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INTRODUCTION:    

This is the submission of a parent of two gifted children and it will attempt to give a viewpoint from a family perspective within the terms of reference of the inquiry.

SECTION A:      Review of Development in Gifted Education

My son is 51/2,  and was formally identified as being gifted when he was 4 in 1999. Consequently I have only been aware of the climate and attitude towards gifted education since my son’s first contact with the Queensland state education system last year.  Due to my involvement with the Queensland Association for Gifted and Talented Children (QAGTC) and attendance at the National Conference of the Australian Association for the Education of the Gifted and Talented (AAEGT) last July I became aware of a general feeling of resignation among the leaders in the field of gifted education,  and also learned of the Focus Schools, their role in pioneering the way for gifted education in Queensland,  and the plan to terminate the funding for the continuation of this program.  I was horrified to learn that such a successful program with documented positive outcomes (the only state initiative in gifted education) was to be abolished,  but such is the current climate in Education Queensland.

Late last year I helped form a parents lobby group to try and prevent the loss of this funding for gifted education in Queensland, and we were pleased to learn in January of its extension for another 12 months.  Please find attached a copy of my letter to the then Minister for Education and other keypersons. Although solely in the context of gifted education in Queensland, it provides arguments for the provision of special services to gifted students across the country. Clearly since 1988, gifted education has not been given the priority that was recommended by the previous Senate Select Committee Report.

SECTION B:    Are Current Policies and Programs Sufficient?

(i) Identification

(a) The Need For Early Identification
It is necessary for gifted children to be identified early for a number of reasons. Firstly it gives parents peace of mind when they discover that their child is indeed different from the norm and that they are not imagining the amazing feats exhibitied in the home or losing their sanity.  The enormous sense of relief at discovering your child to be gifted also brings with it the realisation that something must be done to meet your child’s needs,  and it is usually at this point that parents begin researching giftedness in an effort to better understand their child, and also begin to search for a suitable learning environment in which their child will thrive and nurture their love of learning.

(b) Evidence and Elitism

A professional isometric assessment (IQ test) is often very expensive and difficult to obtain, but very necessary if you are to be taken seriously when you approach the various schools to inquire about their gifted programs, as you cannot be brushed aside if you are brandishing solid evidence of your child’s ability. Schools are often unwilling to undertake or initiate their own assessment, citing their distaste of labelling and subsequent elitism that the term gifted invokes, and so it is up to the parent to obtain a private assessment in order to convince the school that some provision should be made for their child or to gain their child early entry to schooling. 

(c) Acceptance and Isolation  

Identification,  although a necessary step in the journey through the education system, also brings with it the problem of acceptance in the community and also in the inner circle of family and friends,  and the parents often feel very isolated and frustrated when they learn that this wonderful thing that they have discovered about their child is not to be discussed or celebrated openly.

If correct and early identification of gifted students in Australia is to occur then public awareness needs to be raised regarding these issues, and preservice and professional development of teachers in the field of gifted education needs to be mainstreamed to remove the stigma attached to the gifted label,  so that schools can actively seek out these students provide adequate curricular challenges without fear of backlash.

(ii) Equity of Access to Gifted and Talented Programs

(a) Equity Within the School

My son’s school has a policy of social justice which protects the rights of disadvantaged students and offers them the opportunity to participate in all facets of school life. While this policy is admirable and fosters acceptance of minority groups into the classroom and virtues of tolerance and charity among the students,  it nonetheless is discriminatory against the gifted population in the school by giving rise to the inevitable cries of ‘elitism’ whenever gifted issues are raised. In an attempt to gather support for the cause of gifted students at our school, I formed a Gifted and Talented Parents Networking Group in June last year,  and we first requested extra support for those children experiencing social problems in the playground (of which my child was one). Gifted children often feel isolated and unable to ‘fit in’ with their age peers,  and my son was suffering from extremely low self esteem due to his rejection in the playground.

The school subsequently formed a Working Party of two deputy principals and ten parents and we recommended the formation of various playtime activities or ‘clubs’ to give these children a safe haven at playtime. It was a raging success and we now have a chess club, a science club and a drama club in operation to which any child can attend ( a condition of universal inclusion), but which caters specifically to the needs of the gifted children. 

