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Senate Employment Workplace Relations Small Business and Education References Committee inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children .
From Kathryn Fox,

22 Hiron St,

St. Lucia,

4067

Ph: 07 38767630

Mob: 0409 059018

Email N.KFox@t130.aone.net.au
I would appreciate the Committee notifying me if they wish to use any part of my submission in the public arena please.

Summary of Submission
I am a mother of three gifted children.  The eldest grade skipped year one.  The middle child was early entered into grade one.  The third child currently attends an early childhood center where she has been given accelerative treatment. All three have benefited from accelerative interventions.  However, the processes to gain these interventions has not been easy. 

In the past I have presented at Queensland Association for Gifted and Talented Children state conferences. I co-presented a session on early entry into grade one at the 2000 national conference for the Australian Association for the Education of the Gifted and Talented.  In 2000 I was the QAGTC parent rep at Education Queensland State Parent Forums. I am currently undertaking bridging studies for a PhD in Art History at the University of Queensland.  

My submission follows the headings listed in the Terms of Reference.  It is based on my experience with my children and the research I have undertaken.  In general I believe our gifted children need more understanding from society.  Practical provisions will only be truly successful if ideological beliefs about giftedness are changed.  The sceptre of failure to learn becomes a reality when gifted children’s emotional, social, and educational needs are not understood.
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[A] Review of developments in the education of gifted and talented children since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.
I have been advocating for my children since 1994.  Since then I have not witnessed a significant increase in understanding of the needs of gifted children. My experience has been that if Education Departments/schools make provisions for gifted children they are not followed through either on a practical level or with a sound understanding of the educational, emotional and social benefits of such intervention or provision.  This is deplorable considering the wealth of knowledge and research on the needs of gifted children.

For example, whilst early intervention in the form of early entry into grade one has been made available in Queensland since 1996-97 there seems to be little understanding amongst some parents and educators of the benefits and reasons for early entry of gifted children.  Indeed, many schools do not know the provision exists or they meet parents’ requests with refusals rather than informing them of the Education Queensland’s guidelines.  Many parents stop their inquiries based on the misinformation given to them by schools. 

Assessments: Many parents seek assessments of their children.  These are normally sought in response to problems children are experiencing.  In many cases the diagnosis of giftedness is the outcome of such assessments.  Advice by professionals and experts in giftedness [ie: psychologists etc] often entails interventions such as early entry, grade skipping etc. Unfortunately, many schools do not follow the advice.  If the advice is followed many schools seem unable to implement it in a way which enhances likely  positive outcomes.  This is due to a lack of understanding about the fundamental needs of gifted children, not just at an academic level, but also at emotional and social levels.

Teachers are like G.Ps and solicitors ie: they are the expert generalists.  However, if a G.P or a solicitor did not follow the advice of barristers and medical specialists they would be acting unprofessionally and would suffer consequences.  By ignoring the advice from professionals who are experts in the area of psychology, giftedness, etc educators are vulnerable to professional negligence.  If failure to learn occurs as a result of ignoring expert advice, schools open themselves to possible future consequences.

[B] Consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet their special educational needs, including but not limited to:

[B.1] the means of identifying gifted and talented children:
My experience has been that most teachers are not adequately trained  to identify gifted children.  In some ways existing teacher training is an impediment to identification of gifted children.  This is particularly so if a child is a creative and divergent thinker.  It is also particularly evident in early childhood situations. For example many early childhood teachers believe that if a child 
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does not play with his/her peers the child is socially immature.  Whilst this may be the case for some children [and even with them I would like to see more investigation] for gifted children it can be a sign of their giftedness ie: they prefer older children’s company and are lonely with age peers.  They often gravitate to the teacher for stimulation.  It is a very insightful teacher who can identify this as a search for intellectual stimulation rather than dependency. 

The research shows that the psychological problems which can develop in early childhood as a result of peer group mismatch are severe and often culminate in dire circumstances in later life.  My own experiences and observations confirm this research. I have seen four and five year old children showing signs of obsessive behaviour, frustration, depression and melancholia, and teachers completely misunderstanding the reasons why.  I have seen these children grade skipped or early entered into grade one and their depressive states disappear.  One child’s excema [due to stress], which had been treated daily with cortisone cream, disappeared once acceleration took place.

