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Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

Subject:
Submission on Education of Gifted and Talented Children.

This submission will refer to terms of reference but as they are as narrow and self-defeating as the so-called ‘plebiscite’ relating to our last referendum, I will digress.

Summary
Some who may now be referred to as ‘gifted’ need to be on the committee to grasp the scope of the problem.

The make-up of this committee is critical to the insights you have. Not too much old money, I hope.

If you cannot define the problems, you will not find the solutions.

There is a huge amount of information available that can be supplied by any gifted and talented association.

If the current delivery system is letting down these students, a new delivery system should be devised.

With a Vertical Learning curriculum throughout the country, less of the student’s time is wasted and relocation does not disrupt education. Students can also be taught by age, not grade. Skipping a grade has it’s own shortcomings.

If society is a reflection of our education system, then the problems are systemic.

If I return to university for a degree, I will be doing swags of calculus for the 3rd time.

Do you know the attrition rate for these students? How many slip through the cracks in the current system?

As illiteracy rates are so bad, any solutions uncovered by this committee could be applied to others.

I believe I wasted a huge amount of time in school while waiting. I could have been concentrating on my weaknesses.

Don’t worry, you can make all the recommendations you like. It won’t get past the risk assessors, bean counters and lobbyists.

Terms of reference
With respect to parts a) and b) of the terms of reference, if the Commonwealth has any policy or implemented any guidelines at all, here in the Northern Territory they have been forgotten. A recent review of student services has determined that gifted children already have an advantage by being intelligent and therefore, funding is unnecessary. One major recommendation is that giftedness be determined by consultation between the principal, teacher and parents. The obvious flaws are pushy parents and/or unscrupulous principals (each student assessed as gifted attracts a small amount of additional funding). Obviously the private schools are going to have a higher ratio of these students (excuse the sarcasm). A copy of this review should be available from the NT govt. There should be two pages of this impressive tome, dedicated to 10%  of our students, with a diagram sure to gain a few marks as decoration in a piece of creative writing devoted to useless topics that we spent countless hours on, during English lessons. If you can find a single fact or creative idea, please point it out. 

The problem with terms of reference is they don’t define the problem, they only narrow the scope. When you can clearly define the problem, the solution manifests itself.

Due to an educational system not unlike the national railway system, I suspect anything this committee tries to implement, will be railroaded by the states and territories. That concludes my points on the terms of reference.

A more holistic approach to the desired educational outcomes is required. ‘Academic’ does not apply to a large proportion of our students/workforce. 

The Curriculum

One day my daughter became upset when I asked about her homework. The apparent difficulty of 3 digit subtractions was generating fear and anguish. After spending 15 minutes of calming her to a level where she could concentrate, I showed her that the biggest subtraction she ever has to do is 18 – 9. More digits only requires doing the same basic operation more times. What annoyed me is that their rate of learning requires set periods of larger and supposedly harder problems and yet she was still using her fingers to do the simple tasks. The requirement for children could be to learn all combinations of two numbers, that sum less than 20, by heart/rote. Even if it took 90% of all the time required on subtraction and the other 10% spent on applying less than a handful of rules, I suspect that all the children would be able to do calculations at the same rate, regardless of apparent complexity. They are moving on before the correct foundations are established.

How much of your life is devoted to working with percentages. If we guess at 20% (mortgages, credit cards, rates, 20% off sales, GST) then why do we spend more time on trigonometry and logs. 

Do you think about logs when you turn the volume control or watch a news report about an earthquake? If I go back to university to get a degree, I will (not) be learning logs for the 3rd time in my life. I actually remember them from the 1st time. A vertical curriculum would allow me to step back on board, after applying some revision techniques, at any point equal to or below where I stepped off.
Math for some means they are not short-changed at the local deli, can read a tape measure and add the bills on a pocket calculator. We still have the 12 times table but unless I am mistaken, pounds, shillings and pence, feet and inches disappeared a long time ago. I should have learned more about compound interest than Venn diagrams.

