comparable, or one of
the siblings had a learning disability
whivh depressed the iQ) score.

We found the siblings ta be remarka-
bly close in 1Q). More than aonethird {19)
were within five 1 points, and about two-
thirds (30} were within 101Q points. When
they were the same age at the time of the
testing, tesied on the same instrument,
and {ree from Jearning disabilities or
chronic ear infections, the siblings were
uswally within five or 10 points of each
other.

We recently expanded our sample to
148 sets of siblings that had been assessed
at our center. Gur preliminary results
held. Filty-five sets of siblings were within
five points of each other's 1Qs {15.81 per-
cenl) and 91 were within 10 points (61.49
percent}. Only aneighth ol the sample had
diflerences greater than 13 1Q paoints.

When we analyzed the cases in which
there was greater than a 13 paint difier-
euce il the 1) scores, we again saw that
twao factors accounted for maost of these
discrepancies: learning disahilities in one
of the siblings ~— most commonly, audi-
tory processing dysfunction — or an age
difference at the time of testing in which
one sibling was younger than nine and the
other was older than nine. Nine seems Lo
he the magic age at which gifted children’s
1} scores take a dramatic plunge, proba-
bly due to the shift in the construction of
thetest items [rom the assessment of luid
abilities in young children to crystaliized
abilities (i.e., more verbal and environ-
mental emphases) in older children.

(M the 148 families, only 25 contained
gifted and "non-gifted” children (1Q scores
above 120 and helow 120 on the Stanford-
Binet Inteliigence Scale, 1972norms). This
represents less than 17 percent of the
sample. And, once again, auditory se-
quencing difficulties were found in the
majority of cases of siblings who scored
below the gifted range. In only four cases
in which there was a discrepancy greater
than 13 points hetween siblings were age
ditferences and learning disabilities not
factors.

In most cases in which we have as-
sessed three or more children in a family,
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all the children lested in the gilted range.
We are not alone, Terman discovered 24)
families with three wifted children, 16
families with four gifted children, and two
families with five gifted children (Ternin
& Ocle. 149390, The number of families in
Lis study with two gifted children was
more than 1200 thees chance expectancy
(Stein & Heinze, 1983).

It often comes as a shovk 1o people
wlhien weanention that when one child ina
famify is gifted, all the children tend to be
gifted. Because siblings share bothheredi-
tary and envir¢iumental similarilies, this
should not be sosurprising. Yel, from the
typical reactions we receive to this infor-
malion. one wonders if people imagine
that giltesl children are randontly as-
signed by the stork.

Another observation we have {ound
fascinating is that parents’ 1 scores,
whet known, are usualty within H points
oftheir grandehildren’s. Our findings that
fanily members are close in ability is not
quite so startling when one examines the
research an genetics,

If we look a targe random smnple of
pairs of strangers, the can ) differences
al the group would be alsout 17 points.
Unrelided Tamity members, as in case s of
adoplion. differ by about 15 1) poitts oo
the average. Natural Bunily members dil-
fer by about 13 1) points on the average,
and identical twins reared together differ
by abuut six points (Plomin & DeFries,
1981, Diflerences in identical twins can
ontly be explained by environmenut or er-
tars in measurement, as they share the
same heredity.

The newer research in beliswvioral
genetics sugpests that heredity accounts
lur approximately 50 percent of the indi-
vidual ditferences found in 1) (ibid).
Older data indicated that 70 percent or
more of intelligence was traceable to he-
redity. Ahhouglh the newer estimales are
lower Lhan the older ones, the research
still supports "genes as the major system-
atic force influencing the development of
individual diflerences in Q" (fbid., p. 21)
with no single factor in second place. The
investigators found no specilic environ-
mental influences nor combinations of
them that account for as much as 1 per-
cvent of the variance in [} Birth order and
family size account for less than two per-
cent of the variance of 1) in a population
(Grotevant, Scarr & Weinberg, 1977).

