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» Brother: 99%iles
9 disc. referrals

Case Study:
Brother and Sister Trauma

» Sister: 99%iles
12 disc. referrals

16 AP classes 2.76 GPA
4.08 GPA 51 absences

99 absences

A’s and B’s (no C’s)

Poor transition to G/T school
(gr.4,5) Nanny quit,
2 grandparents died
(gr.6-8) (A’s/B’s/C’s)
(gr.9) Incest (A’s/C/s/D);
dad jailed
(gr.10) (B’s/A/C)
(gr.12) (failed 2 classes)

(24 gr.12; 19 gr.10)

Peterson Research Suggesting

Underachievement as “Developmental”

In one longitudinal study (N=14), resolution of 4 developmental

tasks was associated with increased motivation to achieve.
« Two high-school extreme underachievers graduated from college

after four years.

In another study, 37% of the “worst kids in middle school” had
had test scores above the 90th percentile earlier in school.

In another, 84% high-school underachievers attended college,
52% had four years of college four years later, and
41% performed better in college than in high school.

20% of middle-school underachievers eventually became
achievers in high school.

16% maintained achievement in 1 area.
33% had improved one gradepoint before high school ended.
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The “Function” of High
Achievement
identity?
praise?
honor?

acceptance from a parent?

feeling of worth?

self-expression?

a sense of control in the midst of difficult situation?
a mask for insecurities, doubts?

compensation for being bullied?

dealing with sexual orientation?

providing control in response to trauma?

A Positive “Function” of
Underachievement

> ldentity?
»> Loyalty to a parent, peers, family?
»> Provokes parents to work together?

»> Something for the family to be distracted by,
focused on?

> May provide an “in” for a peripheral parent?

Underachievement

» May reflect individuality, individual identity,

strong sense of self

» May reflect strengths (courage, independence,

ability to view world critically)

» May reflect learning disability, poor self-esteem,

depression, learning style, personality, temperament,
lack of identity, lack of confidence in competence,
difficulty with competition, diffuse direction, lack of
direction, style of expression that doesn't fit
classroom/teachers, social > academic preference

Potential Counseling Issues

Problematic developmental transitions because of
hypersensitivity to change (HA, UA)

Stress from high expectations from self and others;
stress-related disorders (HA, UA)

Overcommitment, overinvolvement (HA)

Depression (existential, situation-related, bio-
chemical), anxiety (HA, UA)

Mental illness (e.g., OCD; bipolar; eating disorder;
attachment disorder) (HA, UA)

Unsettling life events, with consequent loss/grief
(“everything changed”) (HA, UA)
Changes in family constellation (HA, UA)
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