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AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT GORDON KORMAN’S
UNGIFTED: A COMPLETE CHAPTER SUMMARY AND
ANALYSIS

Gordon Korman’s Ungifted is a delightful middle-grade novel that
explores  the  themes  of  intelligence,  belonging,  and  the  true
meaning of giftedness. The story follows Donovan Curtis, a well-
meaning but impulsive troublemaker who accidentally ends up in
a school for gifted students after a major blunder. This article
provides  a  comprehensive  Ungifted  chapter  summary,
breaking down the plot, key characters, and the important life
lessons  woven  throughout  the  narrative.  Whether  you  are  a
student looking for a refresher, a teacher preparing a lesson plan,
or a parent wanting to discuss the book with your child, this guide
will give you a thorough understanding of the story.

The Setup: Donovan’s Big
Mistake
The novel  opens by introducing Donovan Curtis,  a student at
Hardcastle Middle School. Donovan is not a bad kid, but he is
impulsive and has a knack for getting into trouble. He is also
fiercely  loyal  to  his  friends  and  has  a  good  heart,  which  makes
him a relatable protagonist. The inciting incident occurs during a
school  basketball  game. In a moment of  frustration,  Donovan
swings a metal bar and accidentally hits the school’s hard-earned
trophy case, shattering it and causing significant damage.
This event sets the entire plot in motion. Donovan knows he is in
serious trouble. He expects to be suspended or expelled, but a
mix-up  in  the  school  district’s  computer  system  changes
everything. Due to a clerical error, Donovan’s name is added to a
list  of  students  recommended  for  the  Academy of  Scholastic
Distinction (ASD), a special program for gifted students. Rather
than face the music  for  his  misdeed,  Donovan decides to go
along with the mistake and enrolls at the Academy. This is where
the real adventure begins.

Part One: Navigating the
Academy of Scholastic
Distinction
This section of the book focuses on Donovan’s initial experiences
at  the  ASD.  The  first  few  chapters  are  rich  with  humor  and
awkward situations, as Donovan, who is decidedly average, tries
to blend in with some of the brightest kids in the district. The
Ungifted chapter summary for this part highlights the stark
contrast between Donovan’s world and the world of the gifted
students.

DONOVAN MEETS THE GIFTED TEAM

At the ASD, Donovan is placed into a homeroom with a quirky
group  of  students  who  will  become  his  teammates  for  the
upcoming robotics competition. This group forms the heart of the

story. The team includes:

Noah Youkilis: A hyper-energetic student with a passion
for theatrical and dramatic presentations. He speaks in
film-trailer voiceovers and loves attention.
Abigail “Abby” Kim: The no-nonsense leader of the
group. She is highly organized, brilliant, and initially
suspicious of Donovan.
Ethan “The Brain” Gartner: A quiet, socially awkward
genius who is a whiz at mathematics and robotics but
struggles with basic social interactions.
Chloe Garfinkle: A sensitive and empathetic student who
is deeply in tune with her own emotions and the feelings of
others. She is also a talented artist.

Donovan  tries  to  keep  a  low  profile,  but  his  natural  charm  and
unique perspective begin to win over his new classmates. The
other students are initially perplexed by Donovan, who doesn't
seem to fit the mold of a gifted student. He doesn't ace tests, and
he isn't  particularly  interested in  advanced physics.  However,
Donovan possesses a different kind of intelligence: street smarts,
social awareness, and the ability to think on his feet.

Part Two: Building the
Robot and Building Trust
The middle third of the novel is dedicated to the team’s efforts to
build  a  robot  for  the  upcoming  competition.  The  ASD  team,
known as the “Gnomes” (a name chosen by Noah for its dramatic
irony),  struggles  to  work  together  effectively.  The  brilliant  but
socially inept team members have never had a “normal” kid to
balance their dynamic. This is where Donovan’s value becomes
clear.

