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Background to this Submission

I have 17 years as a specialist in the field of high-potential children.  In 1994 I was awarded the first doctorate from an Australian university, entitled, The counselling needs of parents of children of high intellectual potential (CHIP).  My thesis was a systematic examination of the experiences of 42 families of 47 children of IQ 130+.  I have remained in close contact with ten of these families, their children now in university, one in the workforce. 

As a function of my time in the field I have had the opportunity to observe the development and progress of many children as they experienced a variety of settings.  Throughout my professional life I have had the advantage of working with Professor K. Brian Start of the University of Melbourne (now  Professor Emeritus) who is regarded as the pioneer of the area in Australia, and who gave evidence at the first Senate Select Committee.

From 1999-2001 I have co-ordinated a project funded by the Pratt Foundation and based at the VisyCares Centre, to identify and support a group of at-risk high-potential adolescents in the Dandenong (Victoria) area.

Since 1990 I have taught courses at the University of Melbourne at both Postgraduate Diploma and Masters level, and have supervised theses at Masters and doctoral level.

I have published in both Australia and the USA, and am regularly consulted by professionals in the medical and health sciences.

My submission will focus on children of high intellectual potential (CHIP).  I believe the term “gifted” to be meaningless as applied to children, and to be distinctly pejorative when working with young people and their families, adolescents in particular.

It is my view that at the very least CHIP should be identified as a subgroup of “gifted”.   

The following areas are addressed in this submission:

Issues of definitions, alternative definitions; the distinction between potential and performance (paragraphs 1-11).

The adequacy of present provision, including educational delivery, social support structures and flexible progression through the school years (paragraphs 12-30).

Whether access to special programs and support is provided equitably to all CHIP (paragraphs 31-37).

The adequacy of present funding and administrative arrangements to execute policies on education for intellectually able students (paragraphs 38-46).

Problems associated with an enhanced potential to learn (summary paragraph 47)

Definitions: Issues of definitions, alternative definitions; the distinction between potential and performance

1.
Definitions are important as they can influence whose needs will be addressed.  They also influence attitudes toward students.  Teachers are inclined to see “gifted” children as those who are performing at a high level of output.  In terms of intelligence however, an estimate of scores in, for example, the top 5% is simply an indicator of a potential to learn.  It is important therefore, to keep in view the difference between  potential and performance.

2.
Definitions of “giftedness” applied to children are difficult to sustain either theoretically or practically.  Children are capable of outstanding performance (relative to their age and stage of development) in fields we recognise as culturally relevant: visual and performing arts, sport.  These domains already are catered for in schools by specialist teachers.  They have their own centres of excellence, training centres, recognised sites for performance.

3.
The so-called model which separates “talent” from “gift” is largely a semantic sleight of hand with no real practical use.

4.
Intelligence, or general mental ability, is the only valid and reliable indicator of potential available to us.  It is an indicator of a potential to learn.

5.
An appreciation of the effect of high general ability (or IQ)  must be accompanied by an understanding of how a child can benefit from the learning environment in a way that is intrinsic to adaptive development and definition of self. 

6.
So called “multiple intelligences” can best be understood as a function of Howard Gardner’s promotional skills, together with the North American concern to find through education a solution to social fragmentation and divisiveness.   Many educators in the US are concerned at the use of tests the results of which consistently demonstrate lower scores for specific groups in the community.  In the omnibus “multiple intelligences” is a way of harnessing any and every possible attribute to be made special and catered for – still within mainstream (inclusive) educational settings.

7.
It is important to note that “multiple intelligences” has no psychometric basis.  That is, there are no empirical data on how to estimate them, or to determine in what quantities an individual might have one, all, or any of them.

8.
Their significance is however that educators have tended to be attracted to what is essentially a horizontal [pseudo]model of intelligence rather than the vertical one of genuine individual differences.  This is entirely at variance with, for example, the sporting field which accepts that there are some better endowed with specific attributes than others.

9.
As a result of educators embracing this alternative way of viewing intelligence they have been distracted – some might say, relieved – from confronting the reality of the range of learning potential in their classrooms.  It is easier to keep children busy designing a chook shed, writing a school song and forming the letter “A” with one’s body  (all examples have been taken from a “multiple intelligences” curriculum guide) than it is to teach the bright-eyed fast learning child addition and subtraction of fractions, or an enriched vocabulary by which to express their understanding of their world.

