Date 28.FEBRUARY 2001

SUBMISSION TO:

SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS and EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE.

I am a GP working in Brisbane’s inner north. I have a particular professional interest in Nutrition and how it relates to illness and disease. 

I have two children who are attending a local state school.

My small practice attracts patients with many different illnesses and among these are children with allergies, behavioural problems, ADD/ADHD, prolonged fatigue disorder (CFS) and learning difficulties. Among the children with behavioural problems are some who are having difficulties at school. These difficulties seem to fall into two main groups, those who are failing to achieve or keep up and those who “play up” in one way or another and present as difficult to ‘control”. 

It is of great concern to me that on occasions I have seen children whose apparent diagnosis was a serious clinical condition with major implications for their future both in terms of their health and employment prospects, but whose subsequent work-up and progress entirely confounded the initial diagnosis. 

By attending to their educational environment and also to their diet they have been able to return to a happier and medication free life. They have also been able to discover a new and more self-fulfilling role within their individual worlds. 

I have become interested in this and therefore I have begun to investigate these problems in order to try to find out what is known about them and about how best to recognise these ‘gifted’ children before they ‘fall foul’ of the system and become tainted with the labels of inattentiveness or ineducability or drop out of it altogether to embark on a route through a level of life which will never do justice to their innate abilities. 

It is not unusual for me to see children brought to my office by their parents who tell me that their child has been diagnosed with ADD/ADHD. I can think of 3 such patients with no difficulty who, during the consultation behaved in such a way that it became quite clear that they did not suffer from ADD/ADHD at all. These children were quiet, well behaved and attentive. They had a good grasp of what was going on, were neither impulsive nor unaware of risk and could concentrate well and answer questions intelligently and with a significant degree of insight. Such behaviour of course, ruled out ADD/ADHD. On two occasions they themselves volunteered that they are bored at school and get into trouble too readily.

I have seen a teenager whose family recently emigrated to Australia from South Africa who was giving her teachers and parents great concern as she was failing to maintain her previous excellent academic record. She was withdrawing from her usually busy social life and was to all intents and purposes clinically and significantly depressed.

A Psychiatrist colleague tells me in a personal communication that the incidence of suicide and para-suicide among school prefects or captains appears to be much more common than other students. While this is anecdotal it is a worrying piece of data.

Research papers from around the world seem only to nibble at what the precise social economic and medical costs of this problem are. There are however a couple of pieces of research that stand out; notably Terman’s studies that began in the 1920’s and L Hollingworth’s  more recently.

They both inform and caution that failing to recognise and cater to the special needs of the gifted and talented (G&T) child may be seen to lead to numerous unsatisfactory outcomes. We ignore the messages from these studies at our childrens’ and our country’s future peril.

It is clearly and surely an abrogation of the responsibility placed in schools for them to fail to recognise, respond to and nurture the astounding ability of these children. 

It is a waste of the Clever Country’s Natural Resources.

There is little anyone can do about children whose brains are numbed by mindless TV programs and video games but it is a disgrace if such children are dumbed-down to the average students ability level by short-comings in the educational system itself.

G&T children have been compared to a Cheetah in a small cage. Still a cheetah but ….

How does this come about

1
Firstly because the Educational System is first foremost and correctly concerned to establish a minimum level of education. This means that the testing that is presently used is designed to find ‘shortcomings’ – by catching them in “The Net” - rather than ‘gifts and talents’. The G&T child will sail through these tests and therefore attract no special attention.

2
Once in the system children love to conform. If they stand out they become easy targets for their classmates to tease and ridicule. It is easier to do what everyone else is doing than to express boredom or interest. This is known as “The Good Child Syndrome”. Previously high marks start falling interest declines and attention is diverted.

3
It has been proven many times over that teachers prefer to teach the average non-studious student rather than the outstanding studious student. Teachers will consequently not tend to pay great attention to the problems and difficulties of the exceptional student who is not “playing up”. This is an example of the “anything-for-an-easy-life” attitude and can be found in all aspects of life. But this is not acceptable for teachers even if they are overburdened with class sizes and often not trained as far as the recognition of G&T children is concerned, It is easy to understand these short-comings even if it is not easy to condone.

4
There is an all-to-prevalent attitude or belief that says that “The G&T children will take care of themselves, they are after all only at school some 6-7 hrs each day”

5
Children with special needs are instinctively and commonly perceived to be the unfortunate and disadvantaged ones with learning difficulties *. Parents of G&T or even of simply bright children feel naturally compassionate towards families whose children are blind or deaf or otherwise physically or mentally impaired and consequently feel reluctant to put forward their child’s case for special attention.   

. 

* But If you read these words again you will see that they very accurately describe the circumstances of the gifted child who is unchallenged or unrecognised.

6
“The ongoing charge of elitism still plagues our efforts to improve education for bright and creative children." (D. Knopper. Understanding Our Gifted, 5(3), p.13.)
I submit that this country can no longer continue with piecemeal programs directed at the Gifted Children in our midst. It is time to swallow our politically correct attitudes and resolve to provide them, as a matter of right, with the educational facilities staff and environments in which they can grow and blossom.

The following tables show how relatively easy it can be to begin the process of identifying the Gifted and Talented Child. 

One starts by talking to the parents:-

CHARACTERISTICS OF GIFTED AND AVERAGE CHILDREN AS DESCRIBED BY THEIR PARENTS
Gifted
Average


67%
42%
Very Alert

31%
3%
Long Attention Span

67%
27%
Excellent Memory

58%
13%
Rapid Learner

87%
34%
Advanced Vocabulary

64%
34%
Very Observant

58%
40%
Very Curious

46%
22%
Vivid Imagination

66%
8%
High Degree of Creativity

50%
9%
More than One Imaginary Companion*

*for those reporting imaginary playmates

INTERESTS SHOWN BY GIFTED AND AVERAGE CHILDREN

Gifted
Average


46%
10%
Intense Interest in Books

48%
16%
Interest in Math Games

91%
64%
Interest in Puzzles

36%
13%
Interest in Calculators

90%
47%
Interest in Computers (Not Video games)

16%
3%
Many Talents

74%
50%
Great Number of Interests

49%
19%
Willing to Invest Time in Interests

and one continues by observing the child in question

SKILLS DEMONSTRATED BY GIFTED AND AVERAGE CHILDREN

Gifted
Average


56%
33%
Recognised Letters by Age 2

31%
15%
Recognised First Word by Age 2

50%
22%
Sight Read Easy Reader by Age 4

42%
13%
Sounded Out New Words by Age 4

81%
49%
Solved a 20-Piece Puzzle by Age 3

24%
5%
Showed an Interest in Time by Age 2

61%
28%
Told Time in Hours by Age 5

52%
24%
Counted to Ten by Age 3

40%
8%
High Degree of Maths Understanding

and finally get to know the child personally

PERSONALITY AND SOCIAL TRAITS OF GIFTED AND AVERAGE CHILDREN

Gifted
Average


64%
40%
Sophisticated Sense of Humour

51%
24%
Intense Reactions to Frustration

56%
21%
Perfectionistic 

31%                                                                   
12%                      
Chooses Older Companions 

37%
10%                      
Likes to Play Alone 

36%
8%
Great Concern with Morality and Justice

77%
37%
Acts Mature for Age 

23%
13%
Highly Competitive

36%
16%
Strong Leadership Ability 
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