


The Education of Gifted and Talented Children





.My interest in this area of education is both professional and personal. My comments will mainly address Section B (i) & (ii) and Section (C) of the terms of reference.





Identification and Equity


As a professional working towards  improving  the education and life opportunities of exceptional children I am continually reminded of how poorly teachers are prepared in their pre-service training to cater for the diversity of educational needs within the classroom. My colleague, Kerry Hodge, has submitted a separate submission which has provided an overview of the measures suggested for identifying gifted children. Teachers  are professionals charged with the responsibility of pinpointing the skills and deficits of their students in order that they might implement  appropriate programs. They should, therefore,  have a good knowledge of testing and other useful measures of child behaviour and be in a position to implement appropriate tests or observations and to interpret the test results provided by supporting professions. 





I am a trainer of special education teachers (in most cases regular class teachers retraining in special education) and find it difficult to convince my students of the importance of the pre-testing of skills and the importance of including, in the test, skills that are well in advance and also well below what might be expected of the children. Recently several of my students were developing curriculum-based tests in the area of numeration to implement with either a preschool group or a kindergarten class. I had to insist that they include skills that were well in advance of what they expected of the children. The objections made by the teachers were that children would be made to feel inadequate if they were asked to demonstrate skills that were beyond their ability. Of course my students were expected to sequence  the skills in order of difficulty and to stop testing when it was clear that the child could no longer respond correctly. Following the implementation of those tests, which included items such as reading and writing multiple digit numerals and counting in the tens of thousands, some of my students reported that a small minority of children, whom they tested in kindergarten, were able to demonstrate that they had these more advanced skills. The children’s class teachers were not aware that they had these skills and my own students were surprised at the results. This indicates to me that many teachers do not understand the purpose of testing (They still think of tests in terms of percentage scores.) and do not use test results effectively to program for students’ individual needs.





This reminded me of a more personal experience. When my son, now 26, began school he was a fluent and internal reader. He was an inquisitive learner and consumed a broad range of non-fiction material. At 5 he thought he would like to be a palaeontologist (he had never heard that word at home) and was fascinated with fossils and forever looking in rock pools, reading about the past ages of the earth etc. He came home from his first Scripture lesson at school and told me that he thought the teacher had never heard of the theory of evolution. He also had advanced maths skills in that he could continue counting from any given number including numbers in the thousands, tens of thousands and beyond. He could read multi-digit numerals. Very soon after starting school it was clear that my son was unhappy. He claimed to be sick every morning when it was time for school. In the classroom he withdrew and became vague. I remember one teacher telling me that she thought he must have learning problems but he kept getting the work correct and because she presumed that he was copying she kept moving him around until he was finally sitting on his own and was still getting his work correct. When I tried to talk to the school I was dismissed. One teacher told me that my son had to learn to conform but at the end of the year (Year 1), when she discovered that his reading age was in excess of 12 years, asked us what she should do. It was too late and next year was a new start with a new teacher. After years of being given work that was way below his ability my son had become disinterested, had developed poor work habits and was convinced that being smart was a definite social disadvantage. He won a scholarship to a private school at the end of year 6 but soon learnt that, in order to be popular with the other boys, he couldn’t achieve at too high a level. Despite the school predicting that he would achieve a TER of around 69 - a reflection of his lack of work and interest - my son achieved a TER in the low 90s and went on to University. His lack of application to work and inability to attend for more than a few minutes at a time, to anything that did not interest him, meant that he could not cope with university and so dropped out. After finding it difficult to get work, he sat for the public service exam. He was not successful. All his academic scores were 10s but the measures of attitude and application were mainly 2s. He is now working in the computer industry.  He is reasonably well paid but doing work that is routine and boring. How do I feel?  I feel guilty that I could not do more, saddened by his unhappiness  and his inability to achieve his potential.





Recent Changes


I would like to think that things have changed since my son went though the system. In some ways they have. Children are taken into school early if they are identified as gifted. They are able to move more quickly through the grades. However not all children are identified early. The suspicion that teachers (perhaps even the general public) have of advanced children and their parents remains. This I know from the feedback that we have had from the parents of the children who attended the PEEC (Preschool Enrichment and Extension Class) program, which was a program  initiated at Macquarie University Special Education Centre in order to research the identification of young gifted children and to investigate potential successful interventions. These children have been followed up over several years.





I would like to emphasise that the children about whom we are concerned are not catered for in the current education systems. They are often underachievers and commonly unhappy. This is a not a call for an elitist approach to education. It is a call for equity in education. These children are simply not given an opportunity to achieve their potential. All children deserve this opportunity. As a person who commonly fights for the rights of children with disabilities and their parents, I can assure you that I am concerned for the opportunities provided for all children. I see the parents of many gifted children expressing  the same feelings of guilt and frustration as do many parents of children with disabilities.





The Role of the Commonwealth Government


Very little  money  has been provided  to improve the education of academically gifted children. Surely the academically gifted, if provided with the opportunity to reach their potential, will have a great deal to contribute to society in the future. If they are not allowed to reach their potential, it is possible that this may affect their long term mental health and may, in fact, create a burden for society later on. It is hard to imagine that, as a nation, we can afford either the loss of potential or the cost to society if these children become permanently disaffected. 





Money is needed for research in the area of gifted education. Teachers need to be better trained to provide for the range of ability that they will need to cater for in their classes. 
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