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 I examined Leta Hollingworth’s views of race and socioeconomic class in relation to 

intelligence, and her opinion as to why it was important to educate gifted children. Hollingworth 

was one of the most eminent educational psychologists in the early twentieth century, and one of 

the founders of gifted education in America. She has often been omitted in scholarship in gifted 

education or educational psychology, but when she has been acknowledged it has been for her 

work on the psychology of women, or her research and programs in gifted education. This study 

sought to expand the existing body of knowledge about Hollingworth, and to determine how her 

work set precedents for future educators and educational psychologists.  

 Like other social scientists in the early twentieth century, Hollingworth observed 

differences in test scores between different racial groups. She did not assume that biological 

differences were responsible for these discrepancies, but instead offered potential alternative 

explanations for these findings. She also believed that some races were more advanced than 

others. Although she found that most gifted children came from “white” races, such as English, 

Scottish, and Jewish, she believed that there were gifted children in every racial group, and thus 

sought out a very diverse pool of participants for her research and her gifted programs that she 
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implemented at two public schools in New York City. She also espoused some aspects of the 

eugenics movement, but primarily supported positive eugenics, rather than negative eugenics. 

Additionally, she did not use eugenics to claim that any one race was superior to any other.  

 Hollingworth also believed that the majority of gifted children came from homes in the 

middle and upper socioeconomic classes, but recognized that some highly intelligent children 

would also be found in homes in the lower socioeconomic class. She cited research that indicated 

that most gifted children had fathers who were engaged in professional, clerical, or skilled 

employment. She believed that this was because there was a hereditary component to 

intelligence, but that the environment also played a role. In a meritocratic society, where the 

most intelligent should rise to the upper socioeconomic classes, most gifted children would 

logically have highly intelligent parents. However, environmental factors might have prevented 

some intelligent individuals from succeeding economically, and thus some gifted children would 

be found in lower socioeconomic class homes.  

 Finally, Hollingworth felt that gifted education was of utmost importance to society 

because these children would grow to be the leaders and innovators in the future. She believed 

that intelligence remained stable over time, and that only the very intelligent would be able to 

create new knowledge and inventions. Moderately gifted children would serve as leaders in the 

future, while highly gifted children would provide ideological and material advancement for 

society. Gifted children needed to have special educational services because they faced 

emotional, social and intellectual problems in a traditional classroom, and because through 

special programs, they could be best prepared to reach their maximum mental capacities. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

When studying the history of gifted education, it is clear that giftedness has always been 

controversial. From its beginning as a field, scholars have asked: how do we define what is 

gifted? How do we identify gifted children? And what do we do with them once we have 

identified them? Additionally, gifted education today is confronted by many of the same 

implementation problems that it faced at its inception in the early twentieth century. Almost a 

hundred years later, educators still debate what type of curriculum and methods are most 

appropriate for these children, how to deal with their unique social problems, and why we should 

even be investing in providing them special education. The issues of representation continue to 

be problematic. Students from minority ethnic groups and from the lower socioeconomic class 

are still underrepresented in gifted programs.
1
 Although the solutions to these problems may not 

be evident today, we can gain insight by looking to how the founders of gifted education 

addressed these issues in the past, including some of the precedents set by Leta Stetter 

Hollingworth, which have continued to influence educators and educational psychologists today. 

In the early twentieth century, Hollingworth was one of the most significant contributors 

to the fields of education and psychology. She studied a wide range of topics, but most 

significantly focused on the psychology of women, the education of “subnormal” children, or 

children with special disabilities, and the education of gifted children. Although she was a crucial 

contributor during her career, from 1913 until 1939, scholarship today often omits her while 

recognizing some of her contemporaries like Lewis Terman or Francis Galton.
2
 Scholarship 

                                                 
1 Christine L. Wobor, “Celebrating Our Future By Revisiting Our Past,” Gifted Child Today Magazine 22, no. 6 

(1999): 59; Donna Y. Ford, “Desegregating Gifted Education: A Need Unmet,” The Journal of Negro Education 64, 

no. 1 (1995): 52. 

2
 James H. Borland, “Leta Hollingworth’s Contributions to the Psychology and Education of the Gifted,” Roeper 

Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 162. 
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about Hollingworth has generally focused on her contributions to feminist psychology or gifted 

education. However, few scholars have studied her views on race or socioeconomic class in 

relation to intelligence or giftedness. Nor have they discussed why she felt that it was important 

to educate gifted children. This thesis will examine these issues to fill in the gap in scholarship 

about this eminent educational psychologist. This topic is important, not only to understand the 

history of gifted education, but also because these issues are highly relevant today. In the present 

day, there are still racial and class disparities in the demographics of gifted education, and the 

debate about why or if we should invest more in educating these gifted students continues. Also, 

in examining her views, we can discover precedents that she set that have influenced educational 

psychologists who have succeeded her. In order to understand the present status of these issues, 

we should consider their origins in the early days of gifted education. 

Hollingworth has been one of the most influential individuals in educational psychology, 

and she managed to accomplish this despite many personal and professional challenges. Born in 

1896, in Chadron, Nebraska, she experienced a turbulent childhood, including the death of her 

mother, an absentee father, and later, a horrific stepmother. Throughout this time, she viewed 

education as an opportunity to escape her circumstances.
3
 She graduated high school at the age 

of sixteen, and went on to obtain her bachelor’s degree from the University of Nebraska, where 

she also met her future husband, Harry Hollingworth. After teaching high school for two years in 

Nebraska, Leta Stetter married Harry Hollingworth, while he was in graduate school at Columbia 

University. However, in New York, she faced more gender prejudice than she had in Nebraska in 

regards to her profession; the city would not hire married women as teachers. Prevented from 

teaching, she could not afford to enroll in Columbia with her husband, and she lived an unhappy 

                                                 
3
 Harry L. Hollingworth, Leta Stetter Hollingworth: A Biography (1943; reprint Bolton: Anker Publishing Company, 

1990), 34. 
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existence as a housewife. In spite of her intelligence and ability, “she was forced into a woman’s 

traditional role for which she had no desire.”
4
 After a few years, Harry Hollingworth was hired to 

run a study for the Coca-Cola Company, and was able to pay his wife to run the laboratory, 

which enabled her to enter a graduate program in psychology at Columbia University.
5
  

 In reaction to her experience with gender bias, Hollingworth chose to study the 

psychology of women as a graduate student. She dedicated both her master’s thesis and doctoral 

dissertation to debunking popular myths about the perceived intellectual and biological 

inferiority of women. However, she shifted her attention to educational psychology when Naomi 

Norsworthy, a professor at Columbia, passed away and Hollingworth was asked to begin 

teaching Norsworthy’s classes.
6
 At the time, educational psychology was generally limited to the 

study of “subnormal children,” or children with physical disabilities. In fact, Hollingworth 

assumed a class that was specifically on subnormal children. During this course, she requested 

that her students recommend to her a child who was above average in intelligence, so that she 

might demonstrate the contrast between a subnormal child and a highly intelligent child. “Child 

E,” who tested at approximately 187 IQ, was the result of her search. She found this child’s mind 

to be so inspiring that she decided she was most interested in studying the gifted population 

throughout her career.
7
  

 Hollingworth went on to publish numerous articles and books on the topic of gifted 

children, including some of the most influential works on highly intelligent children and the 

                                                 
4
 Carole C. Peters, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: Women and Giftedness.” Gifted Education International 9, no. 3 

(1994): 136. 

5
 Ann Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth.  (Scottsdale: Great Potential Press, 

2002), 71.  

6
 Hollingworth, Leta Stetter Hollingworth: A Biography, 92. 

7
 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, 2. 
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social and emotional needs of gifted children. She also focused on how best to educate these 

gifted children, which is still highly debated today. However, Hollingworth is somewhat obscure 

at the present time.
8
 In fact, there has been a lot of uncertainty about who she actually was; for 

example, one author referred to her as Terman’s research assistant, although Terman and 

Hollingworth worked for institutions at opposite ends of the country.
9
 When asked to name 

major founders of gifted education and the intelligence movement, names like Lewis Terman and 

E. L. Thorndike come to mind, but Hollingworth’s work is similarly extensive. Although her 

career was cut short when she passed away in 1939 at the age of fifty-three, she produced a great 

body of literature that still informs several fields within education and psychology. When she is 

recognized, it is primarily in the psychology of women, occasionally in other fields of 

educational psychology, but most prominently in gifted education. 

 The time in which Hollingworth began her academic career, the 1910s, was an important 

period for the feminist movement in America. The late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

saw a growing demand for the rights of women to have more opportunities for employment, to 

have control over their reproductive health, and to have the right to vote. Also at this time, 

“armchair psychology” statements about the differences between men and women were very 

prevalent, and were commonly held to be scientifically supported. However, Hollingworth 

disputed many of these claims, and chose to use her studies as a graduate student to disprove 

them. She not only managed to succeed in dispelling some of these myths, but she did so while 

facing significant difficulties finding funds for her research in graduate school
10

; she was 

generally unable to obtain funding and had to use her own personal money in order to conduct 

                                                 
8
 Thomas Fagan, “Contributions of Leta Hollingworth to School Psychology.” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 157. 

9
 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, xv. 

10
 Fagan, 157. 



 

12 

her research.
11

 She faced many challenges throughout her career, partially due to her gender, and 

according to the biography written by her husband, this led her to have “intolerance of bigotry, 

pomp, and bluff . . . [and] . . . anyone or any group that sought personal advantages by evading 

what she called the ‘rules of life’”
12

, a perspective that would influence her decisions about what 

myths demanded closer examination. 

The “variability hypothesis” was a prevailing belief which held that men were more 

physically and mentally variable than women, which, according to Charles Darwin, meant that 

“males [were] physically more highly evolved than females . . . and intellectually superior to 

females.”
13

 That there were more men in institutions for the feeble-minded, and that there had 

been many more eminent men throughout history than there had been women were used as 

evidence to support this argument. Hollingworth found alternate explanations for these claims. 

For example, she argued that more men than women achieved eminence because environmental 

factors prevented women from achieving success in society.
14

 She held that because women were 

often forced to remain at home, bearing and raising children and running a household, they were 

denied the opportunity to excel in any socially recognized domain of work.  Interestingly 

enough, she faced this problem of obtaining eminence personally—for different reasons, 

however—later in her career when she was prevented from entering groups or being ignored on 

lists of eminent people, such as James McKeen Cattell’s distinction lists, despite her comparable 

                                                 
11

 Linda K. Silverman, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: Champion of the Psychology of Women and Gifted Children.” 

Journal of Educational Psychology 84, no. 1 (1992): 25. 

12
 Michael M. Piechowski, “The Heart of Leta S. Hollingworth.” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 230. 

13
 Stephanie M. Shields, “The Variability Hypothesis: The History of a Biological Model of Sex Differences in 

Intelligence.” Signs 7, no. 4 (1982): 772. 

