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Senate Inquiry:  The Education
 Bayside Young Active Minds Support Group
of Gifted & Talented Children                                                           


The Secretary








         27 February 2001
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

On behalf of the Bayside Young Active Minds Support Group we wish to tender the following submission to the Senate Inquiry.

As outlined in the summary, our submission focuses on section (b) of the Terms of Reference, with the addition of a fourth point:  (b)(iv), and section (c).

Should you have any queries regarding this submission, please contact either Hazel Jensen on 9583 8460 or Alida Veugen on 9587 1240.

Yours faithfully,
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Hazel Jensen



     Alida Veugen
        Sue Hirst


Planning Committee
BAYSIDE Young Active Minds Support Group

Summary

The Bayside Young Active Minds Support Group is committed to the education and support of gifted and talented children.  We believe the developmental needs of these children are not currently being addressed in existing educational institutions.

There is general lack of understanding of giftedness by the wider community as well as by professionals in education, health, and welfare.  This has a negative impact on the intellectual, emotional, and social development of the gifted, including widespread underachievement, increased school drop-out rates, and other social/emotional problems.

In addressing the terms of reference, we recommend:

♣
establishment of umbrella organisations to oversee the implementation of gifted education programs, including professional development of educators, and to resource community-based organisations/individuals involved with gifted children

♣
comprehensive professional development in giftedness for all educators, psychologists, and health/welfare workers

♣
the implementation of effective identification procedures, including school-based screening of all students and provision of further assessment as required

♣
access be provided to appropriate educational opportunities including curriculum matched to ability; school-based specialist programs; external programs such as distance education, TAFE;   

♣
funding of national research into the educational and social needs of gifted and talent children.

While we actively nurture gifts in the areas of sport and, to a lesser degree, the arts, we balk at nurturing intellectual gifts.  This is a shameful waste of a wonderful human resource.

.

Introduction

Bayside Young Active Minds Support Group (Bayside YAMS) was established to cater for the needs of families of gifted children in the Melbourne council regions of Bayside, Kingston, and Glen Eira.  Bayside YAMS represents a voluntary group of parents and educators of gifted children who are deeply concerned over the future of policies and programs for the gifted.  We believe there is an urgent need to change educational practices that are currently negatively impacting on gifted students.

Our area includes a population of approximately 300,000 across a wide range of socio-economic groups.  In addition to publishing a quarterly newsletter, we organise regular talks in school venues for parents and teachers, using well-known speakers involved in a wide range of activities associated with the gifted.  In addition, we hold informal discussion groups, provide information to local schools and individuals, and run activities for children, including youth groups for children from 4-14 years of age.   An important function is lobbying for the needs of the gifted.

Many gifted children start school as highly engaged learners, yet rapidly become disengaged.  This is because standard teaching practices fail to address the speed, depth, and complexity of learning in gifted children as well as the increased need for stimulation and creative freedom.  Age-based social groupings and expectations do not cater for the asychronous development, heightened sensitivity, and emotional intensity of these children, who often have a highly developed sense of morality and social justice.  These problems are further compounded by low levels of identification of gifted children by educators, who themselves generally receive inadequate training in giftedness.  Basic to healthy mental, emotional, and social development are acceptance, respect, and a sense of belonging; yet these fundamental elements are not generally available to gifted children within our current school environment resulting in a greater sense of alienation than already experienced.

While we actively nurture gifts in the areas of sport and, to a lesser degree, the arts, we balk at nurturing intellectual gifts.  Our failure to do so results not only in widespread underachievement and high drop-out levels, but also in increased rates of depression and other social problems.  It is also a shameful waste of a wonderful human resource.

Focus

The focus of this submission is on points (b) and (c) of the Senate Inquiry’s terms of reference, with the addition of a fourth sub-point, (b)(iv), which considers the extent of support in terms of funding, staffing, and other resources.  The terms gifted/giftedness refer to gifted and talented children. 

(b)  Consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet their special educational needs:

(i) The means of identifying gifted and talented children
Current means of identifying gifted and talented students are totally inadequate for a number of fundamental reasons.  

1. Most teachers lack the understanding or training in giftedness required for accurate identification.  While teachers generally believe they can identify giftedness, research shows that teachers correctly identify less than 25% of gifted children.  Teachers generally equate academic performance with giftedness, frequently overlooking the underachieving gifted child, who may nevertheless demonstrate many or all of the typical characteristics of giftedness. 

2. Many students are only identified as gifted after being referred for psychological testing due to behavioural problems, learning difficulties etc.  Behavioural problems are often directly associated with understimulation, and learning difficulties commonly mask giftedness, especially from a teacher’s perspective.  Misidentification of gifted children as having ADHD due to their intensity and overexciteability represents another problem. 

