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Dear Mr. Carter,

On behalf of the committee of the Victorian Association for Gifted and Talented Children (V.A.G.T.C.), I welcome the opportunity to forward a submission to the Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children. This submission responds to some of the issues and discussion points identified by the Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee.

· Any distinction between ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’; the distinction between potential and performance.

There is much debate about the term gifted or whether it is better to talk about high intellectual potential, but either way, we are talking about children whose intellectual or cognitive abilities are developing at a faster rate than would be expected for their age The terms bright, gifted and talented are often used interchangeably, yet are quite different in meaning.  For example, a bright child learns with ease, knows the answers, absorbs information and answers the questions whereas a gifted child often already knows what is being taught, manipulates information and rather than answering the questions, discusses in detail and elaborates. Talent refers to a potential for notable performance in a particular area of achievement. Bright children generally thrive in the educational system, while gifted children often need additional support and understanding to thrive.

As talent is usually more obvious and measurable, it is understandable that teachers often focus on performance, without focussing on potential, which is not always so apparent.

This can lead to the lack of recognition of gifted students who may not have achieved pre-determined expected levels, yet have the capacity to exceed them, given appropriate educational support.

· Problems of identifying gifted children; the adequacy of present methods of identifying them; the adequacy of present actions to identify them; whether attention to identifying gifted children is given equitably to all groups in society.

There are several problems associated with the identification of gifted children. There is no “stereotypical” gifted child, and like all children, no two gifted children are exactly alike, and a gifted child does not have to be gifted at everything! 

It is important for methods of identification to consider not just high performance levels, which are more obvious, but also the potential for high performance. This is much more difficult to discern as high ability may be masked by a child’s desire to conform, or by behavioural issues.

Problems in identification include: 

- teachers’ lack of knowledge of giftedness in general and methods of identification in particular, although the Gifted Education Professional Development Program is making substantial inroads with this.

-the limited number of educational psychologists with a knowledge of giftedness available to perform assessments and support teachers and parents 

-the lack of knowledge about giftedness in relation to specific sectors of the

population and therefore difficulties with identification of, for example, young gifted children, Koorie children and children from non-English speaking families, children with disabilities, children from low socio-economic areas and underachieving gifted children.

· Possible misunderstandings of issues to do with educating the gifted.

· Possible effects on the gifted child denied special attention, such 

      as academic underachievement or social/emotional maladjustment.

When looking at the social, emotional and educational implications of giftedness, an awareness of some of those characteristics is important. For example, a six year old child whose favourite TV show is Quantum and reads non fiction books avidly and only mixes with the children in Year Six could be regarded as not fitting in well  with her classmates. Because she is interested in science and understands abstract and complex concepts, it is logical that she seeks out others who have similar interests and understandings.  There is nothing wrong with her, she simply chooses like minded peers rather than chronological peers. Perhaps we should be questioning what socialisation really is. How many of us only mix with people whose birthdates are within twelve months of our own?   

Misunderstandings of issues to do with educating the gifted include the commonly held mistaken belief that gifted children are lucky already, they don’t require anything extra, when, in fact, a gifted child is as entitled as any other to have his/her needs met. Failure to do this can have detrimental effects on the child, as described later.

Another misunderstanding is that there is no need to identify gifted children until the late years of primary school or early into the high school years, if at all. However, early identification is important in a child’s development if it means there will be a response to this information. We do not hesitate in saying that the sooner we identify a child with delayed development, the sooner we can intervene to ensure that programming can be developed to meet his/her needs. This applies equally to a child showing advanced development. The needs may not be so apparent, but nonetheless, lack of responding to a gifted child’s needs can lead to the problems listed below.

A child denied the understanding and  attention required for him/her to develop his/her potential is at risk of becoming a behaviour problem, of experiencing varying levels of frustration, underachievement and lack of motivation which can also lead to dropping out of school.

· The adequacy of present provision for the gifted, including access to appropriate educational delivery, social support structures, and flexible progression through the school years.

