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multidimensional as well. According to MI theory, all individuals have strengths and weak-
nesses in eight separate intelligences (Gardner, 2006). Individuals who are gifted rapidly move 
through a domain (math, writing, etc.) because they have certain strengths among their intelli-
gences and have had environmental opportunities to nurture those strengths (Gardner, 1993). 
According to the theory of successful intelligence, all individuals possess differing degrees of 
analytical, creative, and practical abilities (Sternberg, 1996). Because individuals differ in their 
patterns of strengths and weaknesses in these abilities, various patterns of giftedness are possible, 
depending on whether an individual demonstrates a high level of competence in only one of 
these abilities or a combination of them (Sternberg, 2000).

Like Sternberg, Joseph Renzulli (2002, 2011) proposes that giftedness is a set of traits that 
collectively defines the behavior of individuals who are gifted. In Figure 20.2, which shows 
Renzulli’s three-ring conception of giftedness, giftedness is represented as the shaded area—the 
interaction among the three distinct and equally important traits.

1.	 Above-average ability, defined as:

•• general ability, the capacity to process information, synthesize information, or 
think abstractly; or

•• specific ability, the capacity to acquire knowledge or skill in a specialized domain 
such as mathematics, poetry, or science.

2.	 High level of task commitment, or an individual’s energy or passion for a particu-
lar task, problem, or domain. Higher levels result in behaviors such as perseverance, 
endurance, hard work, practice, and self-confidence in one’s ability to engage in a 
productive endeavor (Renzulli, 1990).

3.	 High levels of creativity, the ability to generate many interesting and feasible ideas 
with respect to a particular problem or domain.

Research on highly talented and productive individuals in their respective fields showed 
that they display all three of these traits (Renzulli, 2011). Therefore, it is not sufficient to 

Video: Three-Ring 
Conception of Giftedness

FIGURE 20.2	 Renzulli’s Three-Ring Conception of Giftedness. Giftedness is the 

interaction among the three traits, shown as the shaded area in the figure.
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