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Submission to: the Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee                  

The Education of Gifted and Talented Children

From:

Parents’ Gifted Support group, St Catherine’s Anglican School for Girls, Waverley, New South Wales

Aim: 

To raise awareness of the educational needs of gifted children and to help obtain an appropriate education for each differently gifted individual, as for each and every individual; to raise awareness of the human misery occasioned by unfulfilled potential in gifted individuals; to make a contribution to Australians’ expressed aim of being “the clever country” by helping gifted children realise their full potential.

In August, 2000, a group of mothers, encouraged by senior and junior principals in the school, formed a support network of parents of gifted children.  Both principals expressed a need for a group such as ours to assist the school in providing appropriate education and enrichment for our daughters, in order for them to reach their full potential. Our objectives are listed on a separate page at the end of this document.  Meetings are held every two weeks during term time and include guest speakers to further our own education in the needs of gifted and talented children.  Visitors are welcomed and attend from other private and public schools in the area, with a view to fulfilling one of the objectives expressed in our charter, that is to provide a model for others to form similar support groups within their own schools. 

As parents, we felt the need for a non-threatening forum where we could freely discuss the needs of our children and the concerns that surround all children, but which have particular significance for gifted children, e.g. asynchronous development, pressures of adolescence, peer pressures, isolation, under-achievement, poor self-esteem, etc.  Girls, especially, may experience particular pressures to not succeed for the sake of “fitting in”.  We were also concerned that community misconceptions often meant that gifted children (and their parents) were led to down-play achievements, apologise for themselves, or hide. With our group we have formed a safe place where we can discuss the needs of our children without appearing to be unduly proud of their potential or achievements, without appearing to be “pushy” or “asking for too much”.  We can voice complaints without being misunderstood or appearing ungrateful.  Like other parents, we just want our children to be happy and to receive an education appropriate to their needs.
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As parents of gifted children, we are often beset by anxieties about their happiness and welfare, especially at school.  Being gifted and “different” can be a burden to children who just want to be accepted for themselves.  Many such children feel the desperation of trying to fit in with peers by pretending to have interests they don’t have, hiding the ones they do, and feeling lonely because no true friendships can be formed in the midst of deception. Often their expressed interests may appear pretentious to their classmates or they may try unsuccessfully to find friends with similar interests.  (The advice of senior mothers of gifted children, when asked by junior mothers as to how their children might “fit in” with their peers, was that team sport was the way to make friends and be popular.)  Activities organised outside school help our children to form friendships outside natural age groups or indeed schools. This is proving to be a very successful means of providing a safe space within the school or within interests groups outside school for some of our children who have felt isolated. Common interests may be found, other than sports.

Lack of research into the characteristics, needs and potential of gifted children has in the past meant insufficiently comprehensive policies for the education of gifted children.  This is beginning to be remedied and research units such as the University of New South Wales Gifted Education Research Resource & Information Centre (GERRIC) are starting to produce material that can be used by either by experts or by lay people such as ourselves. 

Insufficient financial resources has meant that schools are often faced with the unpalatable prospect of taking resources away from other groups of children in order to provide for their gifted pupils. Community ignorance about the needs and characteristics of gifted children and their parents, as well as the lack of sufficient or sufficiently trained teachers in the area of Gifted Education, have meant that many gifted children do not enjoy the educational care and advantages of those who fit into the general school curriculum.  Ultimately, they do not fully realise their early promise and not only are they the losers, but our society as a whole is deprived of their unique contribution.  How can we achieve our vision of the “clever country” without our gifted children?

Our group contains mothers with many different stories, from many different schools.  There are children who have not been identified as gifted early on – there may have been a lack of identification where learning difficulties were present or the child in question was too shy to speak up – or indeed has hidden his or her true aptitude in order to “fit in”.  Our group also contains mothers whose children have been quickly identified but whose education has been compromised by having a teacher not qualified in Gifted Education or who doesn’t know what to do with that child.  Additionally, curriculum changes are being made within an environment  - the field of education - where tradition dies hard and any rapid change feels quite dizzying and as though one were in the middle of a revolution – instead of merely providing appropriate education for a small child.

Poorly trained psychologists in the area of gifted small children have often wrongly assessed a child’s full potential, or not alerted parents to the different outcomes of different tests or the possibility of inaccurate assessments because of learning difficulties, etc. 
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We have been concerned that, not only are resources for the education of gifted children less than for many other children, but that there is a community (and indeed sometimes teacher held) perception that gifted children need fewer resources than other children. We have often heard the view that gifted children “will make their own way” – although research shows that too many individuals never realise their potential in life.  Discussion with other parents regarding problems in curriculum have elicited responses along the lines of, “Your child is doing okay – what have you got to worry about?”  Explanations that one’s child may be unhappy at school are greeted with a disbelieving look.

