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This submission has been drafted on the basis of experience gained as a parent of gifted children, as a member of GATCA, as a committee member of GATCA and finally as President of GATCA.  It represents the author’s views and does not necessarily reflect the views of the GATCA WA committee.

The submission has been created along the same lines and with the same breakdown as the Terms of Reference document.

Defining and Measuring ‘Giftedness’

The history of public attitudes to giftedness and developments in defining and measuring giftedness.

No specific comments

Recent developments in defining giftedness, and their relevance to planning special provisions for the gifted.

No specific comments

The relevance of theories on different types of intelligence. 

No specific comments

Any distinction between ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’; the distinction between potential and performance.

The terms ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’ are frequently associated with undesirable attitudes in current society.  This is a common theme amongst many of the submission points in this paper.  In the opinion of the author, there is no specific difference between the two terms in that they may both be interchanged at will to describe the ability of a child or young person who is somehow advanced beyond his or her peers.  The main point is though, that there is no corresponding term assigned to children who are lagging behind their peers – this presumably because it is unfair on those children to be labelled in such a way – and so the question is, why attribute a ‘label’ to the more advanced children?  They are often intellectually more able and can therefore be expected to be able to cope with such pressures, but we are still dealing with young minds that can so easily be affected by the opinion of those around them.

In short, there is no real difference between the terms ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’ but consideration needs to be given to replacing both terms.

The adequacy of definitions in official documents in guiding policies on provision for the gifted.

A significant issue exists here.  In brief, whilst the definition of “educationally at risk” includes those children who are at risk of failure or underachievement, regular discussions with the parents of gifted children and many teachers too indicates that the second half of this definition is frequently lost and it is this very part that captures the plight of the gifted.  The systems in place have allowed the abbreviation of the complete description down to “educationally at risk” which is the term most often used, and it is this term that is most easily associated with the lower end of the educational ability spectrum.  Children that are at risk are typically taken to be those disadvantaged through not being able to keep up with their peers at school.  Those children who are failing to achieve their full potential through not being given sufficient extension are frequently missing out.  The definitions and policies need to be revised, not to the detriment of the educationally weaker but to bring more emphasis on the advanced.  This is a fundamental weakness of the current systems.

Problems of identifying gifted children; the adequacy of present methods of identifying them; the adequacy of present actions to identify them; whether attention to identifying gifted children is given equitably to all groups in society.

Within the Perth area, the systems for the early – or even eventual – detection of gifted children are varied.  That is not to say that the systems do not exist by which this may be achieved.  In pre-primary and primary schools the PEAC system is designed to be able to give each and every child a chance at demonstrating that extra talent.  However, the system continually and routinely fails.  Not everywhere, and not always in the same places, but failure is evident year in year out.

Specific examples of how the PEAC system fails include:

· Insufficient resources are made available for PEAC centres such that it is not economic for parents to bring their children to the centres

· Insufficient resources frequently result in the PEAC testing not being made available to all children

· Schools are still found to regard attendance at PEAC as being some sort of ‘break’ from school and a ‘treat’ such that it is often used as a carrot and stick approach for children

In later years, schemes such as the ATP and the SSPP programmes are often missed by parents who are unaware of what is available for their children.  Support groups such as GATCA frequently have to advertise these examinations and competitions when in fact the information is available within schools, it is just not distributed tot eh children and  parents.

The main answer to this point appears then to be one of funding with a subsidiary problem of information dissemination.

Problems associated with giftedness

Possible misunderstanding of issues to do with educating the gifted.

This area involves one of the most significant parts of the gifted children question in my view, and that is the very term “gifted”.  Within support organisations such as GATCA and the related experts, a lot of time is spent telling the children themselves and the parents that it is acceptable to acknowledge the fact that they are indeed gifted.  Children in peer groups are very often encouraged to ‘hide’ the fact that they are more advanced than the others because this is somehow unfair to the others.  Parents of such children are also discouraged from being too vociferous because of the ‘pushy parent’ stigma and the problems this may cause schools.

Our time is often devoted then to encouraging children and parents to be open and frank about the fact that they are indeed advanced, talented, gifted, whatever the term they choose to use is.

Yet a common reaction from schools and educators then seems to be “well as the child is gifted, we should concentrate on the less fortunate” or even, as one school classically put it before refusing to provide additional facilities “all our children are gifted in one way or the other”.  The problem then appears to be in the very term “gifted”.  The perception appears to be that these children have somehow been ‘blessed’ with an additional ability that sets them aside from other children and, just like a child who has already received a present, they have to sit back whilst the others receive theirs, as this is obviously the only fair way of carrying on.

Yet the situation of these children is often such that their condition might easily be better described as ‘cursed’.  The children are more likely than other children to fail to achieve their potential, they are in danger of dropping out of school because the system simply bores them, they are in danger of looking for other avenues to provide them mental stimulation, not always legal, and they are in danger of psychological problems and even mental illness because the society they find themselves in has effectively abandoned them.

Giftedness implies that the children have been given something special and the tendency is then to suggest that they should not ask for more.  It is a simple mistake in the use of language that often adds to the problems that these children face.  In my opinion, whilst the term gifted is innocuous, it should be changed and a standard term should be used that covers all abilities of all children.  

Possible effects on the gifted child denied special attention, such as academic underachievement or social/emotional maladjustment.

I am unable to talk in detail on this subject, but the reason I have ended up in the position I am in within GATCA was a talk I attended by a gifted education specialist who put forward statistics showing that gifted children who “miss out” formed one of the highest risk areas in terms of social and emotional adjustment and even as far as subsequent suicide rates.  Of the children who drop out of the education system early, those who are gifted are most likely to end up with drug problems and of those with drug problems the ones who might be regarded as being gifted were the highest rates for suicides.  

