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As a parent with two gifted girls, I have spent a number of years in the private school system.  Together with two other parents of gifted children in the school, we were able to make a significant impact on the direction taken by the school in relation to identification of gifted children and gifted education.  The journey has only just begun, but certainly, after 4 years of hard work with the private school system,  it has begun.

After four years of writing letters, sending documents and giving examples of poor teaching strategies, we were able to bring to the attention of the school board and executive, the needs of gifted and talented children in the school and the reasons for bringing about change.  The board eventually employed a consultant trained in the education of gifted and talented, to educate the teachers and further their understanding of giftedness and curriculum differentiation in an attempt to satisfy the needs of these children.  Now,  we are beginning to see the impact of some of the strategies that have been implemented.  

However, it is still only a drop in the ocean.  I see that now, more than ever. To be truly effective, gifted education needs to be located within the mainstream curriculum, and not presented as a fringe activity, one or two periods a week.  

This year, my oldest daughter entered Year 7 in a public school, a selective high school, where I had hoped many of our previous problems would end.  I thought that they would know what gifted education was all about.  However, in this school, the issues are similar, but more exaggerated and more obvious, perhaps because the need for appropriate educational strategies is relevant to the majority group instead of the minority group, as it was in a comprehensive school.

In the private school, there seemed to be more control over expected performance levels of staff and their commitment to advancing their own learning.   There doesn’t seem to be this control or expectation in the public system.

 While a few teachers seem to understand about teaching their gifted students, many do not.  This is a much bigger challenge than the smaller private school of which we were a part before.  The mismatch is more obvious and the gap much bigger, even though a much higher proportion of this population shares similar educational needs.   Again, gifted education needs to be located within the mainstream curriculum, and not presented as a fringe activity outside the classroom.  

This selective school is a school full of gifted and talented children with a large number of teachers who seem to know little, if anything, about gifted education. 

I don’t think that many of the teachers realise that gifted children are different from their age peers. I don’t think that many of the teachers realise that gifted children think in different ways, especially about abstract problems and they think more like children who are chronologically older than themselves.  Children who think differently require, and deserve, a suitably differentiated curriculum. 

There seems to be little motivation for teachers to improve their own performance in this public system, to achieve outcomes which would satisfy the needs of their students, or even their own needs to achieve greater heights of professional satisfaction. 

 While teachers are not “over-paid” in the public system and there is no financial (or other) incentive to upgrade their skills and gain extra qualifications, there is not likely to be a significant improvement in their ability to meet the needs of the gifted.  While the population at large does not give certain teachers the status they are due, there will be little recognition of the importance of their work and its relevance to the future of our world.  Until we recognise how important well-trained and well-informed teachers are,  pay them accordingly and give them the status they are due, we will never achieve our desired outcomes.

Even if training was available and teachers were motivated to take part, there would still  be enormous barriers to overcome.  While some teachers are open enough to pick up and run with new ideas and strategies, to absorb new models of thought and incorporate these into their view of the world, and hence their teaching practices,  there is still incredible resistance to change.  Teachers have not been trained to think about Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences or Bloom’s Taxonomy.  Many teachers are still in a world of linear learning, of outdated frameworks and models, which do not allow the maximisation of any student’s potential, let alone acknowledging the special needs of students at either end of the spectrum of ability. 

I know of teachers who refuse to use the word “gifted” for all but the most exceptional students.  To do this, is to deny the existence of a significant segment of the population, those students who are potentially the future leaders of this country, and who deserve to have their needs met, just like any other student. To do this is also to deny that the teacher’s skills need to be upgraded, that existing methods and models need to be challenged and even changed.

Teachers need to know about brain science and cognitive neuroscience, and how they affect learning and memory.  They need to know that the extremes of intellectual ability are governed by qualitatively different cerebral organisation.  Surely this knowledge is vital if they are in the practice of teaching our children and moulding future generations.

Some teachers  haven’t understood that education is about engendering a love of learning, a lifelong pursuit.  Some don’t seem to have understood that meeting students’ learning needs leads to success, to positive attitudes towards learning and towards themselves – towards creating a generation of positive thinkers.  This can only be achieved by providing a level of challenge which gives the student a sense of achievement.  Many teachers haven’t understood this key to success for themselves and their students.

