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This submission addresses parts b) and c) of the Terms of Reference.

Part b) 
i)
 

In the branch of special education that is concerned with children with disabilities or developmental delay there is an assumption that early identification and intervention is appropriate and beneficial. There seems to be an assumption that identification of giftedness can wait until children have been in the school system for a while or until they are old enough to qualify for selective classes or schools, usually from age ten. My experience in teaching and researching children of preschool age (Hodge & Kemp, 2000) suggests that intellectually gifted children can, and should, be identified early, before they reach school, so that appropriate placement in a flexible and supportive educational environment can occur. This is not to rob the child of his or her childhood or to suggest that all gifted children should begin academic learning earlier. Play is important for all children and gifted children need play opportunities as much as any child. Some gifted children, and particularly those who are highly gifted, however, are ready and impatient for academic input before school and may teach themselves by observing, experimenting and asking questions. These children can find their preschool experiences and their first year at school extremely frustrating if their abilities are not recognised and nurtured (Porter, 1999). An enriching preschool curriculum, subject acceleration, early entry to school or even entry directly to the second year of school may be appropriate provisions. 


Identification of these young children, and of older students, should occur through consideration of information from a range of sources. These include norm-referenced tests of ability and academic achievement, curriculum-based tests, products from the child, and information from observations by parents and teachers. 

Norm-referenced tests of ability or aptitude, including but not confined to IQ tests, compare a child’s performance with others of similar age. With children below age six IQ measures can be quite unreliable (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1982; Roedell, Jackson & Robinson, 1980), chiefly because young children are variable in a testing situation and may not be motivated to perform their best. Other tests of verbal and nonverbal ability normed on young children can be useful if it is recognised that an average or low score may or may not reflect the young child’s ability but a high score is unlikely to occur by chance.

Norm-referenced tests of academic achievement offer an assessment of the child’s skills and knowledge compared to other children of similar age. Where children meet the ceiling on such a test, “off-level” testing should occur, to see how much more advanced the child might be.

Curriculum-based tests indicate which parts of the curriculum the child has mastered. It is common for teachers to assess children at the end of a topic or unit. If a teacher tests children on the knowledge and skills of a topic before teaching it, children who already have these will become evident. 

Information from parents about the child’s abilities and interests is important because gifted children may meet an underestimating teacher’s expectations in school yet pursue activities at a much higher level at home. Parent information is especially important for children whose first language is not English and who may reveal at home advanced verbal abilities not apparent to teachers. Contrary to popular opinion, parents of gifted children are unlikely to overestimate their children and may indeed be reluctant to nominate them as possibly gifted to avoid seeming “pushy”. Most parents who have talked to me about the possibility of giftedness in their young children have done so from a position of genuine concern about how to best nurture the child and his or her strengths. Often there is deep concern about how the preschool or school might accept a suggestion of giftedness and how the child might be catered for. Rarely has a parent seemed simply to seek the kudos of having a child labeled as gifted. 

Observational information from teachers as they observe the child learning, playing and interacting can tell much about the child. This is especially important with very young children since they are less likely to have had the time and opportunity to display academic achievement. Accurate identification is assisted by a curriculum and learning environment which is stimulating and challenging enough to invite children to display to teachers what they know and can do (Whitmore, 1982). Teachers need training, however, to know which characteristics and behaviours are significant and to understand that negative behaviours can also mask giftedness. Many gifted children are successful in school, being independent and self-directed or having learned to please teachers, although not necessarily to expend much effort. Other gifted children may not be so easily recognised because they refuse to conform, hide their abilities to blend in socially, become frustrated and angry, or have some kind of disability that becomes the focus for teachers who then ignore any strengths (Betts & Neihart, 1988). Teachers untrained in gifted education may expect a gifted child to be equally strong across developmental or academic areas whereas gifted children are diverse in their profiles of skills, characteristics and interests; unevenness of development is common. They may also subscribe to stereotypes about the personalities and social skills of gifted children. Gifted children may be introverted or extroverted or somewhere in between. Some who are without intellectual peers amongst their age peers can appear to be socially withdrawn or immature, only to display appropriate social skills when mixing with bright or older children with whom they have more in common.  

Accurate and comprehensive identification procedures will allow teachers an insight into what children already know and can do and which teaching and learning experiences might be appropriate and inappropriate. Psychometric testing can be used to confirm giftedness suspected by alert teachers. Identification early can help to avoid boredom and negative attitudes to school and learning (Morelock & Feldman, 1992). Educational underachievement is a loss of the gifted child’s right to reach his or her potential and a loss to society of the child’s potential contribution. 

ii)


In areas of Sydney there are very real problems regarding equity of access to selective classes (Years 5-6) and to selective schools. Coaching of children, outside school, in taking the selection tests is common. Since competition for the limited places in these classes and schools is strong, it is highly likely that some children who have the natural ability to benefit from a faster paced and enriching curriculum may miss out, while some of the children who have gained a place can only cope if they continue to have academic coaching. 

Part c)


Perhaps the most crucial aspect of the education of gifted and talented children is the training, both pre-service and in-service, of teachers in gifted education. Most gifted children will receive a large proportion or all of their education in regular classes and schools, not in specialised settings, and most teachers, from preschool to secondary, do not have adequate training to identify these children and then to address their intellectual and social-emotional needs.  I envisage that the Commonwealth could play a role in ensuring that teachers are adequately trained in gifted education. 
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