Community misconceptions include the idea that an enriched or differentiated environment will somehow make gifted children arrogant; that acceleration will mean children won’t be able to do the things their friends do at a particular age, such as drink in a pub – and that this is more important than receiving an education appropriate to one’s needs.  Even several years after a “successful” acceleration, solicitous friends will enquire if so and so is “coping”, with an expectation that failure in such circumstances is likely.  Would a friend enquire if a promising young footballer, promoted to a higher grade of football team, is “coping”?

OUR EXPERIENCE AS PARENTS WITH CHILDREN AT ST CATHERINE’S

PHILOSOPHY OF THE SCHOOL

The school’s emphasis on compassion, leadership and peer support seems to provide each child with a sense of self worth.  This creates a milieu where the intellectually gifted are able to feel a sense of belonging and are happy to achieve.  This is despite the school being small and non-selective.

St Catherine’s has proved to be an exceptionally supportive school in the area of Gifted Education.  We believe this is directly linked to the school’s philosophy and practised ethics of regarding each and every child as a valuable individual whose needs deserve to be addressed, whose gifts – whatever they may be – deserve to be fostered, and whose contribution is considered worthwhile.  We believe we are fortunate to have our daughters at a school which serves them so very well in this regard.

PRACTICAL INITIATIVES

Horizontal timetabling in Mathematics and English enable easy subject acceleration and a flexible approach to the needs of children gifted in these areas.  This is extended to include the senior school and fluid movement of a substantial number of children between classes creates an accepting environment for these children.  Early identification is facilitated by a pro-active approach from an increasing number of increasingly qualified staff and systems have been put in place for whole year or subject acceleration.  All these measures should and could be emulated by any school.

However, even a school such as St Catherine’s operates its programmes for gifted children within the confines of severe curriculum restraints and with very limited resources.  Limited subject choices can severely compromise a student’s future career.

WORKING IN PARTNERSHIP WITH PARENTS
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Parents are encouraged to work in partnership with the school to provide the best possible education for each child, whatever her needs.  This inclusive approach is extended to include the child herself in the partnership and is a particularly empowering approach to education for all concerned.

We know that the parents of gifted children can be scary.  They can be filled with anger and frustration at their inability to obtain a suitable education for their gifted child.  School is an area in which the parents can feel they have little control.

St Catherine’s seems quite unusual in its eagerness to provide for the needs of our gifted children and staff do not appear to feel threatened by the parents, but want to work with them.  As a parent, as soon as you feel that your desire to work for your child is respected, most of the anger and tension are removed from the parent-school interaction.  St Catherine’s has achieved this in many ways, but their support and acceptance of our group has been significant.

Minutes from our meetings are sent to the Gifted and Talented coordinators in both junior and senior schools and to the principals of both the junior and senior schools.  Teachers from the school come and address the group which meets privately in one of our homes.  The usual suspicion and hostility that can be engendered by the high needs of a gifted child have been replaced by transparency about the processes within the school and openness about resource allocation.

WHAT TO DO – OUR RECOMMENDATIONS
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1. No effective change to the education of gifted children can possibly take place without the appropriate training of all teachers in the area of Gifted Education. At this time, interested teachers who have received little or no training while at university struggle to pay for expensive post-graduate diploma courses.  Significantly, even when teachers are trained to identify gifted children, they may not have expertise in appropriate strategies for these children’s education.

We recommend that all teacher training courses include compulsory and comprehensive elements in the area of Gifted Education so that gifted children can be properly identified and appropriately taught, as is their natural right.  Additionally, we would like to see funds for in-service training for those teachers who have not benefited from specialised training in their degree course.

2. While GERRIC, under the inspired direction of world-renowned Professor Miraca Gross, is a wonderful institution, it needs to be greatly expanded and similar institutions formed elsewhere in Australia.  GERRIC’s non-vocational 2-day courses are grossly over-subscribed as children fight to spend their holiday time exercising their minds. We know of parents and children who fly in from other cities, rural areas, Queensland and elsewhere, just to attend these courses.  Waiting lists for IQ assessments (often to put pressure on schools to somehow provide suitable education with insufficient resources themselves) are currently 6 months.