3. Parent identification is often dismissed by educators despite the fact that parents accurately identify giftedness in over 65% of cases (compared with under 25% for teachers).  Even when parent identification is supported by formal testing, the child may not fit the picture of giftedness held by the particular teacher. 

4. Students from low socio-economic backgrounds are at greater risk of not being identified.  Parents unfamiliar with normal patterns of development are less likely to identify their own children’s giftedness.   These parents may not recognise a child’s increased need for greater stimulation and may lack the resources to fill this need.  Where families don’t value school success highly, gifted children may display other forms of precocious behavior (not readily associated with giftedness); these children are at even greater risk of not being identified.

5. Accurate identification is especially difficult in the case of disability; for example, ADHD, Autism, Asperger’s Syndrome, specific learning disabilities (SLDs), or other disadvantage, such as non-English speaking.  Because the focus is often placed on the disability/disadvantage, gifted characteristics are commonly overlooked.  Some funding sources are withdrawn once it is known that the child has an IQ of 130+.  

6. Some gifted children are highly visual-spatial in their orientation and may elude identification, particularly by teachers:  These children struggle with the logical-sequential style preferred in schools.  Gifted children with other learning styles which don’t conform to normal patterns may also go unrecognised. 

7. The majority of gifted children have not been formally assessed, irrespective of their socio-economic background.  The high cost of complete psychological assessments, including IQ and performance testing, which ranges from $400-600 makes this prohibitive for many families.  Often parents are reluctant to label their child as ‘gifted’ due to the social stigma associated with the term.

8. Even where reputable testing procedures have been used to identify gifted students, many schools experience difficulty in interpreting the test results and knowing how to apply the information.  These students are still given work they already know or assigned ‘extension’ tasks at an overly simple level.  Gifted children are also often excluded from special programs when they are seen to have a weakness in one area (perhaps spelling), or if they fail to perform set work (some gifted children refuse to perform tasks below their ability level).

Recommendations concerning identification
Adequate identification requires the:

♣
inclusion of thorough training in giftedness for early childhood educators (and maternal and child health workers), including professional development for current educators/workers

♣
introduction of compulsory, indepth training in giftedness within all undergraduate teacher training, with course material designed in consultation with experts in the field 

♣
introduction of extensive professional development in giftedness for current teaching staff, with a particular emphasis on raising awareness of widely held, erroneous preconceptions 

♣
creation of gifted education specialist positions (requiring a postgraduate qualification) as a resource for all schools, giving all teachers and parents access to expertise
♣
use of identification tools in all preschools and schools, including observational parent/ teacher checklists.  Early in Prep, all children should be screened using, for example, the Ravens Progressive Matrices; this should be repeated within the next two years.  Where results of testing and observational checklist suggest the need for a more comprehensive psychometric test, this should be provided at no charge to the family

♣
use of ongoing pre-testing by all teachers (including additional above-level testing where indicated) to determine what children know at the beginning of each school year

(ii) Whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably
In Victoria at present, the issue is not so much a matter of equitable provision of programs as it is of programs being available at all!  To the extent that programs are available, however, the issue of equitable provision must be addressed.  

1.
Certain private schools offer reasonably satisfactory programs which attract high performing, bright students, particularly via scholarships (obviously these schools have a vested interest in catering for potential high achievers).  Many parents of gifted children are now turning to private education despite the high cost, which may represent a considerable financial burden despite scholarships (usually 50% of fees).

2.
The private schools’ focus on achievement results in exclusion from gifted programs of gifted children who either have a specific weakness or are underachieving.  Since underachievement is often the result of understimulation, this type of discrimination doubly penalises the gifted child, favouring the bright student who is already well catered for.  

3.
The departure of so many of the brightest students leaves Government schools even more impoverished in terms of suitable peers for the remaining gifted students.  Many in state schools either come from families who cannot afford private school fees at all or who are not generally high achievers and, hence, less likely to have their needs understood or met.

4.
Within the government system, provision for gifted students may well depend on how 'stretched' the staff are in dealing with competing needs.  Preliminary efforts to establish a ‘gifted stream’ in one local school were opposed by many parents concerned that the focus on gifted students would be at the cost of other students.  One of the best programs in our area (population ~300,000) is offered by a State school in one of the lowest lower socio-economic areas.

5.
Acceleration is rarely supported by schools and the few available provisions tend to consist of limited pull-out programs (perhaps an hour per week) or inadequate ‘extension’ and enrichment activities.  While two secondary schools in our area offer ‘Select Entry’ programs, there is no equivalent in the primary school system.  The assumption that gifted children require twelve years to cover the pre-university curriculum is fundamentally flawed.

