Submission: Gifted & Talented Students

This is an account of my child’s (Cameron Michael Ritchie b 04/02/1988) educational experiences that up until this year have been in the State Education system.

At an early age Cameron displayed an extremely good grasp of number, both patterning and basic facts being able to calculate rapidly in his head and he also displayed a remarkable understanding of time- this began before he was 3. He was also very interested in books and was able to retell word for word  (as if reading- which his Pre-School teacher thought he could do at the age of 4) lengthy stories.

By the time he was in Pre-Primary he was starting to write by copying things around him. He had a great desire to do everything. I refused to show him how to do anything from a formal education viewpoint because I only wanted to be his Mum not his teacher.

The Aide in his Pre-Primary Centre expressed to me how he really was beyond what they were doing in their sessions and felt that he needed more. I hoped that as the other children had more formalised learning experiences that the gap would close in their abilities once they commenced Year 1.

This wasn’t to be the case. It quickly became evident that this was not happening and within weeks he was writing “readable” stories in excess of a page on lined paper, whilst his classmates waited for the teacher to write the story for the picture they had drawn on a piece of “butcher’s paper”. Plus these stories were halted without opportunity for completion once the teacher had written all of the other “stories”. He quickly lost interest in maths and couldn’t understand why he couldn’t just write a numerical answer instead of drawing 5 apples, for 2 apples + 3 apples.

We asked the school psychologist if he could work out just how bright Cameron was (during the second half of the year) because he was losing interest in school. He did a lot of observing & some formal testing which indicated that whilst Cameron wasn’t a genius he did come out as a very bright student. He suggested off the record that perhaps we should consider sending him to the other State School in our town where there would be a greater likelihood of more students of his ilk due to the demographics of the school. As we had purchased a home close to the local school and it was only Year 1 we decided against this course of action. At the request of the Psych we kept this suggestion to ourselves when we were discussing what could be done for Cameron for the following year. 

The Principal regarded our son as a “know all” but said that he would do some special things with him as it was obvious that he did display a higher level of skill development than his classmates. The “special thing” was to teach our child Backgammon, that for the first two weeks was something different and special for him but it wasn’t a game that he particularly enjoyed. He asked the Principal to play Chess with him instead, however this only happened on one occasion- the Principal didn’t like Chess.

Towards the end of Yr1 we were getting more concerned for Cameron because apart from the Backgammon there didn’t seem to be a lot different happening for him at school. Admittedly though there were a lot of children that were struggling with the basics of Yr1 and they took up the lion’s share of the teacher’s time. Another option that had been suggested by the Psych was to vertically extend him. This was raised with the Principal and although he wasn’t happy with the idea he agreed to let him sit the end of year tests in the Yr 2 class & spend the last couple of weeks in that class to see how he would fit in. His results in the tests were exceptional, he didn’t appear to have any problems settling in and the Yr 2 teacher was very happy with him.

We decided to take this course of action and he was promoted from Yr 1 to Yr 3. It was not done with the full support of the Principal but he said that if it was something that we really wanted to do he would allow it. It was not a course of action that we really wanted to take but there were no other options being offered. I would have been happy with an extension maths course or any sort of programme that would address his needs but nothing was offered.

Briefly from here, he ended up being highest academic achiever in his Yr 3 class and then again in Yr 4. However, what we didn’t realise in Yr 4 until his final report was that he had also covered the Yr 5 requirements of the Maths curriculum during that year as well. This was pleasing to see that he had been extended (although it would have been nice to have been informed) but it caused problems for him the next year. At the commencement of the year his Yr 5 teacher organised to have maths during the same time as the Yr 6 class so that Cameron could be taught the Yr 6 maths in that room. This had to be approved by the Principal but was denied. It was only a small part of what became a miserable year for him. He sat in a corner with a Yr 6 book and missed out on the “fun” stuff as he called it.

In Yr 6, as had been in the case with his Yr3, 4 & 5 teachers, the teacher was apologetic about the lack of time he was able to give Cameron due to the overwhelming time commitment needed to meet the requirements of the children that had learning problems. I kept on telling myself how lucky we were that he found everything so easy and achieved such great results even though his work standards and interest in school had waned considerably since he started school and particularly since the end of Yr3. An extension and enrichment programme (BEEP) was set up in the school with the introduction of a new Principal and Cameron enjoyed participating when given the opportunity. This programme replaced the PEAC Programme that Cameron first had the opportunity to be a part of in Yr 5(- the first year that you are eligible)

Yr 7 was to be a revelation for him in terms of achievement. His teacher took 5 mins to realise this was not an ordinary student and set about giving him different things to do to meet his needs. Not only did she have him doing extension maths work but she also tapped in to his literary abilities that had been dormant since Yr 1. She expected higher and higher standards in presentation and they were delivered. It was at her suggestion that Cameron sat for the ATP exams in May of that year for a place in the telematics component of the Academic Talent Programme for Yr 8’s in State High Schools.

