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Introduction

The Australian Psychological Society (APS) professionally represents approximately 13, 000 members across Australia. The APS NSW College of Educational and Developmental Psychologists (CEDP) represents psychologists who further specialise in the areas of education and lifespan development including Educational Psychologists, School Psychologists/ Counsellors, Guidance Officers and Child/ Adolescent Counsellors.

The CEDP sanctions the United Nations “Declaration of the Rights of the Child” (United Nations, 1983) that every child “shall be given an education which will… enable him, [sic] on the basis of equal opportunity, to develop his abilities and his [sic] individual judgement” p129. That is, each child should be given educational provision according to their abilities – a value often reflected in Commonwealth and State guidelines. 

The CEDP submission focuses upon two areas relating to the education of gifted and talented students in which psychologist’s specialising in the field of education often play a significant role and have a specialised knowledge:

(a) the means used to identify gifted and talented children (which relates specifically to section (b)(i) of the inquiry terms of reference)

(b) availability of counselling support for gifted and talented students within educational systems

Identification of Gifted and Talented Students

Defining gifts and talents

The CEDP endorses a holistic model of identification of gifted and talented children. 

Holistic models of assessment

No one test instrument or subjective source can adequately describe and detail all of the facets of giftedness and talent. A holistic assessment of student needs should incorporate:

· evidence of general ability

as determined through assessment of global thinking and reasoning skills (that is, cognitive ability or intelligence). 

· evidence of special aptitudes or achievement
as determined through comprehensive assessment of academic skills importantly including use of such procedures as above-level testing and portfolio assessment (which can provide rich information about skills development in curriculum areas which are traditionally difficult to assess through strictly quantitative means eg. arts and music).

· evidence from qualitative sources

Purely test-based attempts to identify gifted and talented children may ignore valuable qualitative identifying information. Trait lists and checklists which include behavioural and affective predictors and provide a comprehensive family history completed by parents, teachers and peers may provide valuable identification information.” Baird (1985, p. 183).

A preferred model of gifted and talented development

A model of gifted and talented development explicated by Francoys Gagne (1993, 1995) will be used throughout the subsequent discussion. Gagne (1993, 1995) defined a number of aptitude domains or “gifts” (intellectual, creative, socio-affective, sensorimotor, and others) which, through learning and practice (and within the context of environmental and intrapersonal catalysts such as motivation and personality), could translate to exceptional “talent” within many different field of endeavour. His model usefully distinguishes gifts from talents, and is valuable in that it provides a developmental perspective on the development of gifts into talents – identifying facilitators and barriers to this development.

Use of intelligence tests

Much debate has occurred over the validity of the use of intelligence tests in predicting giftedness, however this has not diminished their use (even by their detractors, as Tannenbaum (1996) reports). As a measure of a construct (thinking and reasoning abilities) intelligence tests have been statistically demonstrated to be reliable (Bracken & McCallum, 1993) and stable (Sattler, 1992 p.70). 

A poor understanding of what an intelligence test purports to measure, and its subsequent inappropriate use as a selection tool has often drawn criticism inappropriately directed towards the tool, and not its user. Intelligence tests were not designed to be measures of creativity, character, personality, motivation, or other important differences between people (Robinson & Chamrad, 1986).  They do however provide valuable information regarding “cognitive horsepower” which (in the Gagne model) can be broadly applied across aptitude domains to facilitate successful development of talents. 

Intelligence tests have been demonstrated to be the most reliable single measure predictors or academic and vocational success (McCall, 1977; cited in Sattler, 1992 p.73).
The CEDP does not endorse the sole use of intelligence tests as a measure or means of identifying or selecting students into programs of support.

Comments on the use of screening or abbreviated intelligence tests

The CEDP is concerned about the increasing use of cognitive screeners (eg Standard Progressive Matrices, Otis Group Tests and the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test) and abbreviated intelligence tests (eg. Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test, Slosson Intelligence Test for Children and Adults and the Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence) as substitute for full scale intelligence tests such as the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children and the Stanford-Binet.

Whilst the use of cognitive screening instruments is often rationalised as a time saving measure, the use of such instruments is adequate only for initial screening purposes, should not be used in the reliable identification of gifted and talented students, and cannot be used to provide a profile of cognitive strengths and weaknesses valuable for subsequent educational planning.

The reliability and validity of major intelligence tests such as the WISC-III and SB:FE have been demonstrated in the research as good measures of a broad construct of intelligence, and predictive of future educational and vocational outcomes. No such research supports screening and abbreviated cognitive assessment tools. As case in point recent research (Chin et al., 2001) cites a correlation between scores obtained between the WISC-III and KBIT at .63, a correlation not much better than chance, and strongly suggesting the two tests are measuring different constructs.