10.
It is noted that the field of “gifted” is becoming increasingly flooded with labels to indicate some form of learning difficulty and lack of achievement.  When children are tested high on intelligence tests but are not performing in the classroom, explanations are sought.  We are constantly looking to explain this in terms of learning styles, specific disabilities, being a visual spatial learner, listening/[in]attentional disorders, lacking adequate exposure to metacognitive processes (if we can work out what these might be).

11.
Many of these problems of underachievement of our [potentially] most able students are simply the result of poorly integrated learning behaviours, exposure to less-than-optimal teaching environments, and misdirected and applied parenting practices.

The adequacy of present provision, including educational delivery, social support structures and flexible progression through the school years.

12.
It is encouraging to note some changes since the last Senate Select Committee’s Report.  It is less encouraging to note that the experiences described in evidence in the mid1980s have not altered substantially.  That is, while there are some very good provisions being made for children of high intellectual potential (CHIP) these are neither uniform in their standard, nor widely available.

13.
The reason for the patchiness in availability comes down to policy and funding.  Without the necessity to provide, and to provide at a particular standard of expertise, schools can avoid having to do so.   Where they do make some form of provision it is often in tandem with a teacher whose training is in the disabilities (Special Education) field.  This is totally unsatisfactory.

14.
Lacking a clear professional focus, those teachers who commit time and money to a qualification in the CHIP area do not have access to a career path.  I believe this is not the case in NSW.  Yet even here the picture may be muddied as it is not uncommon to receive phone calls from that state in which difficulties are being experienced by parents.

15.
Special needs for the fast-learning child do not come with a tied budget line.  Even more damaging for parents trying to locate an appropriate school setting is the tendency to write some recognition into the school charter, and to do little more than offer a day of, for example, poetry writing, once a term.  

16.
Current pedagogy is focussed on preserving mainstream (inclusive) classrooms.  This means effectively that a teacher must involve up to 30 students of varying learning capacity.  The problem for a teacher is:


i.    reliable identification of learning needs


ii.   implementing a differentiated curriculum exposure.

17.
The recognition of grouping by ability does not appear to have been widely accepted within the profession.  Instead there is a model built on teacher-as-manager-of-resources.   It minimises teacher-learner interface, leaving children to, effectively, self-teach.  The term given to this is the “autonomous learner model”.  It leaves children exposed to self-generated activities and reduces the time spent in skill-based learning.  For CHIP they become locked into repetition, and into endless projects.  After the initial pleasure of searching out information about something of interest they quickly understand that they are not going to be taught more than they already know.  Boredom, disengaged and noncompliant behaviour results. 

18.
So-called computer-based learning has begun to feature highly in this model of independent learning.  The evidence on the effectiveness of computers in the learning process is not clear.  Access through information-based resources (CD-Rom versions of, for example, encyclopaedias, dictionaries) and the internet is useful, as is a well-developed library.  But the value computer-aided instruction in the core skills of literacy and numeracy  is less certain.  

19.
The very bright students often are “put on the computer” when they complete their set work (not differentiated from the rest of the class) where they learn the art of entertaining themselves and not the disciplines of learning.

20.
In Victoria the principal source of flexible progression through the schools is 18 secondary schools.  These are not distributed throughout all districts and are therefore not accessible to all students who have such a need.

21.
In the Victorian primary schools there are no articulated programs such as those offered in the secondary schools.  Reliance on accelerated placement appears to be the major strategy – or ignoring the need.  Where a school has a large number of accelerated students, such as Gold Street Primary School, Clifton Hill (Victoria)  it can be implemented in a supportive setting.  Where this is not the case, the student is exposed to negative experiences arising largely from a poor understanding both in the educational and wider communities of the strategy.

22.
Children who are accelerated without adequate social support are vulnerable.  It is not a matter of potential damage to adaptive development because of the strategy of placing children in out-of-chronological-age settings.   It is a matter of being hurt by the remarks of others, the attitude of many teachers, social isolation and bullying by older students, or being excluded from social groups.  That is, the context of the student becomes the source of difficulty.