Often negative behaviours and characteristics are signs of giftedness.  Unfortunately, society expects gifted children to be perfect and performers. Thus, performing convergent thinking gifted children are more readily identified.  Often these children are bright or moderately gifted. The divergent, creative thinking and/or extremely gifted child is less likely to be identified as being gifted.  In my experience even an assessment by a psychologist is questioned by teachers when a child does not fit with their expectations of giftedness. 

There is also little understanding about the various degrees of giftedness ie: moderately, highly, exceptionally and profoundly.  There is also little understanding amongst parents and teachers of the links between emotional, social, imaginational and sensory exciteabilities and giftedness.  Polish psychologist Kazmiriez Dabrowski’s work on everexcitebilities and his Theory of Positive Disintegration shed light on these links.

WIPPSI/SOI-I would like to see all four year old children tested with the WIPPSI and/or SOI [Structure of the Intellect] tests.  These tests are normed on huge populations and are used world wide. Their appraisal and administration come under the auspices of world recognised psychological authority.  These tests assess ability which is a different thing to performance.  Often it is the lack of performance which is the indicator of giftedness.  Unfortunately many people think that won’t do means can’t do. 

By testing all four year old children with the WIPPSI/SOI all children would benefit from a thorough evaluation of their potential .  For educational purposes the information would be invaluable for every child as possible learning abilities and difficulties would be identified.  It would replace adhoc assessments delivered and/or designed by teachers.  From my experience these teacher based tests are tests of performance rather than potential or ability.  Also, from my experience teachers do not understand that gifted children thrive on complexity and loathe simple, repetitive tasks.  I have seen teachers test identified gifted children with simple tasks done in repetition.  The results were poor, but lack of understanding, and the fact that one particular child was having a game with the teacher, meant parent advocacy had to go into overdrive to avoid cessation of intervention.  
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Parent Advocacy: I have seen children accelerated and become different children. However, without parent advocacy the accelerations would never have taken place.  But, the results have been marvellous. A scientific approach to evaluating children would be to place them in different groups before making judgements. So many gifted children are not given the intervention they need because they are not performing in the age group situation.  However, given the chance to be observed with older peers, other gifted children or in a multi-age setting these children can begin to show their true selves.  It is such an easy thing to do ie: take a child out of preschool and put them in grade one or any other combination.  I have seen it work, but it would not have happened without extensive parental advocacy. 

Children cannot change their work environment like adults can ie: if an adult is unhappy in a work situation they normally have the freedom to change jobs, seek advice etc. A child is locked into a system for six hours a day.  It is a large part of their day, particularly for small children.  If  parents do not advocate for their gifted children, no-one else will.  It is rare to find a teacher who will go out on a limb to suggest interventions such as accelerative options for a gifted child. It is a parent’s right and duty to ensure their children are happy.  Unfortunately, often parent motivations are misread as being self indulgent, pushy etc. It is extremely difficult to advocate for  gifted children in a system which does not understand their needs.  From my own experience once a child is happy a parent is happy...when a child is unhappy a parent is anxious. An anxious parent can be seen as a nuisance in a school, but the anxiety is really only due to concerns and love for their child.  Parents of gifted children want their children to be happy...they love them.
From my experience the major benefits of acceleration have been social and emotional. These are the very elements most educators worry about!  If a child is socially and emotionally a lot happier they will more likely want to learn, have less behaviour and psychological problems and ultimately be more likely to fulfil their potential.  This has very lasting and often tangible benefits for society.

Behaviour- Many gifted children [particularly boys] have behaviour problems.  Unfortunately many parents and teachers misread the motivation for naughtiness.  Bad behaviour can be a sign of giftedness.  It is imperative that when issues about boys and behaviour are examined that attention is given to the role of giftedness. 

Other Special Needs- There seems little understanding that giftedness can also be coupled with other special needs. Isolated, Aboriginal, disabled, ESL children can also be gifted.  Unfortunately, the one special need [ie: giftedness] which could be the element which insures a fully potentialised life is the need which is often unmet.  For many learning impaired/disabled children their deficit disguises their giftedness, and their giftedness disguises their deficit.  Thus they appear to be average performing children.  The consequences are serious if a child like this is also an Aboriginal living in a remote area. 

Blanket testing with defensible ability assessments like the WISC and SOI family of tests would aid in the identification of deficits and strengths, and their inter-relation.  Giftedness is not a simple issue, or an isolated attribute in children.  It normally functions with a plethora of other needs and issues.
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[B.ii] Whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably.