6.
Commonly, parents aware of their children’s needs try to negotiate for an appropriate learning environment, often year after year.  Sadly, most of the specific needs of gifted children can only be met outside school hours, often at home.  A growing number of families are home educating gifted children without any government support.

 7.
Most of the gifted programs run outside the school system (either during or after school hours) are held in the more ‘middle class’ areas where there is more support for these programs.  Apart from the travel involved, many families are unable to afford these programs, which tend to be expensive since they are mostly run privately.

Recommendations concerning equitable provision of programs
Equitable provision of programs for gifted and talented programs reinforces the need for improved identification and recognition of gifted students (as detailed in point [i] above) and requires that:

♣
all schools, public and private, be actively encouraged to offer programs in a non-discriminatory way, with recourse for families excluded through either ignorance or finance

♣
funds be made available to subsidise existing programs to make them more affordable

♣
schools actively promote awareness of available programs rather than relying on teacher recommendation (as previously noted, this means many gifted children are not included)

♣
greater support be given in terms of both funding and time allocation for schools to develop suitable programs for gifted children that can be equitably provided.

(iii) Investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution
As the divide between rich and poor continues to expand, the opportunity for attainment  becomes less accessible to children in lower-socio economic environments.  Obviously, gifts and talents alone do not breed success.  Some of the links are outlined below:

1.
The rapidly increasing rates of private school enrolment demonstrate the perception that private schools offer greater opportunities for success than their government counterparts.  Comparatively low levels of funding to government schools together with, in some states, reductions in teaching staff, have lent weight to this perception.  Today, private schools openly advertise scholarships to parents of gifted and talented children, offering specialist programs and high quality facilities and support.  Even if the programs do not live up to parents’ expectations (as anecdotal evidence suggests), the lure is effective, especially considering the desire many parents have to give their children every chance to be successful, even at the risk of financial hardship. 

2.
Since giftedness does not favour the financially advantaged, but is spread across all cultures and boundaries, many gifted and talented children are clearly unable to access programs unless they are made freely available.  Poorly resourced families, and those with several children, frequently perceive the government system of education as the only choice. 

3.
The prominence of many successful gifted people in our society masks the fact that the gifted are overrepresented in negative roles.  For example, in the only prison study of IQ known to gifted researcher, Dr Linda Silverman, there were found to be five times as many prisoners in the top 3% of intelligence as occurs in the outside population.  Clearly, there is a greater risk of criminal behaviour when acute intelligence is coupled with lack of opportunity for attainment. 

4.
Gifted adults are often independent thinkers, forging their own different paths in life without regard to the successful interpretation of ‘attainment’.  Apparently, in Victoria, the highest IQ ever measured belonged to a taxi driver, and this occupation could scarcely be described as attainment for a profoundly gifted individual.

Recommendations concerning links between attainment and socio-economic distribution
Few gifted children currently have access to opportunities for attainment, particularly those from families in lower socio-economic groups. 

♣
The links between attainment and socio-economic distribution must be carefully researched, particularly in view of the high drop-out rate amongst gifted children, which is likely to be highest amongst the least advantaged.

♣
It is vital that funding priorities be reassessed at Commonwealth and State levels, preferably in cooperation, in order to revitalise education.  The trend toward private education does not improve opportunities for the disadvantaged:  it leaches further resources away from those who most need them. 

♣
Improved means of identifying gifted and talented children is also critical to attainment, since less advantaged children are at greater risk of not being identified as gifted, let alone nurtured.

♣
A greater emphasis needs to be placed on psychological support in our education system (in Victoria, this is beginning to occur, but only at the Secondary level).  Gifted and talented children often feel alienated anyway; this is intensified by disempowerment.

(iv) The extent of support in terms of funding, staffing, and other resources
The lack of support available for gifted and talented children demonstrates complete ignorance of the difficulties faced by these children.  This lack of basic understanding is comparable to the pre-1950's attitude to disability and is the major cause of inadequate resourcing.  Some examples of misunderstanding and ignorance are listed below:

1.
The term ‘giftedness’ is a misnomer through its association with privilege, achievement, and success.  In practice, gifted children often feel alienated because they are painfully aware of being different.  By age 9, many girls in particular have begun to mask their giftedness in order to fit in with age peers, even though this means underachieving.  As previously explained, underachievement causes gifted children to be overlooked.

2.
The experience of being gifted is not widely understood.  Increased intellectual capacity (not to be confused with performance) is associated with emotional complexity and intensity as well as increased physical and emotional sensitivity. 