[t has becume clear that birth order
does not account as muoch for Lhe actual
abiiity of the child as it does for his ur her

achivoement—and. therclore recentnition
as being gifled. Descriptions of tirst-born
children in the literalure seem to parallel
closely the typical descriptions of eni-
nent adulls in childhood: perlectionistic,
achieving, adult-fike, leaders, reliable,
well-organized, critical, conforming to
adult expectations, serious ... (Leman,
1984; Sutton-Smith & Rosenbery, 197U
These are the personality characteristics
of high achievers rather than the develop-
mental or learning characteristics nost
clearlv associated with giftedness. Our
lack of ¢larity on the dilferences between
giltedness and accomplishment have led
to this vonfusing array of results.

i brothers snd sislers are close in

F];-}Ile first and second

children often seem
to be polar opposites.

measured abilities, why are more first-
borns identified as gilted than second-
borns® Over the past several years. I've
sppun a mini-theory about this phenome-
non. When a first-born child enters the
world, it looks up from the crib and sees
twnr adoring giants snniling down benevo-
lently upost its cvery gurgle. I has tree
reign to develop its abilities in any direc-
tion it wishies, with the support of nurtur-
tng parents. But when the second child
cames along, il looks up hrom the crib and
sees two benevolent giants and one not-
so-benevolent. not-quite-so-gianl  face.
And someliow that face gets the message
across, "Remember that I'm the boss
around here, so don’tmess with iny turf or
you're in big trouble”

The younger siblings learn the rules
of Lhe gante very quickly, and before they
are out ol diapers, they develop personali-
ties that are very different from their older
brothers and sisters. Second chiidren
seem to live by one rube alone: “H my big
sister {brother) does it. 1 don't; il she (he)
doesn’t doit, Ldo . Se we commonly see
patterns in which the two siblings appear
1o be polar opposites, H the first child is
dilficuli to live with, the second one is an
angel. Il the first-born is a straight-A stu-
dent, the younger sibling can’t find his
humework. i the elder has no friends, the
second is evervbody's buddy, If the lirst
one has two left feet, the second one is a

topenoteln atlilete 17 the elder is neat and
precise, e younger sibling is disonsn-
ized and stoppy. If the first child s intre-
verted, the second is extroverted And so’
it goes.

Itis no womdder that parents who are
lnoking tor the text ook syanplouts of gift.
edness fail to see them in ther second-
born. These children are desperately
trying to carve their own way in the world,
a wayv Lhat is dilferent from their elder
sitlings.

The behaviors established in the
family carry over into school, so that sec-
ol children rarely demonstrate the full
strength of their abilities inthe classroom,
either. Their self-concepts are otten al-
fected hy the betlief that they are the “noo-
vifted” ones i their famidies, and this n
turn aflects their motivation, grades and
achievement test scores. When children
are selected for gilted programs, the high-
performing lirst-hborns have the edge
there as well, and their siblings gain con-
firmiation of their belief that there can be
only vne gifted child o a family,

We have secnsomu tnteresting excep-
tions to this pictie. Typically. i the first
child has o learning disabiiity. the second
child becomes the star. and the third child
aftenrexhibits the secomnd child svindrone.
I the cldest has emotional problems that
preven! achievement, a vounger sibling
could also appear ag "the gilted one” inthe
lamity.

i the first two siblings are quite close
in age, and the second one surpasses the
first one in strength in the first few vears,
there may be intense competition be-
tween them. When the second child s
successful in dethroning the ¢ldest from
Liis cn her natural position in the pecking
orcder, this makes for a pretty unhappy
first chikd, who may appear fess gifted
than the younger sibling.

One importaut variable to Lake into
considerationis the spacing of children in
the family, In cases in which the children
are verv far apart in age, there may be
several fitting the “lirst-borns™ prolile.
Lirge famihes often have several first-
bonysecond-born sets, It's as if only the
odd-numbered children in the family are
allowed to be gifted! | have found it guite
amusing that even twins we have tested
sometimes follaw this pattern. The twin
who was born a lew minutes carlier is the
achieving, analytical organizer, and the
ather is the creative socialite. We have
seen identical twins get identical 1Q
scores, answering correctly completely
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different items, When twins have been
separated by the school system, with one
designated gifted and the other not (a
truly inhumane practice), it is amazing
how often it is the first-born twin wha is
recognized as gifted.

