Submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children 

This submission raises 3 issues relating to the education of gifted children:

1. Social And Emotional Issues – The Need For Affective Education And Early Intervention Specialist Counselling

2. Identification Of And Provision Of Special Needs Support For Gifted Visual Spatial 

      Learners ie Gifted Children With A Specific School Based Learning Difficulty

3. Lack Of Information Relating To The Educational And Emotional Needs Of Gifted 

      Children – Funding For Establishment Of An Australian Information & Resource 

      Centre To Provide Information And Support For Teachers, Counsellors And Parents       Of Gifted Children.

1. Social And Emotional Issues – The Need For Affective Education And Early Intervention Specialist Counselling

In Australia as elsewhere in the world, the main focus of gifted education has been on academic achievement and advancement. By comparison, the affective development of gifted children has received much less attention. However, neglect of the emotional lives of gifted children impacts on their intellectual lives and achievements. Intellect and emotion are not separate entities; they interact in learning and development.

Gifted children not only think differently they also feel differently. The emotional lives of gifted children are very intense. Topics discussed on an intellectual level in school can have a profound impact on them. Gifted students react more intensely than average children to frustration and criticism. They also have a greater amount of awareness: awareness of the state of the world and its dangers; awareness of the complexities of problems; recognition of injustices and incongruities; and awareness of their own helplessness.  When education emphasises only cognition, neglecting emotional experiences, gifted children can become anxious, alienated, socially inept, emotionally blocked and depressed. (See attachments 2 & 3)

A comprehensive affective program needs to be developed for gifted students that includes opportunities to discuss common concerns with other gifted students. Topics for affective education include:

Meaning of giftedness

Underachievement

Depression (often masked as boredom)

Hiding abilities

Understanding introversion

Uneven development

Excessive competitiveness

Hostility of others toward their abilities

Feeling overly responsible for others

Lack of true peers

Making appropriate career choices

Dealing with high expectations of self and others.

The emotions provide the energy that fuels the intellectual drive to achieve. By providing emotional support to our gifted students by way of affective education we are ensuring their intellectual wellbeing and enabling them to fulfill their potential.

2. Identification And Provision Of Special Needs Support For Gifted Visual Spatial 

      Learners ie Gifted Children With A Specific School Based Learning Difficulty

Many gifted children have a specific learning difficulty that depresses both their IQ and achievement test scores so that they appear to be "average" students. This means that they are frequently not identified as gifted and so do not have access to educational programming that would meet their academic needs. In addition their high intelligence enables them to compensate for their weaknesses so that their learning difficulty goes undetected. These children are Gifted Visual Spatial Learners with an auditory sequential learning difficulty. Visual spatial learners think in images and they must visualise in order to learn. There is a mismatch between their learning style and the auditory logical sequential way in which school material is usually presented to them. It is not unexpected, then, to find a significant discrepancy between the measured academic potential of these students and their actual performance in the classroom. 

These gifted children are “at risk” in the education system. In the past 5 years I have seen over 300 of these children from 4 states in Australia. In almost all cases, the visual-spatial learning style is not addressed in school, and these students' self-esteem suffers accordingly. Many of these gifted students leave school before completion of year 10.

In order for them to complete schooling, they  need modifications in teaching style, presentation of content material and school requirements. Firstly, and importantly, these children need to have their giftedness recognised and their educational needs in this area met. Secondly, they need understanding of their learning style, allowances for their weaknesses and modifications in the way information is presented to them. If this is not done the result is usually loss of confidence, low self esteem and sometimes even stress, anxiety and physical illness and depression. (See attachment 4)

It is imperative that a program be developed to enable identification of gifted visual spatial learners to be made as early as possible and that information and support be available to their teachers, psychologists and counsellors. 

3. Lack Of Information Relating To The Educational And Emotional Needs Of Gifted 

      Children – Funding For Establishment Of An Australian Information & Resource 

      Centre To Provide Information And Support For Teachers, Counsellors And Parents       Of Gifted Children.

I have worked with gifted students of all ages and their families for 9 years. I have found that the parents I have met do not conform to the stereotype of  “pushy parent”. Rather they tend to underestimate rather than overestimate their children’s need for advancement. Lack of formal identification procedures means that they often have to determine how to meet their children’s needs with little support or understanding from others. Psychologists and counsellors receive little or no exposure to the unique issues of gifted students and, therefore they are likely to misinterpret both gifted children and their parents. Teachers also have little or no training in gifted education at an undergraduate level and so do not recognise that gifted students have special educational needs. 

Some years ago, when I realised that most of the issues that both parents and teachers were raising with me could be resolved by the provision of accurate information, I started the Gifted Resource Centre. This is a virtual Centre that provides information and support to teachers, parents, psychologists and others working with gifted students. It is entirely funded by my earnings as a psychologist in private practice and is administered on a voluntary basis by a mother and father of 4 gifted children. We receive requests for information from all states of Australia and also from many overseas countries. In the past 12 months these inquiries have grown in number and it is becoming very difficult to meet the demand. Also increasing are requests from schools and parent groups for talks on issues relating to gifted education and the social and emotional development of gifted children. (See www.gifted.resource.centre.org)  There is a need for funding to develop further the operation of the Centre and expand its range of information and services for the gifted.

In addition to the issues raised above, I would ask the Committee to recommend that policies and practices adopted by The Commonwealth Government with respect to gifted students be based on a definition of giftedness that incorporates the asynchronous developmental and unique psychological nature of giftedness. 

Lesley Sword

Psychologist
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