14
 Silverman, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: Champion of the Psychology of Women and Gifted Children,” 25. 
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success to the male members of these organizations or lists.
15

 Also, she hypothesized that the 

reason there were more men in institutions was because women did not have to compete 

economically to the same extent that men did. Many women became wives and mothers, which 

did not require the same level of mental competence as many of the more masculine professions, 

or they were able to use their bodies, as prostitutes, to sustain a living. She later found a similar 

pattern in children being referred for special education. Boys were far more likely to be referred 

for special education than girls, largely because they attracted more attention when they were 

unable to compete academically with their peers.
16

  

To examine this hypothesis, Hollingworth conducted several studies in her early years as 

a graduate student by gathering information from people who passed through the Clearing House 

for Mental Defectives, where she was employed.
17

 The data that she collected supported her 

hypothesis that females entered institutions at different times and for different reasons than males 

did. Additionally, she used the research for her master’s thesis to work toward disproving the 

variability hypothesis by obtaining several types of physical measurements of two thousand 

infants immediately after birth.
18

 She felt that this was a better way to determine which gender, if 

any, was more variable because this would prevent any effect of environment from interfering 

with the results. Her results showed that males were not more variable than females; actually, the 

females had slightly more variability than males, though the differences were not very 

                                                 
15

 Cindelyn Grey, “Historical treatment of female psychologists of distinction.” Paper presented at the Annual 

Convention of the American Psychological Association, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, September 1-5, 1980. 

16
 Camilla Benbow, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: A Pilgrim in Research in Her Time and Ours.” Roeper Review 12, 

no. 3 (1990): 211. 

17
 Ludy Benjamin Jr., “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: Psychologist, Educator, Feminist.” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 

(1990): 147. 

18
 Rhoda Miller, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: Pioneer Woman of Psychology.” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 143. 



 

14 

significant.
19

 Hollingworth conducted this research although her graduate advisor, E. L. 

Thorndike, was a vocal proponent of increased male variability and “was not known to be 

particularly sympathetic toward women’s issues.”
20

 

Next, she decided to address the armchair psychology myth of functional periodicity, 

which was the assumption that during menstruation, women were physically and mentally 

impaired to the point where it affected their ability and productivity. The claim of functional 

periodicity was often used to argue that women should not be allowed to enter institutions of 

higher education.
21

 Hollingworth sought to disprove this by collecting a sample of women and a 

few men (to function as a control group) and having them complete tests of mental and physical 

abilities each day for several months. She also had the participants keep a journal to report the 

onset and end of each menstrual period and their general overall health. She demonstrated that 

women’s performance in fact was not detrimentally affected by menstruation, and that both men 

and women varied in their performance over time.
22

 Although this was a very difficult 

undertaking, Hollingworth recognized the need for extensive and detailed records to challenge 

the concept of functional periodicity, which was widely supported by eminent men, including 

medical doctors. This project demonstrated her commitment to rigorously upholding the 

scientific method in order to contribute new and accurate information to the field. Her dedication 

to the psychology of women led scholars to posthumously nickname her “Ms. Pilgrim,” due to 

                                                 
19

 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, 89. 

20
 Silverman, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: Champion of the Psychology of Women and Gifted Children,” 21. 

21
 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, 90. 

22
 Stephanie Shields, “Ms. Pilgrim’s Progress and Commentary,” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 153.; Benjamin, 

148. 
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her work on a book that she was unable to finish before she died, titled Mrs. Pilgrim’s Progress, 

in which she emphasized the importance of personal choice for women.
23

 

 Hollingworth also researched other topics in education and psychology. One of these 

topics was the psychology of the adolescent. In the early twentieth century, the idea of 

adolescence was a relatively new concept, as people were entering the work force and adulthood 

later in life than they had before. Psychologists and society began to recognize that there was a 

period of time in which individuals were no longer children, but they were not as mature as 

adults, either. Hollingworth studied this unique phase of life and wrote an influential book called 

The Psychology of the Adolescent, published in 1928, which served to inform not only 

professionals and academics, but also parents of adolescent children.
24

 Special disabilities, which 

were diagnosed when a child had a learning problem that was not accounted for by an IQ score, 

also interested her. She was particularly influential in the early research on disabilities in 

spelling.
25

 

 Although Hollingworth researched several fields, “the field in which [she] worked with 

the greatest enthusiasm and vigor is the psychology and education of the gifted child.”
26

 At the 

time, she was one of the foremost investigators in gifted education and a staunch advocate of 

intelligence testing. She felt that these tests were objective, and were much more appropriate in 

identifying gifted children because she thought teachers were often inaccurate in recommending 

                                                 
23

 Ibid, 156. 

24
 Amalie Nelson, “Review of The Psychology of the Adolescent,” Educational Research Bulletin 8, no. 13 (1929): 

308.; Ruth Cavan, “Knowledge About Parent-Child Relationships,” Marriage and Family Living 3, no. 4 (1941): 80. 

25
 Dorothy Speer, “An Analysis of the Sources of Errors in 104 Words Misspelled by Primary-School Children in 

the City of Baltimore,” The Elementary School Journal 28, no. 5 (1928): 362.  

26
 Arthur Gates, “Leta S. Hollingworth,” Science, New Series 91, no. 2349 (1940): 10. 
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intelligent students.
27

 She taught the first class in the country on the topic of gifted children in 

1922, and her book, Gifted Children: Their Nature and Nurture, published in 1926, was widely 

used as the textbook on the subject for years after its publication.
28

 In studying gifted children, 

Hollingworth focused on many issues in the field, one of which was the need to ascertain the best 

way to educate gifted children. From its inception and in the present day, a major debate in the 

field of gifted education has been whether it is more appropriate to give gifted children 

accelerated education, in which they move through the traditional curriculum at a much faster 

pace than the average student, or to give them enrichment, in which they receive the standard 

curriculum at a more regular pace, but go into greater depth and study more topics than children 

in regular classes.
29

 Hollingworth sought to discover which of the two (or what combination of 

them) would best serve gifted children, so that these children would grow up to be best prepared 

to improve society. Additionally, she wrote about the societal importance of providing gifted 

children special education because of their potential to serve as leaders.
30

  

The physical comparison between gifted children and their non-gifted peers also 

fascinated her. In the beginning of the twentieth century, many people believed that highly 

intelligent children were smaller, weaker and more sickly than average, but Hollingworth and her 

colleagues conducted multiple studies to determine that gifted children were actually, on 

average, larger, heavier and judged to be more attractive than their non-gifted peers.
31

 In 

addition, she was concerned about some of the emotional and social problems that gifted 

                                                 
27

 Benbow, 211. 

28
 Borland, “Leta Hollingworth’s Contributions to the Psychology and Education of the Gifted,” 164.  

29
 Wobor, 58. 

30
 David Gustafson, “Nature and Nurture of Intellectually Gifted Children: Review of Gifted Children: Their Nature 

and Nurture,” The School Review 35, no. 4 (1927): 309. 

31
 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, 127. 
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children faced regarding play, because they were much more intelligent than their peers, and 

their mental intelligence far surpassed their emotional or social intelligence. In her research, she 

discussed the difficulty that gifted children had in finding playmates, and the types of play in 

which these children preferred to engage. She also focused on the role of parents in the 

development of gifted children.
32

 Additionally, she considered the difficulties that gifted girls 

faced, associated with the fact that gifted girls were less interested in traditional “girl” activities 

and were likely to be more aggressive and competitive than was generally desirable for girls.
33

 

Through this research, she again sought to support the equality of women, and some have 

hypothesized that this issue was of particular importance to Hollingworth because she herself 

was a gifted female in a society that highly discouraged women from excelling academically or 

professionally.
34

 She also examined whether there was a relationship between giftedness and 

artistic ability, and determined that there was no significant correlation between the two, but that 

eminent artists likely had a high level of general intelligence, as well as a special ability in art.
35

 

Throughout her career, Hollingworth was a crucial figure in establishing the practice and theory 

of gifted education by using science to gain a deeper understanding of the social, emotional, and 

academic problems faced by this special population of students.
36

 Her methods have set 

                                                 
32

 Elizabeth Meckstroth, “Parents’ Role in Encouraging Highly Gifted Children,” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 

209.; Stephanie Tolan, “From Production to Nurturing: Hollingworth and Parental Perspectives Today,” Roeper 

Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 203.  

33
 Linda K. Silverman, “Social and Emotional Education of the Gifted: The Discoveries of Leta Hollingworth,” 

Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 176. 

34
 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, 134. 

35
 Enid Zimmerman, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth’s Contributions to the Study of Art Talent,” Roeper Review 12, no. 

3 (1990): 201. 

36
 Barbara Kerr, “Leta Hollingworth’s Legacy to Counseling and Guidance,” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 180. 
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precedents that paved the way for future educational psychologists by examining these issues 

systematically and as objectively as possible, at the time. 

She also focused on education for extremely intelligent children (such as those above 180 

IQ Stanford-Binet). These children, she felt, faced even more problems than the typical gifted 

child, and as such, needed special attention and opportunities. She also believed that these 

children were most likely to grow up to be the individuals that would come up with ideas and 

inventions that would improve society. Additionally, she was concerned with the difficulties 

posed when trying to administer intelligence tests on these children because they often tested 

above the ceiling of these assessments.
37

 For decades, Hollingworth worked on a longitudinal 

study of a dozen children that she determined to fit into this highly intelligent category. She 

spent over twenty years accumulating information about these individuals, but unfortunately 

passed away before she was able to publish her final book on the subject, and as a result, her 

husband published it in his wife’s name after her death. This text is still influential today for 

students learning about highly intelligent children.
38

  

Throughout her academic career, Hollingworth utilized public school programs funded 

by local governments in conjunction with the Teachers College at Columbia University in order 

to study gifted education. The first school in which she established an experimental program was 

the Public School 165, in the early 1920s. She collected data about these students that she used 

for many of her studies including those that focused on physical attributes and musical ability. 

The Speyer School, also known as Public School 500, provided another opportunity to conduct 

                                                 
37

 Julian Stanley, “Leta Hollingworth’s Contributions to Above-Level Testing of the Gifted,” Roeper Review 12, no. 

3 (1990): 162. 

38
 Katheryn Kearney, “Leta Hollingworth’s Unfinished Legacy: Children Above 180 IQ,” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 

(1990): 183.; William Roweton, “Leta Stetter Hollingworth: A Personal Profile of Nebraska’s Pioneering 

Psychologist,” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 137. 
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research on gifted children. This school was created specifically as an experimental school for 

children with special needs, and served a much greater population of students of subnormal 

intelligence than gifted students. At the Speyer School, Hollingworth had complete control over 

the curriculum and pedagogy of the classes of gifted children.
39

 She had planned on overseeing 

this program for five years, but died after approximately three and a half years. Although the 

program did not run for its entirety as initially anticipated, the students who went through it 

reported great gains from having had that experience many years later, and recall Hollingworth 

as being a very positive influence in their lives.
40

 Additionally, her work in these programs sets 

her apart from her contemporaries in her willingness to actively work with the children she was 

studying. Scholars note that she was very caring and compassionate to the students with whom 

she worked.
41

  

 Hollingworth’s work has often been omitted from articles written in educational 

psychology, but there are a few authors who have dedicated significant scholarship to her work. 

The most frequent contributors have been Stephanie Shields, Ludy Benjamin Jr., Willard White, 

and Linda Silverman, the last of whom James Borland has labeled Hollingworth’s “indefatigable 

champion.”
42

 Shields and Silverman have focused primarily on Hollingworth’s work in the 

psychology of women and gifted education. White has researched her contributions to the field 

of gifted education, and Benjamin examined her work in feminist psychology. Additionally, at 

                                                 
39

 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, 145.  

