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Abstract

This study investigates the motivational transitions and psychological adjustment mechanisms
of mathematically and scientifically gifted adolescents as they navigate the pursuit of excellence
within highly competitive educational environments. While existing literature has highlighted
the tension between gifted students’ high achievement expectations and the psychological burden
associated with maintaining superior performance, fewer studies have examined how these students
interpret excellence over time and how their adaptive processes evolve in response to academic
pressure. Grounded in a developmental and process-oriented perspective, this research focuses
on the dynamic interplay among achievement orientation, external evaluative pressure, self-
imposed standards, and learning resilience. It further seeks to understand how gifted adolescents
reconstruct the meaning of excellence through both adverse and affirming learning experiences.
Participants consisted of three ninth-grade students identified with mathematical and scientific
giftedness. Each participant completed three rounds of in-depth interviews spaced approximately
one month apart. This design enabled the reconstruction of each student’s longitudinal learning
trajectory, including the stages of aspiring toward excellence, confronting performance setbacks,
reevaluating self-expectations, and ultimately reshaping their learning values. Data were analyzed
using thematic and narrative analysis to capture both individual developmental patterns and cross-
case themes. The findings reveal several common mechanisms across cases. All three students
entered advanced learning environments with strong interest-driven motivation, often describing
early mathematical or scientific experiences as enjoyable, exploratory, and intrinsically rewarding.
However, upon entering gifted programs, they encountered intensified external evaluation, such as
increased emphasis on competition, ranking, and comparison with high-performing peers. Their

self-expectations also rose substantially, accompanied by heightened sensitivity to mistakes and
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fear of underperformance. These pressures collectively contributed to elevated psychological load,
including anxiety, self-doubt, and concerns about maintaining their gifted identity. Despite these
shared experiences, the three students demonstrated distinct modes of adjustment. The competition-
oriented student relied heavily on external standards, such as grades, rankings, and competition
outcomes. This student interpreted performance fluctuations as indicators of diminished ability and
was prone to self-denial when results did not meet expectations. The exploration-oriented student,
in contrast, gradually shifted focus from outperforming others to understanding the intrinsic nature
of knowledge. Following setbacks, this student redirected attention toward conceptual depth,
inquiry, and authentic problem solving, thereby reconstructing a learning value system centered
on intellectual growth. The adjustment-oriented student exhibited stronger action-based coping
strategies, such as seeking support from teachers and parents, documenting learning processes,
and intentionally diversifying learning activities. These strategies effectively reduced anxiety
and facilitated the earlier emergence of learning resilience. Cross-case comparison highlights a
shared developmental trend toward growth-oriented learning. Over time, all three participants
showed a movement away from outcome-driven definitions of excellence toward an emphasis on
learning processes, personal improvement, and reflective engagement. They began recalibrating
their performance standards, acknowledging learning fluctuations as normative, and developing
greater tolerance for imperfection. Additionally, students who engaged in non-competitive
learning activities or accessed interpersonal support—such as collaborative peer discussions or
open communication with teachers—reported reduced excellence-related anxiety and a stronger
sense of autonomy in learning. Through these experiences, students gradually reconstructed the
meaning of excellence, expanding it beyond competitive success to include persistence, curiosity,
and self-driven growth. The study concludes that shifting the pursuit of excellence from external
comparison to internal development enhances gifted students’ psychological adjustment and
sustains motivation in high-pressure contexts. This finding underscores the importance of helping
gifted adolescents conceptualize excellence in multiple ways rather than equating it solely with
winning or outperforming others. Educational implications suggest that teachers and parents should
foster growth-oriented learning environments, emphasize process-based feedback, and provide
emotional and strategic support that reinforces students’ agency and resilience. By nurturing
diversified conceptions of excellence and promoting reflective learning practices, adults can
help gifted students maintain long-term engagement and well-being in academically demanding

settings.

Keywords: academic aptitude, achievement motivation, excellence anxiety, gifted,

learning adaptation



