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I suppose the purpose of this very personal and narrative submission is to put on record a  positive experience and a plea for greater recognition of the importance of specialist programmes for children who have special needs which are no different or less significant than those special needs more traditionally cited.

I have 3 young sons.  My two eldest started their school life at our local public school, Haberfield Public School, which is (I understand) one of the very few public schools in NSW which runs a dedicated programmme for Gifted and Talented in which specialist and segregated classes operate.

My husband and I are both tertiary educated (solicitors) and have come from families which valued education in terms of a love of learning as well as academic achievement.  Not having  many points of comparison we didn't appreciate that our eldest son's development or behaviour was significantly different to most children as other children within our immediate families demonstrated similar achievements and characteristics.

Given the current focus on boys' education and the accepted theory of later development or greater immaturity of boys generally, we were surprised when our son's pre-school director urged us to send him to school at  four and a half saying she had nothing left for him and it would be demotivating  for him to stay.   The majority of our acquaintances and colleagues took us to task for our foolishness predicting dire outcomes and disadvantage for a boy younger than most in his classes if not immediately then in Year 3 or high school when he would compete for places at selective high schools or university after the HSC.

Like all parents of new kinder children at our local school we completed a questionnaire about our son - nothing earth shattering  there - so we were again surprised when the principal offered us a place for our son in a composite class for kinder and Year1 students.  This was not a G & T class but just a an accelerated or more advanced kinder introduction.  We declined.  We thought he was already young and would struggle in such a class.  We already/still  felt guilty for having the audacity or some said stupidity, to send him earlier than most.  We wanted him to just have a "normal" start. 

Our son's kinder teacher soon approached us to say she wanted to nominate our son for testing for inclusion in the G & T class which started at Year 1.  Another surprise as we weren't even aware that the specialist classes and programme existed at the school.  Fortunately for our sons this just happened to be the local school around the corner!

We agreed to the testing and were then soon introduced to the divisiveness and misunderstanding that exists in respect of giftedness and the education of gifted children both within the general community and  the teaching /education staff.

Our children are not uniquely or profoundly gifted.  I would have said they were just bright and motivated.  Like many we did not appreciate the range of giftedness and  were surprised at our son's inclusion when there were clearly other children in his class (at that point) who could read and write at a more advanced level.  Haberfield school, however, also draws heavily from a predominantly Asian non-English speaking migrant population that is clustered nearby.  The school is an oddish mix of children from double professional affluent families, second generation Italian families who settled the suburb in the 50's and 60's and the newer migrant clusters in nearby suburbs.

The school population mix and the fact that the school had a dedicated programme ensured (mostly) a staff that looked for or appreciated indicators of giftedness that were simply not tied to primary literacy or fluency in English.  When our son entered the G & T class the next year the class was comprised of almost 50% children from the Asian communities. some of whom still did not necessarily read/write /speak English at any advanced level.  Two years on as an indicator our son's reading and spelling age is assessed some 3-5 years ahead of his chronological age and I'm sure there would have been a similar outcome for most in the class.

So what were the indicators in our son's case we asked?  Some of it was speed of learning and acquisition of skills, some of it was concentration skills,  an incredibly intricate and detailed drawing pattern that was quite unique and wholly  and distinctively his, his elephant like memory, wide ranging interests and  existing general knowledge and aptitude, problem solving, sense of humour and an elevated empathy/sensitivity/intensity.  These indicators can be assessed irrespective of the child's background or English literacy.  We didn't really see these differences or the relativity to the other children but again several years on the difference in our eldest son and now our middle son is quite apparent as our experience with and exposure to more children has increased and given us  benchmarks for typical age type skills.

We are deeply grateful that we fortuitously lived where we did so that our children's' talents were recognised and our children have had the opportunity to participate in the specialist classes run under the local school's programme.  Our second son is now in the same programme and the principal has asked if we want to look at early entry for our third son.

What difference has it made?  We suspect our children would have done quite well in almost any school environment; their giftedness or talents  are assessable in academic terms and they are good at pretty much whatever they turn their hands to.  We are truly quite amazed, however, at the pleasure they derive from learning which we believe comes from the exposure ,variety and range of what they study, the sophistication and depth of their understanding or emotion on topics.  It is the stretching and challenge and meeting and exceeding expected outcomes.  It comes from a freedom to explore and follow interests unfettered by overbearing routine and repetition and the guidance and encouragement they have had from  teachers who are dedicated to the task and who understand the needs and capabilities of such children.  For the potential these children possess the outcome in a standard classroom setting  could have been very pedestrian.  Just fine by most standards but what a tragedy in terms of lost  or unrealised capability.