40
 Willard White and Joseph Renzulli, “A Forty-year Follow-up of Students who Attended Leta Hollingworth’s 

School for Gifted Students,” Roeper Review 10, no. 2 (1987): 93.; Willard White, “Interviews with Child I, Child J, 

and Child L,” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 227.; Carole Harris, “The Hollingworth Longitudinal Study: Follow-

up, Findings, and Implications,” Roeper Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 221. 

41
 Norma Griffin, “Six Walls of the Hogan: Leta Hollingworth as a Model for a Teacher of Learning,” Roeper 

Review 12, no. 3 (1990): 197.; Rhoda Miller, 145. 

42
 Borland, “Leta Hollingworth’s Contributions to the Psychology and Education of the Gifted,” 163. 
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the fiftieth anniversary of her death, in October, 1989, a commemorative conference was held in 

Hollingworth’s honor at the University of Nebraska. In 1990, the Roeper Review dedicated an 

entire issue to articles written about her contributions to educational psychology. Although her 

name may be relatively obscure to those outside of the field of educational psychology or 

feminist psychology
43

, Hollingworth is most often cited in research that focuses specifically on 

how her work propelled the women’s movement in the 1910s and 1920s, and on her 

contributions to the education of gifted children. 

 Many of the themes that commonly arise in articles written about Hollingworth pertain to 

the issues that she was concerned with that are still relevant. One of the most hotly contested 

issues is the proper educational accommodations to provide for gifted children. Even today, 

researchers debate whether it is better to accelerate gifted children through academic grades 

more quickly or to offer them an enriched curriculum that will move them through the grades at 

a slower pace that more closely matches their chronological ages.
44

 Also, the unique issues that 

gifted girls face are relevant, such as difficulty in finding toys and games that are considered to 

be gender appropriate.
45

 Authors have observed that Hollingworth’s work examined the social 

and emotional needs of all gifted children, but she did notice that girls faced even more 

challenges than their male counterparts. Researchers in the field of gifted education also continue 

to examine “goals of social conduct and responsibility which should dominate the educational 

programs of superior children to a greater degree than for any other group,”
46

 a topic with which 

                                                 
43

 Fagan, 157. 

44
 Klein, A Forgotten Voice: A Biography of Leta Stetter Hollingworth, 202. 

45
 Wobor, 59.  

46
 T. Ernest Newland, “The Mentally Gifted,” Review of Educational Research 11, no. 3 (1941): 283. 
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Hollingworth was concerned due to her beliefs that gifted children would play a special role in 

society as adults. 

 Most of the scholarship written about Hollingworth agrees upon the importance of her 

contributions, and the unique methods that she used to study gifted children. However, one topic 

that has been debated concerns Hollingworth’s views of the influence of nature or nurture in 

determining a person’s intelligence and success in life. Hollingworth was a supporter of 

eugenics
47

, but scholars debate whether or not she believed intelligence could be limited by 

membership in a different race or social class. Silverman argues that Hollingworth believed that 

intelligence was largely affected by environmental factors, which explained the lack of eminent 

personalities who came from lower socio-economic classes.
48

 Borland makes a similar claim.
49

 

Harris makes note of Hollingworth’s deliberate efforts to ensure that the racial makeup of the 

Speyer School mirrored the racial makeup of New York City to reflect the “melting pot” 

character of the city, indicating that Hollingworth believed highly intelligent children came from 

many different races.
50

 On the other hand, Selden interprets her work as supporting racism, using 

a quotation from Gifted Children: Their Nature and Nurture, in which Hollingworth observed 

the differences in test scores achieved by different racial groups, as evidence that she believed 

that biology was the determinant of intelligence.
51

 Margolin indicated that Hollingworth 

observed that there was a low average of intelligence in children of “Negro blood,” but did not 
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indicate whether Hollingworth attributed this to environmental or biological differences.
52

 This 

debate is certainly not the primary focus of the body of scholarship on Hollingworth, but it has 

been noted by a few researchers.  

The primary goal of this thesis was to answer three questions: what were Hollingworth’s 

views on race and giftedness? What were her views on class and giftedness? And why did she 

believe it was important to educate gifted children? While focusing on these questions, I also 

looked to determine whether her ideas changed over the course of her career, and if so, how they 

changed. I hoped to understand the extent to which Hollingworth’s ideas conformed with or 

deviated from the context of educational psychology and intelligence research of her time. 

Throughout this project, I considered why it is important today for us to understand these aspects 

of Hollingworth’s work; namely, because these specific issues are still unresolved in gifted 

education, and understanding their historical origins can shed light on why gifted education is in 

its present state and what precedents Hollingworth set for future educational psychologists. To 

conduct my research, I first read all of the articles that scholars have written about Hollingworth, 

to ascertain whether these issues have yet been examined, and to determine whether other 

authors could help inform my research questions. Second, I read all of Hollingworth’s published 

works to find evidence that directly answers my questions. In reading her works, I sought any 

indication of her opinions on race, class, or the importance of educating gifted children, in her 

words, the populations that she chose to work with, or the scholarship that she chose to support 

her claims. I examined the arguments that she made about the origins of intelligence, and the 

influence of environment. In the context of her contemporaries, I sought to discover whether 

Hollingworth was more or less inclusive of diverse student populations. I also assessed what 
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appeals she made to emphasize the importance of researching and providing gifted programs for 

highly intelligent students. 

Based upon my research, I have developed hypotheses to answer my research questions. In 

terms of race, Hollingworth observed that some racial groups tended to score lower, on average, 

in intelligence tests than other groups. However, she also believed that all races produced gifted 

individuals in varying numbers, and thus it was important that gifted programs include children 

of all races. With regards to class, I have determined that she observed that the majority of 

children identified as gifted came from families in the middle and upper socioeconomic classes. 

Although, she did recognize that there were numerous gifted children who were born into 

families in the lower socioeconomic class, and she included children from these homes in her 

research as well. Finally, I argue that she advocated special education for gifted children for the 

good of the children, but more so for the benefit these individuals would provide to society as 

they grew up to become leaders, inventors, and innovators. This research will add to the existing 

body of literature about Hollingworth, as well as complicate what little has been said about her 

views on race, class and giftedness. I will demonstrate that her views were more complex than 

other authors have indicated, and that it is important to examine these views because she has 

been so influential on the field of gifted education. Also, this research will help to uncover why 

Hollingworth felt that gifted education was so important, which has not been discussed in the 

existing body of literature. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RACE, CLASS, AND WHY WE EDUCATE GIFTED CHILDREN 

Given that Hollingworth was one of the first educational psychologists in America to 

research giftedness, it is important to understand how some of her attitudes influenced her work. 

Many of the issues at the forefront of gifted education today were also problems during her 

career. Three of these issues are race, socioeconomic class, and how and why we educate gifted 

children. In an attempt to better understand the origin and development of gifted education, we 

should ascertain Hollingworth’s views on these matters. 

Race 

Hollingworth’s views on race were shaped by her early life experiences. Born in Chadron, 

Nebraska, in 1886, she was said to have been the first white child born in Dawes County.
1
 In his 

obituary of Hollingworth, A. T. Poffenberger referred to her early years as a traditional prairie 

life, complete with roaming cattle and Indians.
2
 She reported childhood memories of growing up 

near many Sioux Indians, but it is unknown whether or not she actually met any of them.
3
 Her 

father, Johnny Stetter, was reportedly anti-Semitic, which also had an impact on his daughter. 

The two had a very tumultuous relationship, due to the father’s intermittent presence in his 

daughters’ lives and his choice of a second wife, who was emotionally cruel to Leta 

Hollingworth and her two sisters. Although Hollingworth and her father shared a loving rapport, 

he would often tease her about her looks, saying that she looked like she might come from 

German Jewish stock, which upset her greatly.
4
 Her father’s beliefs likely played a role in her 
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later attitudes toward different racial groups. There is also evidence that her husband, Harry L. 

Hollingworth, held some anti-Semitic beliefs after having some frustrating experiences while 

working in a store run by Jewish people as a teenager.
5
 Although there is no evidence that her 

immediate family was particularly racist in general, anti-Semitism was common among some of 

the most influential individuals in Hollingworth’s life.  

 From the onset of her professional career, Hollingworth was inclusive of multiple races in 

her research. As a graduate student, she engaged in two major studies that included racially 

diverse participant groups. In her study on the variability hypothesis, she examined newborn 

infants at the New York Infirmary for Women and Children to ascertain which gender was more 

variable at birth. She noted that the participant pool was very diverse both racially—and to a 

lesser extent, economically--and represented the population that utilized this hospital. She did 

not, however, note that there were significant differences between the racial groups. She actually 

found more variability within racial groups than between them.
6
 She also included a racially 

diverse participant pool in her study of “feeble-minded” women, in which she also sought to 

disprove the variability hypothesis by examining the economic factors that influenced who was 

brought into the Clearing House for Mental Defectives and why.
7
 Although race was not a 

prominent aspect when she was analyzing the data, she obviously recognized that the factors she 

was measuring transcended racial barriers.   

 One of most frequently cited quotations used in arguing Hollingworth’s views on race is 

taken from her book, Gifted Children: Their Nature and Nurture. In it, she devoted a chapter 
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entirely to examining the demographics of the gifted population. She declared that some racial 

groups scored higher, on average, than others. She never defined exactly what she was referring 

to when she used the term, “race,” but she often indicated that different European nationalities 

represented different races. However, she did not differentiate among nationalities when 

referring to black people or American Indians. She lumped together all blacks under a separate 

category of race, as she did with American Indians. She believed that the difference in scores of 

each race could not be explained by language discrepancies, because some racial groups that 

faced equal language barriers scored higher than other races. Particularly, she noted that “negro” 

children
8
 and Italians tended to score lower than Swedish or Jewish people.

9
 However, she stated 

that there were gifted individuals in every racial group. She additionally pointed out that the 

populations tested might not provide a representative sample of the race as a whole. The groups 

of individuals tested were necessarily immigrants from their native countries, and thus might be 

a skewed sample: “the migration of peoples is always on the basis of some motive which selects 

unequally . . . among the total population from which the emigrants go.”
10

 Also, in The 

Psychology of Subnormal Children, Hollingworth addressed the issue of race and intelligence, 

noting that the black and American Indian children appeared to be less intelligent than white 

children. But she again recognized that there might be a selection bias because these children 

were descendents of people who were caught and enslaved by white people. Other members of 

these races were not, and thus might have been more intelligent.
11

 In addition to believing that 

some individuals of high intelligence were found in every racial group, she obviously believed 
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that certain personality traits were distributed across multiple races. She found that character 

traits like neuroticism and submissiveness were more strongly correlated to intelligence level 

than they were with race.
12

 Her quickness to point out potential alternate explanations for 

discrepancies in intelligence test performance demonstrated her belief that group differences in 

test scores were not necessarily indicative of inherent biological differences.  

Hollingworth did, however, believe that some races were more advanced than others. She 

referred to some racial groups as “primitive,” and endorsed several racial stereotypes including 

“an African . . . with a child on her back. . . [and] an Indian [who] may scrape and smoke 

hides.”
13

 She also referred to “the traditions and tales of savages”.
14

 Discussing rites of initiation 

in different cultures in The Psychology of the Adolescent, Hollingworth argued that some races 

were less civilized, particularly the “black and red” ones.
15

 Yet she did note that even in the more 

primitive cultures, there was a social caste system that was based upon intelligence.
16

 This belief 

that some cultures were more advanced than others was not unique to Hollingworth. Other social 

scientists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also thought there was a set 

progression through which cultures passed, and black and American Indian cultures were 

generally seen as lagging far behind white American and Western European cultures.
17
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Hollingworth’s views on the progression of races seem to be particularly racist from the present 

lens, but they were less extreme when examined in context.  

