Background
I am a qualified teacher who has completed special education training at Canberra University, Canberra.  I have a 5 year old son who taught himself to read, write and do basic mathematical sums by age 3. At the age of 5 he is capable of working at a level about 4 years higher than his age in all academic areas.

Experiences and Observations
State education policy does not recognise gifted and talented children as being  disadvantaged. They are not recognised as being academically “at-risk”. Schools are expected to cater for these children without being allocated any extra resources. The option that seems to be most preferred is to advance the child to work with older children. Whilst this might cater for their academic abilities (say Year 5) it rarely suits the child’s social abilities which could be that of say Year 3 as emotionally they are usually less developed. Physically however, they still have the physique, speed and agility of their chronological age (say Year 1). Advancing a child to their intellectual capacity renders them unable to handle social and physical aspects. Acceleration to the mid-range still leaves them intellectually unstimulated and still being defeated at sport and physical recreation. Children will either “dumb-down” so as not to stand out, or will have their talents ossify through lack of intellectual stimulation, resulting in a  regression of their abilities towards the classroom mean.

“Disadvantaged” children are provided with extra resources including in-class teacher assistants etc which are designed to keep them stimulated within the classroom and accelerated to catch up with the class mean. Clearly a practice which gravitates to bringing outstanding students back within the bell curve is not one which will result in a clever country nor which meets their special needs. [TOR (b)]

Education of the Educators
We were told by our son’s pre-primary teacher (2000) that  schools cannot cater for children like him and therefore he just has to “fit in”. The program was to colour in letters of the alphabet and count to ten. The school psychologist, in trying to access higher educational learning was asked by a grade 1 teacher to obtain a sample of our son’s handwriting and speed writing capabilities before she could accept him into her class. The fact that the psychologist had tested him and rated him at an 8 yr old ability did not count for anything as the teacher’s criteria for acceptability was based on writing ability.

These two anecdotes don’t just highlight that many teachers do not have a good understanding of the special needs and abilities of gifted and talented children, it demonstrates that the teacher training colleges and staff developmental training programs, still do not include sufficient information about gifted children to make them aware of their needs and the special identification techniques and teaching strategies that are required. Clearly Recommendations 2 & 4 of the 1988 report were good (common-sense) recommendations, but which were rendered futile, as they have not been acted upon. [TOR 1].

Furthermore there is still no mandated requirement in WA that the teacher training colleges include material related to the identification and training of gifted and talented children. Of the 5 colleges in WA, 

· the University of WA does not provide anything, 

· Murdoch are looking at developing something but it will only be available in the early childhood course. 

· Curtin are starting (12 years after the recommendations first came out), but the units are not compulsory. 

· The Edith Cowan course is campus specific (there are several campuses throughout the state) and the units are not compulsory

· The University of Notre Dame runs a unit every second year.

Allocation of Resources and  Socio-economic Geography
At the end of Year 2000, the principal stated that the school was in a mediocre socio-economic area and that unfortunately, there were few other students of our son’s capabilities. He appeared to be of the opinion that if we were living in a higher socio-economic area, there would be a greater number of children with similar abilities and accessible programs. Clearly access to gifted and talented programs is based more on income and where you live rather than on the needs of the individual. Distribution is evidently not equitable [TOR b(ii) &(iii)]. The Principal also stated that the school could probably only cater for our son effectively for the next couple of years. [TOR b]

The  flexibility to allow students to access vertical timetabling, especially say a primary school student being able to access a secondary maths class, does not seem to exist. We are faced with sending our son to an expensive co-located private primary/secondary school when he reaches grade 4, in order to access continuing developmental opportunities. [TOR b(iii)]. Even then, some of the schools are hit & miss with much being dependent upon the will of individuals and their preparedness to make it happen.

The dearth of resources for gifted and talented children is not limited to State Schools either. We investigated a number of private schools in the same socio-economic area, and a very highly recommended one at Mt Claremont, which is a more affluent suburb. The local private schools had larger class sizes and even less ability to cater for a gifted student. The Mt Claremont school contained all that would promote the intellectual development of our son, and yet the transport imposition was impossible and the cost of re-locating was prohibitive. [[TOR b(ii) &(iii)].

