28 February 2001

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education

References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

Canberra   ACT   2600

By e-mail eet.sen@aph.gov.au
Submission to the inquiry into the education of gifted and talented children

Firstly, I thank the senate for referring to the Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee an inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.

As a parent of two children of high intellectual potential (CHIP), I have had much interest in this topic since my older child was formally assessed in 1992.  This interest as led me to read widely on the subject, and though not formally qualified in CHIP or the education of CHIP, I, together with my wife, have been put in the position of being advocates on our children’s behalf to ensure that their education is the best possible.

It is with this interest and background that I make a submission to the Senate committee.

I am available to attend the Senate Committee if required.

Yours Sincerely,

Michael Ward

10 Wandoo Crt

Wheelers Hill, 3150

Ph 9562 5012

Fax 9560 3063

highflyr@bigpond.net.au

Submission

(a) a review of developments in the education of gifted and talented children since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children;

Having read the recommendations by the Senate Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children (19889)’s I was surprised by the extent of the recommendations and disheartened at the lack of progress in the previous 12 years.   The issues covered by the recommendations have largely been ignored by both state and federal governments, leading to frustration from people such as myself in attempting to obtain a valuable education for our children.

(b) consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet their special educational needs, including, but not limited to:

(i) the means of identifying gifted and talented children,

Having read widely in this area, there are a number of issues involved.

Firstly, while achievement testing is to be applauded for the general student body, and can provide valuable information on both ends of the intellectual spectrum, it has been shown to be lacking in instances of identifying CHIP.  This was evident in the case of our older child, who was “hiding” her abilities as early as her first year of schooling (prep).  Without a formal individual assessment, she may have remained lock-stepped with her age peers, and developed a resentment to schooling overall.  

Secondly, it appears that many of the group assessments given by schools to help assess CHIP are also lacking in identifying a percentage of underachieving CHIP.  Many of these tests appear to be school exercises, and with many CHIP who have had to endure less than optimal conditions at school, has resulted in them “not trying” and therefore not being reflected in the “scores”.  It is important that those children, in fact all children who show aptitude, have the opportunity for individual assessments administered by qualified psychologists.  It is also important that the instruments used have a sufficiently “high ceiling” to measure beyond the 2 standard deviations above the mean with accuracy.  My reading suggests that the r Wechsler Intelligence Scale is very useful as a screening test, however its low ceiling (IQ 130) makes it less suitable than the Stanford-Binet, which, although out of favour with many psychologists, has been shown to have the most accurate assessment above the levels of IQ130.  Both my children have been assessed with this instrument.

Thirdly, it has been shown, both anecdotally and through studies, that one of the most accurate identifiers of CHIP is their parents.  It is the parents who have lived with the children since day one, and while most, if not all, parents would like to think that their children are “bright” or “geniuses”, parents of CHIP quickly come to realise how “out of step” their children are with their age peers, and when they enter school, this becomes even more glaring.  It my case, it was seeing my child in the first few weeks of school having to “learn” concepts that she had been doing for the previous 3 years that was a real wake-up, and prompted the formal assessment to ascertain what was “going on”.  It was disheartening to me, and my wife, being told by teachers that my child really didn’t understand the concepts, and was doing it “just by rote”.  We both know this to be false, and were vindicated by the formal individual assessment we sought.

Finally, it appears that teachers are not particularly good at identifying CHIP, and are more likely to identify the “bright” children who work hard, and achieve good marks.  While these children certainly need further stimulation, it has been suggested to me that any child nominated as CHIP by a teacher will not have an IQ higher than 115, while those nominated by parents are much more likely to be CHIP.  Again, in my own case, my older child did not “achieve” in her early weeks of school, as she “knew” what was being “taught”.  So much so, that, as already alluded to, she switched off.

(ii) whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably, and

My wife and I have made a deliberate decision to have both our children attend a private school from beginning of schooling.  The reason for this is twofold.  

Firstly, we were not confident that the public schooling would be adequate in catering to our children’s needs.  With the older child, at the time of entering school, there appeared to be outright hostility toward CHIP, with schools that purported to offer CHIP programmes, or extension programmes being deprived of vital funding.  It was said at the time that teacher unions did not recognise the existence of CHIP!  It is satisfying to see that this attitude has changed dramatically, and that now there are a number of public schools available that cater to and for CHIP.

Secondly, we were in a financial position, through having a generous extended family, of being able to provide the opportunity of giving each child 13 years of private schooling.

This is not possible for a great majority of families of CHIP.  Because of this, many of the brightest children are missing opportunities to develop their true potential.  While private schools provide scholarships, the number is few, and it has been shown, at least anecdotally, that true CHIP are less likely to be granted one of these scholarships.

Programmes being offered to CHIP can fall into two categories: those offered in school, and those offered out of school.  I have experience both, however, “in-school” has only been in the private sector.

As with identification, the equity of provision is problematical in the selection of children attending in school programmes.  Some schools will have a very small cohort of CHIP (maybe a cohort of one) and will therefore find it difficult in the extreme to run a successful programme.  Even with schools that have a larger cohort, as with my second child where the class he is in has a cohort of six children, the selection of these children is by teacher assessment, and within this cohort there is a large range of abilities.

Programmes such as compaction of the curriculum, acceleration and “enrichment” are also not provided equitably.  In many cases it is dependent on how forceful an advocate the parents of CHIP are as to whether the child will be given any sort of programme.  In our case, the first six years of our older child’s schooling started with a meeting with the teacher to “educate” them on the needs of CHIP.  Many such parents are seen as being “pushy”, whilst in actual fact, are just doing the best they can to provide for their child’s education.

With out of school programmes, the two major factors are accessibility and finance.  There are no programmes in the immediate geographic area that are suitable to either of my children, and this would therefore be the case for all CHIP in my immediate area.  For children to attend these programmes means, therefore, a time and financial commitment, which many parents would be unable to make. 

(iii) investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution; and

I have no personal knowledge of this term of reference.

(c) consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.

The Commonwealth, in many circumstances, can only advise what should be provided educationally to our children due to the split of responsibilities between State and Federal governments, however, through funding avenues I consider the following to be of major importance:

The Commonwealth should:

· mandate pre service training for teachers in identification and curricula differentiation for CHIP;

· provide funding for further research into CHIP conducted by leading Universities and private bodies interested in the area of CHIP;

· endorse the development of a national programme for CHIP so that those children moving between states can access similar programmes;

· provide funding for bodies to undertake out of school CHIP programmes;

· encourage the states to increase the number of schools that cater to CHIP through either compaction of the curriculum or acceleration of students.

· encourage the states to provide acceleration and or compaction of curriculum for individual students.