 In her studies on giftedness, Hollingworth did not make significant mention of racial 

groups except to note the composition of her participant pools. She worked with a large 

proportion of children who were of English, Scottish, and Jewish heritage. She noted, in 

reference to a census conducted in California, that “children of Scottish, English and Jewish 

derivation most frequently test[ed] above 140 I.Q., while negroes, Portuguese, and Italians 

furnish[ed] far fewer than their statistical proportion.”
18

 She did not hypothesize about the 

preponderance of English or Scottish children, but she did propose a reason why she found so 

many highly intelligent Jewish children. For many of her studies, she obtained her participants 

by administering intelligence tests to large groups of children in New York City public schools. 

In private schools, she recognized that the average IQ score was higher than the median of 100 

that would seemingly be found in public schools; this essentially meant that the more intelligent 

Protestant and Catholic children were often found in private schools. However, there were no 

private school networks for Jewish children at that time that compared to the Protestant and 

Catholic schools, and thus the most intelligent Jewish children were often found in public 

schools.
19

 Her experience in researching giftedness would have undoubtedly proven to 

Hollingworth that high levels of intelligence were found among members of all races, even 

though some racial groups produced more identified gifted individuals than others. The 

difference, in her view, was in the quantity of highly intelligent children coming from each race, 
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not the existence of them. This is in contrast to views of two of her most famous contemporaries, 

Thorndike and Terman.
20

  

Hollingworth’s later career also provided evidence that she believed there were gifted 

individuals in minority races. In her study of highly intelligent black children, Martha Jenkins 

noted that Hollingworth suggested two potential participants for the study, but unfortunately 

passed away before Jenkins discovered the children’s names.
21

 Jenkins had a difficult time 

securing participants for her study, which indicates that not many other researchers were 

examining this population of gifted children. Also, Hollingworth herself was involved in a study 

of highly intelligent black children with Paul Witty, at the time of her death, titled “Intelligence 

as Related to Race.”
22

 The conclusion of this investigation was that twenty to twenty-five percent 

of black children scored at or above the median intelligence test score of the white population.
23

 

Both of these examples demonstrated her inclusion of black children in her research on 

giftedness, and her attempt to understand the needs of all gifted students regardless of race.   

 Another indication of Hollingworth’s belief that there was giftedness in every racial 

group is reflected in her work at the P.S. 500, also known as the Speyer School. This school was 

a collaborative effort between the city government and the Teachers College at Columbia that 

was largely spearheaded by Hollingworth. At the Speyer School, she was able to practice the 

curriculum and pedagogy that she had proposed for gifted children for many years. It included 

nine separate classes of children, seven of which were for children with low IQ scores, called the 
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“Binet classes” and two for children with very high IQ scores, called the “Terman classes.”
24

 

Hollingworth made a conscious effort to seek out gifted children of different races in order to 

establish a group of students that reflected the racial make-up of New York City.
25

 According to 

her husband, this was one of the most difficult tasks that she faced in establishing the school.
26

 

This was in distinct contrast to Terman, one of her most influential contemporaries, who used a 

much more racially homogeneous participant pool in his studies of highly intelligent children.
27

 

Additionally, in the case studies reported in Children Above 180 IQ, nationalities of the children 

included German, French, Scottish, English, Swedish, Scotch-Irish, Dutch, Jewish and 

“Negro.”
28

 Hollingworth not only accepted gifted children from different racial groups, but she 

also specifically sought them out to provide a realistic and representative environment for her 

students at the Speyer School. This effort set a precedent for today’s educational psychologists 

who are still challenged with how to ensure that gifted children of all racial groups are identified 

and included in gifted programs.  

Hollingworth had the utmost respect for children’s privacy, and thus many of her 

participants were impossible to locate after her death, which has made it difficult to directly 

examine the racial make-up of her programs. The issue of privacy was particularly challenging 

during her lifetime because some of the children with whom she worked were easily 
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recognizable, even when their names were omitted, being that it was such a small group.
29

 Many 

of the children were located through scant records that remained from her special educational 

programs for gifted children at P.S. 165 and the Speyer School.
30

 However, we do know that at 

the Speyer School, there were twenty-three nationalities represented, including children of 

African-American, Chinese, Japanese, Mexican and Indian descent.
31

 We do not know what 

proportions of students were from minority races. Hollingworth recorded the family history of 

most of her students, which often included nationalities considered “white,” such as English.  

However, we know that she found giftedness existed in every racial group that was represented 

in New York City. 

 Like many social scientists of the early twentieth century, Hollingworth supported some 

of the precepts of the eugenics movement. But there is no evidence that she supported all of the 

arguments of this pseudoscience. She particularly supported the idea of positive eugenics. She 

believed that highly intelligent parents were likely to produce highly intelligent children, and 

thus society would benefit more from carefully considered unions between intellectually 

matched individuals. However, she was concerned because parents of superior children tended to 

have small families, which had implications for the future of the nation.
32

 She demonstrated this 

concern while claiming that “in modern times relatively few children are born in the families of 

the intelligent and strong.”
33

 There was a negative correlation between the occupational rating 
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and birth-rate. If a person accepted that professional occupations were assumed by highly 

intelligent people, this meant that the most intelligent portion of the population had fewer 

children.
34

 She believed parents of highly intelligent children should actually be encouraged to 

have more offspring.
35

 She noted that people in the upper socioeconomic class had a longer 

period of reproductive function than others.
36

 She also, like many physicians at the time, 

believed that the mentally deficient should be sterilized,
37

 because that was the most efficient 

way to reduce the number of subnormal individuals.
38

 This appears to be the only instance in 

which she supported the idea of restricting procreation among a group of people. She was highly 

influenced by some of the educational trends in Germany, and during that time, German 

educational psychologists were very concerned with rebuilding and improving the country after 

the First World War.
39

 Notably, she died before the Second World War, and thus did not see the 

consequences of eugenics in Germany. Her contemporaries were able to revise their position on 

the matter after witnessing that war, but Hollingworth never had this opportunity.
40

 Today we 

associate eugenics with racism, but the aspects of eugenics that she espoused were primarily 

issues of how to ensure intelligence was passed on to future generations. For Hollingworth, race 

was much less important than mental capacity. 
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There is no evidence that she used eugenic arguments to claim that any race was 

inherently superior to any other. The only author who has argued that Hollingworth used 

eugenics to support claims of racial inferiority is Stephen Selden. To make this argument, Selden 

cites Gifted Children, specifically Hollingworth’s assessment of intelligence test score 

differences between races.
 41

 This quotation represents one of the few times that Hollingworth 

directly addresses the issue of race and intelligence, and can only be used as evidence of her 

support of racially based eugenics when taken out of the context of her larger body of work. She 

did not argue that one race was physically or mentally superior than any other. Generally when 

she did find differences in intelligence test scores, she was quick to point out that there might 

have been other factors that explained why these differences were found, such as a selection bias. 

Also, in her own research and programs she was inclusive of individuals from every racial group 

in the local area, even though this required particular effort on her behalf. Taken as a whole, 

Hollingworth’s work demonstrated a willingness to look beyond race to determine where 

intelligence came from and how to perpetuate it. Although her initial surroundings engendered 

racist beliefs, she did not appear to let these beliefs influence her in her career. Throughout her 

work, her views of race appeared to remain consistent. She always seemed to be open to the idea 

that racial differences in intelligence were quite possibly due to environmental factors, rather 

than inherent biological differences.  

 Hollingworth’s beliefs may appear to be racially biased in the present day, but in the 

early twentieth century, she was one of the most socially progressive academics in the field of 

educational psychology. Other researchers of intelligence and giftedness, including Terman, 
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were less racially inclusive in their work.
42

 In 1941, J. B. Stroud argued that black children were 

not only inferior in their intelligence test scores, but also in their ability to learn.
43

 Additionally, 

the issue of representation of minorities in gifted education programs continues to be problematic 

today. Black, Asian, Mexican and Jewish students are among those who still face barriers in 

being recognized as gifted.
44

 Considering the continuing problems of representation, her efforts 

were very progressive. Some of the challenges that educational psychologists—like 

Hollingworth—experienced while examining the relationship between race and intelligence in 

the early twentieth century remain a relevant concern even in the twenty-first century. That the 

demographics section in Gifted Children is quoted by other scholars to demonstrate her racial 

beliefs exemplifies the concern about the potential biases in the work of early educational 

psychologists, but until now, there has been no systematic examination of Hollingworth’s writing 

to determine her ideas on race and giftedness. Although simply looking at this small section of 

Gifted Children might suggest that she was racist by today’s standards, a more comprehensive 

look at her work shows her attitudes were much more complex and open to the possibility of 

intelligence being independent of race. We cannot simply label her as a racist, or not a racist, 

because her views were more complicated than that. Obviously this is an important issue, but it 

cannot be fully understood by looking at such a small sample as the demographics chapter in one 

book. 

Socioeconomic Class 

Another issue today in gifted education is that the greater proportion of gifted children 

come from families in the middle and upper socioeconomic classes. Hollingworth also noted this 
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trend, and examined what the relationship was between giftedness and class. She largely relied 

on research conducted by other social scientists, and her own experiences to ascertain why there 

were so few highly intelligent children found in families that struggled financially. She proposed 

several explanations for this phenomenon, but could not determine that there was a single causal 

relationship between any factors.  

Again, Hollingworth’s upbringing likely influenced her later beliefs about the 

relationship between socioeconomic class and giftedness. Her husband noted that she 

experienced poverty during her childhood and early adulthood years.
45

 As a child, Hollingworth 

grew up in the lower socioeconomic class. She and her sisters were raised by grandparents in 

rural Nebraska until she was an adolescent, when her father remarried and took his daughters 

back into his custody. She grew up in a very isolated and impoverished home, in contrast to the 

upper and middle class upbringings of many of her peers in the field of educational 

psychology.
46

 Although she had hoped to become a writer, she entered a teaching career after 

graduating college so that she could financially support her younger sisters.
47

 Her personal life 

exemplified the challenges that a gifted child might face growing up in a family that was in the 

lower socioeconomic class. This was anecdotal evidence that gifted children could come from 

parents who were not economically successful.  

Hollingworth also lived in an impoverished state as a newlywed. Her delay in entering 

graduate school after marrying was due to financial constraints. That she was barred from 

teaching made their economic situation even more stressful. When they were first married, they 
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were sometimes unable to pay their basic bills, living in their one room apartment.
48

 Despite 

their impoverished state, both Hollingworths were very much opposed to government funded 

social welfare programs.
49

 According to her husband, she disliked the philanthropic economic 

efforts that assisted those who burdened society and ignored the individuals upon whom society 

depended for improvement.
50

 Although present day scholars have argued that she was 

intellectually gifted,
51

 Hollingworth’s circumstances prevented her from living up to her abilities. 

This might have been her motivation to provide financing for some of the highly gifted children 

she encountered who came from homes in the lower socioeconomic class. Her economic 

contributions to students exemplified her recognition of the promise that these students held, 

although their parents had not thrived financially.  

