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P A C S A
Parents Association for Children of Special Ability Inc.
Box 2013, Mail Centre Bendigo, 3554.
        Phone   (03) 5475 2392

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations,

Small Business and Education Reference Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra, ACT, 2600








23/2/01

Dear Sir

Thank you for this opportunity to present our concerns and opinions to you.  Please refer to Page 6 for a summary of our submission.

Our Association represents high intelligence children and young people who would commonly be referred to as “gifted”.  We have been in operation since December 1989 and while centred in Bendigo, we have members from Woodend to Mildura.  When we ran a major Gifted Education Conference in Bendigo in 1998, our advertising mail-out went to over three hundred and fifty families in northern and central Victoria.  Our members include parents, children, youth, teachers, schools and others involved with the education and welfare of these children.  We are also members of the Victorian Affiliated Network of Gifted Support Groups.

While the original idea of the group was to be a self help and support group, our Association has, through social demand, become a service provider.  The only problem with this evolution is that our Committee of Management consists of parents or teachers actually dealing with the chaos of gifted education provision on a daily basis and we are the least likely to be able to have the time or the energy to "fix" other people's problems.  We receive no funding for our service with the exception of some small Community Development grants we have been able to access from the Bendigo City Council.

The Committee has undertaken several reviews in order to assess its operations and isolate essential goals.  The rural issues of isolation, poverty and lack of access to alternative education provision or counselling were identified as our greatest problems, not only for our members and those people using our service but for us, as a Committee, as well.  The two main goals of the Association were identified as a regular high standard and informative Newsletter and a telephone access and counselling service.

Most of our phone calls to and from people are Long Distance calls.  We cannot just drop in on someone to give them some support when our counsellor lives in Maldon and the person in need of help lives in Horsham.  We cannot say, "We can't talk to you unless you join our group and pay a membership fee or donate some money for the phone call", when the person on the end of the phone line is in crisis and needs to talk to someone immediately.  We have ended up operating a seven day a week crisis phone service.

From these thousands of calls over eleven years, we have collated a vast amount of data on the problems of gifted students in rural and regional Victoria.  Through our contact with the other parent groups in Victoria, we now know that these problems are not isolated to our own area.

We do not believe that the Victorian State education system is just, equitable, safe or suitable for high intelligence students.  This statement also applies to other education systems as well.

We believe that the corporate management structure of the Victorian Department of Education, Employment and Training (DEET) and associated financial and administrative processes; the current trend of self governing schools; and the ideology of outcomes directed provision rather than child focussed provision, are detrimental for all children, but particularly children who have high intelligence. The issues of equity and accountability are issues that affect all children but particularly high intelligence children.  This is because our children are a minority, disadvantaged group with special needs who are socially rejected.

The number of families contacting our Association in just the last six months indicate a system failure.  The Commonwealth Government has known about this problem since 1988 and the Victorian Government since 1994.  The problem still exists today.

We believe that this amounts to system abuse and neglect, where our children have been identified by trained professionals as having characteristics and behaviours consistent with child abuse.

When we try and find help for our children, the system compounds the problem. For example, welfare officers and guidance officers are making decisions for gifted students without any training in Gifted Education or even any training in welfare!

Outside service workers who are making decisions for gifted children, eg doctors, paediatricians, maternal and infant health workers, welfare workers, social workers, etc, don’t usually have training in Gifted Education either!  In one case, a paediatrician at the Royal Children's Hospital mis-diagnosed a gifted child as having Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and prescribed medication.  There are many cases of schools that have to bend the rules, hide what they are doing, or call the gifted provision something else to make it politically safe.  Most schools do nothing.

Background information:

1994 Symposium for the Education of Gifted Students, Victoria.

The State Government’s 3 pronged strategy was

1. To recognise & identify gifted students

2. To assist gifted students

3. To provide professional development for teachers and support materials

However, the Victorian Government has now changed its position to state that provision for high intelligence children is the responsibility of the "whole school community", that is each school has to work out what to do on their own.  There is no trained staff provided, no support materials or counselling for parents or individual cases, no in-service training except for some Professional Development provided in Melbourne and no funding for curriculum development, programs or employment of specialists at schools.  The Victorian DEET has negated its responsibility for these students without establishing mechanisms within individual schools by which schools can take up the responsibility for them.  DEET staff have regularly referred parents to PACSA for support.  We do not refer parents to DEET staff.

The trend is towards devolution of responsibility and accountability to schools but with the power centralised at DEET, Treasury Place, Melbourne.  This means that no one is actually responsible for provision for gifted students.  Schools tell parents they don't have any money or the trained staff to do anything and the Department says that the schools have all the money they need under their Global Budget and it is the school's choice to do Reading Recovery instead of gifted education.  The teachers, with no training in giftedness, believe that the school needs to do Reading Recovery because there are children who can't read yet.  They don't believe that they need to do anything for gifted students because they are so bright they will just "pick it up" anyway.  After all, they say, the gifted ones are the ones who do really well at school and get straight "A"s.  We say the gifted ones are more likely to be the ones who have academic and social/emotional problems because of school.