23.
I am not aware of any form of consistent pastoral support offered CHIP in schools, even schools where there is recognition and programming.  This has been observed to lead to loss of confidence for those in the program when some form of failure is experienced, as well as to inappropriate and arrogant behaviour toward other students.

24.
One of the most crucial difficulties facing families of CHIP is the lack of access to professional support.  The CHIP Foundation was established with the aim of providing that support.  A lack of funding has prevented it from being more than a respected service provider in a fee-for-service basis and limited to Melbourne and to Geelong.

25.
Lacking an adequate understanding of the developmental characteristics of CHIP many parents do find family management difficult and fraught.  Inappropriate parenting leads to poor motivation, high levels of inattention and distractibility, dependency, and lack of achievement.

26.
Lack of adequate support and advice will exacerbate relationships between parents and teachers.  With some excellent exceptions, the teaching profession in general does not have a good track record of supporting parents of CHIP.  Too often parents report that they feel they are being regarded as “pushy” when they try to advocate for their children.

27.
The situation is especially difficult in rural and regional areas where a parent cannot exercise any form of educational choice.  My most recent example of the sort of difficulty faced occurred in early February, 2001.  The principal of a school in a rural area responded to my report of a test of general mental ability administered to a 10 year-old girl that “It can be read anyway.”  It contained a clear statement of recommendations and their rationale.  He refused to offer any support for family or student.

28.
The difficulties facing parents of intellectually able children are illustrated by popular perceptions, often fuelled by erroneous and sensationalising journalism.  Typically these will focus on a very young child having some exceptionally high IQ score, talking seriously in adult-like tones to the interviewer, with parents expressing a belief that no school can cope.

29.
In my experience – which includes work with over 50 children whose IQ has been measured in excess of 160 (including four at 200) – this is not the case.  A school is the ideal setting for educating such young people, and it can be achieved.  But there needs to be far more support provided.

30.
Clinical and anecdotal evidence has provided insight into how best to educate intellectually able students.  This includes homogeneous grouping (by intellectual ability), social interaction with likeminded others, mastery-based learning, consistent teacher-learner interface (teachers becoming mentors), failure experiences as well as optimal challenge, social support offered through experienced counselling, exposure to appropriate physical recreation, parent support and advice on management.

Whether access to special programs and support is provided equitably to all CHIP.

31.
In Victoria lack of access to special programs is a very real issue, as is that of support.  Even in the provision of the selective high school classes there is a very unequal distribution once outside the Melbourne metropolitan area.  Apart from Geelong and the La Trobe valley (Traralgon) there are no such schools.  In Geelong the selective setting is confined to a girls’ high school.  

32.
Access to counselling advice for regional and rural areas is extraordinarily expensive in terms of time and money.  There is no subsidy or assistance available.

33.
For a professional such as myself and, for example, my colleague Millicent Henry, to periodically visit a regional area is logistically feasible.  Professional development, individual and group counselling, parent seminars, enrichment classes: these are  possible, and plans have been drawn up from time to time.  But for these to be implemented additional funding is required over and above the simple fee-for-service structure.  Families cannot afford the cost, let alone rely on an infrastructure in the area – such as can be found in the disabilities field – with the resources to organise such a program.  

34.
There is also the matter of equity of access.  While ever services for CHIP are based solely on the user-pay principle they will continue to be limited.  

35.
The same point regarding fee-for-service on which this field is forced to operate – having no recognition in the social support services – applies to families whose income levels are not robust.  

36.
Likewise, schools in economically disadvantaged areas have many other priorities in their charters.  

37.
My experience with the VisyCares project is that schools can and do make a difference for CHIP.  But without a multi-disciplinary approach, and appropriate expertise and organisational and funding backup, individual teachers and schools will continue to be hampered in their efforts to both teach and support intellectually able students.

The adequacy of present funding and administrative arrangements to execute policies on education for intellectually able students

38.
Clearly lack of designated funding and a supporting infrastructure are major difficulties.  The failure to provide adequate resources have proven to be one of the most frustrating during the last decade.  

