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Who we are

The GLD support group began in 1995 under the auspices of the NSW Association for Gifted & Talented Children. It is a group of parents, educational professionals and other interested people who are concerned about children who are Gifted and also have specific Learning Disabilities (“GLD.”) 

The aims of the group are to support parents and others who deal with GLD children and to promote awareness and understanding of GLD. We do this by collecting and sharing information; networking and supporting by phone and email; sharing information from other groups such as NSWAGTC, SPELD and GERRIC; running monthly meetings; and maintaining a library of books, tapes and videos that are available free of charge to members. The monthly meetings often have a guest speaker attending and always provide an opportunity for discussion and swapping information.

The people close to GLD children, including families, teachers and counsellors, need information and support, and to share their experience and knowledge with others in similar situations. The GLD Support Group provides a forum where this can happen. 

About GLD

GLD children need help (educational intervention) if they are to develop their gifts. 

It is difficult to describe or list typical characteristics of GLD children, as there are many levels of giftedness and many possible manifestations of learning disabilities. 

GLD children may experience a range of disabilities, including dyslexia, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, visual conditions, auditory processing disorders, ADHD/ADD, PDD and autism spectrum disorders. Sometimes, the learning difficulties or disabilities are extremely subtle, making it very difficult to say exactly where the problems lie. Some weaknesses that are observed more frequently than others in GLD children in the school system and which indicate the presence of learning difficulties are: poor handwriting, poor spelling, lack of organizational ability and executive skills, and difficulty in employing systemic strategies for solving problems. 

Frequently observed strengths in GLD children are in speaking, understanding and identifying complex relationships, vocabulary, abstract reasoning ability (including mathematical reasoning), creativity, knowledge of information related to a wide variety of topics, and observational skills. In general, their thinking and reasoning processes are often in the highly or exceptionally gifted range, but the mechanics involved in writing, reading, basic computation and completing academic tasks, particularly timed tests, often present great difficulties. 

GLD children are frequently unidentified and misunderstood. Unless their educational needs are met, these children have a poor school experience with tragic consequences to themselves, their families and wider society. They are children at risk. 

The psychological problems these children face are:

· All the problems of a gifted child (they are, by definition, underachievers).

· Uneven school performance, causing teachers to assume they apply themselves only when they feel like it.

· Frustration, as their drive for perfection (a classic characteristic of giftedness) is hampered by their poor performance.

· Inner conflict, when they realise they can never fulfil their dreams.

· Lack of friends.

· Pent-up energy - there are very few activities that they will want to do and which they can do.

· Disruptive behaviour at school, as they try to hide their continuing need for support.

· Fragile self image - the gifted characteristic of heightened sensitivity causes them to be very self critical.

· Feeling of exclusion and lack of direction – they cannot reconcile their high aspirations with their lack of performance.

Identification as GLD

Early identification of GLD children is of prime importance. 

At present, identification is a matter of chance – it requires a perceptive parent or a particularly intuitive and committed teacher. One reason for the lack of identification is that their weaknesses are so much the focus of school attention that their strengths are not detected or are ignored.

However, the biggest barrier to identification is that disabilities and giftedness can mask each other’s presence. A GLD child’s learning disability will often mask or inhibit the expression of giftedness. Conversely, compensating strategies developed by a gifted child will often mask a learning disability, which will only be detected when the child confronts a situation to which he or she has had no prior exposure. (It is important to realise that GLD children often “pre-teach” themselves from books, computers, TV and other sources, and the fact that the teacher is not reaching them is often missed.)

Reliable processes for identification must be developed as a matter of urgency. 

The consequences of failing to identify a GLD child in the school system are usually severe, as every parent and professional in our Support Group will attest. (See list of psychological problems above.) Children often thrive in the pre-school years, showing markedly advanced development in many areas, particularly intellectual development of the kind typical of gifted children. When they begin formal schooling, they “hit a brick wall” as they first underachieve and then fail, as their particular learning difficulty/ies affect their performance. Our Support Group maintains that our children’s goals are appropriate, as is the amount of the effort they put in, but still they fail to learn effectively in the current educational environment. Many are in danger of being diagnosed as AD(H)D, as the behavioural symptoms of a GLD child and an AD(H)D child are very similar. 