 From the beginnings of her career, Hollingworth often worked with groups of people in 

the lower socioeconomic class. While seeking her graduate degrees, she was employed at the 

Clearing House for Mental Defectives, in New York City. This was an institution to which 

individuals, often indigent, were sent if there was a question of mental competence. Also, 

families would send relatives there who could no longer fend for themselves economically, nor 

could they be supported by other family members.
52

 She was so engaged in this position that she 

incorporated it into her graduate work by assessing how women came to end up in this institution 

in an attempt to disprove the belief that men were more mentally variable than women. She was 

also one of the first psychologists hired under the New York City civil service, during which 
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time she was exposed to the disadvantaged situations of children, schools, immigrants, and those 

who experienced crime, pollution, and health problems.
53

 These professional experiences 

exposed her to some of the challenges the gifted children from the lower socioeconomic class 

might face in a big city.  

 In Gifted Children, Hollingworth discussed socioeconomic class in the same chapter that 

she discussed race, which was the chapter on the demographics of gifted children. Citing data 

that had been collected by Terman, she stated that the majority of gifted children had parents 

who were employed in professional, semi-skilled, or clerical occupations.
54

 “A large majority of 

those testing in the top centile have fathers who are either professional men or proprietors and 

executives,” she observed, “[but] very few are sons or daughters of unskilled manual laborers.”
55

 

She stated this fact in other articles, also.
56

 This evidence, she claimed, disproved the common 

American myth that gifted children were often born into lower income families and found their 

way to prominence by rising above their circumstances.
57

 This claim was supported by other 

researchers who had similar findings regarding parental occupations and children’s 

intelligence.
58

 She observed how gifted children were distributed across socioeconomic classes, 

but she recognized that there were no absolute rules about where highly intelligent individuals 

were found.  
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Hollingworth also presented evidence that indicated most gifted children tended to live in 

cities. This addressed a concern held by educational psychologists that there were many highly 

intelligent children who were not receiving the proper educational attention because they were 

living in rural areas where the schools could not provide special education for them. She did 

note, however, that the act of living in the city could not be the cause of children’s giftedness 

because once outside of the city, the intelligence levels in rural areas increased with distance 

from a city.
59

 She believed that the reason that people thought gifted children came from rural 

areas was because the people who achieved eminence in the first few centuries in America had 

come from rural areas, because major metropolitan cities did not yet exist.
60

 “Where rural 

children have been tested at random, in this country,” she noted, “they yield a somewhat lower 

average intelligence than city children yield.”
61

 However, she felt that more research needed to 

be done in this area, as there was “no reliable census of the gifted taken on farms, ranches, and in 

hamlets,” in America.
62

 Hollingworth desired more research on the location of gifted children 

because she felt it was so important to educate these children up to their full capacities. If there 

were droves of gifted children found in rural areas, schools needed to adjust to accommodate this 

population.  

 Until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when intelligence tests were first 

created, giftedness was determined by looking at how much eminence an individual achieved.
63

 

Hollingworth recognized that this method was problematic, because of the potential alternate 
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explanations for a person’s success or failure in life. She pointed to the lack of women on lists of 

eminent individuals as evidence that environmental factors prevented many intelligent females 

from achieving public success. But she did draw upon this research to ascertain that “eminent 

adults constitute a definite, small percentage of the population; they are most often born in cities 

or on the estates of nobles, in long settled countries; that they have many more distinguished 

relatives than people ordinarily have; and that they originate usually in families of superior 

socio-economic status.”
64

 This quotation indicates her recognition that most people who 

achieved eminence came from the upper socioeconomic class. However, her criticism of the 

methodology used in these studies reflected her belief in the influence of environment on the 

outcome of a person’s life, and her recognition that many highly intelligent people might never 

achieve eminence because they were limited by a factor totally unrelated to ability. 

 Hollingworth believed that part of the reason that gifted children often came from parents 

with white-collar and more intellectual careers was because heredity played a significant role in 

intelligence.
65

 Although not all of a person’s intelligence could be explained by the intelligence 

of family, she recognized that there was most often a positive correlation between IQ scores of 

family members. She noted that most gifted children had at least one highly intelligent parent.
66

 

Evidence of the influence of heredity also included the greater instance of highly intelligent 

siblings of gifted children than would be found in the general population,
 67

 and that gifted 
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children often had a large number of eminent adult relatives.
68

 Thus, more gifted children should 

come from highly intelligent parents. Additionally, other researchers found that there was a high 

correlation between intelligence test scores between parents and children.
69

 Parents in the upper 

socioeconomic classes were also able to provide a supportive environment for gifted children, 

which Hollingworth believed could be a determining factor in intelligence.
70

 In fact, in The 

Psychology of the Adolescent, she argued that approximately seventy-five percent of children 

would be well served to simply be educated for their parents’ professions, but that there was a 

ten percent overlap in intelligence between the classes. Ten percent of the children born into the 

lower class were intelligent enough to be educated for a professional career, and vice versa.
71

 

She believed that most children were close to the intelligence level of their parents, but she 

recognized that there were exceptions to this rule. Therefore, she felt that heredity could not 

provide the complete explanation for how some individuals came to be highly intelligent.  

In determining the demarcations of class, Hollingworth often referred to the occupational 

“classification of Taussig,” which was also used by Terman. Each family’s class depended on the 

father’s occupation. This classification included five groups, with the highest earning class 

labeled Class 1 and the lowest earning class labeled Class 5. The classes included: professional 

men and proprietors, clerical workers, skilled tradesmen, semi-skilled tradesmen, and unskilled 

laborers.
72

 Hollingworth noted that most gifted children came from homes in Classes 1, 2, and 3, 

probably because, in many cases, intelligence was inherited from parents. However, she was not 
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convinced that genetics were the only determinant of intelligence; she also felt that the 

environment played a significant role.
73

 She suggested, while examining the multiple factors that 

influenced intelligence, that “the inheritance of intellect does not . . . follow the simple formula . 

. . [it] is a complex resulting from the incidence of a great number of functions, acting together in 

a great number of ways.”
74

 She was a very early voice in the nature versus nurture debate in 

psychology and intelligence research; she felt that nature played a strong role in the development 

of intelligence, but recognized that nurture was also influential. Her views on the relationship 

between socioeconomic class and giftedness are particularly important when examining the 

development of gifted programs, because she was one of the first people to offer explanations as 

to why there was a higher proportion of highly intelligent children found in middle and upper 

class homes.  

One of the reasons that Hollingworth believed that the majority of children came from 

parents who held professional or skilled occupations was because in a capitalist society, 

competition would naturally lead the most talented individuals to rise to the top. She was just one 

of many people, including educational psychologists, who believed in this idea of a meritocracy, 

where intelligence and effort would lead anyone to success.
75

 She thus concluded that the most 

intelligent people would also be the most economically successful.
76

 She relied upon the idea 

that “the very intelligent are those who rise in the world by competition, and who are also able to 

produce children like themselves.”
77

 She felt that this explained why there were higher median 
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IQ scores in private schools than in public schools.
78

 Highly intelligent parents were more likely 

to have more intelligent children and to be economically successful, which meant that they could 

afford to pay tuition for their children to attend private schools. She noted that at private schools 

the median IQ score was 120, while the median IQ score at public schools was near 100.
79

  As 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, she used this fact to argue that the preponderance of Jewish 

children in her studies reflected the fact that the many of the most intelligent Catholic and 

Protestant children were sent to private schools.
80

 However, she did not believe that all gifted 

individuals could surmount obstacles to achieve eminence.
81

 This explained how some gifted 

children were found in households from the lower socioeconomic class; one or both parents 

might have been highly intelligent, but unable to succeed economically. According to her view, 

most gifted children would be found in homes that were financially successful, but a certain 

minority of them would come from homes in the lower socioeconomic class.  

 Significantly, Hollingworth’s concern about the underrepresentation of children from the 

lower socioeconomic class who were identified as gifted foreshadowed a problem that remains 

an issue in gifted education today. Her interest in the relationship between education and 

opportunity for gifted children is one way in which she substantially differed from Terman.
82

 She 

often involved children from the lower socioeconomic class in her work on giftedness. Although 

the majority of her participants came from parents in skilled professions, a smaller number were 

from parents engaged in unskilled occupations. Children from lower socio-economic classes 
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were represented in her work at the Speyer School and in her case studies of highly gifted 

children. She also helped support some of these children financially in their efforts to obtain 

higher education.
83

 Her personal philanthropic contributions to her students exemplified her 

belief that society should endeavor to educate the best and brightest, rather than the least able 

students. The issues of class and giftedness were particularly important to her because she had 

seen how financial restrictions could limit a gifted individual’s ability to be educated to his or her 

full capacity. She began her life in meager surroundings, and early on determined that gifted 

children could come from any socioeconomic class, although the majority of them came from the 

middle and upper classes. Based upon her professional writings, her views on this issue appeared 

to remain constant throughout her career. Providing as much educational opportunity as possible 

was crucial in Hollingworth’s opinion because gifted children would grow up to fill a very 

special role in society. 

The Importance of Educating Gifted Children 

Another primary concern for Hollingworth was that of how and why gifted children 

needed special educational opportunities. Many elementary schools during the early twentieth 

century implemented the same curriculum and pedagogy for all students in every grade, but 

Hollingworth was concerned that this method was not appropriate for gifted children. However, 

to convince other educational psychologists that providing special education for gifted children 

was necessary, she first had to explain the important role that highly intelligent individuals had in 

society. Her primary argument for the education of gifted children was that these were the people 

who, as adults, would contribute to the material and ideological progress of society. Her 

confidence in the role of highly intelligent individuals motivated her to discover as much as she 
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could about this population and how best to serve them, so it is important to understand why she 

made these claims about the future of gifted children. 

Hollingworth often complained that educational psychology as a field tended to focus 

more on providing special education for children with learning disabilities or low IQ scores than 

it did on educating children at the other end of the IQ spectrum. She began her career studying 

the psychology of women, and then she focused on subnormal children. However, in 1916, when 

demonstrating the difference between the mind of a subnormal children and a gifted child, she 

discovered “Child E.” From that point on, she became fascinated by gifted children. Although 

she began publishing articles about gifted children in 1917,
84

 she primarily published work on 

subnormal children and learning disabilities in the early 1920s. Beginning in the mid-1920s, 

though, she switched her focus in writing to gifted children, publishing the first textbook on 

gifted education, Gifted Children: Their Nature and Nurture, in 1926.  

Hollingworth claimed that gifted children received so much less attention because they 

caused fewer problems for adults and teachers.
85

 In her opinion, “these children [were] to a great 

extent lost in the vast enterprises of mass education, and [were] left to handle their special 

problems as they may, by themselves.”
86

 This appeared backward to her, because she felt that 

education should serve the students who held the most promise for society. She was disappointed 

in the “blind waste at present of these valuable human resources.”
87

 However, she worried that 

special education had become socially taboo because it was often associated with children of low 
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intelligence. “Superior children,” she lamented, “have received so little attention as compared 

with defective children, that parents now feel it is as an insult when it is suggested that their child 

should be ‘tested!’”
88

 But Hollingworth argued that gifted children needed to receive special 

educational attention because they held a unique promise for the future. She felt that it was the 

responsibility of educators to determine and implement education that would help these students 

develop their maximum mental capacities. 