Ability vs. achievement – confusion over terminology

Educational systems often experience confusion when attempting to distinguish between the two terms ability and achievement. They are not synonymous.
Ability or aptitude, through the Gagne model, can be viewed as natural or non-systemically developed human abilities (Gagne, 1993; 1995). It can be difficult to identify raw or undifferentiated ability, particularly in young children. The use of a major developmental or intelligence/ cognitive test, in combination with good qualitative information can provide a reliable measure of ability or aptitude in children as young as three. The use of such measures can also be used to reliably predict educational potential.

Achievement, through the Gagne model, can be viewed as the developed outcome of ability or aptitude. Achievement is most often the focus of measurement in educational systems, consistent with curricular outcomes. Achievement tests are necessarily good predictors of gifts and talents within specific fields (eg. mathematics and sciences) however academic achievement tests cannot be used to measure intelligence. Further, their use should be balanced within a holistic identification framework as outlined above when attempting to identify gifted and talented children.

Identification of students from marginalised backgrounds

We cannot assume that gifted students will be readily and easily identified. Richert, Alvino & McDonnel (1982) report upon common errors that occur during the process of gifted identification in United States schools including inappropriate and distorted application of definition into school selection processes, misuse of standardised testing instruments, reliance upon questionable data (such as non-research based checklists), statistically unsound use of data (particularly in the combination of different data sets), and the development of programs that exclude students from selection through the exclusivity of their identification process (eg. over-reliance on school nomination or results of academic assessment).

Without ascribing to a coherent conceptual framework for identification we are highly likely to disfavour identification of individuals from minority or marginalised backgrounds (Feldhusen, Asher & Hoover, 1984; Gallagher, 1991; Borland & Wright, 1994) and atypically gifted students (including those who are underachieving through experiencing poor motivation and poor self-esteem, gifted students with learning disabilities, and those students whose creative abilities cannot readily be measured) (Hall, 1983; Gallagher, 1991; Hoekman, 1995).

Assessment tools which tap into ability (such as major intelligence tests) rather than directly measure achievement can be valuable in providing favourable estimates of potential in atypically gifted students, particularly students with learning difficulties and students who are underachieving. Such students are typically selected out of gifted programs of support on the basis of their poor academic record.

Assessment tools which de-emphasise verbal or language abilities (eg. use of the nonverbal (performance) indices of the Wechsler Assessments, Universal Non-Verbal Intelligence Test, the Nagliari Non-Verbal Ability Test, NFER Nelson Non-Verbal Reasoning Test and ability tests administered in native language) can provide a favourable estimate of ability and achievement potentials in children with minimal English language exposure.

Counselling Support for Gifted and Talented Students

The CEDP is aware that a number of organisations have made detailed submission regarding the provision of counselling support towards gifted and talented students (including in NSW the Gifted Education Resource, Research and Information Centre and the Association for Gifted and Talented Children).

The CEDP will limit comment in this submission to key or critical issues in the provision of gifted and talented students, and considering counselling only within an educational context.

The gifted as a special needs group

As any individual moves away from the average or norm in any aspect of their development they become at risk of engendering antipathy, experiencing isolation or dislocation, of becoming less likely to make an appropriate fit or match within structures and systems that otherwise facilitate the daily process of living and developing (eg. educational systems).

Gifted students may experience significant emotional stressors as they seek to develop their unique gifts within the context of systems and frameworks that are often not designed to meet their needs.

The CEDP supports the provision of counselling services within educational systems to gifted and talented students taking two main approaches. 

Educator-based support

Regular classroom teachers have the capacity to support gifted and talented students on a daily basis through providing such supports as discussing school-based goals and plans, motivating and stimulating students to achieve their personal best, helping to resolve relationship or friendship disputes, and understanding and accepting the ways in which gifted students may develop and grow differently from other students. In short, classroom teachers have the capacity to provide a good level of what could be termed “counselling” support to gifted and talented students.

Provision of appropriate inservicing is essential if classroom teachers provide a “counselling” support role for gifted and talented students.

Specialist-based support

Research indicates that gifted and talented students may need specialised counselling support for a wide range of issues: 

· stress and depression (related to persistent issues with maintaining peer relationships and isolation, academic pressures combined with high standards & frustration where needs are not adequately met)

· underachievement (related to issues of motivation and lack of attention)

· career guidance and goal setting 

· support in reconciling wide skills discrepancies (for example in the case of a gifted student who has a physical disability)

· helping to resolve parent-child conflict

· supporting healthy emotional and social development and in coming to terms with their differences from other students

Counselling must be provided by an appropriately qualified practitioner who has experience in working with gifted and talented students.

Gifted students deserve an appropriate response to their unique needs. It is important that a range of counselling provisions be provided within educational settings.
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