Submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

The Education of Gifted and Talented Children

Personal account by parent of three gifted children, aged 13, 12 and 6.

This submission centres on three of your “possible discussion points”.

These are:

· “The adequacy of present provision for the gifted, including access to appropriate educational delivery, social support structures, and flexible progression through the school years.” (We have found policy to be excellent but provision almost non-existent.)

· “Whether access to special programs and support is provided equitably to all gifted children including (for example) the rural and isolated, those from ethnic minorities, those from areas of socio-economic disadvantage.” (We have had to push long and hard for provisions and support, moving house three times in the process and finally changing to private education. What hope is there for less mobile, less educated or less affluent families?)

· The “uptake” of research on gifted education “by the teaching profession.” (In the main, limited or non-existent.)

In my experience, there is a gross discrepancy between the NSW Department of School Education’s excellent Implementation Strategies for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students Implementation Strategies for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students (1991) and the widespread lack of action at the coalface, particularly in public schools.

While it is true that I cannot produce an overview of what is happening in schools across Australia, it is also true that our family’s experiences are probably fairly representative of those of average families with gifted children as they encounter their local schools and the inaction of their local teachers and principals. (I know this from our own experiences with three children in six schools, and from conversations with the parents of other gifted children, and through research for the Certificate of Gifted Education mentioned below.)

It is worth noting that it can take months to deduce that a teacher or school will not cater for one’s gifted child. Valuable time can be lost, and just as sadly, children’s crucial attitudes towards school can be harmed before their special needs are acknowledged and catered for. In our case, changes of school have been necessary. No doubt many parents give up the quest for an appropriate education for their gifted child.

The inadequacy of the regular class room experience first came to light for our family when our eldest son was in Year 1, and has shown up repeatedly at the three public schools our children have attended and also, but to a lesser extent, at the three private schools they have attended – during our search for appropriate schooling for all three children over a period of seven years.

We believe that all children have equal right to an appropriate education. For those with disabilities, that means opportunities to overcome those difficulties, and for the gifted, it means opportunities to fulfil their tremendous academic potential. Instead, we have watched our children being faced daily with work well below their aptitude and achievement levels, forced to endure boredom, lapsing into under-achievement, and becoming socially withdrawn because their frequent questions and insights are not welcome.

Each time, we have had meetings with teachers, with school counsellors and with principals. Three times we have had school counsellors measure our children’s intelligence and confirm that they are gifted (at levels ranging from at least ‘moderate’ to ‘high’, occurring at a usual frequency of around one in a thousand children of their age). There is no doubt that all three children qualify for the range of strategies outlined by the NSW Department of Education in the aforementioned document, the rationale of which includes the following statement: “Opportunities for students to achieve their full potential should be provided as a matter of daily routine” (my italics).

Why is it, then, that at almost every stage of each child’s school experience, we have faced an uphill battle to see any of those opportunities provided, even after my children’s potential has been officially recognised by the school counsellors?

My belief is that well-meaning teachers and principals are, to a great extent, hobbled in three ways:

1) Many mistakenly believe that all children of a similar age have similar capabilities and potential (except in the fields of sport and music, where individual differences are obvious, accepted without ideological difficulty, celebrated and accommodated.) That is, they mistakenly believe that we are equally intelligent, or should be treated as equally intelligent, and as such should be digesting the same information at the same time. In fact, a fairer belief is that we have equal right to a relevant education which takes into account our particular needs. 

2) Many have no notion of how to program for the gifted, despite the many alternatives laid out in the department’s Implementation Strategies. In this vacuum of understanding about giftedness and how to deal with it, it is easy for them to confuse the whole idea with “elitism” and put it all in the too-hard basket. 

3) Teachers and principals are required to deal with such a variety of unusual children at the same time, including children from non-English speaking backgrounds, children with learning difficulties, ADD and various behaviour problems, that they are already spread too thin. That is, the needs of yet another individual, particularly one who is already appearing to cope perfectly well with the regular curriculum, are seen as less urgent.

In our experience, gifted children and their needs are overlooked not just on a daily basis, but almost all the time, with one exception which deserves mention. (Our eldest son applied for and was invited to enter the Ku-ring-gai Unit for the Gifted and Talented within St Ives North Public School, a unit which consists of four full-time classes of gifted local and out of area students, from Year 3 to Year 6. The demand for entry into this excellent program is increasing so much that students who in previous years would have been accepted end up being rejected, a sobering experience for any child and particularly for gifted ones who tend to be “supersensitive”. This happened to one of our other children and in several other families we know. This story illustrates the huge need for such provisions. Why must children be given all or nothing? Could we not establish more oases to provide for their needs? The Implementation Strategies list many possibilities. Why then are so few ever put into practice?) 

The neglect of the needs of the gifted makes everyone losers … the children because they can drift away from formal education; the teachers because they never experience the buzz of a happy gifted child, yet must often cope with class clowns – gifted children who misbehave in order to assuage boredom; and society because the children fail to develop the talents which could contribute to anything from cures for cancer to planet-saving, fortune-making inventions.

