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VICTORIAN AFFILIATED NETWORK OF GIFTED SUPPORT GROUPS





Box 88, MALDON, VIC, 3463.	        Phone   (03) 5475 2392








Senate Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.





This Submission seeks to address all the Terms of Reference, with particular reference to:





(b)	consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet their special education needs, …


the means of identifying gifted and talented people.








1.1 The Victorian Affiliated Network of Gifted Support Groups (VANGSG) was formed in December 1998 after The Age newspaper printed an article in October 1998 about gifted students. This article included two parents’ phone numbers that could be rung if people needed help for their gifted children.  The phone calls started at two minutes past nine in the morning and continued non-stop, up to ten o’clock at night for a period of two weeks.  The calls then tapered off but continued for the next eighteen months.  In all, there were over three hundred and sixty phone calls from this one article.





1.2 Given that the word “gifted” technically only applies to a minority group of between 5 and 10 percent of the population, this response was overwhelming for the volunteers manning the phones.  When they compared their notes on each case after the first two weeks, they found that the vast majority of calls (about 95%) were from parents who’s children were not receiving any differentiated curriculum and worse still, many who were being victimised by both students and adults in the school community.





1.3 The argument may be presented that these children were in fact not gifted, however the two people manning the phones were trained and experienced in the field of gifted education.  By asking a series of open-ended questions based on research of the development and characteristics of gifted children, it is fairly easy to make an assessment as to the likelihood that any child is gifted.  The counsellors did not make any definite assessment to the parents over the phone.  Many of the children had been formally assessed as gifted by psychologists or nominated by teachers.  It is important to note that research has found that parents are very accurate when assessing the intellectual ability of their own children. Those who are not accurate tend to underestimate their child’s ability, rather than to overestimate it.  Another point is that parents tend not to state that their child is “gifted” at all, due to the social stigma attached to the word.  Their comments are usually more like “He’s very bright.” or “She was always very advanced for her age.”  They will always back up these statements with examples of why they have reached this conclusion, such as, “She walked unaided at nine months.”





1.4 Many parents were upset when they rang, and required very careful counselling.  They were worried about a variety of negative behavioural changes they had observed in their children and the lack of understanding of teachers about these issues.  Most had approached their schools on a number of occasions but had received little practical or moral support.  A far too frequent number were wary of “making a fuss” in case the teachers “took it out on the children”.  Most callers had been through years of problems with their children, both academic and psychological.





1.5 Given that the phone calls were only from parents of gifted children who had bought The Age, seen the article and felt concerned enough to sit on the phone and press re-dial until they were able to get through, we believe this number of calls represents a system failure.





---------------------------------------------------------------


2.1 We have many personal examples of this system failure that need to be known but for reasons of fear of victimisation, cannot be named.  We have included a few cases in this submission to illustrate our experience.





2.2 Case TM Aug. 99: After gifted education specialist explained to the teacher that T had been systematically bullied in Primary School because she was gifted and would need some extra care, he stated:


“Don’t give me that gifted stuff when she’s just damaged goods.”





2.3 Case DW Oct. 98: Teacher’s statement to 5-year-old girl in Prep class, three weeks after the start of school (Mother was in the classroom helping with the reading program):


“For goodness sake, D, put your hand down and let someone else answer the question for a change.  We all know that you know all the answers.”


The psychological and social implications of this statement amount to rejection of this child by the teacher and isolation from the group.  The child, being gifted, understood this situation and told her mother that she wasn’t going to school any more … “because they don’t like me.”





2.4 We refer to Paragraph 1.9, Page 3 of the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children, which states:





“Many witnesses contrasted the treatment accorded these students [talented sportspersons] with the indifference and even hostility shown towards intellectually gifted children.”





Also Paragraph 5.35, Page 104 and Paragraph 5.36, Page 104, which states:





	“There was evidence that some teachers resent or feel threatened by gifted children.”





2.5 Statement 1: We believe that these statements from 1988 are still applicable in 2001.  There is still a general community suspicion and dislike of gifted children that is reflected in the response of teachers to gifted students in the classroom.





-----------------------------------------------------------------





3.1 Case AS June 2000: Response from school Principal to mother’s request for differentiated (accelerated) curriculum:


“We know that A is gifted Mrs S, but he doesn’t complete the work he’s given in class.  We can’t give him any advanced work until he’s demonstrated that he’s going to cooperate.”





3.2 Case LJ Oct. 2000: When asked, “Why do we have to do a Power Point presentation?” by a gifted student (in gifted withdrawal class), the response from the Gifted Education co-ordinator at a secondary college was:


“Because that’s what I’ve decided you should do!”





