Submission from Anne A Julienne to

SENATE COMMITTEE: The Education of Gifted and Talented Children
This submission relates to my experiences as a parent of a gifted child, while also being informed by recollections of my own experiences as a gifted child.

My son Theo is 12 years old and awaiting a certificate of registration for home schooling. He attended K-6 at our local primary school, Paddington Public School. Tensions between his educational needs and the school's provisions began to emerge in Year 4 (1997) and worsened as each year went by. Theo enrolled at Dover Heights High School in 2000 but attended for only three weeks before conflicts developed. He rejected several offers to attend state selective high schools because he didn't see these schools as being likely to meet his particular needs.

He is happy with the prospect of home schooling because he can now follow his own learning agenda, rather than having a (to him) distasteful curriculum agenda enforced on him. He also knows that, at home, his basic human rights will receive the respect that they deserve.

Defining and measuring ‘giftedness’

Back in 1999, I started writing up some web pages on this subject, mostly to help me clarify some of the issues. Those pages are at www.users.bigpond.com/ajulienne/anne/Gifted.html
but the following is what I currently see as most pertinent.

The definition of "gifted" that I have found most useful is that given by Ellen Winner in her book "Gifted Children: Myths and Realities" (1996, BasicBooks, USA). She identifies three features of gifted children: 


1. Precocity 

Gifted children start early and make rapid progress in mastering some chosen domain of interest. 

2. An insistence on marching to their own drummer 

Learning is qualitatively different, self-structured and self-imposed. Much of the time they teach themselves, and often they independently invent rules of the domain and devise novel, idiosyncratic ways of solving problems. 

3. A rage to master 

They show an intense, even obsessive interest in their domain, and an ability to focus sharply. Their natural ability combined with this focus yields high achievement. 

In trying to understand my son's educational needs and why regular schools cannot meet them, I have found the most important component of Winner's definition to be the second. Theo's domain of interest is computers, a subject that particularly lends itself to exploration through new (especially internet-related) approaches which are more informal, intuitively led and highly idiosyncratic. The internet gives a child like Theo the tools to learn in the way that suits him best. He finds much of the learning materials he needs through excellent tutorials on the web and his motivation is maintained through regular email contact with his mentor and ICQ chats with a peer group with similar interests. 

Problems associated with giftedness
I would have to say that regular education authorities have not shown themselves helpful or understanding and I do believe that this has resulted in problems for Theo. He could certainly be described as an academic underachiever and his attempts to find an adequate learning pathway in mainstream school could be interpreted as signs of social or emotional maladjustment. I prefer to see the latter as a failure of mainstream schools to adjust to or accommodate his special needs.

The above lack of understanding is brought out in especially sharp relief when compared to the attitude conveyed by GERRIC. This Gifted Education Centre at UNSW is possibly even perceived by some as dangerously subversive since it so strongly questions the neglectful approach that many schools take to gifted children. GERRIC is very supportive and therefore very influential. I happen not to support their enthusiasm for the conceptual framework afforded by the work of Prof Gagne, but this does not diminish my overall appreciation for GERRIC's work.
Current provisions for gifted education
In July 2000, I attended a lecture-based seminar arranged by GERRIC as part of their Scientia Workshop program at UNSW. The speaker, Professor Karen Rogers, spoke on the topic: "Academic and Social Outcomes of Acceleration: What does the research tell us?". For me, the most intriguing finding in her meta-analysis of hundreds of studies of educational acceleration was the clear relationship between good "social outcomes" - what we would describe in everyday terms as "happiness" - and the one form of acceleration that was considered questionable by Professor Rogers' supervisor at the time that she carried out her analysis, viz, mentorship. In other words, no form of acceleration was so consistent and so effective in producing both good academic and good social outcomes. Finding a suitable mentor for a gifted child is the best way to ensure that the child will be happy in his/her learning as well as enabled to fullfil their learning potential.

Why should this be so?

I believe that the reasons underlying the evident merits of mentorship are easy to see but hard to swallow. A mentor is both skilled and vocationally successful in the child's domain of interest. This is, sadly, rarely true of school teachers many of whom have never competed in the "real" workplace where they must apply their unimaginative textbook learning to real-life situations. A mentor tends to understand his/her domain in a thorough and practical way and they can provide guidance which is authentic and therefore genuinely authoritative.