Hollingworth’s belief that gifted children were the individuals most likely to lead society 

as adults motivated her to study the education of gifted children. Quoting Plato’s Republic, she 

was inspired by the idea that the most able should guide society, and felt that the children who 

would lead and invent were highly gifted students.
89

  “One of the principal reasons,” she 

asserted, “for obtaining knowledge concerning able persons is that they and others like them may 

be properly educated for social functions which they alone can perform.”
90

 She believed gifted 

children would contribute to the conservation and advancement of the learned professions, 

provide literary interpretation, and analyze abstract ideas of government and economics.
91

 She 

trusted that most people of average or even above average intelligence served simply to maintain 

the status quo in society, but gifted individuals could contribute in ways to improve it. In Gifted 

Children, she argued, “others can conserve, but only the gifted can originate.”
92

 She found the 

popular assumption that one man is equally likely as another to “discover something . . .  [to be] . 
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. . grotesque” considering what social scientists had learned about gifted children.
93

 With all of 

the advancements in intelligence testing, it was ridiculous to her that anyone would question that 

gifted children were destined for greatness. She argued that upon gifted children “society must 

depend for the conservation and advancement of that abstract knowledge which underlies learned 

professions, modern finance, and all other human concerns that call for competent abstract 

thinking about complex matters. . . [those who] fall below the requisite high minimum cannot 

perform this particular service.”
94

 Gifted education, then, was not just an issue of providing the 

best services for the child, but a necessary commitment for the improvement of the nation and 

humanity as a whole. Hollingworth had complete faith that highly intelligent individuals had 

been the leaders in the past, and would continue to be in the future.  

Not all of the children who were classified as gifted—those in the top one percent of the 

population in intelligence, scoring above 130 on the Stanford-Binet IQ test—would improve 

society, and those who would do so would use different means to accomplish this.
95

 

Hollingworth believed that moderately gifted children, those with an IQ score between 130 and 

150, made the best candidates for leaders of society because they were more intelligent than most 

of their peers, but not so intelligent as to be awkward around other people.
96

 This was reflected 

in their increased ability to play with their peers compared to children who scored above 150 

IQ.
97

 Highly gifted children, those with an IQ of approximately 160 or higher, were the ones who 
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would improve society with new inventions and innovative ideas.
98

 She believed that gifted 

children who scored above 150 on the Stanford-Binet IQ test “[would] be capable of that 

extraordinary service of intellect, which may result, if other traits are favorable, in professional, 

scientific and artistic eminence, and in moral leadership.”
99

 Although she did not believe every 

gifted child would improve society, she did believe that from these children would be found “the 

conservators and originators of those ideas and techniques upon which civilization depends.”
100

 

However, simply having knowledge of how to act in ways that benefit society did not necessarily 

mean that individuals would actually use this knowledge to engage in virtuous behavior.
101

 But 

Hollingworth had studied the character of gifted children and felt that most of them would use 

their education and knowledge to society’s benefit.
102

 Highly intelligent individuals were the 

only ones who would be able to make any significant contributions to the progress of society 

through new material and intellectual advancements. Therefore, educating them to the best of 

their abilities was of utmost importance to her.  

 Hollingworth’s belief that intelligence remained relatively stable over time influenced her 

views on the future contributions of gifted children. She had ascertained this information by 

conducting intelligence tests on individuals as children and again as adults. In the early twentieth 

century, people commonly believed that gifted children grew into intellectually average adults. 

She disproved this idea in her research on the stability of intelligence, and hypothesized that this 
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appeared to happen because as gifted children grew up, the populations to which they were being 

compared were more and more selective.
103

 For example, a gifted child would seem particularly 

bright in a kindergarten classroom, where he would be surrounded by a generally random sample 

of peers; in college, however, most or all students would be in the gifted IQ score range of above 

130, and thus, the first child would not stand out anymore. Believing that science had already 

managed to identify a stable measure of a person’s intelligence, Hollingworth argued that in the 

near future, scientists would be able to gauge a person’s future achievement, at which point they 

would “be able to select and cherish human genius without regard to race, sex, or condition of 

economic servitude.”
104

 She saw intelligence testing as an unbiased and scientific way to 

determine intelligence, which led her to believe that it was only a matter of time before the 

identification of gifted individuals would be a perfected process. And once this was achieved, 

educators would be able to trust that providing efficient gifted education would reap definite 

benefits for society in the future.  

 In addition to the apparent stability of IQ scores over time, Hollingworth’s beliefs about 

the importance of educating gifted children were influenced by her faith in the accuracy of 

intelligence tests. She trusted in these tools of educational psychology, almost to a fault, from a 

present perspective. One of the reasons that she found intelligence tests so reliable was that they 

had been standardized. “Standardization,” she argued, “enables us to know how much the typical 

(or average) members of a species, an age group, an occupational group, or the like, can do in a 

given situation, and to find the capacity of any member of the species, group, or class, relative to 

typical members.”
105

 She did not, however, address which populations had been used to 
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standardize intelligence tests. If the tests were being standardized by racially and economically 

homogeneous groups, there might have been culture bias in the tests which would decrease their 

validity in measuring an inherent ability as opposed to achievement or cultural knowledge. 

Hollingworth did not discuss this potential problem in the design of intelligence tests. In many 

articles, she wrote about the importance and accuracy of these tests, particularly of the Stanford-

Binet IQ test.
106

 She claimed that social scientists could “now identify at any point beyond the 

seventh year those who at twenty-one and thereafter will stand at the top of the adult population 

in . . . capacity for knowing.”
107

 If intelligence tests were genuinely measuring an inherent ability 

in children that would remain stable into adulthood, Hollingworth felt that they could and must 

be used as a tool to determine who held the most potential to advance society. 

 Hollingworth also argued that gifted children needed special educational considerations 

because that was what a democratic society demanded. In particular she expressed was her 

irritation that people had malice toward the most capable members of society, namely, gifted 

children.
108

 She was dismayed that “in education it [had] been assumed that justice would be 

well served by prescribing the same curriculum, at the same rate, at the same time, for every 

child.”
109

 She believed that in a democratic society, children should not all receive the same 

education, but rather, they should all receive the education that best suited their needs.
110

 Not all 

children would be able to thrive in the traditional classroom, and thus different methods were 
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more effective for children who fell outside of middle range of intelligence. She felt that people 

ignored the facts of biology when they argued that it was democratic to give all children the 

same education, because they failed to recognize that some children had more intellectual 

capacity than others.
111

 In her opinion, “all that a democratic school can do is to equalize 

opportunity; it cannot equalize the children.”
112

 Equalizing opportunity meant educating children 

to their highest individual potential, rather than educating them to the same level as other 

children. She believed that eventually, all children would have a special individualized education 

plan, but children who scored so highly on the IQ continuum needed special education 

immediately.
113

 In this respect, she shared beliefs similar to the pedagogical progressives of the 

early twentieth century, who also desired to establish individualized curriculum for students.
114

  

Providing special education for gifted children was “psychologically possible and proper, 

socially sound, and ethically humanitarian.”
115

 She believed that with the knowledge gained in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries regarding intelligence tests, society had the 

ability and the responsibility to provide the best educational services available to gifted children.  

 According to Hollingworth, gifted children needed special educational opportunities to 

prevent them from developing bad habits. Because they could move through a standard 

curriculum at a much faster rate than their peers, gifted children were likely to become bored if 

they were forced to sit in a regular classroom. She claimed that in a traditional classroom, a child 
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with an IQ score of 140 wasted about half of his or her time, whereas a child with an IQ score 

above 170 wasted practically all of his or her time.
116

 In these situations, she believed that these 

children would develop bad habits, such as laziness, that would follow them into adulthood. She 

also argued that they might “develop a protective deafness as an escape from the intolerable 

boredom of drill . . . or get into mischief,” or even drop out of school altogether.
117

 She believed 

that gifted children would either learn to enjoy school and then their future careers, and thus their 

talents would be socially capitalized, or they would develop a distaste of and a negativism 

toward activities and social projects.
118

 Because she felt that society was dependent upon these 

children as future leaders and innovators, she argued that educators needed to ensure that gifted 

individuals did not develop bad habits by being inappropriately placed in a classroom that 

hindered their intellectual development.  

However, special education could be used to combat these bad habits, and preserve the 

character of the gifted child, which Hollingworth believed to be “superior . . . as a group.”
119

 She 

often asked teachers and parents to rate gifted children in character traits, and found that “the 

intellectually able are judged . . . to be above average in character.”
120

 Some of the characteristics 

in which she evaluated gifted children included neuroticism, self-sufficiency, and 

submissiveness.
121

 In all categories, gifted children were rated favorably.
122

 Additionally, she 

cited evidence from other researchers that supported the claim that gifted children were highly 
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rated in personality traits.
123

 Because gifted children were superior in intellect and in character, 

she had complete confidence that they would fill special roles in society’s future progress.  

 The emotional and social needs of gifted children also led Hollingworth to believe that 

these children required special educational considerations. These particular needs might make 

them bitter towards their peers when placed in a regular classroom. She felt that gifted children 

should learn how to “suffer fools gladly,” to refrain from being “negativistic” toward authority, 

and to hold themselves to “benign chicanery,” as opposed to “extreme chicanery.”
124

 One way 

for teachers to help students avoid becoming socially isolated was to guide them in finding an 

“ordinary course of life recreations congenial both to themselves and to contemporaries,” 

because social play was often difficult for highly intelligent children, due to the extreme 

difference between their chronological age and their mental age.
125

 A highly intelligent child 

might have a mental age that was several years older than his or her chronological age. Gifted 

children often faced the problem of being significantly more mature than their same-aged peers, 

but physically too small to interact with children who matched their intellectual age. She also felt 

it was important that gifted children be exposed to children with similarly high intelligence levels 

to help them develop social skills.
126

 The emotional and social problems of gifted children were 

more problematic for the most highly intelligent, which concerned her because of her belief that 

society needed these children for material and ideological advancement in the future. 
127

 

Although she was concerned with this progress for all of mankind, she was also aware of the 
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international implications for America after observing the educational progress taking place in 

Germany. After World War I, Germany depended on the education of gifted children to help 

rebuild the country, and Hollingworth observed that as a result of these efforts, Germany had 

very advanced educational psychology programs in place well before other countries did.
128

 

 One of the common debates about gifted education in the early twentieth century that 

concerned Hollingworth involved the question of how best to educate gifted children. The 

primary arguments were for enrichment, acceleration, or a combination of the two. Many 

teachers and schools preferred the acceleration method; it was easier to accommodate.
129

 

Hollingworth discussed both as potential options, but she had a caveat about the use of 

acceleration. When highly gifted children were accelerated rapidly through the grades, they were 

very often put into the awkward position of being significantly younger than their classmates, 

which sometimes led to gifted children becoming victims of bullying.
130

 Also, when accelerated 

by more than one or two years, the children were physically less capable than their peers, which 

caused problems of play, but also in certain school subjects such as penmanship. This 

contributed to the students’ feelings of isolation and difficulty fitting in socially, which she 

feared would impact their ability to serve society in the future. Essentially, she argued that some 

acceleration was appropriate, but generally not by more than one or two years.
131

 The majority of 

educators during the early twentieth century preferred acceleration for practical purposes. But 

Hollingworth felt that it was also important for gifted students to receive an enriched curriculum, 

within segregated classes, where they were able to explore more fully the subjects in which they 
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were interested among peers that were mentally equal to them.
132

 Providing a curriculum that 

allowed the gifted children to remain with peers that were close in chronological and mental age 

would help prevent gifted children from becoming frustrated with education and their cohorts. 