3.3 LJ’s school follows the Victorian Government’s Bright Futures Policy on the education of gifted students, allocates time for a teacher designated “Gifted Education Co-ordinator”, has a withdrawal class for gifted students and is developing a gifted education policy.  The Bright Futures Resource Book (Victorian Department of Education, 1996) on page 63 lists some of the characteristics that can be used to identify gifted students:


3. Has rapid insight into cause-effect relationships; tries to discover the how and why of things – asks many provocative questions; wants to know what makes things or people tick.


	…


	5. Displays a great deal of curiosity about many things; is constantly asking questions about anything and everything.	


6. Generates a large number of ideas or solutions to problems or questions.


7. Is uninhibited in expression of opinion.


8. Is a high risk taker.





3.4 LJ asked a very normal “gifted” question and received a very normal non-gifted response. The case of LJ is particularly important to note because despite all the gifted “provisions” occurring at this school, actual provision is still not occurring.  In this case, this is due to the hostility of the other staff towards the gifted “time” allocation and special class, which is seen as elitist and unnecessary, and the lack of training and experience of the teacher nominated as the gifted Co-ordinator.





3.5 This problem of gifted education “propaganda” is a new and serious problem.  This allows schools to claim that they have a Gifted Education Policy by adding the words “and gifted” to their existing education Policy and claiming they “provide” for gifted students because they allow any student to enter the Tournament of Minds competition once per year.





3.6 We refer to Paragraph 4.90, Page 82-83 of the 1988 report of the Select Committee which states:





“Most Australian schools do not appear to make any provision for the education of gifted children.” and “Not making any provision for the gifted as occurs in most schools, however is not an acceptable option.”





3.7 Statement 2: We believe that this statement from 1988 is still applicable in 2001.  Most schools do not provide differentiated curriculum for gifted children or any support to meet their special developmental, social and emotional needs.  This is not an acceptable option.





-------------------------------------------------------------





4.1 This systemic failure to address the needs of gifted children, we believe is due to the commonly accepted meaning of the word “gifted”.  There is a vast difference of understanding of the meaning of the word between those who have this condition or experience it on a personal level, and those people in the wider community, including teachers.





4.2 The common interpretation of the word “gifted” is smart, clever or talented.  The word “gifted” is often used interchangeably with, or linked to the word “talented”.  As a negative expression, it is show-off, too big for his boots or smart-arse.  When the word “gifted” is used in an educational setting, it usually exclusively relates to high academic performance.  Teachers traditionally identify boys who do well at mathematics and girls who are good artists as “gifted”.  As maths is more valued than art and girls are less likely to “stand out” in class, most teachers only nominate high achieving male maths students as gifted.  (See Professor Blakers quote on Page 103, 1988 Senate Report)





4.3 It is common for a teacher to provide “extension maths” for someone they perceive as having “a gift” in maths, while at the same time not providing extension English because the student is not old enough to understand the “meaning” of the English curriculum at an advanced level.  If this is true, it would indicate that the child is not gifted.  The most common problem is that teachers are not nominating gifted students but only those who are good at a particular academic subject.





4.4 Statement 3: It is our understanding that there are children who are “gifted” who are not good at academic work and giftedness is not necessarily defined by performance in any area of human endeavour.  The word “talented” implies an advanced level of performance in one or more areas of human endeavour. “Gifted” for us, the parents of these children, is primarily a developmental and psychological statistically significant difference from the norm.  Therefore the words “gifted” and “talented” are not interchangeable and when used co-joined, as in the title of the Senate Inquiry, may impede the identification of gifted children.





-------------------------------------------------------------





5.1 Case SC Dec. 2000: A Gifted Education consultant was given the school reports for S by the parents and found that at mid-year the child had successfully completed (written as “E” for established in the report) Curriculum Frameworks Level 3 (end of Grade 4) while still enrolled in Grade 3.  At the end of the year the report still had CSF Level 3 and “E” for all the sections.  If this report is to be believed, was this student re-establishing the curriculum that he had already established in June, or had the teacher just not bothered to teach him anything new because he had finished all the work she had planned for the year?





5.2 These reports were contrasted with the results of the Statewide AIMS test completed in first semester.  The results of this assessment placed the child at Grade Five and Six (CSF Level 4) across all subjects.  The parents of this child believed that he was likely to become a school refuser because he had received no new curriculum material for the last two years and it appeared that he already knew most of the curriculum for the rest of Primary School.  They believed that it was not likely that he would receive any new material for the next three years.  Despite recommendations by the consultant to the school, the request of the parents and the student to grade-skip to Grade Five, the school placed him in a straight Grade Four class because they said he “wouldn’t be able to cope in Grade Five.”





5.3 We refer to Paragraph 1.12, Page 4 of the 1988 report of the Select Committee which states:





“Many academically talented children not only fail to achieve their potential but actually drop out of school in large numbers.”