39.
An example of this is drawn from Victoria.  Implementation of the Bright Futures policy remained at the discretion of schools who were given a list of endorsed service providers.  These providers were led to believe that they would become the professionals recognised and could rely on work to become available.  Lacking the force of being a mandatory policy however, few schools adopted either the policy or the need to consult the professionals.  Consequently the Department of Education entered the professional development field.  It is noted that many of the so-called experts they brought into the field were associated with a book selling company (and they could use them without, or at, minimal cost).  This is not to criticise the book company, but the diffusion of the “multiple intelligences” juggernaut was certainly one result.  The videos and training techniques implemented were basic and designed to leaven the attitudes and thinking of teachers.  Unfortunately lacking an appropriate professional development program this approach has merely enabled teachers to say they have done the program and merely confirmed their existing views and teaching practices.

40.
Without a stable work environment for professionals who have made the field of CHIP their speciality, expert provision will remain ad hoc.  It will also remain the preserve of those families able to find the funds to pay for their support.  There will be a continuing dearth of support for rural and regional families as well as those disadvantaged by socio-economic circumstances.

41.
In particular there is little scope for passing on to future counsellors and psychologists experience which is crucial in the development of a viable specialist profession.

42.
My experience suggests that:

i.  high intellectual potential (top 5%) needs to be addressed apart from the label and provision under “gifted”

ii.  once this has been achieved the learning models most appropriate for school-based achievement can be implemented, or researched.

iii. mastery-based teaching models used in high-performance sport and music are most likely to meet the learning needs of CHIP

iv.  mastery-based learning experiences develop the discipline and focus necessary for optimal achievement, and thereby for personal satisfaction, self-definition and adjustment.

v.   children who are different need to understand and to value their differences in a supportive community context.  Access to proactive group counselling should be included in the implementation of program.  

vi.  parents can be encouraged in the first instance to seek out information-based counselling regarding a child’s developmental and educational needs.  Additional access to seminars, management practices and written resources available in the field also would be invaluable as a means of offering continuing support.

43.
Government policy and funding, endorsement and provision of resource centres is a vital part of signalling recognition, as well as providing the practical and necessary service.  Attitudinal change is as important in this field as is structural change.  Governments legitimise.

44.
Without wider social recognition of the value of intellectually able children and young people they remain geeks, nerds, stereo-typed as social isolates.  In fact, when they have managed to overcome the hurdles of inappropriate learning environments and the general distain of fellow students – and often their teachers – these young people are well-adjusted, productive members of the community.  

45.
It is emphasised that their progress toward that status however is unnecessarily fraught and many do fall by the wayside. 

46.
Some may go on to make truly gifted contributions.  But first their need is to understand their abilities, and to learn to personal attributes that will enable them to fulfil their potential.

Problems associated with an enhanced potential to learn

48.
In summary, the problems are both developmental and educational:

· lack of access to reliable information about needs can lead to parenting and management practices which erode motivation and optimal response to challenge (cognitive or anything else for that matter)

· dissemination (especially on internet) of information which has the effect of locking parents into the perception that schools cannot cope with CHIP, and/or that the underachievement so frequently observed is some form of learning disability or syndrome

· for families: lack of ready access to reliable and appropriate counselling and information, professional advice, peer support and resources, together with what they readily perceive to be hostility from the teaching profession when nothing is done for their children

· this particular problem is compounded by geography, demographics, and socio-economic status

· teachers are not adequately trained in initial teacher training programs to address the issue of individual differences in mainstream settings

· professional development is patchy, ad hoc  and does not follow best practice

· educational philosophy and practice tends to opt for learning-is-fun rather than learning-is-fun-because-it-is-hard: the emphasis on ready success is regarded as essential for self-esteem yet  inevitably this leads only to defeat and avoidance when facing tasks that are not immediately mastered

· for children: there is a generally unsympathetic response to intellectually bright children, especially toward those who are accelerated or in some form of special program/provision

· there are few (if any) opportunities for CHIP to access like-minded group settings in which they can experience proactive support and counselling

· the education setting appears to promote “excellence” by way of competitions, displays and performances of some sort (for example, Tournament of the Minds, science, math and writing competitions), when the nature of high intellectual potential is the need to be taught, to experience genuine learning
· among most professionals there is a tendency to regard psychosocial development as somehow separate from intelligence, and hence the perception that social-emotional needs are more important than intellectual and that these can be met only in same-[chronological]age groups

· if attitudes are to change government needs to lead the change
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