How many calculators do you have in your home? We have 6 - 3 computers, 2 RPN’s and an algebraic. Notice how may people such as salesmen always have one in a pocket, etc. Calculators cost less than a text book. Do you use a calculator for your bills? If you add numbers manually, have you realised that no calculation is bigger than adding a single digit? No need to be scared of big numbers! Design the curriculum around the fact that after finishing school, you are allowed to use a calculator whenever you like, not as an add-on to a hugely diverse non-calculator content.
A vertical learning curriculum for mathematics could be implemented across the board and involve all tiers of education. Included in this should be allowing peer learning/teaching. For gifted students to be accepted and maybe even respected instead of envied or despised, time proportional to their learning rate could be allocated to assisting struggling students. This benefit of sharing my understanding became apparent to me when studying as a mature age student where more latitude is allowed for interaction. At least my tertiary education provided me with more satisfaction, when I was awake (I didn’t snore during my primary and secondary years and got away with it a lot easier).

English appeared to me to be totally subjective and no matter how hard I tried (rarely a spelling mistake or grammatical error), I could not get good marks. I even went to the trouble of studying work from students who obtained good marks. I put my poor results down to insufficient border decoration and the inability to generate interest in writing a creative piece on ‘The Art of Table Polishing’. Maybe the teacher didn’t like me. After a couple of lessons doing Haikus, I’d forgotten what pronouns and adjectives were. All my creative writing didn’t get the magistrate to reduce my penalty for not stopping at a stop sign.

Creative writing appears to be the tool for journalists, political speech writers, poets and authors. Nearly all essay writing in later studies or work require technically correct documentation. Think about the dominance and cost of word processors.

If your handwriting is particularly bad, you may develop an affinity with the medical profession. All jests aside, the emphasis in writing needs to reflect the requirements of a modern society.

Reading is a joy to anyone with a little imagination or thirst for knowledge. If this joy can be imparted to all students then reading hardly needs to be taught. As an example, one aspect to reading is indicative of the divisions that can be created in the classroom. Students not yet able or confident are expected to display their level of skill  As soon as a young student is made to read in front of the class, abilities are compared. A certain level of ability should be attained before students suffer the embarrassment of having to demonstrate their lack/level of skill. Not everyone aspires to be a public speaker. This discipline may be a student’s talent and cannot be dismissed. Tension and stress relief techniques might help.

Comprehension is not a book review. For some students, this may be the last book they read (if they do). Interpreting the directions to program a VCR, understanding the instructions on a medicine bottle or concluding that a politician has said absolutely nothing at all is comprehension. A book tells a story that, in its entirety, is enjoyable or not. Opinion is based on experience and the facts as you know them. Felt to me like an exercise to test the long-term memory and guessing what the teacher wants my report to say. Marks based on opinion are inappropriate.

Art, creative writing, etc all fall in this category. By the same token, these are the gifted areas for some students and cannot be discounted.

With the gifted, it is assumed that talents lie in particular areas. There is then a concentration on expanding and developing these skills. It is not perceived that a lack of skill in other areas, diminish their ability to make the most effective use of their talents. Someone who is excellent at Math will have no problem devouring all the Math you throw at them. They may even do a disproportionate amount of Math to extend their talent. The ability to write a report on a mathematical subject needs to be developed for their knowledge to be effective. Why are some gifted at Math regarded as average at English?

In peer learning, mutual respect will develop. If a concept is explained 5 different ways by those who develop their own understanding, probability increases that concepts are understood by more students. A well-designed VL curriculum could do the same. There is not enough inter-action between students for mainstream topics. In these times of teacher shortage/large class size and budgetary restraint, this may ease the pressure.

The approach of education seems to be that we toss the same bucket of knowledge at all students to see what sticks and then determining academic paths. With a well-structured vertical learning curriculum, paths taken will be voluntary and the paths of best understanding will be chosen. Maybe the structure could be like a lattice where deviations determine inclination and interest.