5.4 Statement 4: It is our estimation that about 75% of all gifted children are underachievers who express all the usual associated academic, emotional and social problems.  This then impacts on identification, as parents can usually only convince teachers that their children are gifted if they are performing academically at a high level for their age group and behaving well emotionally and socially. We estimate that as much as 40% of all gifted students leave school before the end of Year Twelve.  We know of many gifted children who have left school before the age of fifteen.





----------------------------------------------------------------





6.1 Gifted children have the potential to achieve at school at or above the level of achievement for normal children.  The point is that they still have to be taught a curriculum.  They do not just pick up quantum physics if they are not particularly interested in it.  As all school curriculum is now standardised under the Curriculum Standards Framework II (CSF), parents can now access the curriculum and see what is supposed to be taught at each level.





6.2 Despite what may be written in the CSF, children are still taught pre-reading skills in Prep, to identify the numbers from one to one hundred in Grade One and are required to make a poster in Year 11 Chemistry as a graded assignment.  If a gifted child can read before starting school, (one of the characteristics of gifted children listed in DOE, Bright Futures, 1996, p9) why do schools still “teach” them pre-reading skills?  If gifted children are happy to work out three figure addition in Grade One, why are they still colouring in the number ten, cutting it out and pasting it on a sheet of paper with ten flowers?  If a Year 11 student is interested in the chemical blueprint of copper found at archaeological sites that allows scientists to trace the mine it was taken from more than four thousand years ago, why is he being assessed on the production of a poster?  The reason is simple, - that is what the teacher has decided is the curriculum for the class.  There is usually no variation to this group instruction and there is no individual curriculum.





6.3 Statement 5: Gifted students may know up to 95% of the year’s curriculum that will be presented in a classroom at the beginning of the year.  They frequently learn and relearn material that they already know.  Gifted children are rarely assessed at the beginning of the year, and if any assessments are made that identify advanced academic attainment, it is most unlikely that this child would be grade skipped or allowed to start working at a higher CSF level.  The curriculum becomes more inflexible as it moves towards the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) as educators become more concerned with standardised curriculum and standardised product in order to allow standardised assessment.  Students at VCE are required to produce a product for assessment that confirms to a pre-set group of criteria.  This system is at odds with the learning conditions, requirements and provision for gifted students as outlined in the DSE Bright Futures, 1996, p30-46.





---------------------------------------------------------------





7.1 The DOE Bright Futures: Resource Book –Education of Gifted Students, 1996 is an excellent document for both teachers and parents.  While the layout and style of the book is not necessarily user friendly, it does contain much useful information.  The most critical aspect of this book is the non-specific definition of giftedness.  If the government of the day does not produce a single clear definition of who it is that we are talking about, how can teachers identify the gifted children?  If teachers, the vast majority of whom have no training in this field, read the list of characteristics of giftedness they may identify half the class as gifted.  Alternatively they may just as easily state that they have no gifted students in their class.  In all these lists, we should not be looking for those children who might exhibit these characteristics but for the child who demonstrates these characteristics to an extreme degree.  Giftedness is not what you can do but a statistically significant degree of difference between you and the norm for your age.  The definition of giftedness determines identification and identification is required to obtain individual provision.





7.2 As we have access to the minutes of meetings of the DSE Working Party for Program Development for Gifted Students (1994-95), we know that the Working Party recommended that the Cox, J., Daniel, N. and Boston, B. (1985) Pyramid Model of educational provision be included in this book as the method of curriculum planning and provision.  This Model was included in the South Australian Department for Education and Children’s Services (DECS) Understanding Giftedness: A Guide to Policy Implementation (1996).  In Victoria, this comprehensive and valuable model was reduced to the sentence; “The Working Party gave clear indication that the provision for gifted students should be in the classroom in the first instance.” (DSE, 1995, p5)  This statement does not address the relevant questions of what class, at what level, with which teacher, studying what curriculum, at what pace?  Nor does it address the administration changes necessary to implement provision for gifted children. 





7.3 The DOE Bright Futures: Resource Book (1996), while purporting to refer to the education “of gifted students”, list many program options, provisions and even identification lists that refer to all students.  Classroom enrichment/extension provisions listed on p36-42 are options that are used in schools as part of provision for all students.  These are all just good teaching practice and not differentiated curriculum for gifted students.





7.4 The inclusion of Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences is a serious flaw.  Gardner himself, in his introduction to his book Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences (1983) stated that he could have called his theory “multiple talents” but chose to call it “multiple intelligences” instead to challenge the status quo.  There are not seven different “kinds” of intelligence (DOE Bright Futures: Resource Book 1996, p73).  Intelligence refers to a conceptual ability of whole brain function, not a particular area of ability.  There are however many different methods of expressing intelligence and developing talent.  Talent development for all students is clearly supposed to be the goal of the education system as a whole.  This theory promotes the concept, already an accepted “politically correct” idea, that all children are gifted.  The sentence; 


“Whether a student is identified as “gifted” or “talented” is less important than ensuring that they receive appropriate challenge in their area of giftedness.” (DOE Bright Futures: Resource Book 1996, p73).


is clear support for the teachers who do not want to identify any student as gifted but prefer to talk about an egalitarian view of everyone’s special “gifts”.





