The Secretary

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

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Sir/Madam,

Re-submission:

THE EDUCATION OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN

As a Psychologist (Intern), involved in the Psychological Assessment of gifted children working at the Gifted Education Research Resource Information Centre (GERRIC) at the University of New South Wales, and a mother of gifted children, issues relating to giftedness are an integral part of my life. 

I am, therefore, very pleased to have the opportunity to be actively involved in your inquiry. 

There were a number of specific issues that were of interest to me within your list of discussion points. 

Defining and measuring ‘giftedness’

Problems of identifying gifted children; and, Problems associated with giftedness

Often, in schools, the identification process is based on level of achievement (the talent) and teacher subjective opinion, and hence many underachieving gifted children will not be identified, and will therefore not receive the help and support so needed. 

The child at times plays a role in making the identification process difficult. Unfortunately, gifted children live in a culture that is often unaccepting of their differences and which informs them subtly, and at times blatantly, that being gifted is “not good”. Just as members in any minority group, gifted students may feel insecure, isolated, alienated, or simply strange, just because they are different. 

Often, just to survive, these children may camouflage their capabilities, withdraw from social interaction, rebel and misbehave in class, or feel quietly distraught (Silverman, 1993). This may result in “academic underachievement”, that is, a gap between the student’s potential and actual performance (Emerick, 1992). They may suffer from real (actual performance is below their level of potential because of lack of access to more appropriate curriculum) or apparent (the child knows the work but hides their knowledge) academic underachievement. 

The underachieving gifted child continues to underachieve when the home, school, and/or the peer environments unintentionally support that underachievement. The student may lose their motivation to achieve, and unfortunately, working below one’s ability has a negative impact on both immediate educational success and eventual career achievement (Rimm, 1995).  

A distinction between ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’
Gagne’s model of giftedness seems to explain the phenomenon of academic underachievement well. Gagne (1995) distinguishes between two terms – giftedness and talent – which are often used synonymously. The term giftedness  relates to the possession and use of untrained and spontaneously expressed natural abilities that place the child at least among the top 15% of his/her age peers, in at least one domain. 

By contrast, the term talent refers to the superior mastery of systematically developed abilities and knowledge in at least one field to a degree that places a child’s achievement within at least the upper 15% of age peers who actively engage in that field (Gagne, 1995). 

Natural abilities, the gifts, act as raw material for talents; and hence one cannot be talented without being gifted. Unfortunately, the opposite is not true and often far above average natural abilities remain simply as  gifts.

In order for the gifts to be translated into talent, the child must engage in systematic learning, training, and practicing. If that process has been hindered in any way, due to intra-personal (within the person e.g. motivation) or interpersonal (between people e.g. effects of  parents, peers, teachers) and other environmental factors, the child will not achieve. This does not mean that the child is not gifted. It simply means that the gift is not reflected in the performance and the child is underachieving.
Any identification process, therefore, must adequately consider the natural ability (the potential) of the child. To do this, the identification process should not be based on achievement level and teacher nomination alone. It must also include parental nomination, self-nomination, and perhaps some kind of peer-nomination. In addition, whenever possible, information from standardised ability tests should be used, as well as above-level testing procedures.

Therefore, it appears that the solution to this is to train teachers about giftedness and ways to identify gifted children that are not only achievement or personality based e.g. the “teacher pleaser” who is often identified because he/she does what they’re supposed to do; and while that child may indeed be gifted, the disruptive child may not be recognised as the results they produce seldom reflect their true ability.

Furthermore, teachers need to be trained in curriculum differentiation for after identifying the child, the next step in the process is to offer opportunities allows the child to develop their potential gifts to their fullest. Environmental factors not only include attitudes in the environment, but also practical aspects such as what the child will actually be taught, i.e. the curriculum.

Current provisions for gifted education

The adequacy of present provision for the gifted and teacher training

As mentioned above, identifying the gifted child is not enough. The child must then have access to appropriate curriculum. In order for this to occur, the teaching force must have the appropriate training. Knowledge about these children and appropriate curriculum should be a part of every teacher’s training. Unfortunately, this is far from being the case. 

Start (1990) notes that subjects relevant to gifted education are rare and selective. In comparison, subjects on the disadvantaged child – be it intellectual, social, or economic - are mandatory in most institutions. For every one hour of tuition on the gifted child, there were between 15 and 20 hours for the disadvantaged child. Hence, it appears that teachers are prepared for the average and disadvantaged child, but not so for the gifted child.  No matter how good the intention of the teacher, without appropriate training, the teacher’s hands are tied.

Conclusion
It is important that the community realise that giftedness in itself does not assure education, creativity, or success. The gifted child needs help to nurture that potential and translate it into achievement. But, before any help can be given, the child must be first correctly identified. 

Furthermore, talent development can only occur if, after the ability is identified, plans are implemented for specific educational challenges and appropriate curriculum made available. It is essential, therefore, that teachers be appropriately trained to cater for gifted students.

Equality of education does not mean that all students should be treated in the same way. Rather, it means that every child has the right to be educated in the way most suited to him or her to enable the child to realise his/her potential.

Thank you

Yours faithfully

[NAME AND ADDRESS SUPPLIED] 
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