Within the first few weeks of high school, my daughter decided that she hated Maths.  This is a child who, in the APTS testing conducted by GERRIC last year, when she was in Year 6, scored as well as or better than 94% of year 8 students in Maths.  In a few short weeks, her enthusiasm and love of mathematics has been destroyed by adherence to a boring curriculum and exposure to a teacher whom she perceives “doesn’t care”, who never marks their homework, and  who insists on working from  Yr 7 Signpost Maths, which is only used in a number of other schools as a textbook for remedial students.  Many schools don’t even use the book.  This public high school in fact, uses the edition that has long since been out of print.
And then there is the ‘Problem of the Fortnight, an optional extra is to be completed outside of class time.  For their work they receive a mark…and that’s it.  If it’s not correct, or not completely correct, there is no teaching involved, no interchange, no dialogue with the student.  You get the answer, it’s given a mark and that’s it.  No explanation about what could have been done differently.
And if you’re especially keen to add many, many more hours of work to your already heavy work-load outside of school hours, of course,  there is ‘Maths Enrichment’ for which you pay separately.  For year 7, this consists of the Euler Challenge, which is again, optional.  There is such a huge gap between what is provided in the classroom and these problems, that most children opt out.  Again, there is no teaching involved.  You are given the books.  If you can manage, OK, and if you can’t, also OK.  There is no encouragement to stretch yourself, or to extend past the boring repetition in the classroom.  It’s the classroom work alone, or extra work outside school hours, and the “enrichment”  is just too much for most children – without any guidance.  You might as well be doing correspondence school.
It also concerns me that Maths is not streamed until year 9, by which time my daughter’s enthusiasm for Maths will have been totally extinguished.  Many other private schools stream Maths in Year 7, most by year 8. 

Another area where incongruities in teaching have been visible, is in Science.  My daughter and her friends have reported many examples of very poor teaching practices, with some topics not covered in all of the five classes.  It’s hard to do well in an exam, when you haven’t seen some of the work before.  Even gifted girls need to at least meet the topic and have been taught the concepts, in order to transfer the learning to other situations.  

Teachers need to remember that learning is a sequential development process.  Attainment of skills and understanding in domains of knowledge and strategies for solving problems, are all acquired gradually and in sequences that are more or less predictable.  

Perhaps they need to be reminded that there are substantial differences in learning status and learning rates among individuals  of any given age, even in a selective school, where 160 children come from 120 different primary schools with a myriad of past learning experiences.

It seems that this selective school is least aware of the importance of ability grouping or ‘clustering’, particularly in areas such as Maths.

Effective teaching must involve a sensitive assessment of the individual’s status in the learning process, and the presentation of problems that slightly exceed the level already mastered.  Too-easy tasks produce boredom ; too difficult tasks cannot be understood and the student won’t learn.  In fact, in the jungle of other demands on the student, they are likely to reject work that is too far from their competency level and resent the teacher – which is what has happened.

The teacher’s job is to know the pace that the student can learn, to pitch the next unit of work just a little higher, to stretch a little to achieve what she didn’t know she could.

I don’t think that the Maths department understands the advantages of ability grouping.  Ability grouping:

· Allows students to advance at their own rate with others of similar ability;

· Permits teachers to offer students methods and materials geared to their own levels;

· Provides a realistic range of competition that challenges students;

· Raises gifted students’ level of social and general self-esteem;

· Leads to a significant drop in under-achievement, particularly under-achievement to peer acceptance;

· Makes teaching easier and more effective by reducing the range of ability.

In this public system, I feel more distant, less able to make an impact.  I feel that it is not acceptable to ask for better and that people justify poor teaching practices by saying, “This is the big wide world. She has to learn to cope”  or “It’s OK to be bored”. Instead, this is a time to be in love with life, in love with learning.  The public school system shares with private school system, the responsibility to achieve this outcome.

Multiple Intelligence (MI) is an educational philosophy.  It was first introduced by Howard Gardner in 1983.  Howard Gardner was dissatisfied with modern IQ tests, which tied intelligence to the ability to provide fast concise answers to problems involving mainly linguistic and logical skills.  The MI approach is very valuable for gifted children even though they already do well academically.  Talking in class about metacognition and how we think would help them considerably.  Some gifted children are perfectionists and very self-critical.  It could help some children who are strong in one area like language but they have to struggle with maths.  They’re frustrated because the maths doesn’t come as easily as they expect.  It’s not that they’re not good at maths but they don’t just get it as easy as say, the language and arts.
There needs to be some discussion to point out that accepting challenges in order to strengthen an area of relative weakness is part of education.  They need to select those weaker areas sometimes and not always take the road that they’re best in.

MI theory points out that we all have strengths as well as weaknesses and that it’s OK to have areas where you’re not so good.  It makes it more acceptable to the self-critical student.

When you give this type of student reasons and techniques for understanding why they think the way they do – it’s very powerful.

Meeting the needs of the gifted is a social equity issue – they have the right to have their needs met, just as any other part of the population.   It is a myth that gifted children will be OK regardless of which school they attend.
Do we really have to accept such poor teaching practices?  Or can we hope for change?  And when?  Only for our children’s children?  Is that really soon enough?
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