The emotional impact of failure to identify and meet the educational needs of a GLD child is usually very damaging, for both the children and the families. Children tend to drift into negative behaviours in response to their own confusion and despair. Many children of parents in our Support Group are greatly at risk of “dropping out” of school and/or of suffering the consequences of consistently negative behaviour, including both psychological consequences (like chronic depression) and legal consequences. 

It is imperative that this process of identification by chance be replaced by a methodical and reliable system of early identification.  

Possible behavioural methods of identification include an optional screening checklist for teachers and schools, backed up by appropriate teacher training to enable them to identify likely GLD children. A system similar to that now in use throughout schools to detect abused children could be developed fairly easily and quickly. See particularly pages 148 – 151 of the enclosed book by Pittelkow and Jacob (2000).

However, the most common and significant feature of a GLD child is uneven academic performance. They may be good at maths and poor at language. They may be good at multi-choice questions and be poor at essay type questions. They may be good at difficult abstract problems and perform poorly on simple tasks. They may top the class on tests of general knowledge and fail simple (sequential) comprehension tests.

So, while it may be difficult to identify GLD children using behavioural characteristics (their compensation strategies are often very effective), objective psychometric testing will usually identify them. In psychometric testing, GLD children show a statistically significant scatter in their in their sub-test results. They usually score very highly in some sub-tests (often at the highest possible level) and poorly in others (often below average), with one, two or even more standard deviations between their high and low scores. Their high scores indicate their advanced capability, while their low scores indicate the presence of one or more learning disabilities. 

GLD children tend to show something of a pattern in the scattering of their sub-test results, with relatively predictable results as regards the relationship between particular sub-tests. They will often perform very well on the sub-tests which rely on visual spatial intelligence, such as Block Design in the WISC III IQ test, but poorly on those relying on sequencing skills. 

Under a slightly different approach, educational intervention will be warranted when a GLD child’s class performance is significantly below their mental age (identified through psychometric and other testing) in any one subject. A significant divergence might be, say, two years, as is the case with children with Specific Learning Disability (SLD.) However, with a GLD child, both mental age and class performance may be ahead of chronological age, yet the child is still under-performing relative to actual ability, and intervention will still be necessary if the GLD child is to be treated with equity.

In addition to psychometric testing, audiological tests often expose a hidden Central Auditory Processing Deficit (CAPD). See article attached.

It is also important to recognise that the giftedness of these children often remains undetected. Psychometric testing will identify the GLD child’s areas of strength. Even though the overall “score” may not fall within the highly gifted or even the gifted range, many of the sub-tests will reveal a child of exceptional ability. The sub-test Block Design is one of the best indicators of giftedness. In children with GLD, it may be the only reliable indicator to the educational psychologist that they are looking at a child with the potential to deal with abstract concepts at a level commonly accepted as being in the realm of the very gifted. Conversely, high scores in this sub-test also should be an indication that the child needs to be assessed for learning disabilities. Such a child has a right to be recognised for his or her giftedness and to an appropriate educational response from schools. 

Intervention

There is a great deal that should be done to make the educational experience of GLD children the rewarding and appropriate one they are entitled to.

There is increasing evidence that a large proportion of GLD children learn most effectively through non-sequential visual modalities. Evidence from the neurosciences is that the lifestyle of the current generation of children provides at least a partial explanation for this. 

Processing of visual information from TV, computers, films and videos is some 40% faster than auditory processing. The barrage of visual information for young children through TV and computers encourages development of visual spatial processing and other “gestalt” or right hemispheric functions. Unfortunately, children may arrive at school relatively undeveloped in auditory processing. Their teachers seem unaware of the change in their student’s developmental pattern, and continue to teach using inappropriate, auditory modalities.

The prevalence of food intolerance and allergies in Australia has also been implicated in these changes, with otitis media (middle ear infection is predominantly a symptom of allergy) and upper respiratory infections being listed in the medical history of children with SLD, GLD, and AD(H)D, amongst others.

However, if this generation of children were to be initiated into formal learning through visual strategies, and if development of their auditory skills were properly supported in schools, the volume of children labelled SLD or GLD would certainly decrease.  

Unfortunately, visual learning is unlikely to be implemented successfully until teachers are educated to respect visual knowledge as a valid alternative to auditory (linguistic) knowledge. Parents are currently in the situation where they must educate a new and often overworked (and probably sceptical) teacher each year about GLD and alternative teaching strategies, and GLD children face an inflexible educational system which is not prepared to meet their needs.

Teachers need to be trained to educate children through different modalities (such as in Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences – see article attached) and present material in a variety of ways – visually and kinaesthetically, as well as aurally and logically. Teachers need to be taught to provide alternative ways of understanding knowledge, in addition to the current methods based on writing or reading. One option for teacher training about GLD might be to develop an e-training module for internet learning.

This teacher training needs to be backed up by the provision of Departmental materials and resources which enable them to teach the curriculum using visual and kinaesthetic teaching strategies, in addition to the current auditory style which predominates in primary schools. Much work has already been done in developing these styles and materials (see, for example, Renzuli’s and Gardner’s works.)

Teacher training needs to revisit established adult education policy and practice, where “showing” a colleague or trainee is considered a valid - and often the only effective - manner of conveying information. Auditory relay of information (eg telephone conversations) is rightly considered inefficient in the commercial world, yet we still use it as the prime teaching modality. 

While training teachers to use visual spatial strategies in our educational system is not the only answer to more effective learning practises for our GLD children, it promises two particular benefits: it will improve the  self-esteem of GLD children by providing them with a successful outcome, and it will provide an avenue for developing their auditory abilities.

Most parents in our Support Group have first-hand experience of the dramatic difference which results from having a teacher who “believes in” the child. More than one example exists of a GLD child, who 

usually came at the bottom of the class, coming first in the same class with a teacher who believed in them. In these cases, we can assume that the teacher identified the child’s strengths and developed his or her gifts using appropriate strategies (probably visual spatial strategies). 

Another very important intervention is the provision of special remedial programs with a content and pace appropriate to GLD children. At present, the focus for GLD children has been on remediation of their weaknesses. Support has taken the form of going back to basics, with endless repetition of maths facts, phonics and memory work. 

These remedial programs are completely unsuitable to most GLD children and simply reinforce their difficulties. Repetition is seldom effective with GLD children. 

Instead, presenting the work in a different modality or from a different direction is required. GLD children often need to see the “whole picture” before they can understand the minute steps that make up the learning process. It is well understood that a child must be challenged before he or she will change strategies.

GLD remediation programs should focus primarily on the child’s strengths, teaching to their giftedness and, through those strengths, help the child discover how to get around weaknesses. 

Directly remediating their weak areas should be seen as a secondary objective, as GLD children in the right educational environment will do much of their own remediation. GLD children’s strengths usually lie in the conceptual realm, and introducing them to complex, abstract topics will often enable them to circumvent the problems which arise when they face endless concrete tasks, like completing whole pages of addition or transcribing text. The attached articles by Linda Silverman go into this area in greater depth and we highly recommend them.

Class sizes and class room acoustics are also significant issues for GLD children (see attached article on Gifted Children with CAPD), most of whom require more individual attention. Children suffering from auditory processing or attention disorders are disadvantaged by a standard classroom environment because their disability does not permit them to filter out extraneous stimuli. Simple distractions such as the buzzing of a flourescent light may impede their concentration and reduce the amount of information they are able to process in a lesson.

To summarise, the important point is that our children must be identified for who they are – both gifted and with a learning disability – and appropriate intervention must occur.

Equity issues

Physical disabilities are recognised and responded to in our education system, as are SLDs not accompanied by giftedness. Yet learning disabilities of gifted children are usually ignored or dismissed. This situation is highly inequitable.

In practice, it is usually easier for a resource-stretched school to ignore the special needs of a GLD child, particularly one who is performing as an “average student” in the early primary years. The “doing nothing” approach is also prompted by a frequent (but often unspoken) opposition to the concept of giftedness amongst teachers, particularly those in the public school system. The prevalence of a view that giftedness is an elitist concept has been well documented by the NSW Gifted & Talented Childrens’ Association.

The result, however, can be that GLD children are caught in a vice, as teachers resistant to the concept of giftedness may also dispute the presence of learning disabilities in children who perform at average level in the classroom. 

This situation raises very serious equity issues, and dramatically reduces educational outcomes for GLD children. It also puts these children seriously at risk of giving way to attendant psychological problems. By later primary and early high school, unsupported GLD children will be performing at a lower level and virtually all will have behavioural problems. 

A final word

As parents of GLD children, our main aim is to see our children leave school motivated to learn more about the world and possessing a positive self-image. 

We believe this educational outcome may be achieved by assisting and supporting our children to learn in the most effective way they can. 

This is the legitimate and equitable entitlement of GLD children. 
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