Policy, Systems and Individuals
Whilst the WA Government and education department have a policy in respect of gifted and talented children in place, the actual implementation is left up to each school and extra resources are not provided to enable that policy to be implemented. The problem appears to be an absence of systems to actively promote the implementation of special programs, with the main reliance being placed upon the goodwill of the individuals to accommodate the extra workload. [TOR b & b(ii)].

Furthermore, we have tried to access distance education material, to be undertaken in the classroom, so that he could work at his own level alongside his chronological peers. I used to do this when I was employed as a teacher at a remote aboriginal community in North West WA. The education department has a “policy” that distance education material can only be accessed if you live outside the metropolitan area. Again, another failure to provide equitable access to special programs and practical alternatives. [TOR b(ii)].

The education department is split into a number of districts in WA. Each district has it’s own mechanism for catering towards gifted and talented children, usually a PEAC program which takes a swathe (approx 30%) of more capable yr 5+ state school primary students and gives them ½ a day each week, for one term, to undertake more interesting activities and programs. Some districts try to do more by putting identified students into similar programs earlier. 

We are fortunate that we come under the Swan District, which has a good reputation with their “growing poppies” program, to the envy of a number of parents who reside in districts without this progressive unit. [TOR b(ii)]. Unfortunately, having one centre of about 5 staff serving the gifted and talented youngsters of 22 schools cannot be considered to be even a halfway decent shot at being a sufficiently resourced program. Gifted and talented children need a modified full-time daily program, not just 5 days in a term of alternative work. [TOR b].

Differences between the States and Territories
In 1989 I studied a Grad Dip in Special Education – Resource teaching, at Canberra University. I was trained to provide individual programs for any child who had specialist needs. Creating programs for gifted children was part of the work requirements of a special education resource teacher. The role of the resource teacher existed in both Canberra and NSW. I returned to WA in 1990 after completing my course and found that no equivalent role for resource teachers existed in WA.

Roles existed for teachers catering to students with reading/literacy problems but nothing for gifted students. 11 years later, I have found that the situation has not improved. Furthermore on a recent trip to the Northern Territory in January 2001, I was informed that gifted units existed in schools in Darwin and that it was not unheard of for primary level student accessing secondary level courses at Government Schools. I was heartened to learn of these practises but disappointed with the state of affairs in WA.

What do we see as the proper role of the Commonwealth Government?
Legislation to properly enforce the provision of suitable programs on a national basis and available equitably. This should not only be equitable across the States and between the city and country, it must also be equitable across the suburbs as the need arises.

Recognition that gifted students have special needs and are deserving of teacher assistant time allocation.

Development of procedures to allow students to have access to higher levels of learning, both within and without, their schools.

As Recommendation 2 of the 1988 report appears to have fallen on deaf ears in WA with no compulsory training requirement and with teacher training courses spending negligible time on the education of gifted children; we need a mandated requirement that initial teacher training courses include the identification, treatment and educational needs of gifted and talented children.

However, that would only capture teachers entering the workforce now and those practitioners already in the field are still not detecting the gifted, still allowing them to dumb-down and still imposing a regression to the class mean. It therefore requires a mandated professional development program for teachers to ensure that the “clever” kids don’t become the class clowns. Again such a program will require overarching commonwealth legislation to ensure equity across the States and Territories.

The implementation of mandated systems to ensure that gifted children do not become educationally at risk and underperform, such as access to:

· Special teacher assistants

· Selection of educationally mature older children to act as special mentors/peers

· Access to wider resources i.e. focussed software, distance educational material etc.

· Recognition of abilities in other spheres and special timetable release to participate, i.e. language, music etc.

· Flexible timetables

Conclusion

We have a wealth of untapped intellectual ability in Australia; effort and money should be ploughed into this under-utilised and recognised pool of ability (as it’s currently ploughed into other areas such as sport). We would not need to look overseas for intellectual talent if we change our perspectives, priorities and attitudes regarding academic achievement.
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