After being the highest academic achiever in his Yr 7 class Cameron was also offered a place in telematics for Yr 8. It took awhile for him to adjust to the telematics style of learning but once he made the adjustment he achieved excellent results – particularly in English. He was totally disenchanted with his classes on campus and said that most of the class time was wasted because kids just mucked around. After attending a camp for Telematics at the end of Yr 8 he was offered Maths & Science to do via telematics for Yr 9.  (These subjects he only narrowly missed doing in Yr 8- the result of missing out a page in the exam- a mistake I feel sure he will never make again!).

He was keen to do more telematics as he enjoyed the style of delivery but unfortunately his local High School was not as keen. The two issues that they had with Cameron taking on more telematics was that he would now be out of contact with his peers for 16 hours a week (up from 8) and it would be a timetabling nightmare for the school. I again expressed my concerns about the lack of extension that he was receiving in either Maths or Science on campus and that Telematics was a way that could be achieved without a lot of extra work for the teachers at the local school. 

The indications about the possibility of more telematics were not positive from the school, so I spoke with the Head of Maths & Cameron’s Maths/Science teacher at that time with regard to what was going to happen in those subjects for Yr 9. The crux of the conversation was that the Maths students would be streamed but there were only a couple of students in that year level that were of Cameron’s ability.  Due to staffing formulations the class would consist of approximately 28 students of mainly average ability and that the delivery would necessarily be directed to them. I waited for them to give me an indication of other types of programmes that could be instigated for Cameron and the others like him (programmes former teachers at the school had found for capable maths students from outside the school) but nothing was forthcoming. An informal conversation with the Science head indicated that a lot of the staff were against streaming the students for Yr 9. So I was left thinking that we were in for more of the same.

I had let our son be “under educated” for most of his school career and I was not about to let that happen again in High School. At this point I set about looking at how he could do the ATP subjects that he qualified for on campus somewhere which would mean boarding in Perth. This option was not something that we had wanted to look at so early in his High School career but we felt that we would forgo our wants (to keep him living at home) for his needs. (Plus he’d wanted to go away to school since Yr 5 so we weren’t  forcing him).

To abbreviate this part I’ll say that the board at a residential college close to the State School Campus (Governor Stirling) where he could continue his ATP subjects was more than we could afford. The next step was taken at the advice of a good friend who had moved her family to Perth so that all three of her son’s could attend Aquinas. She told me to write to the Private Schools in Perth and send a resume of Cameron’s academic & sporting achievements thus far, indicating his desire to learn and to pursue his love of sport.

The result of this letter and accompanying CV which was sent to 5 of those schools resulted in Cameron being offered a place at 3 of them for Year 9 with bursary assistance. The worst offer was the equivalent cost of board at the residential college to attend Governor Stirling. The best offer was considerably less than that and came from the school we considered to be the best- Hale School. I can say that our child is extremely happy there and has adjusted particularly well. My husband met with his Pastoral Care Leader last week when he was in Perth and he received glowing reports in all areas.

In conclusion I can say that I’m disappointed that I had to send my child to Perth to have his needs met- I would prefer to have him at home and so would our bank account. I feel that the setting up of the ATP courses in selected State High Schools is an excellent idea and the allowance for Country Students to be a part of this initiative through Telematics is fantastic. HOWEVER it needs to be sold to Country High Schools in a better way and more support given here plus the information about this opportunity needs to be disseminated in a more efficient manner in Primary Schools. I had a parent asked me how Cameron was chosen for it- she had a child in the year level above him and another below him and had never been given any information about the programme. This is especially sad when I know that some of the telematics classes were undersubscribed for this year.

I feel that our State School teachers are under so much pressure to achieve results for their under achieving students that they are spending the bulk of their time trying to help these children reach an acceptable standard. This unfortunately seems to come at the expense of those who are already at that "acceptable standard” or beyond it. I firmly believe that if we are to truly be the “clever country” then more must be done to identify those children who are clever and give them their opportunities as well for it is they who will create in our society.

The bulk of Cameron’s Primary schooling was at-

Broome Primary School  Pre-Primary June 1993- Yr 7 1999

Broome Senior High School Yr 8 2000

Lynda Ritchie

Phone:
(08) 9192 3614

PO Box 222

BROOME WA 6725