The State Government, at the Gifted Education Symposium in 1994, identified that the central problem was one of a negative and sometimes hostile societal and community attitude towards the gifted child.  This is the same finding as the Senate Report of 1988.  There has been no attempt to establish ways to educate the community to change this attitude.

1995 Bright Futures: Education for Gifted Students Policy

Under the umbrella of provision for the needs of all students – “this policy makes a commitment to providing gifted students with a fulfilling and challenging education commensurate with their abilities.”(Page 1)  How can a “policy” make a commitment?  There is no statement of what the State Government is going to actually do on a local, case-by-case level.  Most teachers have never even read the Policy.

Abilities are not always identified, evident or present – there are potential abilities and needs that are not always to do with identified abilities.  High intelligence often coexists with special learning needs, learning disabilities and/or challenging behaviour.  Gifted children are not always successful, conforming or popular.  There is a strong case to define "giftedness" as a learning disability.  It is a definite disability to be gifted and trying to learn in the current education system.

Teachers (usually untrained in gifted education and sometimes hostile towards gifted) are the ones who are identifying gifted for any differentiated provision.  Therefore, they tend to identify as “gifted” the high achievers because the purpose of school is to produce high academic, socially conforming, “good” students.  Research has shown that they identify boys who are good at Mathematics and girls who are good at art as the "gifted" ones.  One common comment to parents from teachers when they first approach the school to tell them that their son or daughter is gifted is, "In what area?"  Teachers believe that "giftedness" is merely a talent in a particular academic area.  They have no idea that giftedness is a psychological, developmental and genetic condition that affects and involves the whole person.

If a parent has tried all forms of negotiation to establish provision for their gifted child at their local school and appeal for help to DEET Gifted Children's Section under the Cross Curriculum Section at Treasury Place, Melbourne, they are told that they need to go to their local Regional Office.  They are passed back down the line.  The local Regional Office tells them that schools are independent and they cannot interfere with the operations of the school.  They are left unsupported.  The only choice then is to stay where they are and put up with it or to change schools.  Changing schools is not always an option in rural areas because there is often no other school available.  Many children just leave school.

We believe that high intelligence children are regularly leaving school before the age of fifteen and know of one case where a student was officially given permission to leave school by the Victorian DEET at thirteen.  We believe that about 40% of all high intelligence students leave school before the end of year twelve.

1996: Bright Futures Resource Book – Education of Gifted Students

This document states that the “Victorian Department of Education is committed to providing education of a high quality, which recognises and responds to the specific differences and special needs of all students.” (Page 1)

This statement is false on two points.

1. The DOE (now called DEET) is not responsible for quality education provision – individual schools are.

2. All students don’t have “special needs” – this is a term usually only applied to disabled or integration students.

· Provision for gifted students is only justified by the Government as a part of provision for all students.  This does not clearly explain why gifted students “require programs that are significantly different from those provided for most other students.” (DOE, 1996, p3)

We believe that they don't actually require "programs" either, they require a complete alternative education system, just the same as those with low intelligence.

· Please note that all students are not gifted, that is, not all people have high intelligence.

· Gifted students are a minority disadvantaged group.

· Gifted students are a “special needs” group.

Why are our children not being educated?

· Gifted Education occurs, if at all, in an anti-gifted social/cultural context.

· The anti-gifted trend is emotional/feelings driven, even among trained professionals, school councils and parent communities.  Gifted provision in schools is often prevented by objections from other parents who see the gifted as a threat to provision for their own children.

· The anti-gifted trend is community driven – the need to maintain majority power over minority rights.

· The needs of gifted children are perceived to compete with the needs of disabled children and other disadvantaged minority groups for funding/resources/training/provision.

· Gifted students are seen to be threatening to taking funding away from the needy –
competition of the greater need or competition between the deserving needy.

When there is limited or no funds and resources:

Provision becomes only for the greatest need, dependant on social awareness of that need.

Provision is only designed for the majority of students – minority groups will miss out.

Therefore the most needy or the most deserving as perceived by those in power will be the only ones to receive extra or different provision.  Provisions for the “special needs” of all students becomes provision for the common needs of all students, and in a funding crisis, provision for the common needs of the majority of all students.

Why provision for our children is not elitist.

· Giftedness occurs evenly across all socio-economic and cultural groups.  As there are more poor than rich, there are therefore more poor who are gifted than rich who are gifted.