3.
The need for differentiated curriculum increases with the level of giftedness.  Our education system caters for the majority, 68% of whom have an IQ ranging between 85 and 115.  For example, an IQ of 130 equates to an IQ of 70 in terms of its variation from average (100).  Children with an IQ of 70 are unlikely to be integrated into a normal classroom, even with assistance.  A highly gifted child (above IQ 145) is expected to work at the same pace and level as children with an IQ of less than 100.  Is it surprising that these children switch off?

4.
In an education system based on age parity, being out of step with normal development (asynchrony) generates internal and external conflicts:  Mental age (intellectual capacity) may be significantly different to emotional age (maturity) or physical age (what one can do).  Educators fail to understand that mental and social development are closely related, forcing children to wait until their age or emotional maturity suggests readiness.  Attention-seeking behaviour (acting out), however, is often due to understimulation or other problems.  Around 75% of gifted children are naturally introverted, and this is often, incorrectly perceived as social immaturity. 

5.
The erroneous perception that gifted children don’t need support perpetuates under-resourcing in this area.  Because our education system is primarily focused on outcomes that are inappropriate for these children, their educational needs are unmet.  While a significant proportion of gifted children are not high achievers at school, most of those who are performing well are still underachieving in an environment that does not provide challenging learning opportunities.

Recommendations concerning the extent of support in terms of funding, staffing and other resources
Understanding the nature of giftedness is essential for a changed attitude to resourcing.  These children are entitled to a challenging and stimulating environment even if that environment needs to be individually designed.  Their need for differentiated curriculum is as great as the learning disabled, who currently (and deservedly) receive realistic support.

In terms of funding, staffing and other resources, the achievement of fair and equitable outcomes for the gifted requires:    

♣
the creation of umbrella organisations at Federal, State and Regional/District levels to not only design, establish, coordinate and evaluate programs for the gifted [including the education of those working with the gifted], but also to act as a resource for community-based organisations and individuals involved with gifted children

♣
the dissemination of comprehensive and accurate information programs to properly educate all professionals involved in the development, care, and education of gifted children, including teachers, advisors, counsellors/psychologists, doctors, and other healthcare and welfare providers.  These programs must reflect current research to provide the broadest possible understanding of the needs of gifted children 

♣
the creation of well-qualified, gifted education specialists as a resource in all schools to: facilitate teacher training in giftedness; make recommendations for professional assessment of possibly gifted children [identified through screening and/or pre-testing as outlined in (b)(ii) recommendations]; liaise with educational psychologists, teaching staff, parents, and others involved in the support of gifted children; oversee the use of funds earmarked for gifted programs within schools 
♣
a commitment, backed by realistic funding, to the urgent implementation of all foregoing recommendations [refer (b)(i), (ii), and (iii) above]

♣
ongoing research, locally and nationally, into the educational, social, and emotional needs of the gifted

♣
support for disadvantaged families and communities to gain access to appropriate educational, assessment, and counselling services.

(b) C onsideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children:

The Commonwealth needs to play a vital role not only in supporting the education of gifted and talented children at the State level, but also in setting the lead in promoting policies that positively impact on education for the gifted.  Programs, where they exist, are not effectively implemented and funding is scarce, while funding for the development of sporting ability is taken for granted.

Recommendations concerning the proper role of the Commonwealth in supporting the education of gifted and talented children
In terms of supporting the education of gifted and talented children, the Commonwealth needs to:

♣
set a strong lead in demonstrating recognition of the special educational needs of the gifted and talented through effective policy development (eg, White Paper)  

♣
provide funding specifically earmarked for gifted education and ensure that programs are supported and implemented at State level 

♣
promote, fund, and support the establishment of a centre for research and development into giftedness, including education of the gifted and talented; the centre could work closely with university-based centres as well as with umbrella organisations established to support the gifted [(b)(iv) recommendations]

♣
support the establishment of umbrella organisations at Federal, State, and Regional/District levels as discussed in the recommendations for (b)(iv)

♣
protect the right of all Australian children to be taught at their level in all curriculum areas

♣
provide for supplementary or alternative education for gifted children who cannot be adequately catered for by their local school; for example, by access to distance education, travel subsidies to non-local educational institutions (such as TAFE or university), special schools for the gifted, or home education

♣
provide funding, such as scholarships for postgraduate courses, to support further education in giftedness for teachers and other professionals.

Conclusion

If we are serious about preventing a brain drain — loss of Australia’s intellectual potential — we need to recognise how educationally impoverished most gifted young Australians are.   These children are compelled to spend many years in educational settings that are far from adequately providing for their special needs.  In effect, school life often becomes a sentence to years of deprivation.  Most gifted students are achieving well below their potential.

We ask that you urgently consider the above recommendations to provide gifted and talented children with the education and support they need.
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