GERRIC could develop a travelling arm, with “clinics” on education 

throughout the state, other states to follow suit. 

3. We would like to see a national PR campaign similar to the one conducted several years before the Olympic Games, to raise the profile of high achievement in academic domains.  If Australia is to take seriously the ambition of being the “clever” country, pride in intellectual and academic achievement is a pre-requisite.  While honours for sports people are fine and welcome, similar honours must be bestowed on high achieving scholars, thinkers and scientists. We believe that such a campaign would easily pay its way in the medium term by the revenue earned by the output of the gifted themselves.

The immediate consequence of such a campaign would be to raise awareness in the community of the “value” of gifted individuals.  Such a campaign has been successfully run for people with disabilities and the “value” of such individuals was highlighted in the wonderfully successful Paralympic Games.  Members of the community may then come to recognise some of the problems, as well as the “luck”, of gifted individuals and give them the generous support they give to other sections of the community. 

4. St Catherine’s has in the junior school a vigorous policy of subject and whole year acceleration, combined with increased subject enrichment, including bringing high school teachers into the junior school.  As mothers of children positively affected by this policy, we would like to see a great deal of latitude in all schools to allow all children to learn at a pace appropriate to them.  A general culture of differentiated individual learning schemes would remove the “oddness” of such 
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accelerations and enrichments and make it “normal” for all children to learn at

their own pace and in their own way – even gifted children.  

5. Existing resources need to be made more available for gifted children. There are many good teachers who can offer fascinating subjects for their gifted pupils to study.  Access for primary school students into high schools needs to be facilitated and, similarly, access for high school students into universities.  The easy route is to rapidly accelerate the very gifted child.  However, the route of a more moderate acceleration, combined, for instance, with access to university math courses for the mathematically gifted child, is rarely offered.

We would like to see more university courses made available to high school students and have learned with alarm of the discontinuing of Distinction courses in the HSC in New South Wales.

6. Urgent consideration of the needs of poor families of gifted children in poorly

resourced schools must be made.  While the plight of gifted children in comfortable or privileged circumstances needs addressing, the outcome for children in seriously under resourced schools is tragic.

7. Encouragement should be given to the formation of parents’ groups which can work with their schools.  Too much parent energy seems to be diverted in nursing grievances instead of constructively working for change.

There are support groups for gifted children, but we feel that our group is unique in that it is an extension of our partnership with the school in our children’s education. 

HOW TO DO IT

We do not believe any of our recommendations would necessarily cost large amounts of money. In many cases merely a re-allocation of resources would yield immense positive results.  

For example, the inclusion in teacher training degrees of courses in Gifted Education would immediately raise awareness of the needs of gifted children within the teaching community.  Appropriate policies would then tend to be formed from within the teaching community itself. 

A national PR campaign would tend to attract financial support from the business community who would be the first to gain from better education of gifted individuals: sponsorships and scholarships would be one of the targets of such a campaign.  We believe that scholarships for children from poor areas would be forthcoming with the right support from government.

Many of the programmes run by units such as GERRIC are largely self-funding and, where they are not, the above-mentioned national PR campaign would make it much easier for them to attract private monies from businesses.

OUR VISION
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Most importantly, if Australia were to create an environment where intellectually gifted people were respected and made to feel valued and needed, there would not be the “brain drain” that is taking place now, where many of the most talented people from this country are leaving to live overseas.  An appeal for our gifted and talented individuals to stay and work to help fulfil the vision of the “clever” country could yield a golden age for all Australians.

……………………………………                         

Christine Jorm

11 Victoria St

Queens Park  NSW  2031

Tel: 9389 8891

……………………………………

Nadia Bloom

5/44 Cliffbrook Parade

Clovelly  NSW  2031

Convenors,

Parents’ Gifted Support group

St Catherine’s Anglican School for Girls

24 Albion St

Waverley  NSW  2024

Sydney, 26 February, 2001 
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Parents’ Gifted Support group – St Catherine’s Anglican School for Girls

OBJECTIVES

1. To form a network to provide a resource for like-minded parents of gifted/divergent thinking children, and to provide a forum for constructive debate about education in St Catherine’s.  

2. To provide a resource for children of like mind, thus a reservoir of safety and congeniality at school.  To provide a resource for our children as they progress through primary to secondary school and even beyond.

3. To educate ourselves and ultimately form a critical mass of parents that would have a further enriching effect on the school environment, by positive, well-informed suggestions/practical help.

4. To have a beneficial effect on enriched education in the wider community, by providing a ground-breaking example at St Catherine’s.

