26 February 2001

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education

References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra   ACT   2600

By e-mail eet.sen@aph.gov.au
Submission to the inquiry into the education of gifted and talented children

I applaud the initiative of the Commonwealth in calling for submissions in what I consider personally and professionally to be a vitally important educational issue for Australia.  

The structure of my submission reflects only my areas of expertise and as such does not attempt to address all the areas of interest to the Senate Select Committee.   

I would be pleased to testify directly to the Committee, in person or by other electronic means.

Regards,

Gail R Byrne, MAPsS

BA(Hons) DipEd MEd (Gifted) Grad Dip Counselling

Psychologist

Registered Business Name:  Exceptional Children
Postal Address:  690 Riversdale Road  Camberwell   Vic   3124

Telephone:  (03) 9836 5567   0414 738 027

e-mail:  exceptional_children@lycos.dom
Background

Eleven years ago Prof Brian Start of the CHIP Foundation assessed my eldest daughter.  Her assessment as ‘gifted’ has dramatically altered my personal and professional career.  The eleven years since have seen another daughter assessed and we have experienced the highs (not too many) and lows (far too many) of trying to meet the educational needs of both highly gifted daughters on, in the main, one single income.    

Like many parents I have since come into contact with, I have changed my daughters’ schools on a number of occasions.  I have, variously, tried the Catholic, State and Independent sectors.   My governing principle for some years has been to select a school which at least would not harm the child although it may not help them.

Frustrated by the lack of knowledge of teaching staff and often with some degree of hostility on the school’s part I took on outside studies to help me as a parent to understand something of the educational jargon and rhetoric with which I was faced.  Now complete with Masters in Education (Gifted) and as a Psychologist specialising in the assessment of exceptional children, I hope I assist other parents who are as angered and confused as I was in trying to find an appropriate educational experience.

I am near to completing a Doctorate in psychology specialising in the underachievement of intellectually gifted children.  I work part-time coordinating gifted programs in an independent boy’s school in Victoria.  I run a small specialist psychological practice in assessment.  These are my qualifications.  In a voluntary capacity I am the current Chair of the CHIP Foundation who have also submitted to the Commission.   

 Since the last Senate Report
On a personal level I concede that the interest has grown in intellectually gifted children; unfortunately accurate knowledge and identification of these children has not kept pace.  I have completed both a Diploma of Education and postgraduate qualifications as a psychologist and in no course of study was I required – indeed even offered – a unit on the exceptionality of gifted children.  Hearing impaired, yes.  Down’s Syndrome, yes.  Assessment of low intellectual functioning, yes.  High functioning, intellectually gifted, no.  As one Senior Psychology Lecturer, in a post grad course, informed me, afterall what did it matter if the child were 130 IQ or 160 IQ?  As a parent and a teacher and a psychologist I know it does matter.

Without apology I enjoy working with intellectually gifted children.  I am, I believe, a good diagnostician in the area.  Unfortunately in the time since the last Report it has become fashionable to add ‘gifted’ to one’s ‘bag’ of skills – even if untrained in it.  This is no less true for psychologists. Firstly, I am concerned in reading the reports of fellow psychologists that many children are labelled ADD, ADHD and Asperger’s Syndrome without consideration that certain traits and behaviours also characterise and separate the gifted.  Again, one cannot blame my colleagues who are not trained to look for the ‘gifted needle in the educational haystack’.

Secondly, Psychologists often deal with assessments at the lower end of the educational spectrum – these children are put forward far more for assessment than are the gifted.  Even where teachers believe there is ‘giftedness’ it has been my experience that - without exception – every child referred to me by teachers for assessment has been at the ‘able’ level of ability, about the 115 – 120.  Teachers it seems are still not good identifiers of gifted children, especially if the children are underachievers, failing academically or non-compliant in a classroom.

As a doctoral research student I have experienced on-going difficulty with finding universities interested in this area of study and who were able to supply appropriately qualified supervisors.  Some five universities Australia-wide expressed varying degrees of interest in my area but could not supply appropriate Supervisors.  My sample of fifty intellectually gifted students with an average IQ of 142 (125 – 200 range) is, to the best of my knowledge the largest group of gifted students in Australia under study.  It is most probable that it is the largest group under study internationally.  However, it goes without saying that the area whilst considered ‘interesting’ and the sample ‘unique’ has never proved interesting or unique enough to attract a University Scholarship.  This was also true for my Masters research into 700 school leavers and their aspirations and ability levels.     

In summary, my concerns are 

· Schools and personnel must offer parents more than rhetoric.  Staff and schools must be trained in the preliminary identification of intellectually gifted students and in meeting their special educational requirements. 

· Psychologists must be trained in formal identification procedures.  They need to acquire knowledge through either under- or post-graduate training about giftedness.  By their very nature many intellectually gifted children respond in beyond-the-ordinary ways on assessment procedures. 
· Gifted behaviour and social interactions seem increasingly to attract misdiagnoses of ADD, ADHD and Asperger’s Syndrome.  Psychologists unaware of traits of intellectually gifted children sometimes misinterpret these children’s often unique interactions. 

· There is a lack of research and a lack of research funding.  A lack of appropriate supervisors makes research difficult.

· There must be mandated educational programs for children identified as intellectually gifted and formally assessed by a registered psychologist.  These children need Individual Educational Programs (IEPs) written by people who know how to write them.   

· Clear and unambiguous protocols and guidelines for acceleration, early entry to school and university, compacting etc must be provided.  States will not act without mandated protocols from the Commonwealth.

  Submission

Inquiry into the education of gifted and talented children.

(a) 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;

From my perhaps limited perspective no Commonwealth Government since 1988 has made a clear policy statement on the special educational requirements of intellectually gifted children.  Parents aim to meet their children’s educational needs by changing schools only to be faced with personnel changes or budgetary restrictions which close off educational provisions that were previously offered for their children.

As mentioned, no graduating teacher or psychologist is obliged to study any unit on intellectual giftedness.  An intellectually gifted child might be considered as one in twenty children.  Whether they are recognised or not, one will meet gifted children in one’s classroom more often than one will meet hearing-impaired children, as an example.  Many, if not most teachers, I believe, are ill-prepared to identify and then meet the needs of these children.      

 (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:

The means of identifying gifted and talented children

Although there appears to be more interest in intellectual giftedness in 2001 it is disappointing that policy and protocols for accurate identification and educational provision have not been formalised.   Early entry, acceleration and compacting are still relatively rare in schools in Victoria and there seems to be a great deal of misinformation about the appropriateness of any or all of these options in meeting gifted children’s needs.

Through lack of understanding gifted children are considered as homogenous.  Parents of disabled children emphasis their unique and individual needs and are offended and angered by ignorance in professionals.  Parents of gifted children are faced with comments such as “we have many children like your child”, even statistically, this is naïve.

Contrary to many teachers’ perceptions the LAP tests or the AIM (out of GERRIC at UNSW) do not identify gifted children.  They identify achieving children who may be highly capable academically.  Further formal assessment will identify whether these children are ‘gifted’.

Unfortunately many principals and teachers seem dismissive of formal assessments such as the WISC III or Stanford Binet IV, believing rather the child’s performance on school-based tests.  There is a dire need for in-service training to aid with understanding the difference between achievement testing and tests of intellectual functioning.  

Whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably

School-based ‘gifted’ programs are not always equitable, particularly if participants are drawn from the results on achievement testing.  Their narrow focus can fail to provide for those intellectually gifted children who might most benefit from it.

Victoria appears quite limited in its offerings for intellectually gifted children failing, in the main, to cater for primary aged children.  I am quite impressed with the model of the SHIP schools in SA and would value the performance of these schools being evaluated in the interests of establishing a best practice model.  There must, of course, continue to be flexibility to meet the differing needs of gifted children. 

Early access to university appears very limited.  My discussions with University staff would lead me to suggest that the administrators are keen to dissuade under-age children from attending. 

There are two selective schools in Victoria, which are selective only in attracting their cohort.  The curriculum offered is, in reality, broader than many high schools but not necessarily more than what may have been achieved through perseverance for the gifted child within the cohort had they stayed in ‘receptive’ and knowledgeable schools.  

Victoria currently has 19 schools offering select entry accelerated learning programs.  Access to these programs appears inequitable for many gifted children who live in rural and Northern and Western suburbs who cannot attend such schools easily.   

(c) consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.

In considering the role the Commonwealth may play, I make strong recommendation that:

· The Commonwealth mandate pre-service training for teachers in the area of giftedness.  Professional development for current teachers is needed in differentiation of the curriculum.  

· In the training of Early Childhood/Kindergarten personnel both University and TAFE training must include a compulsory unit in the identification of gifted children.   

· The Commonwealth work with bodies such as the Australian Psychological Society to identify appropriate training in giftedness and that such training be nationally recognised as a minimum requirement to publicise psychological services in the ‘gifted’ area. 

· The Commonwealth facilitate pathways for under-age gifted children to enter University.

· The Commonwealth and states work collaboratively in promoting research into the area of giftedness.  That seed funding be provided for this research.  

· The Commonwealth support the development of a national policy on early entry and acceleration for gifted children in schools. 

· The Commonwealth mandate that schools must offer a differentiated curriculum through the development of Individual Education Programs for children assessed as over 130 IQ on a recognised test of intellectual functioning.   
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