The Secretary
Senate Employment, Workplace Relations,
Small Business and Education References Committee
Suite S1.61
Parliament House
Canberra   ACT   2600

Dear Sir/Madam,

Re:  Senate Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children

As a parent of a gifted child and an educator, I would like to present the following submission.

The submission includes a personal account of the problems faced by a gifted child,  an overview of the current inadequacies in educational settings  and a set of recommendations

Personal account of the problems faced by a gifted child.

The pain experienced by our child after commencing school took everyone by surprise.

Here was a child that had all the qualities that schools wanted: a love of learning,  confidence,     consideration towards others,  ability to take on responsibilities,  socially skilled.  We felt we were so lucky to have a child that would thrive in a school environment.

It was  ironic that this child became one of those struggling to cope  in the school setting.

After our daughter commenced school she very rapidly became depressed.  She became more socially withdrawn, rapidly losing confidence,  not bothering or caring about her school work,  and was  obviously 'tuning out'  etc.  Our child  came to school with an abundance of wonderful qualities.  Yet her school situation was rapidly destroying  most of these.

On the recommendation of both school and parents, she was assessed by a  psychologist -  a specialist in giftedness  at a local university.

The psychologist explained that our daughter was  depressed as the school environment was   stifling  intellectually, socially and emotionally to her needs.  This was also the way we, as parents,  viewed her predicament.

We  proceeded to look at what  other schools were doing, both within our area and in other parts of Victoria, and could see that there were very few schools that were catering for children like her.  Infact a gifted education practitioner that had worked with our daughter stated that 'the reality of the situation is that there are no schools in Australia that cater well for children like this.'

An overview of the current inadequacies in educational settings

My daughters problem has been a family problem.  Other gifted members in the family, over several  generations,  have experienced  similar school problems.  Since becoming a contact support person in a parent network, I have heard hundreds of similar stories.

Most children with intellectual disabilities,  (IQ  below 65),  are entitled to be in a special school.  Their needs are deemed to be beyond which  can be catered for by most mainstream teachers.  Yet we expect mainstream teachers to cater for children with this same amount of difference at the other end of the spectrum.  (gifted children with IQs above 135)

Having a gifted child in a normal classroom is like having a normal child in a class with children of intellectual disabilities.  We would consider it cruel to force a normal child to spend 12 years of their formative years of development in a school for the intellectually disabled! (- even if that school offered a differentiated curriculum!)    It is clear that children need to be with sufficient numbers of like minded peers, and with an educator that understands their developmental needs.

Just as the intellectually disabled have very different developmental needs from the average student, so does the gifted student have very different needs from the average student.  

During my daughters prep year, I accompanied the class on a farm excursion.  There was obviously something wrong with one of the parrots, that was perched in a corner,  looking  dejected and with most of it's feathers missing.   The farm educator explained to the children that the parrot had a neurosis which was why  it had  plucked out it's own feathers.  Even  though this parrot had come from a good home, it's cage had been too small.  This was a relatively common problem with pet parrots,.

It seems to be commonly acknowledged amongst zoologist  that  placing animals in cages too small is damaging to their physical and emotional well being.   Yet  the damage done to gifted children by pacing them in environments with inadequate stimulation (intellectually and socially) is treated with irreverence.

Some schools have enrichment/extension programs but this often falls short of what is needed for most gifted children.  What is enrichment for one child  (of more  average ability)  may still be denigration for another  (a more highly gifted child).  

There is an enormous  range of abilities within the gifted population (IQ 130  - 200+)   Mainstream teachers commonly deal with students between IQ 80 - 120.     The needs of a gifted child depend on the degree of giftedness and other individual characteristics.   How can a mainstream teacher already stretched to capacity,  understand and cater for this further spectrum of diversity?

Despite the good intentions of many skilled educators gifted students are being deprived of a decent education.

We  wouldn't dream of feeding an Alsatian the same diet as a Chihuahua.  The starvation of intellectual and social needs is less  apparent but more insidious.  Educators need to provide a nurturing environment for  all children. 

Recommendations:

· for identification procedures  in all schools.  This should  include parent/teacher/student identification checklists and class screening tests such as Ravens Progressive Matrix.

· for  schools to have teachers with graduate qualifications in gifted education.  This can be a phased in arrangement aiming at  0.2 specialist teacher per 100 students in any one school.

· For all gifted students to be able to access  programs to provide,  peer support and for  their particular learning needs  ( in depth, speed and complexity).  E.g. special school classes, cluster schools programs,  special schools,  distance education, TAFE/university courses,  virtual schooling,  mentorship.  To provide an immediate life-line for gifted children that are struggling in mainstream settings there needs to be an urgent establishment of appropriate programs. 

Schools need to caters for the social, emotional and intellectual developmental need of all children.

If we want Australia to move forward, and harness the innovative and creative potential of its human resources  we need to care for the well-being of those with this potential.  Let all poppies grow to their true height!

[NAME AND ADDRESS SUPPLIED] 

Mentone, Vic 3194