--------------------------------------------------------------





8.1 Case LN Aug. 2000: A state secondary college was surveyed as part of a planning process for a whole-school in-service training session.  Of the sixty-eight teachers at the college, four had read the 1996 Bright Futures: Resource Book.  None had read any of the other Bright Futures documents.  The four staff who had read the 1996 Resource Book had attended some in-service training sessions offered by DEET and one of these had some post-graduate level training in gifted education.  This result was particularly interesting when combined with the fact that this school had already decided to become a select entry school for gifted students.





8.2 The main problem for the facilitator of the gifted education in-service training session was then trying to explain the meaning of the word “gifted” to sixty-four teachers who had decided that they already knew what it meant, without any training in gifted education.  One teacher finally said:


“Well, with what you’re saying about these kids, they would be better off in a special school.”


The problem is that there are no special schools for gifted children.  These teachers are all we have.





8.3 We refer to Paragraph 7.28, page 146 of the 1988 report of the Select Committee, which states:





“If provision is to be made to cater for the needs of gifted children, teachers already in the workforce must be informed of these needs and of how to meet them.”





8.4 Statement 6: We agree with this statement but believe that this is still not occurring at the required pace or happening at all in a way that would cater for those children already in the education system today.  Most teachers have no training in gifted education and rely on their own assumption or attitudes to direct provision, often directly at odds with research in the field or the directives of Bright Futures.  Most teachers have not read the government Policy on gifted education.  Teachers who do have training tend to only assimilate information that conforms to their already established viewpoint and teaching practices. This problem is particularly concerning when tertiary courses in gifted education provide indiscriminate coverage of all viewpoints without any critical analysis of research or practice.





-------------------------------------------------------------





9.1 Parents must try to carefully select a school for their child in an attempt to cater for their needs.  Parents of gifted children regularly change schools in an attempt to overcome problems or to find a better solution.  An increasing number of parents have withdrawn their children from the education system and are home schooling their children either by choice or as a method of last resort.  The Distance Education Centre in Melbourne has a very high percentage of gifted students enrolled for this reason.  This is one school that traditionally does not determine enrolment in a CSF level by the age of the student.  The point to remember is that enrolment for these students is usually under the criteria of social, emotional and psychological problems that prevents them from attending a local school.





9.2 If the Commonwealth Government continues to fund tertiary institutions, there needs to clear directives to those institution who provide teacher training that gifted education must be a requirement of undergraduate studies.  It is critical that the Commonwealth Government develops a definition of giftedness that incorporates the developmental and psychological nature of this condition and promotes this definition both in the education system and the wider community.





9.3 Statement 7: As the Commonwealth Government has not fulfilled any of the recommendations contained in the 1988 report of the Select Committee, we concur with Dr John Geake (Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, Vol. 8, No. 1, 1999, p59).  The parents of gifted children in Victoria would like the Commonwealth Government to understand that you have not just failed your Report Card, you have failed a whole generation of our gifted children.








RECOMMENDATIONS





The Victorian Affiliated Network of Gifted Support Groups recommends that:


 





The Commonwealth Government develops a definition of giftedness that incorporates the special developmental and psychological nature of this condition and that is not based on academic ability or performance.





The Commonwealth Government promotes the use of the Ravens Progressive Matrices as an alternative objective identification tool, in conjunction with Psycho/Linguistic Observation by trained gifted education consultants.





The Commonwealth Government amends all Federal legislation concerned with social, psychological and educational provision for special populations, where identification procedures or definitions include the use of Intelligence Quotient tests.    The amendment should include words to the effect “and those of 130 IQ and above”.





The Commonwealth Government establishes and funds Special Schools or Teaching Units either as stand-alone centres or as a part of established educational institutions and that these schools be staffed with teachers trained in gifted education.





The Commonwealth Government provides a moral, career or financial Incentive Scheme to encourage teachers to enrol in post-graduate studies in gifted education.





The Commonwealth Government establishes an on-going community education and awareness program to try to overcome the misunderstanding of, and poor attitude towards, the gifted.





The Commonwealth Government provides additional financial assistance to families receiving Commonwealth benefits or of low income, and those who are classified as Rural/Isolated who have gifted children.  Poor, rural gifted children are especially disadvantaged and require special assistance.





The Commonwealth Government fund local and national research of gifted children and adults, and the development of Australian Best Practice provision standards.


�PAGE  �8�














