SENATE COMMITTEE ENQUIRY

SUBMISSION

I have a gifted child  attending a state primary school in a rural area in Southern Tasmania.

My son was assessed in year 4 by the guidance officer attached to our school. He was bored in class and consequently disruptive. He was found to be moderately gifted. He was not given access to any gifted programs; our school does not have a gifted policy. His behaviour did not improve.  Against our strongly expressed wishes and for "his educational good", he was put in year 5 with a very rigid and structured teacher who does not cater for creativity and lateral thinking. This was a failure. Both his teacher and the principal told us they "didn't know what to do" for our son. His attitude had progressed from being "cheeky" to being "subversive".

Our son is now in grade 6 with a young enthusiastic teacher who works with "multiple intelligences"  and "different learning styles." I believe he is going to have a great year. He is one of the lucky ones.

Prejudice and lack of knowledge about giftedness on the part of many teachers and administrators in rural schools are real problems.

While sporting achievements are always celebrated, academic giftedness is often seen by staff and parents as a form of elitism and treated with suspicion. Information and education are lacking. Teachers' professional development in this area should be improved and should focus on broadening the concept of giftedness using multiple intelligences and practical applications in the classroom. This would allow a greater number of children who are not necessarily strong academic achievers to be identified as gifted. [IQ tests would become a form of identification among others.]

Behavioural problems on the part of very bright children, an unusual sense of humour,  underachievement , non-motivation are all signs that these childrens' needs are not being answered. This often leads to class disruption which is to the detriment of all the students. 

We need special strategies for these kids. Materials and teachers' time are provided for struggling children but our school budget, like many others, does not include any funding for the educational needs of gifted children. District support teachers, specialised in gifted education, could work with them on a regular basis and liaise with their class teachers and parents. In high school some of these children could be provided with special scholarships to allow access to enrichment programs.

I have lobbied our school hard for the introduction of a gifted policy and have constantly come up against this perception of elitism. The Principal Officer (Gifted Educatio) from the Department of Education has visited the school and told us that no resources are available. Her time is all she can provide.

Unless the Governments, both at State and Federal levels, are willing to commit funds to support the education of gifted and talented children in state schools (particularly in rural areas) inequalities will persist. Higher income families will continue sending their gifted children to the best private schools where their needs will be catered for. Gifted children from modest backgrounds might succeed if they are well-balanced high achievers. If not, they often join the ranks of the misfits, the  "could have been a success" stories. Those who often become a burden on our society when they could have been contributors and leading lights.
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