This is a difficult issue to address as the situation varies from school to school and from year to year. While the Gifted Education Professional Development Program has made a major positive impact on the ways teachers respond to the gifted children in their care, and some schools and individual teachers are doing outstanding work in this area, there are still many schools that do not provide for gifted children. Flexible progression through the school years is rarely occurring, other than in specific schools with accelerated programmes, and early school entry is generally discouraged by schools. There are very few social support structures for children and parents. Some of the networks are effective in this area, and organisations such as the V.A.G.T.C. and the CHIP Foundation provide opportunities for children to meet with like minds, provide resources for parents and teachers to further extend their knowledge in this area and to meet with others sharing similar experiences

I don’t believe that the present provision for the gifted in schools is adequate in providing gifted students in all schools with an equal chance to achieve their personal best. While I think the Victorian government’s policy on gifted education together with the Gifted Education Professional Development Program have had considerable positive impact on the education of gifted students, many gifted students throughout the state are underachieving and spending an enormous amount of time in classes being “taught” information and processes that they already know. While this is happening, it is almost impossible for these students to improve their levels of achievement and to fulfil their potential.

· Provision for teacher training (preservice and inservice) to accommodate teaching the gifted.

This is an area of particular concern. Lack of knowledge is one of the main stumbling blocks in providing for gifted children, yet teachers can still complete a teacher training course without the opportunity to attend even one session on giftedness! There are however, a  limited number of  courses offered by Australian universities at the post graduate level, but post graduate students are only a very small proportion of the population. The number of inservice sessions has increased markedly, with  sessions provided  by the Department of Education, Employment and Training in Victoria, by the V.A.G.T.C. and the CHIP Foundation, the Incorporated Association of Registered Teachers of Victoria and independent consultants. These sessions are usually of high quality, however, with the exception of the Gifted Education Professional Development Program, they are “one-offs”, and while they have value, they cannot replace a sound, sequential course. 

· Teacher training needs (preservice and inservice).

There is an urgent need for including courses in Gifted Education in preservice teacher training courses. The introduction of even an introductory course covering the nature of giftedness, identification and providing for gifted students would make a marked impact on teachers’ perception of gifted children and equip them with knowledge and skills to work with these children.

Maintaining and building on existing inservice professional development would ensure that teachers further develop their skills and are aware of current developments in the area.

Recommendations

· That the Commonwealth mandates that all preservice teacher training courses 

contain at least one unit that addresses the education of gifted students

· That the Commonwealth provide funding for:

1. A national professional development strategy to provide teachers with the skills needed to identify gifted students from diverse backgrounds and of different age groups, including early childhood, and to develop and implement learning plans for gifted students

2. The employment of additional educational psychologists

3. A national publicity strategy for valuing and promoting intellectual excellence in the ways that sporting and creative expression are valued and promoted

4.   State and territory education systems to support and further develop the    

      education of gifted students

4. National research projects on the education of gifted children

· That the Commonwealth co-ordinate the development of national guidelines for student acceleration including early entry to school

It is not such a gift to be gifted. In a society where unless you are a sportsperson or a pop star, it sometimes seems that it is a national occupation to cut down the tall poppies. Gifted children and their parents often have a difficult time. Gifted children are as entitled as any other children to have their needs met. In order to fulfill their potential, gifted children need to have educational programming that doesn’t attempt to re-teach them what they already know, but builds on their existing knowledge, challenges and motivates them, provides flexibility in structure so that at least for some of the time they can work and play with like minded peers and be exposed to material of abstract and complex nature. Most of all they need to be valued and accepted as children, not just IQ numbers, but whole, complete children with interests and needs, individual personalities, strengths and weaknesses.

This submission only touches briefly on some of the issues in the education of gifted 

children, and I would welcome the opportunity to discuss any of these matters further.

Yours faithfully,

Karin Morrison

President, Victorian Association for Gifted and Talented Children

and Australian Delegate to the World Council for Gifted and Talented Children.
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