(ther factors that can cause ex-
ceptiuns to the pattern are the distribu-
tion of the sexes (e.g., an only girl in a
family of boys, an vniy boy in a family of
girls, a first nwale born after several girls):
disrupted families (e.g., death of a sibling,
separation of siblings, divorce, bleneling
of stepHamilies); chronic underachieve-
ment, disturbance or illness in one of the
siblings; and certain family ¢dynamics
{e.g., o yrandfather taking special interest
in the second child). Many variahles in a
tatnily can override the influence of hirth
order, but it is fascinating how many fami-
lies fit this description.

Several writers have indicated that
thereisanincreaseinfrictionin familiesin
which there are gifted and “non-gifted”
siblings (Ballering & Koch, 1984; Cornell,
1884; Hackney, 1981; Pfouts, 1980); Sunder-
lin, 1981). Jealeusly and competitiveness
among siblings is quite common in this
situation, and differentiating labels are
usually blamed for the conflict. Yet one
variable thut has not been studied properly
is the effect on children of being perceived
as nongifted when in fact they are just as
bright as the family “star.” When second
children are identified as gifted, they often

outshine their older siblings.

In his study, Corneil (1984) found
the second-born children who had been
recognized as gifted much better adjusted
than second-born non-gifted chilgren. He
described them as more emotionally
stable, more contralled and socially pre-
cise, less tense or frustrated, less anxious
andless neurotic. Parents described them
as hetter-adjusted and content thian their
first-born gifted children. They seemed
temperamentally more easydgoing, less
perfectionistic, and mere socisble and
affectionate than their siblings,

Some of the parents in Cornell’s
study were surprised to learn that theijr
second-born was gifted, because these
vounger siblings did not do things with the
same intensity and drive as their first-
borns had displayed at the same age. In an
interview, one mother described her sec-
ond child as follows:

Oh, Roger is a delight __ as a malter
offact, Roger is so outgoing and friendly and
confident and happy and athietic and perse-
vering and il of those kinds of qualities,
that ! think we were a little bit surprised how
bright he is, you know? Because you see, he
always has been uh, easvgoing about every-
thing. H.:'s always so confident and happy-
go-lucky that [ and who knows why, again
perceive that as being less brilliant than
something else. And he's not. He's clearly
the smartest of us all {p. 56]
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Carnell's study highlights the criti-
cal rote of the family environinent in the
recognition and development of abilities.

The implications of our research
have been very exciting. Hidden middle
children often blossom when their gifted-
ness is recognized and acknowledged, We
have seen cases of this in wdults as well as
in chilidren. After several lectures in which
1 shared our findings that siblings are
cluse in [} despite different achievement
patterns, Fhave received letters from indi-
viduals who said this information
changed their self-image. Finding out that
they were as bright as their brothers and
sisters encouraged them to make major
life changes, such as going back ta schoot,
entering new professions or taking onnew
challenges.

When parents have learned that
their easygoing second children are
gilted, there have been markedchanges in
their attitudes toward these children. As
the younger siblings received more spe-
clal attention for their abilities, family
harmony increased. Their new self-per-
ceptions had an ameliorative effect on
tamity dynamics.
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The 2% Solution, continiied from page 17....

Tisdale's Delphi Solution Network, Details
next month,

Question #41: Glasnost is hig news
here and in the Soviet Union. Does it por-
tend a a real change in the Soviet system,
or is it simply a ploy to buy time while
strengthening military might? Regardless
of your opinion about the maotivation, it's
chvicus the Soviet Union is undergoing
tremendous turmoil. [f we grimly suspect
the worst of motivations, we may miss a
historic opportunity to foster greater free-
dom in the Soviet bloc. So, what should
our national leaders do to encourage
genuine reforms within the Soviet Union?
Your suggestions must consider realistic
ways of huilding trust.

Send your replies and any other com-
ments about “The 2% Solution” to:

Mike Kruchoski
POB 53895
Albugquerque, NM 87153