This would encourage them to seek out ways to help society in the future, rather than being bitter 

because they had negative experiences as children. As gifted education evolved, more programs 

began to emphasize the enrichment method as opposed to the acceleration method. Her opinions 

provide insight as to why she established a curriculum at P.S. 165 and the Speyer School that 

would then set a precedent for future gifted education.  

 Another debate relevant to gifted education in the early twentieth century was the 

question of whether gifted children should be educated to learn knowledge that already existed, 

or be educated in ways that encouraged them to create new knowledge. Although Hollingworth 

believed that gifted children were destined to create new inventions and ideas, she felt that in 

order to do so, they needed to have a context of existing knowledge. This was her inspiration for 

her courses on biographies and the evolution of common things.
133

 She believed that children 

should understand the historical context of their careers, and thus they should be taught practical 

histories.
134

 In order for students to engage in “effective originality,” they first had to have a 

“sound and exhaustive knowledge of what the course of preceding events has been.”
135

 For 

example, she believed that by studying biographies, gifted children would learn that all of the 

ideas and inventions they learned about in their study of the evolution of common things 
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originated within the minds of people.
136

 She would have each individual child select a 

biography, and once a week, an hour would be devoted to having two children present their 

findings about an eminent person. With this method, all children would learn about many 

different influential people in history,
137

 and children would practice the skills of organizing and 

delivering a presentation to their peers. In learning about how society had already evolved, 

Hollingworth trusted that gifted children would see ways in which others had contributed, and 

thus find opportunities to add to this progress as well.   

 Hollingworth’s concern with how best to educate gifted children was also reflected in her 

work at P.S. 165 and the Speyer School. She instituted several curricular programs that she 

believed would be helpful to her students as adults, such as the evolution of common things and 

the lives of famous people, to orient them in time and space.
138

 She also included French 

language and literature, because these pupils would have more “occasion to meet foreign 

peoples, and to represent their country abroad in the realm of ideas.”
139

 She provided emotional 

education to counteract some of the problems that the children might have, and to help them 

learn how to deal with people of lower intelligence with patience and love, rather than anger or 

despair.
140

 “The individual child,” she argued, “should have brought to his attention whatever 

knowledge will most help him to adjust himself successfully to a civilized world, and at the same 

time to render to others the maximum service of which he is capable.”
141

 However, she 
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contemplated the idea of whether or not gifted children should be guided into particular 

occupations, or whether they should be educated to go into any industry, including those of 

manual labor.
142

 She was particularly concerned about how to educate gifted girls for an 

occupation, because in the early twentieth century, many careers were inaccessible to them.
143

 

She concluded that “the personal right of the very gifted individual must be respected,” using the 

rationale that a “king or queen has the right to abdicate at will, without reproach.”
144

 Comparing 

gifted children to royalty demonstrated her faith in a society in which the most intelligent had the 

right to assume positions of leadership. Although gifted children did not inherit a position of 

leadership like a monarch does, she felt they were born with potential such that many of them 

would naturally assume these roles as adults.  

 Hollingworth believed that once people recognized the important role that gifted children 

would play in the future of society, they would support special education for these children, if 

not for the benefit of gifted children themselves, then at least for the benefit of society. “Man has 

wealth in so far as he develops and utilizes the character and intellect which exist as inborn 

assets, in varying degrees, among the juvenile members of society,” she argued, “[and] we shall 

therefore expect to witness a great renaissance of child study.”
145

 She emphasized the important 

role that education played in the advancement of society when she claimed that “educators are 

the only official guardians appointed by society for gifted children.” 
146

 She believed that 
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educators had the ability, opportunity, and duty to contribute to the progress of society by 

preparing gifted children for their special roles in the future.  

 Hollingworth’s ideas about race, socioeconomic class, and the need to educate gifted 

children influenced her work and research. She sought out particular groups of children to 

include in her programs and research studies, and was particularly motivated to study gifted 

education because she felt these children had a unique role to fill. She thought that the majority 

of gifted children came from white, middle and upper class families, but that a smaller 

proportion would be found in all racial groups and in the lower socioeconomic class. She felt that 

gifted education was necessary for the good of the children, but more so for the good of society. 

The founders of educational psychology and gifted education set precedents that are still relevant 

in the twenty-first century, and for Hollingworth, one of these precedents was to examine how 

race, class, and the importance of gifted education would affect research and implementation of 

programs that served these highly intelligent individuals. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSION 

Hollingworth’s views on race, socioeconomic class, and the importance of educating 

gifted children were complex. She acknowledged that there had been differences in intelligence 

test scores of different races, and that some races were more advanced than others. However, this 

did not make her unique as a social scientist in the early twentieth century. Many of her 

contemporaries believed that some racial groups were more intelligent than other groups. 

Significantly, though, Hollingworth argued the possibility of other explanations for the racial 

discrepancies found in intelligence testing.
1
 She did not indicate that she found inherent 

biological differences were necessarily responsible for the differences in test scores. Also, she 

argued that every racial group produced children who were highly intelligent, but some races 

produced more of these children than others.  

Hollingworth’s childhood and early adulthood experiences influenced her views on race.
2
 

As a graduate student, she worked with individuals of various racial groups.
3
 In her famous 

textbook, Gifted Children: Their Nature and Nurture, she devoted one section to the 

demographics of the gifted population and stated clearly that some racial groups tested higher 

than other groups did, but proposed alternative explanations for these results. She believed that 

some races were more advanced than others,
 4

 but that every race included some highly 

intelligent individuals. She found the largest proportion of gifted children coming from English, 
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Scottish or Jewish heritage.
5
 She did however find gifted children from twenty-three different 

nationalities for the Speyer School,
6
 and found at least two highly gifted children of “Negro” 

descent.
7
 She  espoused some components of the eugenics movement, primarily the idea of 

positive eugenics.
8
 She often cited social science and education research being conducted in 

Germany at the time,
9
 but passed away before World War II, and was not able to see the results 

of eugenics to revise her position on the matter like some of her contemporaries were able to 

do.
10

 She never used eugenics arguments to claim superiority of any one race over another. 

 Hollingworth also considered the interplay between biology and environment when 

examining the issue of socioeconomic class and giftedness. Although she believed the majority 

of gifted children were found in families where the father held professional, skilled or clerical 

employment, she again acknowledged that not all highly intelligent children came from such 

families. She offered a potential explanation for the reason that more gifted children were found 

in families in the middle and upper socioeconomic classes. She believed that in a meritocratic 

society like the United States, the most talented and intelligent would rise to the upper levels of 

the socioeconomic scale. Because she believed that intelligence was largely influenced by 

heredity, she concluded that successful parents would give birth to highly intelligent children. 

However, she also recognized that environment played a role in a person’s success, and thus 

believed that some children would be found in the lower socioeconomic class because their 
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parents, though highly intelligent, had not been able to overcome the environmental obstacles to 

success.
11

   

Hollingworth’s early life experiences also influenced her views on class. During 

childhood and as a young adult, she struggled financially.
12

 Although she was very intelligent, 

her economic circumstances prevented her from reaching her full potential as early as she might 

have, which probably motivated her desire to help gifted children that she found who were 

financially limited. Her employment during graduate school exposed her to the problems of 

poverty.
13

 She examined socioeconomic class in her chapter on the demographics of gifted 

children in Gifted Children, and determined that the majority of these children came from 

families in the upper socioeconomic classes, but not all of them did.
14

 She criticized eminence 

studies because they could not establish whether environment or heredity influenced the person’s 

success. She thought that there was a hereditary component to intelligence, which would explain 

why most gifted children came from financially successful homes. The majority of children, she 

believed, would be well served by being educated for their parents’ occupations, but that there 

would be a small percentage of children who would be over- or underqualified for these 

careers.
15

 She also sought socioeconomic class diversity in her program at the Speyer School, 

and helped to fund higher education for some of her gifted students.
16
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Hollingworth believed that educating gifted children was vitally important, for two 

primary reasons. First, she thought that it was education’s duty for the good of gifted children. 

She felt that most of these highly intelligent children would suffer in a traditional classroom 

because they would experience social, emotional and intellectual problems. In a gifted education 

program like the one that Hollingworth designed, they would have the opportunity to interact 

with similarly intelligent peers, be able to pursue their own academic interests, and develop skills 

necessary to function in larger society. Second, she believed the society should educate gifted 

children for its own benefit. She often argued that gifted children were the ones upon whom 

society relied for progress. Highly intelligent individuals contributed materially and ideologically 

to advancement. This was important for the United States as a country, to remain powerful 

internationally, but also for humankind overall.   

  Hollingworth felt that educational psychology and special education should spend more 

time studying gifted children, and that through intelligence testing, educators could now identify 

gifted children at a young age and provide them with unique educational opportunities. 

Educating gifted children was particularly necessary because these individuals would grow up to 

contribute to the advancement of society in the products they would invent, and the ideas and 

theories they would develop.
17

 Individuals with IQ scores between 130 and 150 were best suited 

to be leaders and individuals with IQ scores higher than 160 would provide new inventions and 

ideas.
18

 She argued that in a democracy, educators did not have to provide the same services to 

all children, but that they needed to provide the education that would enable all children to reach 

their full potential.
19

 Providing special education for gifted children would help to serve their 
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unique emotional and social needs.
20

 She was able to incorporate her beliefs about the special 

needs of gifted children in her programs implemented in P. S. 165 and the Speyer School. 

 Understanding Hollingworth’s opinions provides context for considering the work of her 

contemporaries, and the state of special education today. Social sciences, including educational 

psychology, experienced tremendous growth in the early twentieth century. The methods and 

tools being used at that time have been shaped and refined since, but many of them are still being 

used presently in their modified forms. The fields that emerged during that time have been highly 

influenced by their beginnings, and as scholars of social sciences today, we benefit from being 

aware of the starting point of the field. As one of the first prominent educational psychologists, 

Hollingworth played an important role in multiple aspects of psychology and what we now 

consider special education. 

 It is particularly relevant to consider how her views mirrored or differed from the 

opinions of her peers. Two of her most notable contemporaries were E. L. Thorndike, who was 

concerned with learning and intelligence, and Lewis Terman, who focused on intelligence and 

gifted education. Thorndike has been hailed as the first major educational psychologist, and from 

his position at Columbia University, “shaped the curriculum, pedagogy, and organizational 

structure of the American school as well as the basic aims and methods of university-based 

inquiry.”
21

 Thorndike notoriously held ideas about the inferiority of women, which was in direct 

contradiction to Hollingworth’s findings as one of his graduate students.
22

 He believed that 

intelligence and virtue varied as a function of race and socioeconomic class,
23

 and was an avid 
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supporter of both the positive and negative eugenic doctrines of his predecessors.
24

 Intellect was, 

in Thorndike’s opinion, inherited and not a product of the environment.
25

 Additionally, he 

formed a “goodness” chart based on indexes of class and race.
26

 Much like Hollingworth, 

Thorndike believed that in a meritocracy, power should be invested in men of superior intellect 

and virtues.
27

 In some ways, Hollingworth shared the beliefs of her advisor, but in others, she 

strongly differed. She vocally opposed his sexist beliefs in the general intellectual inferiority of 

women by providing evidence that there were just as many gifted girls as there were boys, and 

she did not ascribe to the negative eugenics precepts that he supported. She also believed that the 

environment did play a role in intelligence. However, she found correlations between race and 

class and intelligence, and felt that in a meritocracy, the most intelligent would be the most 

successful and control most of the wealth.  