The question is not whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably, but rather whether any sort of rigorous, research based provision is made at all.  There is such a dearth of defensible gifted and talented programs that I would say that the opportunities given to gifted children are not equitably provided.  Extension and enrichment programs may exist in schools, but normally it is the bright, convergent, conforming, neat handwriting children who are chosen for them.  Identification problems mean that most extension and enrichment programs  are not experienced by the divergent, creative and/or highly gifted child.

Acceleration- Acceleration, in the form of grade skipping and early entry is uncommon.  If acceleration occurs it is generally due to informed parental advocacy rather than being suggested or driven by teachers and schools.  This puts an enormous strain on parents, and often results in tensions between the school and parents.  Also, if schools allow acceleration there is often nothing else done for the child.  The acceleration is seen as the provision.  If a child is kept back a year he/she normally receives some sort of extra provision , but grade skipped children very rarely receive any other stimulation.  The real benefits of grade skipping are social and emotional because at least the child is with peers who are more conducive to social interaction.  The pace and type of learning etc normally stays the same.  

The real problem is the Australian ethos of egalitarianism and inclusivity.  Both are seen as ends in themselves rather than starting points.  Inclusivity should not exist as an end in itself as equal treatment is not equal opportunity.  I once explained to a Principal my feelings on inclusivity.  I said to him that the recent cross country race at his school was inclusive in its inception, but selectivity did ultimately take place because the first four place getters were selected for the regional final.  Also, those children who were unable to run were selected out at the beginning of the race.  Selectivity as a result of inclusive initial programs, such as giving all four year old the WIPPSI/SOI, means that selection is based on ability rather than nebulous beliefs.  Selectivity does not have to be a dirty word.  

In my experience many extension and enrichment opportunities are seen as treats for children, thus meaning all children should benefit ie: must be inclusive.  The result is that the activities do not have the depth and pace needed to stimulate the gifted, thus programs meant for the gifted are watered/dumbed down in order to fulfil misguided beliefs about inclusivity.  In fact, the gifted are excluded. They are excluded because equal treatment is definitely not equal opportunity.  This kind of exclusion is a form of abuse.

Myths about gifted children have to be seen as myths rather than reality.  One of the most dangerous myths is that gifted children will cope on their own.  That is like saying to a 12 year old Kieran Perkins that whilst his ability to swim is recognised he cannot have  his own training program, he must stay with other 12 year olds, and that he must help those who cannot swim. 

Educational psychologist, Vygotsky talks about the zone of proximal development. [His theories are used in Qld.]  He also says if the zone is not met learning maybe inhibited and compromised.  Many gifted young children are ready for learning at earlier ages than their age peers.  However, due to the constraints of age based grouping many of these gifted children are educationally compromised. 
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[Biii] Investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution.
It is well researched that giftedness does not restrict itself to the well educated and the wealthy. In fact, many underachievers in life are gifted people who learnt the patterns of underachievement at school.  In such cases, the education system should be considered as a contributor to low socio-economic status. 

In an environment where educators have poor understanding of the needs of gifted children the integral element is parental knowledge and confidence.  This is important whether the parents are rich or poor.  The assumption is that poorer people cannot afford private consultations with psychologists who specialise in gifted children.  However, I have met a number of people who could ill afford such assessments who decided to save for them once they became aware of the outcomes of not providing for their children.  Once they became aware of the possibilities and the importance of professional assessments they stretched their budgets to accommodate them.  Many of these parents may not have had the worldy experience of parents who come from educated and professional backgrounds, but normally they are gifted people too. [The research indicates that gifted children’s parents are normally within 5-10 IQ points of their children]  Their innate intelligence once fuelled with knowledge [research based information] means that they are prepared to advocate for their children’s needs.  However, I have noticed that these parents often lack confidence and stumble in their attempts to develop the diplomatic skills which are required in order to advocate within the education system. 

The real problem is when there are uninformed parents and uninformed teachers dealing with a problematic situation with a child.  This can occur in the most affluent or the most poor areas. The power of informed parental advocacy is amazing.  If this was coupled with informed educator involvement, many gifted children would not be languishing, developing depressive conditions, underachieving and in severe cases, committing suicide.