This is a problem that cannot be ignored.

Current provisions for gifted education

History of special provision for the gifted including Commonwealth initiatives; actions on the findings of the 1998 Senate Select Committee report.

No specific comments

Description of the current situation, and the different approaches to special provision for the gifted - for example, selective schools, accelerated cohort within the comprehensive school, withdrawal groups, differentiated curriculum within the regular class…

No specific comments

The advantages and disadvantages of the different approaches. 

No specific comments

Description of the policies of the various education authorities; discussion of any discrepancies between policy and practice, and the reasons for discrepancies.

No specific comments

Compare and contrast policies and practices in different States and Territories; overseas; and as between the government, Catholic and Independent sectors.

No specific comments

The adequacy of present provision for the gifted, including access to appropriate educational delivery, social support structures, and flexible progression through the school years.

No specific comments

Information on what the outcomes and achievements of special programs are. Discussion of how effective they are.

No specific comments

Compare and contrast provision for the gifted with provision for other special needs groups.

In brief, the provision within universities and teacher training of specific guidance on the education of the intellectually advanced child is poor.  In many courses, the education of gifted children receives little more than a single lecture or session within the entire course.

This is not to say that teachers will be uniformly unable to offer adequate education to gifted children.  Most educators would revel in the chance to develop such children as far as they are able as it represents an extremely rewarding aspect of their careers.  But if the educators have received little or no special training in how to go about this, how can they possibly be expected to achieve optimal outcomes in every case?  Any skilled person can only ever be expected to produce high quality results all the time if he or she is provided with the appropriate training and tools.

Finally, the issue of more time being required for the lower end of the ability scale often raises its head.  The lower ability children require more time because “that is only right”.  However, it is the contention of the author that the lower ability children need not suffer by spending more time with the higher ability pupils, indeed the understanding currently is that they may well be assisted by it.  A comment that is frequently made, still, by teachers and principals is that by spending time with the gifted students, teachers are able to spend less time with those children who need it more.  This though is a fundamental error of understanding of the process.  Every child needs to be taught in a way that maximises his or her potential.  Every child.  The difference with the gifted children though is that they are often able to do more work on their own, if they are given adequate direction.  A teacher then, who is able to provide that additional direction to such children in a class may then be reasonably confident that those children will then be able to work independently, albeit at a higher level, for a time enabling the teacher to concentrate on the rest of the class.  By this simple application, the effective class size is reduced, the other children end up with more teacher time and overall research has shown that the average ability of the each pupil generally increases.  It is a logical step but appears to represent a paradigm shift for most schools.

Whether access to special programs and support is provided equitably to all gifted children including (for example) the rural and isolated, those from ethnic minorities, those from areas of socio-economic disadvantage.

This point was basically covered earlier in reference to the availability of the PEAC centres for children across the State.  The arrangements currently are inequitable and do not allow for families in outlying areas to receive adequate provision for children with advanced learning needs.

Provisions for teacher training (preservice and inservice) to accommodate teaching the gifted.

In the understanding of the author, the current teacher training courses at local universities provide one lecture/session on the education of the gifted and talented during the entire course.  This is hopelessly inadequate particularly when the ability and knowledge of true experts in gifted education is considered.  Such people have spent years researching the subject and determining schemes and strategies for assisting the children and the teachers.

Moreover, the expertise on teaching gifted children is made available to teachers in service.  Organisations such as GATCA and their individual members are able to organise seminars and discussions with teachers to provide them with additional skills.  These seminars are extremely well received but attendance at them is only usually by the enlightened teachers or those teachers from schools that have recognised the advantages.  Another factor is that these seminars are frequently ad hoc arrangements and there is little or no central organisation of them.

The fact that our current system so blatantly ignores such a valuable source of vital information must be of concern and should be addressed at the earliest.

Arrangements for giving the gifted early access to tertiary education; the participation of the gifted in tertiary education.

No specific comments

The adequacy of research on gifted education and its uptake by the teaching profession.

No specific comments

Implications for education policy and administration

The suitability of benchmarks provided by Australian and international best practice to inform planning for gifted education.

No specific comments

The adequacy of present provisions for the gifted; what should be done more or differently.

No specific comments other than what has been said above.

The adequacy of present funding and administrative arrangements to execute policies on gifted education.

No specific comments

Analogies with arrangements for other types of special education.

No specific comments

Teacher training needs (preservice and inservice).

Clearly the implication of the above is that teachers need to be provided with specific training in the education of the advanced learners within their classes.  This should form part of their training courses and as further development options throughout their careers.

Arrangements for giving the gifted early access to tertiary education.

No specific comments

The implications of all this for funding.

No specific comments with the rider that clearly more funding needs to be provided.  However, in the opinion of the author, such funding is merely an investment in the future growth of this country both by ensuring the full development of the gifted but also, by association, by ensuring the full development of all children within the system.

How research needs should be satisfied and funded in context of research on education generally.

No specific comments

The appropriate role of the Commonwealth in supporting education of the gifted.

In essence, the Commonwealth is under an obligation to deliver on the suggestion made within the legislation.  It is generally insufficient for any society to make claims about relishing and nurturing the cream of its society and then to fail so patently to demonstrate this.  The search for and development of the talented people within society should be one of the key points of any education system.  In a way it is like an efficient savings or pension plan in that it is an investment of small sums that grow and mature into vast wealth many years down the track.  There is clear evidence in other fields, in particular the sporting field, of how the early identification of talent has paid dividends in later years.

A similar programme for talented children is an obvious extension to the same logic.
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