DONOVAN’S UNEXPECTED CONTRIBUTIONS

While  the  other  students  argue  about  the  best  theoretical
approach  to  building  the  robot,  Donovan  suggests  practical,
simple solutions. For example, when the team is stuck on how to
make the robot lift an object, Donovan suggests using a simple
lever and pulley system, a concept the others had overlooked in
their search for a complex technological solution. He also acts as
a mediator, helping to resolve conflicts between the strong-willed
Abby and the dramatic Noah. The Ungifted chapter summary
for these chapters shows Donovan transforming from a secret
impostor into a vital team member.
Furthermore,  Donovan helps the team members connect  with
each  other  on  a  personal  level.  He  encourages  them  to
participate in normal teenage activities, like hanging out at the
mall or watching a movie. For these gifted students, who have
often been isolated due to their intelligence, Donovan’s social
guidance is as valuable as any academic skill. He teaches them
how to be a team, not just a collection of brilliant individuals.

Part Three: The Cracks
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Begin to Show
As the robotics competition approaches, the pressure mounts.
The school principal, Dr. Schultz, is a demanding and ambitious
leader who sees the robotics team as a way to bring prestige to
the Academy. Meanwhile, Donovan’s old life begins to catch up
with him.

THE THREAT OF DISCOVERY

Donovan’s best friend from his old school, Daniel, is suspicious of
Donovan’s sudden enrollment at the ASD. Daniel knows Donovan
isn't a genius, and he threatens to expose the lie. This subplot
adds a layer of tension to the story. Donovan is forced to confront
his own dishonesty and the fact that his deception will eventually
be revealed. He also feels guilty for lying to his new friends, who
have come to trust and rely on him.
The Ungifted chapter summary in this section also delves into
the backstories of the other characters. Chloe reveals her anxiety
about not being “smart enough” compared to her peers,  and
Ethan admits that he feels lonely despite his intellectual gifts.
These moments of vulnerability humanize the gifted students and
challenge  the  stereotype  that  being  highly  intelligent
automatically  leads  to  happiness  and  success.  Korman
masterfully shows that everyone, regardless of IQ, struggles with
the same fundamental human needs: acceptance, friendship, and
purpose.

Part Four: The Robotics
Competition and the Big
Reveal
The climax of the novel takes place at the district-wide robotics
competition.  The  ASD  Gnomes  have  built  a  functional  and
impressive  robot,  but  during  the  competition,  a  malfunction
threatens to ruin their chances. Donovan, using his quick thinking
and practical  knowledge, saves the day by performing a last-
minute  fix  that  the  “gifted”  students  had never  considered.  The
robot performs well,  and the team places, earning recognition
and respect.

THE TRUTH COMES OUT

Immediately following the competition, Donovan’s deception is
exposed. Dr. Schultz discovers the clerical error and realizes that
Donovan  is  not  a  gifted  student  at  all.  There  is  a  dramatic
confrontation where Donovan is forced to explain his actions. The
other team members are shocked and hurt. They feel betrayed
that their friend and teammate was not who he claimed to be.
The fallout from the reveal is intense. Donovan is expelled from
the ASD and is sent back to Hardcastle Middle School, where he
still has to face the consequences for destroying the trophy case.
This  part  of  the  Ungifted chapter  summary  is  emotionally
charged. Donovan must deal with losing the friends he made and
facing the disappointment of adults who trusted him.

Part Five: Resolution and

Real Giftedness
In  the  final  chapters  of  the  novel,  the  characters  experience
significant growth. The members of the robotics team, after their
initial anger, come to realize that Donovan’s value was not based
on  his  IQ  score.  They  recognize  that  he  brought  something
irreplaceable to their team: heart, social cohesion, and a different
perspective.  They  petition  the  school  administration  to  allow
Donovan  to  return,  arguing  that  he  proved  himself  to  be  a
valuable member of the team.

