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Dear Sir or Madam,

SUBMISSION

Following is a brief personal view for your committee’s consideration.

Why is my view worth noting ?

I was a bright under achiever myself.    I won a Commonwealth Secondary Scholarship for academic ability but did menial jobs until first getting into university to study law at age 47, with an assessed ability  “above the 98th percentile of tertiary applicants.”     I have eight bright children - adult to age 3, one assessed as  “above the 99.9th  percentile”  with a literacy age of 22 at age eleven and no coaching from his parents.

At the request of a number of personal friends in Mensa, I became the founding PR officer of the Gifted and Talented Children’s Association in Western Australia in the late 1970’s and worked extensively on the cause from then.    I grew up with intellectually and physically disabled people in my family  (and all around me due to my parents charitable activities), acquiring enormous sympathy for their plight.    I later got a Ph.D. in life,  in part by driving taxis for years, managing businesses and lobbying.

No change in decades

With the gifted, the very same problems I knew and loathed 23 years ago continue, unchanged in Australia today.     I perceive a very slight improvement only in the misguided anti-elitist attitudes that have pervaded the minds of many, including many educationalists, since the year dot, towards gifted education.

Fifty years ago, Bob Hawke went to Perth Modern School.    In recent times, that school, which accepted only high ability students, would be labelled  ‘elitist’ and squeezed out of existence.      This is progress ?
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There is no improvement in funding levels whatsoever, which  (as explained later)  is not only appalling but blatant hypocrisy.     I am reliably informed that in Queensland today, some $261,000,000  per annum in special funding is allocated to the bottom two percent of children, judged on ability.     Alongside of this, only  $800,000 was allocated to the top 5% of children, judged on ability.    And that funding was not fully allocated and used - due to covert reactionaries in the education bureaucracy who sought to sink the whole endeavour.    I and others had to seriously lobby the Minister to retain it temporarily.

Why is this hypocrisy as well as idiocy ?

Bob Hawke talked about Australia becoming “The clever country.”     Peter Beattie is still talking about Queensland becoming  “The Smart State.”     One has to ask  “when”   and  “by what means ?”  when considering the lack of both funding  AND  pragmatic approaches.

Wrong positioning

From a public relations perspective, all of us trying to promote this cause make a fundamental error, as do most educationalists and the public, in failing to recognise that :

Gifted children  ARE   “Special Needs Children”

Forget lip service, if there is to be any real equity in education, discrimination  (as per it’s dictionary definition, not it’s politically correct one)  must cease being seen as a dirty word.

Only fools fail to discriminate where difference actually exists.   For bottom ability children to get any special assistance, someone had to recognise that they were not average or typical, but different.    Equally, so it is with giftedness, which can be a real cross to bear in life for those who by sheer chance, have some.

If Australia is to ever validly lay claim to being truly egalitarian, it must strive, not to decree everyone equal  (a Communist idealogy, unrelated to reality)  and dole out average rations of everything to everybody, which is what many woolly thinking public education advocates still raucously push for, but to allocate to each, according to their particular needs, an equal opportunity to achieve their own personal potential.     That is actual egalitarianism achieved !

3.

What follows from this is astoundingly obvious, but largely unrecognised.

Lower end ‘special; needs children’, more so today, are getting some of what they need.    Large quantum resources, in many ways achieve small identifiable results and benefits generated for the individuals are largely personal.

Gifted children, if they received some sort of comparable magnitude assistance, would achieve dramatic benefits compared to the resources applied and the flow on benefits to the community and the nation would be astounding in their magnitude.

We could have real social equity in education,  PLUS  huge national benefits.

Whilst it is an intellectual fallacy and shallowness of extraordinary proportions to evaluate the merit of all government endeavours on a financial or economic basis alone, government today is virtually addicted to doing just that.     Rather than try to change that culture, we would be smarter to go with the flow and sell the idea of substantial gifted education funding on the economic benefits basis.

Adding to ithe equation is something I well understand - the social cost, on many levels, of NOT aiding the gifted.     When a gifted person is let down badly by the education system - as is the norm today, particularly in the form of :

· ostracism and victimisation for their very ‘difference’        and

· failure to keep them personally interested - ‘stretched’, not bored witless,

what very often happens is,  in particular, the following :

· They become underachievers, disinterested in education or achievment

· They develop personal or social problems, including self image deficiencies, depression and other conditions depriving them of happiness and requiring substantial health system resources.

· They can become social liabilities, including chronically unemployed and involved with criminality, with all of those attendant costs to society.

How silly is it, that we currently fail to provide equity to the gifted, pass up the enormous benefits of assisting them and incur the costs of not assisting them ?
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How to help

The literature abounds with specifics, these days, of how to identify and teach gifted children.    There is no need for me to enter there.     More usefully, as an aware generalist, I put it to you that some basic straight thinking precepts could usefully be considered as below :

The prime debate between Acceleration  Vs  Enrichment does not need to be determined  -  both should be done.