Although less explicit in his sexism than Thorndike, Terman also promoted misogynistic 

views. He included far more males than females in his research, but dismissed the possibility of 

selection bias or test bias. He found that the average intelligence of females was equal to that of 

males, and he concluded that women failed to achieve eminence, but did not conclude why this 

was so. He also held racist views, which evolved over the course of his career. In the twenties 

and thirties, he argued that “negro” and Latin races were intellectually inferior.
28

 He expressed 

anti-Semitic beliefs, and believed that mixing races led to inferior children. Terman was also 
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known to espouse eugenics.
29

 Additionally, in standardizing his intelligence tests, he used a 

white, middle class population, without considering that this might impact the validity of the 

tests for various racial groups. However, in the 1940s, Terman’s views on race had mellowed, 

and he proclaimed that “no race or nationality has any monopoly on brains,” and that language 

and environment might influence the lack of minority representation in gifted groups.
30

 His 

views on socio-economic class appeared to remain constant over time, and he believed that the 

social hierarchy reflected the stratification of intelligence.
31

 He felt that intelligence was based 

on heredity, and that intelligence testing was a valid measure to identify gifted children.
32

 He 

also insisted that the welfare of the country depended on the education of gifted children, but did 

not have the same interest that Hollingworth did in putting forth curriculum and methods to be 

used in gifted programs. He favored acceleration for gifted children, and lamented the fact that 

most of them were underpromoted.
33

  Terman and Hollingworth thus shared some views on 

gifted youth. They both found more gifted children in certain racial groups, but unlike Terman in 

his early opinions, Hollingworth argued alternatives to inherent biological differences. They both 

believed that social class was largely the result of the distribution of intelligence. Also, they 

agreed that gifted children held an important role in the future of society, but Hollingworth 

expanded on this idea more substantially and offered ideas for how to cultivate these future 

leaders and innovators.  
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Hollingworth’s beliefs in race, class and the importance of gifted education resembled 

those opinions of her most famous contemporaries, but they were not identical. She was more 

interested in the influence of environment than Thorndike and Terman, and did not believe that 

heredity was the only factor in intelligence. She supported positive eugenics, but was not known 

to support negative eugenics or use eugenic claims regarding racial differences. She suggested 

plausible explanations that did not rely on biological superiority to elucidate why the highest 

proportion of gifted children were found in white, middle and upper class homes. She was also 

much more concerned with the influence gifted children would have on society as adults, and 

thus spent much of her career examining the best methods to educate them. Although it is 

tempting to try to label her as being racist or classist, or not being racist or classist, depending on 

one’s interpretation, clearly, the answer is more complex than that. She does not fit into any of 

the categories in which we might place some of her contemporaries. In short, Hollingworth was 

more open to alternative explanations for the discrepancies found between different racial or 

socioeconomic groups than Terman or Thorndike were. By holding these attitudes, however, she 

opened the door for future educational psychologists and set precedents that would be used in the 

future to examine these important issues. Like many of her successors in educational 

psychology, she was more sensitive than her peers in regards to environmental and emotional 

factors that influenced children.  

Hollingworth also influenced her peers in terms of the curriculum and pedagogy used to 

educate gifted children. In the early twentieth century, the popular assumption was that gifted 

children would excel in any educational environment, as a result of their talent, and thus gifted 

education was largely ignored before being studied by educational psychologists like Thorndike 

and Terman. However, researchers did not systematically examine gifted education programs 
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throughout the nation,
34

 so it is difficult to ascertain widespread trends in their implementation. 

As early as the 1860s, some educators who were concerned with this special population argued 

for flexible promotion, in which many gifted children were simply accelerated through the 

grades at a quicker pace than their peers.
35

 This was a way that highly intelligent children could 

receive an education more commensurate with their intellectual abilities, but it could also cause 

emotional and social problems for these children. In a survey conducted in 1920, the majority of 

cities that provided special services to gifted children did so in the form of acceleration.
36

 In 

some cases, educators who were particularly interested in serving gifted children suggested and 

implemented segregated classes for highly intelligent children, which might include enrichment, 

acceleration, or a combination of the two.
37

 Although it is clear that individual educators were 

interested in providing special education for gifted children, there was no universal program or 

method being implemented.
38

  

The programs that Hollingworth implemented in P. S. 165 and the Speyer School were 

highly influential on the gifted education being offered at that time. Her work, particularly that 

being done at the Speyer School, received news coverage both locally and around the world. 

Although the majority of the classes served children with low intelligence or special disabilities, 

the gifted classes were much more influential. Educators from a variety of countries traveled to 
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New York to observe the work being done at the school.
39

 Although during the first three 

decades of the twentieth century acceleration was most common, by 1942, enrichment became 

the prevalent course of special education provided to gifted children, and Hollingworth’s 

influence was evident when researchers sought to determine what content was most appropriate 

for these programs.
40

 The Speyer School was also cited by educators implementing other forms 

of gifted education, including programs for adolescents.
41

 In 1954, one of the first nationwide 

programs aimed at serving gifted children, the Talented Youth Project, was initiated by A. Harry 

Passow, who studied at Teachers College, Columbia University and was inspired by 

Hollingworth’s work with gifted education in the 1930s.
42

 

Her name may not be well known, but many of Hollingworth’s ideas and methods are 

used today in gifted education. She was one of the first proponents of providing enrichment 

curriculum for gifted children, as opposed to simply accelerating them through traditional classes 

at a quickened pace. This emphasis on enrichment can still inform present pedagogy and 

curriculum, and as such, warrants continued study by educational psychologists and gifted 

educators.
43

 In order to find time to incorporate this enrichment, Hollingworth also set the 

precedent of condensing the traditional grade level curriculum into a shorter time frame than was 

being done in regular classes.
44

 The same practice is used today, under the name of “telescoping” 
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or “compacting.” Additionally, her use of a moderate amount of acceleration along with an 

enriched curriculum remains essential to gifted education.
 45

 Both the pedagogy and curriculum 

that Hollingworth developed continues to be highly relevant to educators in the classroom and to 

educational psychologists. A full understanding of her views on race, class, and the importance 

of giftedness can help explain why she chose the students that she did when establishing the 

Speyer School, what she felt was important in educating children for future vocational 

opportunities, and why gifted children needed to learn about specific topics.  

 Gifted programs today also face many of the same challenges that Hollingworth 

identified. We still find underrepresentation of students from minority racial groups. Even with 

awareness of this problem, educational psychology has not yet found a way to consistently 

correct it. One proposed factor in this problem is the use of intelligence testing, which has an 

appreciable cultural bias.
46

 Although this is not the same explanation that Hollingworth 

proposed, her concern with this issue exemplified her early contribution to the continued 

examination as to why there are fewer identified gifted children in some races than others. Also, 

gifted programs today often serve to resegregate schools along racial lines.
47

 This is in direct 

contradiction to what Hollingworth believed about the racial composition of gifted classes. She 

actively worked to ensure racial diversity in her programs. Clearly, educational psychologists 

today can gain from examining Hollingworth’s perspectives on race to inform present practices. 

As Jerome Morris argued, “Schools today are not immune from the realities of history and the 

pervasive unspoken beliefs in the scientific community that doubt the intellectual capacity of 

                                                 
45

 Silverman, “Social and Emotional Education of the Gifted: The Discoveries of Leta Hollingworth,” 176. 

46
 James J. Gallagher, “The Role of Race in Gifted Education,” Roeper Review 27, no. 3 (2005): 135. 

47
 Ibid, 135. 



 

69 

[minorities].”
48

 Educators and scholars can have a more comprehensive understanding of the 

present state of gifted education by looking at the precedents that Hollingworth and her peers 

have set. 

 Issues of underrepresentation of children from the lower socioeconomic class also 

continue to plague gifted education programs. Although educators are fully aware that gifted 

children exist in the lower socioeconomic class, this population is still underidentified and 

underserved.
49

 Enrichment curriculum is particularly effective for gifted students coming from 

lower socioeconomic class homes, because their families cannot afford to provide all of the 

opportunities that families in the middle and upper socioeconomic classes can. Also, enrichment 

curriculum treats these students as individuals, by allowing them to study the topics that interest 

them.
50

 Hollingworth recognized some of the unique problems this population faced, and 

integrated enrichment in her programs by engaging the students in subjects that interested the 

individual students and providing field trips and presentations. Additionally, gifted children from 

the lower socioeconomic class benefit from having educators who are mentors to them.
51

 As 

evidenced in Children Above 180 IQ¸ Hollingworth mentored her students as she maintained a 

personal relationship with many of these highly gifted children, and even contributed financially 

to help some of them afford higher educational opportunities. Educators today can still learn 

from the curriculum and methods that Hollingworth used in the 1920s and 1930s.   
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 The motivations for educating gifted children today are also consistent with 

Hollingworth’s beliefs. Educators continue to view gifted education as necessary to remain 

economically competitive internationally.
52

 However, the needs of gifted students are also a 

factor in the importance of gifted education. James Borland describes these two phenomena as 

the “national resource and special educational conceptions of giftedness.” The first refers to 

society’s investment in gifted education for the promotion of the common good, and the second 

refers to commitment to meeting individual needs of gifted children.
53

 Hollingworth made both 

of these arguments in her writing, although she placed greater emphasis on how meeting the 

needs of gifted children would necessarily lead to societal advancement as these children grew 

up to become the leaders and inventors of the next generation. Understanding her views can shed 

light on how present day educators have come to believe in the need for gifted education for the 

children in this unique population, but also for the common good.  

The work of Leta Hollingworth remains highly relevant today, given the continuing 

issues of underrepresentation of minorities and the lower socioeconomic class, and the 

controversy over if and how to provide special education for gifted children. In order to fully 

understand the nature of these issues, and in seeking insight into how to resolve them, we can 

look to the writing and practice of the founders of the field of gifted education. Understanding 

Hollingworth’s views specifically can avail us in our attempt to find solutions to these problems. 

Many scholars have already engaged in this examination regarding some of the methods that 

Hollingworth used in her classroom, such as social and emotional education, and the treatment of 
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gifted girls. Additionally, scholarly attention has been paid to “Ms. Pilgrim” in regards to her 

work with the psychology of women.  

As evidenced in this thesis, however, we also need to examine her beliefs on race, class, 

and the importance of educating gifted children, particularly because these issues still plague 

gifted education.  Although these topics have not been addressed extensively by scholars up to 

this point, it is apparent that Hollingworth’s ideas about these issues did in fact influence her 

work as one of the founders of gifted education, and thus set precedents for the future. Her 

dedication to the scientific study of education and intelligence, and her openness to alternative 

explanations paved the way for future educational psychologists. As educators today face these 

prevalent and enduring issues of underrepresentation in gifted education and concern over how 

and why to provide special educational opportunities to this population, Leta Hollingworth’s 

work can guide both curriculum and practice. 
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