Designing the lattice should use year 10 as the benchmark for core information. Teach the business skills of time management, goal setting and keeping a diary. The chunky, poorly integrated curriculum is an excellent example of how to waste people’s time.
All subject matter needs to be reviewed. The current trend is for schools to impart social skills, manners (including table), toilet training, hygiene, etc. In other words, teachers are becoming reluctant parents. If you include drug awareness and computing as new subject matter, it appears the curriculum is becoming broader and yet we refuse to toss out the irrelevant and inappropriate. The curriculum is a dinosaur in trendy clothes and wearing Reeboks.

Vertical learning is much more efficient, not just in imparting knowledge, but as a means of determining student interest and ability. If the learning is branched or intertwined, then it is a bigger net. There are several ways to explain many concepts.

Investment
For the economic rationalists, investment in those with the most potential will deliver the highest returns.

One could say that universities are for the gifted group but that is a long time (12 years) to wait to see if you have the skills, money and attitude to succeed at this level. All the gifted should be capable of success at this level.

Learning and Study Skills
From a personal point of view, I rarely had homework as most could be completed during school if the teacher had the courage to list homework early enough in the day. Time management is not an issue because there is plenty of that. If you complete in-class problems too quickly, there are copious amounts of similar questions that you can complete. Doing a+b=c 30 times to other’s 10 achieves what? Do you know a+b=c more than anyone else? Of course not!  For those of you who had to work hard and develop coping skills, time management, etc to achieve good grades have a huge advantage over those who don’t have to work hard for 10 years.

Some of the tips I received at TAFE would have been of considerable benefit at a much earlier age. One little item is using unit analysis that takes the pressure off remembering a large number of formulae. Another is answering the questions you understand, first. The idea of allocating set time to questions is ludicrous.

Fair Go
In this respect, I implore committee members to reflect on their own schooling. Were any of you in the top 10% for your year? I have to assume that at least 10% of you were. Do you remember being told “Put your hand down and give someone else a go” ,  “We’ll get to that later” , “Forget about that, you’ll only confuse the rest”. Then it is the students turn - “Suck-hole”, “Teachers pet”, “Brown-nose”. So you take the hint and then next in progression is “Stop daydreaming” and “Pay attention”. Then follows the insults “Don’t any of you know anything” and “You useless bunch”. Most of that you take in stride and realise that intelligence should not be displayed and given a back seat to ‘give someone else a go’. As soon as you step out of that room, ‘a fair go’ got up and went. The sporting field and the work place have no room for the concept.

Do you remember those in the top 10%? Any of them vilified, bullied or had detestable knick-names? How many of them were loners or formed a clique of ‘nerds’? Did any of them actually receive ‘a fair go’?

Were you a schoolyard bully? If so, was it a thirst for power/control that has driven you to your current position of power? Please wield the power wisely as potentially, the best of our future is in your hands.

Tall Poppy Syndrome
This is the result of ‘A fair go’. It is OK to put down those who strive or have the potential for success. Any public display of achievement or ability is fair game to those who have a problem with success.

Please note that ‘tall poppy’ does not apply to ‘battler’.

Suicide
Heard the expressions “But they had everything going for them” and “Exemplary/Exceptional/Straight A student”?

What’s Missing?
Bill and Ben are given homework. Bill always does his homework and mostly achieves top marks. Ben often forgets his and it is decided he needs to maintain a good diary. Even if Bill keeps a diary, little thought is given to it because of his results. Bill may have decided he has little need for such a tool. In these days of quality assurance, who has been taught one of the necessary tools.

Memory and intellect are easily able to disguise the lack of a whole range of tools that are a requirement of a functional, efficient and productive member of society. Why are intellectuals often perceived as absent-minded or eccentric and regarded as having cluttered desks? A properly structured curriculum should be able patch this particular hole. Proper extension could demand that all tools are taught.