How can we become a Knowledge Nation if our most capable minds are stunted for lack of challenge? How can we make the most of the Federal Government’s investments in research if those young students best suited to research never taste the thrill of academic discovery and achievement? Suitable coaches, regular training and frequent stiff competition are enormously important, in academia as well as sport.  

In my quest to see my children receive an appropriate education, we have moved house three times and I have tried to learn as much as possible about the best ways to nurture my unusual children. In 1997 I enrolled in the 18-month Graduate Certificate of Gifted Education at the University of New South Wales, (supplementing my Bachelor of Arts degree and Diploma of Education), and graduated the following year with a High Distinction. I commend this course to members of the committee, because it thoroughly examines “defining and measuring ‘giftedness’” (the models of Francois Gagne are particularly relevant and useful, defining gifts as superior potential with which one is born, and talents as developing depending on environmental factors, including schooling), “problems associated with giftedness” (how adolescent females “mask” their giftedness if they are not educated with “like minds”, the dangers of underachievement, dropping out and suicide when needs are not met), “current provisions for gifted education” (for various age groups and in various public and private schools in Australia, the US and elsewhere), “methods of identifying gifted children” and other issues which you are investigating. All of this material could save the committee from reinventing the wheel. (The Gifted Education Research, Resource and Information Centre – GERRIC – at the University of NSW is a powerhouse of information, research results and services for the gifted.)

The major frustration I must express is that despite the fact that the NSW Department of Education in its policy and implementation strategies has embraced existing exciting and credible theory, along with extremely effective methodology for catering for gifted students in a range of schooling situations, the gap between theory and practice remains disturbingly wide.

Your guidelines for submissions mention  “the different approaches to special provision for the gifted – for example, selective schools, accelerated cohort within the comprehensive school, withdrawal groups, differentiated curriculum within the regular class” but in our experience, by far the most common “approach” has been no approach at all. We have found resistance to acceleration, a disturbing lack of continuity with withdrawal groups, and resistance to differentiated curriculum within the regular class.

Although we have not taken up the option of selective schools, I would like to raise the following issue for your consideration. Are you aware that coaching colleges in Sydney prepare students for the selective school exams? Hard workers certainly improve their performances, very possibly taking the places of other more gifted but less prepared students who would qualify was there not such a rush at the gates. Could we not provide more services for the gifted, so that we do not end up with some students receiving almost all the services, and others next to none? (Incidentally, it seems odd that although selective schools supposedly take the most intelligent 5 to 10 per cent of students, it is my impression that these same students do not all end up taking up the top 5 to 10 per cent of HSC results six years later. Perhaps the selection technique is faulty, or perhaps truly gifted students within the selective schools are still underachieving, for lack of appropriate programming.)

The COGE course opened my eyes to the many simple and varied ways in which all schools and teachers can be, and in some cases are, catering for their gifted students. It has been invaluable in helping me advocate for my children and bring about measures which (in some cases) have also benefited other gifted children at their schools at the same time.

Why then, if these measures are so simple and varied, are schools still so reluctant to implement them? It can only be that most teachers and principals are either ignorant of them, or mistakenly prejudiced against them.

Since every teacher and principal is likely to encounter gifted students at a regular rate during their career, then every teacher and principal must be required to engage with the department’s perfectly sound policy and implementation guidelines. This needs to happen urgently. It is ludicrous that I as a parent am so regularly required to “break the ice” and introduce the whole idea, only to be ultimately ignored as a “pushy parent” or because teachers are just too busy to investigate, and it seems an equally odd waste of time for all concerned that the school counsellor should be brought in and promptly ignored in the same fashion.

At this stage, our family has adopted the “user pays” philosophy and the children are finding most of their needs being met at private schools. To our great good fortune, two of the children have been awarded full scholarships, but it seems grossly unfair that gifted children whose parents are not in a position to move house to access more responsive public schools, or are unable to enter the private school system, should languish at public schools. Most would not have parents who can advocate for them as strongly as I have been able to do. Yet every single one of them deserves a relevant education, the same as any child.

Please consider these recommendations:

· That teacher training include at least one compulsory unit on what constitutes giftedness, the needs of the gifted (appropriate academic challenges and time with ‘like minds’), and ways of easily providing for these needs in the regular classroom (Bloom’s taxonomy, for example.) 

· That every practicing teacher and principal urgently undergo in-servicing on the same subjects (because in my experience, even when teachers have supported appropriate provision for my children, their actions have been hampered by the dominating unenlightened attitudes of their principals.)

· That the stigma that surrounds the tag “gifted” and confuses it with “elitism” be examined and buried once and for all. Perhaps this will be a role your inquiry will fulfil, but I do not believe this can be done without the educators acknowledging their negative prejudices and agreeing to open their minds to new ways of seeing gifted children and new ways of meeting their needs.

Let us seek not to provide all Australian children with an “equal education”, but with an “equally relevant education”. Let us focus on trying to meet their diverse needs, so that every child can develop to the full, the gifted included. 

 Best of luck with this vitally important issue.
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