I fear that many other similarly talented children will not have the benefit of the start and recognition that our children have received and I believe our country is probably losing a great deal in unrealised potential of its young  people across the whole nation due to poor public attitude, some poor teacher attitude and underresourcing  in terms of the number of dedicated programmes.

Many people in our local school community (including some teachers) saw the G & T programme as elitist, as encouraging unnecessary and unhelpful competition and diverting resources from "needy" students.  Most do not see the gifted as having special needs it's a "they're bright they'll do OK , the money should be spent on the struggling students" attitude..  In almost all cases ,however, no resources are in fact "diverted" other than perhaps some specialist teacher education.  The children simply have a teacher like all other students and at the same or a higher student/teacher ratio.  

The school system and general communities also do not generally favour or support academic achievement.  The bulk of recognition in our society and schools goes to sporting or entertainment achievers. Unfortunately these ranks (talented in their own way) have not traditionally and seem unlikely in the future to provide our researchers, leaders, philosophers and even business entrepreneurs.  Many commentors implore us to invest in education at all levels to provide our economic and historical salvation and the recent experiences in Ireland and Finland  are examples bearing this out having  rescued  struggling and remote economies and  within the competitive European context.

Back on the local level I believe our school principal and her executive often struggled  (certainly in the early years) to implement and gain acceptance for the G & T programme and are to be congratulated for their perseverance and success.  I have heard teachers say that the OC classes in some selected schools and the system of selective highschools are enough.  Others mouth concurrence but see G & T as the odd extension class or just more of the same rather than any particular acceleration or focus.

I believe there is great benefit in clustering like minded and like talented students in dedicated class.  Certainly in some cases there can be a sense of isolation from the larger student body and some antagonism from that larger body ( which I saw to some degree) but I still think the benefits  outweigh these possibilities.  Often it will be the case anyway that the nature of the child will have already isolated them and there is comfort, support and a sense of worth to be had in identifying and studying with similar children.

I have also heard the criticism that recognition of talented children denigrates the achievement of less academically talented but when do we hear such a suggestion on the sportsfield where we are content to see winners and losers and ribbons given for placegetting?

I understand from our principal that a number of families have moved to the local area for the sole purpose of accessing the G & T programme at the school and that in the present year there were quite a few more children qualifying for inclusion than there were places, so clearly some very able children are missing this opportunity. 

 I have heard the comment that the school is involved in false labelling and is guilty of encouraging false expectations or ego.  The truly talented are a small proportion - how could there possibly be so many in our school?  Because families are moving close to use the programme, because the school draws children from successful tertiary educated parents ( presumably this is a gene pool which might produce greater numbers than the random average) and because the is a new migrant population from diverse backgrounds including previously successful or educated in other countries and now keenly interested in education for their children as a path to improvement and success in this country.

The testing and selection of children is clearly one of the more controversial, emotional and difficult issues and one that I have spoken out on to our principal when I felt what was happening was not optimum.  I believe the process must be transparent, that each parent must receive the same information explaining  the process and the reporting  that will occur or be made available to each at request.  Each parent must have equal opportunity to access information and the information must be available simultaneously.  We had some (I think) diasterous PR when a teacher who got testing information from a colleague as a colleague on the basis of confidentiality disclosed to a parent who was pressing for information who then repeated the information to friends in the playground before all children nominated had even been tested.  It was classic misinformation and misunderstanding magnified and I believe the incident ruined the credibility of the transparency and  predicability of the process.  Parents were asking why is this information being disclosed mid-process, why haven't I been offered the same information?  Opportunity and access to information should not be dependent upon relationship especially in a public school system.  This aspect is the only real criticism I have of the way our school and its executive administer their very successful programme.

Life is competitive, education is competitive.  Surely the current HSC is the biggest competition of all?  Why then the popular hysteria about grading and streaming and competion and overt encouragement of success in  our younger children?  I am not speaking in favour of hothousing and obsessive pushing of children but simply recognition, selection and appropriate  and relevant encouragement to secure the best possible outcome for the latent potential that exists in these special children.  This is no different to the philosophy espoused and accepted in respect of, for example, children with learning difficulties or sport.  It is just a different kind of specialness.

yours faithfully,

Gail Olliffe