School teachers are trained to "manage" their classes, to be proficient in crowd control. They assert their dominance through a variety of punitive measures ranging from simple exposures of a child's weaknesses (such as reading out test scores to the class) through to abusive and insulting commentary on the child often leading to exile and solitary confinement in the corridor. This dominance is achieved by abusing the powers that adults have over children, powers that include access to basic necessities of life like food and shelter. To be exiled or "sent out" is to be left alone to cope rather like street children must do in many countries. No one seems to have heard of the Biblical parable about Jesus going out of his way to bring a black sheep back to the fold. In schools, the powerful adults seek conformity and are only too happy to remove black sheep from their folds.

For the community, the greatest tragedy here is the removal and eventual alienation of a special type of child (perhaps a type that Jesus had in mind). This child is now being labelled "Gifted Underachiever" and he/she may have a lot in common also with children labelled "ADD or ADHD". This child has a robust and independent intelligence and can see through lies, deceits and falsehoods. Because this child threatens the self-delusions of the dominant adults in the schools, he/she must be banished. 

Is this all just fanciful conjecture? Not at all. My son and I know, through first-hand experience, that all this is so.

Here are a few details of our story:

In January 2000, Theo enrolled at Dover Heights High School. He was offered a place at a selective high school but chose to decline it. (There were several complex reasons behind this choice, but one clear motive was Theo's desire to devote less effort to mainstream or curriculum subjects, leaving him more time and energy for his domain of interest, computers.) I consulted with the Education Department's Gifted and Talented Coordinator and came up with some initial ideas for accommodating Theo within a regular comprehensive school. I put these ideas down in a letter to the school but my letter was ignored, never answered.
Theo and I had experienced many problems at his previous school, Paddington Public School, which he attended from K-6. Some of these problems related to possible deficiencies in some teachers, some perhaps to personality clashes between student and teacher, some to the simple fact that the imposed curriculum was not to the liking of the student. There was a good deal of tension and Theo seemed to be chafing against the system, apparently unable to fit in or - as I would prefer to describe it - unable to be accommodated by the system. The school simply could not meet his needs. But more, the school was interfering with Theo's own learning agenda. I have come to refer to this interference and obstruction as educational damage.
It soon became clear to Theo that his new high school was proving difficult, perhaps even more so than his primary school. Conflict began to develop. An interview was arranged with the school principal and district officers. As preparation for this, Theo came up with a novel idea to "cut the Gordian knot" of ongoing difficulties with the school. He came to call his idea "The 10 Minute School Plan" and together, we created a website to advocate the idea.

How was the idea received by the school authorities? It was barely entertained. Politely commended and then scrapped. The next school day, Theo turned up to school with a survey he created, intending to canvas student opinion on his idea. The survey was instantly banned by the principal. And Theo never returned to school.

Through these experiences and the events that followed, we have come to realise that students have very few rights and, least of all, the right to pursue their own learning path. Even the rights to self-expression and to individual beliefs are denied, all in the interests of conformity, that most phoney form of tribal cohesion.

Further details can be found on our website:  www.schoolplan.au2.com
Implications for education policy and administration
There is only one recommendation - or plea - that I would like to make:


As I have discovered, those UN Rights are currently being ignored and Australia's ratification of the Convention has no legislative or legal or otherwise "real" impact on the lives of Australia's children. It is time that these Rights at least were respected.

I would go further. I believe that some sort of list of specific student rights should be formulated and then promoted. As far as I am aware, there is no "official" list of this sort, but a start has been made on the following website: www.naturalmath.com/rights.html

I very much support this list of student rights, created by supporters of the philosophy called "Taking Children Seriously" which is, in turn, created and promoted by Sarah Lawrence through journal articles, talks and her website: www.sarahlawrence.org

I would like to see the day when gifted children are taken seriously. I would especially like to see this because I believe it would open the door to all children being taken seriously. That's why I believe my own efforts are worthwhile. I would not have written this submission if I believed that gifted children have exclusive rights. GERRIC treats its target population with respect, and that is how schools should treat all students. 
Submission prepared by Anne A Julienne, on behalf of Theo Julienne.
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That the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child be promoted by the Commonwealth to the State departments of education in order that the rights embodied therein be upheld in all schools, but starting especially with State-run schools.