WHAT IT REALLY MEANS TO BE GIFTED

The central message of the book is beautifully illustrated in the
resolution. The ASD students,  who have always been defined by
their intelligence, learn that there are many ways to be smart.
Donovan teaches  them that  emotional  intelligence,  creativity,
and  practical  problem-solving  are  just  as  important  as  book
smarts. Conversely, Donovan learns that he does not need to be
a genius to have value. He learns that his unique talents—loyalty,
empathy, and courage—are gifts in their own right.
The  novel  ends  on  a  positive  and uplifting  note.  Donovan is
allowed to  return  to  the  ASD,  not  as  an  impostor,  but  as  a
recognized student  with  his  own unique talents.  The school’s
definition  of  “gifted”  expands  to  include  students  like  Donovan.
The robotics team, now more united than ever, looks forward to
future  competitions,  stronger  for  the  challenges  they  have
overcome together.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR DEVELOPMENT IN THE
UNGIFTED CHAPTER SUMMARY

Understanding  the  characters  is  essential  for  a  complete
Ungifted  chapter  summary.  Each  character  undergoes  a
transformation throughout the story.

Donovan Curtis: The
Unlikely Hero
Donovan starts as a troublemaker who runs from his problems.
By the end, he learns to take responsibility for his actions. He
realizes that honesty, even when it is difficult, is the foundation of
true friendship. His journey is about discovering his own worth,
not by comparing himself to others, but by understanding his own
unique strengths.

Abigail “Abby” Kim: The
Rigid Leader
Abby  learns  to  be  more  flexible  and  to  value  contributions  that
are not purely academic. She comes to respect Donovan’s social
intelligence and his  ability  to lead in a different way.  She learns
that being a good leader means listening to everyone, not just
those with the highest test scores.

Noah Youkilis: The
Dramatic Performer
Noah  learns  to  channel  his  dramatic  energy  into  something
productive  for  the  team.  He  also  learns  the  value  of  quiet
teamwork,  realizing  that  not  every  moment  needs  to  be  a
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performance. He develops a genuine friendship with Donovan,
who appreciates his humor and enthusiasm.

Ethan “The Brain” Gartner:
The Isolated Genius
Ethan  learns  the  most  important  lesson  of  all:  that  human
connection  is  more  important  than  intellectual  achievement.
Donovan helps Ethan come out of his shell and make his first real
friend.  Ethan  realizes  that  he  has  emotional  needs  that  his
intelligence alone cannot fulfill.

Chloe Garfinkle: The
Empathetic Soul
Chloe’s character reinforces the theme that emotional sensitivity
is  a  form  of  intelligence.  She  is  often  the  first  to  notice  when
someone is feeling left out or hurt. She learns to trust her own
instincts  and  to  value  her  emotional  gifts  as  much  as  her
academic ones.

THEMES AND MESSAGES IN UNGIFTED

A thorough Ungifted chapter summary would be incomplete
without  discussing  the  book’s  major  themes.  Gordon  Korman
weaves several important messages into the story.

The Definition of
Intelligence
The primary theme of  the book is  a challenge to the narrow

definition of intelligence. In a world that often values only high IQ
scores and academic achievement, Ungifted celebrates multiple
intelligences: social skills, creativity, emotional awareness, and
practical problem-solving. The book argues that every child has a
unique gift, even if that gift does not show up on a standardized
test.

Belonging and Identity
Donovan’s struggle with belonging is at the heart of the story. He
does not fit in at Hardcastle, and he initially does not fit in at the
Academy.  His  journey  is  about  finding  a  place  where  he  can  be
himself and be accepted for who he is. The other students also
struggle with belonging, showing that feeling like an outsider is a
universal experience.

Honesty and Trust
The novel explores the consequences of dishonesty. Donovan’s
lie creates a fragile foundation for his new friendships. When the
truth is revealed, he must work hard to rebuild the trust he has
broken. The book teaches that honesty, while scary, is always the
best policy in the long run.

Teamwork and
Collaboration
The  robotics  team  cannot  succeed  without  the  unique
contributions of every member. The story shows that a diverse
group, with a variety of talents and perspectives, is stronger than
a  group  of  people  who  all  think  the  same  way.  Donovan’s
presence makes the team more well-rounded and effective.

WHY THIS BOOK