The school then realised that there was a group of children that were not being adequately catered for in the classroom also, and this year have released a staff member to spend 0.5 of his emplpoyment in the role of Enrichment Coordinator. This position is primarily intended to provide support for other teachers and to assist in their individual programming for gifted students, but it is always reiterated that every child will benefit, not just those at the upper end of the scale (as if there is something morally or socially unacceptable about affording help to gifted students). 

Our Parents Group has achieved a lot in 6 months but although we have been successful in gaining school support for our gifted children, it is still not seen as proper to use the term ‘gifted’, and in fact only last week I was requested to put forward alternative names that do not include that term because some people find it offensive.  I find it offensive and highly inequitable that we are to be a secret society who deserve to be given assistance and support but it must be given in a disguised and underhanded manner.

(b) Equity Within the System    

In its 2010 Future Strategy document, Education Queensland states that “(Government) has a responsibility to give the public education system the means to deliver the highest quality education” and that “Schools will seek to add value to individuals and to the common good by giving the opportunity to all, irrespective of background or circumstance, to reach the highest levels of schooling and attainment.” It also states that “Equity programs will focus on the right for all students to access education that leads to learning outcomes consistent with their potential.” Surely this policy of inclusiveness extends to include the gifted. The Education of Gifted Students in Queensland Policy Statement explains that “Equity affirms excellence and striving to achieve one’s full potential. For students to achieve excellence, access to expertise that facilitates extension, enrichment and sustained, focussed development of their gifts is necessary.”  Sadly all too often this does not occur and the result is underachievement through the constraints of an inappropriate and undemanding educational program. 

Currently Education Queensland does not believe that gifted education is a priority, and although funding has been given for the Focus Schools program for 2001, there is no guarantee of its continuation after that date. The Policy Statement regarding The Education of Gifted Students in Queensland is also currently under review, and many believe that the new version will be less informative and less empowering to the gifted movement in Queensland.  Although the current policy is not mandatory and seldom implemented, the content is contemporary and accurate,  and combined with its accompanying Resource Document is a very powerful guide to what all State Governments should try to achieve in the education of gifted students. 

Parents should not have to change to the Independent Schools system in order to gain adequate provision for their child. They should be safe in the knowledge that the state education system will equitably provide for the needs of their child, as the Smart State or Clever Country will not exist if students with the most potential are not encouraged to learn and achieve at their ability level.
(iii) Socio-Economic Distribution
Giftedness occurs at all levels of socio-economic status, in all geographic areas, and within all ethnic groups. Although probably inherited,  these inherent qualities are certainly affected by such environmental factors as attitude of parents and community, access to adequate challenging curricula during their schooling, and the exposure to outside stimuli. And it also follows that these factors are equally related to the financial situation of the child’s parents in the type of home environment provided, the role models for career paths, the choice and affordability of schooling options, and the extra-curricular activities that can be provided within the constraints of the family budget. 

Raising a gifted child is a challenge on two levels for a family struggling to make ends meet. The needs of your child must be catered for or the resultant frustration that comes with boredom in the gifted child is impossible to live with, while at the same time keeping expenses to a minimum. An argument could be made that financial assistance should be made available to families of gifted children with low incomes as would be attainable for a family with a child who has special needs due to a disability.

SECTION C:  The Role of the Commonwealth

I believe that the Commonwealth Government could have a huge impact in the education of gifted and talented children in the following ways:-

(i) The formulation of a National Policy, eliminating disparities from state to state and mainstreaming policy for gifted education to enforce its implementation

(ii) The formation of a National Taskforce of leaders in the field of gifted education in Australia to provide ongoing support and guidance in policy making and curriculum planning

(iii) The provision of funding for professional development of teachers, ongoing development of programs, raising community awareness through the promotion and public rewarding of our intellectually elite (at the same level as those with sporting prowess), and the subsidising of all State Associations for the Gifted, who perform mammoth tasks on miniscule budgets

(iv) The establishment of a national centre for research into the education of gifted children in an Australian tertiary institution. 

CONCLUSION:

It is not easy being the parent of gifted children. It is all consuming; affecting every area of your life from advocacy in the classroom to the planning of extra-curricular activities, from the involvement at school level to the lobbying of governments for change.  But I will continue to fight for my child’s rights as there is noone else to do so, and to take every opportunity to raise community awareness of giftedness and change community (and family) attitudes so that one day my child can stand up and say without hesitation or guilt “I am gifted, and I was able to reach my full potential”. 

Thank you for the opportunity to present my submission.