If teacher training was more rigorous in gifted education and if education departments had policies which gave status to the needs of gifted children the question of affluence or no affluence would become less of an issue.  The problem may be exacerbated if private schools cater for gifted children and state schools do not.  The children from poorer families miss out. This is a major argument for stimulating the provisions for gifted children in state schools, because it means that there is more equitable access and opportunity for all children whether rich or poor.

[C] Consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.
Selectivity and elitism are seen as positives in the sporting world.  Australians love their elite sportsmen and women.  The Commonwealth has the power if not the duty to try to instill these same elements as positives in the education system and beyond.  There is much talk about the brain drain from Australia.  The national ethos of pulling down our tall poppies, and in the case of gifted children sometimes not letting them grow at all, is despicable.
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Gifted children, like disabled children or learning impaired children, need early intervention.  The current focus on producing graduates from secondary schools and tertiary institutions misses the point that gifted children have often metaphorically dropped out of school by grade three.  There should be intense focus on the early years of education with interventions such as flexible provisions for early entry, acceleration through the grades, rigorous instruction, ability grouping, independent learning and defensible identification techniques.

If all children were given the WIPPSI/SOI at age four with other WISC/SOI tests throughout their schooling, ability grouping would be highly defensible.  Currently most grouping of students is based on performance rather than ability.  For a variety of reasons gifted children often do not perform, thus they often miss out on activities which would stimulate them.  Reasons why they do not perform include, boredom, not liking attention, depression, lack of relevance, having no intellectual peers who are friends, misbehaviour.  Unfortunately many teachers and uninformed parents do not understand the motivation for non-performance.  

Throughout Australia and the world parents of gifted children are meeting at conferences or via discussion lists on the Internet.  Online conferences with world authorities are common. Parents  are becoming very informed.  Indeed there is a wealth of research available and if education departments are not accessing this information they leave themselves open to accusations of lack of professionalism, neglect, compromising their duty of care, and in severe cases abuse.  If lack of action results in failure to learn education departments are not fulfilling their contract to provide education.

Commonwealth influence needed in:
1.  Encourage all State education departments to have sections for gifted and talented education at head offices and district offices.  These sections should be run by people trained in the needs of gifted children.  They should be open to new research and seek to quell myths.  Also, ensure this is mirrored within the Federal department responsible for education.  

2.  Government committees [State of Federal] reviewing gifted education should be made up of people who have knowledge of gifted children.  Parent representation is a must.

3.  Encourage State Governments to allocate sufficient funds to enable all schools to implement teacher professional development in the social, emotional and educational needs of gifted children.  This understanding needs to happen before teachers deal with curriculum issues or programmes.

4.  Teacher training institutions should train teachers in the needs of gifted children ie: educational, social and emotional needs.  

5.  School guidance officers and counsellors should have knowledge of gifted children’s needs. 

6.  Education Departments should have provisions to allow various forms of acceleration eg: early entry into grade one, grade skipping and early entry into university.
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7.  Encourage  links between kindergartens, child care centers and preschools to allow for flexible early childhood provisions and interventions.  Age limits must be seen as purely arbitrary rather than the only means of determining a child’s educational setting.

8. Ensure Australian Universities conduct research into the needs of gifted individuals.  Links with other universities researching this field throughout the world to be made and maintained.

9.  Support the notion of selectivity whether within schools or by having selective schools.  But, entry into these schools should accommodate the divergent, creative thinking, highly gifted child as well as the performing gifted child.  Selectivity must be based on ability not just performance.

10.  Acknowledge the need to focus on the early years of a child’s life.  The current focus on secondary school and beyond is too late for many gifted children.

11.  Support the notion that defensible testing/assessments of children to help determine potential be administered.  Many people will say the age of four is too young to obtain accurate assessment.  However, tests like the WIPPSI/SOI go a long way in indicating potential problems and abilities.  They would indicate whether a child was likely to have problems which would later show up in national numeracy and literacy tests. 

12.  So much money is spent on finding out what children cannot do ie: literacy and numeracy tests.  Support should be given to finding out what children can do.  The benchmarks for many tests are so low that children with ability rarely get a chance to go beyond the ceiling.  These children need to be able to experience meeting a challenge.  I have heard of gifted adult individuals dropping out of University and even suiciding when confronted with their first real intellectual challenge.

13.  Agitate for a change in the national ethos of viewing egalitarianism as meaning equal treatment is equal opportunity...because it is not. 

14.  Stimulate a national belief that giving gifted children differentiated treatment is not elitist.

These children have much to ultimately offer Australia.