Lateral thinking is needed.    Example: like the person who  (after 50, years of hundreds of thousands of commuters a day crossing the Sydney harbour bridge, paying a ten cent toll at each end and being caught in massive traffic jams twice a day, morning and night)  realised that charging a twenty cent toll at one end only would halve the toll collectors needing to be employed, halve the traffic jams and collect the same amount of money.

In Perth some years ago, someone else spotted the obvious in regard to libraries.      Council libraries and high school libraries were both underfunded and both were geograpically scattered throughout the community.    If they were combined, in one location - at the local high school - then the aggregated funding would produce a much better resourced library and both groups of users could easily access the facility.    Simple, much better.

Conceptually, both for the purposes of enrichment and curriculum acceleration, secondary campuses could be a resource for primary school gifted, and tertiary campuses could be a fabulous resource for secondary age (or even primary school age) gifted.    Simple, cheaper, better.

The physical resources are already there and often underutilised on an hours per week basis.   Trained specialist academics are already there.    Mentors could come in to mentor there.     A great many gifted children could spend really beneficial time there, together, perhaps one day a week for extension / enrichment activities.     Peer association is dramatically important for the really gifted, as is being treated, not as a child but as a person with their actual awareness and ability levels recognised and catered for.

A day a week makes the logistics for families living not close to the campus much more tolerable in getting their children there, compared to full time attendance.     Creating a big benefit to participants and very cost effective.
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My own really gifted son had a life changing experience at age 12.    He was selected to attend a five day, live in course for the sixty brightest children in Australia.    Just to recognise that he was not alone; there were other children like him, allayed enormous psychologcial and social pressures he had been aggregating all of his life up to that time.   He made real friends and his whole attitude to life permanently changed.     Just through that, he is much more likely to become a useful, contributing member of the Australian community now.

One of the best, most appreciated and cost effective initiatives possible for the gifted, is mentoring.     Most large organisations, government and commercial alike, abysmally underutilise computer / internet capacity.    With a little bit of effective publicity, nationally, nationalism could be tapped into in abundance to elicit volunteer mentors en masse - to  “advance Australia.”

A national database of persons and organisations prepared to mentor, provide experiential visits, hands on experiences and the like could be run on a miniscule budget with tremendous benefits.     Teachers and parents could be permitted to access it via a website, search on criteria like location  (postcode range) and type of expertise offered and line up mentor or other resources suitable to their own needs, locally.

As the gifted literature shows, self selection is usually better than force feeding where educational experiences are concerned.     The only difficulty - communicating and matching resources with need, could thus be solved and put our whole nation on an exciting footing.    Recruiting the idle but knowledgable ‘greypower’ generation could be really beneficial.

Properly done, it may well turn out that so many volunteered to teach such a diversity of skills that many children, not just the gifted could tap into the resource and benefit.    Especially when fragmented families too often lack the positives of grandparents and other extended family, other benefits could also accrue to many children.

Funding  -  private

If government is smart, it will lend it’s imprimatur to corporate and high worth individuals substantially funding some of the above endeavours.   It would be about twenty times easier to solicit such funding if government just endorsed the organisation being funded, which should be structured as a Public Benevolent Institution, allowing donations to be tax deductible.
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Struggling parent committees and individuals should not have to dream about one day finding the dollars to get the legal work done and the thing up and running - government could so easily do it, and for government, so inexpensively.    If the Australian Ballet qualifies as a Public Benevolent Institution, then so should a foundation for special needs children who happen to be gifted.

For large corporates, having their logo on the Foundation’s stationery as a major sponsor has real spin off benefits, uniquely where gifted children are concerned, namely that they have better chances of recruiting some of these young individuals as employees in due course, which has tangible financial benefits for the organisation in the medium term.     Corporates will justify funding such an activity far more readily than most tax deductible options before them.

Fund a non-academic policy / oversight committee
In conclusion, I suggest that some funding be made available for ongoing relevant community input into planning in this area.    Academics and educationlists are badly constrained by their training.    Ability to  ‘think outside the box’  is usually hard to find in the ranks of such people and skills beyond their expertise are ideally desirable in the situation anyway.     Perhaps a steering committee, including actually motivated specialists and some Ministerial appointees from the community could be created to function in part as an innovative think tank. 

This should not be merely at start up of the new regime your committee should cause to come into being for gifted education, but on an ongoing basis it would have major benefits.     Ideally, members should be ex officio members of an equivalent committee appointed by the education minister in their state government, creating a thoroughgoing and valuable interface between the levels of government actually funding education.

Yours faithfully,

Bruce Bell