· Vulnerability is recognised and supported when it occurs with intellectually disabled children, eg a seventeen year old child with a mind of a nine year old; but not with the opposite asynchrony, eg a seventeen year old mind in a nine year old child.

· Rapid cognitive growth can cause inner personal turmoil.  Gifted children are at high risk for social and emotional problems, depression and suicide.

· Inner qualities, such as advanced interpersonal social skills, are often overlooked and make the child vulnerable – it is the vulnerability of the gifted which requires special provision.

· Elitism is a function of socio-economic differences, not intellectual ones.

· The idea of gifted as elitist is a smokescreen to refocus the problem so that resources for the majority are not threatened.

· Grouping gifted children together does not create an elite group but instead teaches humility and egalitarianism and a more balanced sense of self.

· Unevenness of development can lead to isolation and feeling out of step with same-aged peers.  Research has shown that gifted girls can reach puberty up to four years earlier than average children. Grouping by chronological age, as in schools, discriminates against gifted children.  Not placing children at their own developmental level is detrimental to their welfare.

· Placing a gifted child in the education system without special provision is likely to be harmful.

Why “quality education for all” is not provision for gifted students.

· Provision that is for all (that is large numbers of students) is not focussed on providing for an isolated few.

· Gifted provision is not a “program” but specific individualised education.

· “Programs” must be for large numbers of children across schools in all conditions.  This automatically prevents individual education.

· Teacher requirements are performance/outcomes directed, not individual child focussed.

· “Performance management” compares performance across teachers/programs.  This also automatically prevents diversification/individual education.

· Literacy/numeracy Government focus is anti-gifted because it identifies those students who are struggling to meet minimum standards but ignores those children who have passed or are capable of passing maximum standards for their age.

· There is a need to separate “gifted” from achievement, which is culturally determined.  The Victorian Affiliated Network of Gifted Support Groups estimate that 80% of all high intelligence students are underachievers and that about 40% leave school before Year 12, some as early as thirteen.  Parents find themselves without support, resources, sympathy or sometimes the knowledge to understand the problems.  The problems go unresolved to the detriment of the development of the child.

· Underachieving gifted children and early school leavers are the direct result of the education system failure.

· As the current education system does not provide for gifted children either academically or socially and emotionally, they are entitled to an alternative education system.

Political Agenda:
· CSF provision attempts to standardise provision but in fact minimises it.

· Governments have passed the responsibility of managing schools to parents while maintaining the power of financial accountability and policy making.

· Governments are passing risk management out to schools.

· The education system promotes normality, conformity, community stability, status quo, “socialisation” and is business needs driven – not child focussed.

· There is no perceived reason for the Government to provide finance for gifted education as there is with aged care.

· There is no perceived reason for the community to fund gifted education.

There are no options or choices and therefore no solutions for gifted students under current existing Education System conditions and political agendas.

We, the parents of these children, cannot wait another twelve years for something to happen while another generation grow up, leave school and produce gifted children of their own.  The Commonwealth Government has known of the problems of gifted students since 1988.  If it is not prepared to take ACTION, then we will have to assume that it has chosen to abandon its responsibility to a select group of its citizens by virtue of them possessing a genetic condition that differentiates them from the normal population.

General Solutions Required:

· Gifted children should be identified as a natural resource and as beneficial to society.

· Gifted children should be identified as a competitive resource to produce for industry and technology.

· Gifted children, having the characteristic of high ethical and moral awareness, should be identified as a community resource that will strengthen ethical and community life.

· There should be a move to customer satisfaction in the education system.

· The education system should provide child centred provision.

· There should be differentiated responses and resources to meet differentiated needs.

Commonwealth Government Action Required:

1.
As the Victorian State Government is not enforcing any provision for high intelligence students, we require AFFIRMATIVE ACTION at a Commonwealth Government legislative level.  We require the Commonwealth Government to define "giftedness" as a genetic physiological condition, not necessarily defined by IQ score alone and independent of actual performance in any talent area.

2.
As the provision for gifted students is deleted or rendered ineffective by nation-wide anti-gifted ethos, we require AFFIRMATIVE ACTION at a Commonwealth Government legislative level.  We require the Commonwealth Government to include high intelligence children in all legislation designed to protect the welfare and provision of low intelligence children.
3.
As these and any other changes to be introduced to help gifted children will take perhaps many years to take effect, we require AFFIRMATIVE ACTION at a Commonwealth Government level in order to protect and provide for children already in the education system.

We require a seeding grant to establish a Special School (Teaching Unit) for gifted students at La Trobe University Bendigo.  There needs to be a place where gifted children in crisis can go as a temporary or permanent measure that can involve research and curriculum development.  This school can then act as a model and resource centre for other schools.

A hard copy of this submission and support material has been posted to you.

We look forward to meeting with you to discuss this submission.

Yours faithfully

Helen Jones

Secretary, PACSA
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