A Possible Approach

It may be prudent to think of the delivery of information like a computer network. Regardless of the capability of the units on the network, if they are provided with an operating system (fundamentals) and communication card (communication skills), they are capable of all receiving the information they require to function. The information is delivered in small packets and delivery rotated to meet demand. Those with smaller HDD or less RAM are only capable of executing smaller programs efficiently. The latest machines are capable of much more and smaller programs may be redundant for these machines. The delivery system is highly efficient but too much demand slows it down. As units receive all they require, their demand desists and those requiring more information take up the available space. Speak to a network specialist to determine why this delivery method is adopted.

Communication

I used to regard ‘listen’ as a command that may be attached to an implied threat. I am trying to overcome this by regarding it as a skill that should be honed and utilised at every available opportunity.

I still have poor listening skills. Could it be that I had determined a long time ago, any information I required could be delved from a book? I am prone to interrupting. I find communication cumbersome and inefficient. I have hundreds of thoughts on G & T yet this document may appear rambling and ineffective.

Parallels and analogies
Why do (did) we fail to value-add to the raw material from our mining industry?

Why do we have a brain drain?

Our sporting icons don’t appear to be ‘tall poppies’. Their classification is ‘battler’

Where do all the hackers, graffiti artists and gang leaders come from? An interesting pool of misguided talent tossed on the scrap heap.

With a set curriculum containing 1 litre of knowledge, who benefits the most? A 500ml, 1.2l or 4l receptacle. We can throw a lot of rocks in the 4l receptacle to make it appear full. With a bit of money, we may be able to make the 500ml container a bit bigger.

The ore body contains 20gm/tonne. The mill is capable of extracting 5gm/tonne. What do we do? We add mullock to dilute the ore to 5gm/tonne.

The depth of talent is not plumbed by the education system.

Competency based training is an insult to effort and ability.

Multi-skilling is just another way to create a society of norms. De-skills the specialists.

Would learning proper money management make a difference to welfare, pensions and the working poor?

Would learning stress management techniques make a difference to examination results? Would it make a difference to student and workers productivity and workers compensation? If the difference was 2%, the sums of money involved are staggering. We may have a little more to spend on education. You could easily trial the addition of stress management and examination technique as core parts of units. 

Imagine saving a few percent of bad backs.

We know the value of simple messages delivered in ways most or all people can understand. Here I am referring to the AIDS campaign. The support systems including health, compensation and welfare point out many areas that can be addressed by education. This core education would improve our standard of living.

It appears that more knowledge needs to be imparted within existing constraints yet if we stopped and applied rationalism with the correct balance and an eye on the future, a modern, realistic education system will evolve.

Why does it seem like the tree of knowledge is planted in poor soil and fed heaps of manure to make it grow?

Do all children have to learn all things? I’m tickled pink my daughter knows the scientific names of several dolphins. I’m disappointed she still uses her fingers to add.

Put your lateral thinking caps on and watch a game show called ‘The Weakest Link’. Now think of any bureaucracy you like. Lots of people like the show but I empathize with those who are removed early because of the threat their intellect implies. The name has a touch of irony.

I have a very good general knowledge of currency, language, geography, history, breeds of dogs and cats, exports, culture, artists, geo-politics, space exploration, etc from one source. There is also a picture attached to each snippet. All this from collecting stamps. It’s interesting where alternate sources of knowledge are. Comics may help some students to read. Sorry, maybe I should call them picture books or readers.

Conclusion
I favour a vertical learning curriculum with a considerable amount of peer teaching/learning.

The focus on the talent is not required as this is self-cultivating. It is the areas hidden by memory and intellect that require emphasis to allow most effective delivery of this talent for communal benefit.

If the system is failing those at each end of the intellectual scale, then the system has at least two large holes. Obviously there could be many in-between that are not getting the full benefit of the system.

