Submission to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee regarding its inquiry into the education of gifted and talented children.

Background and perspectives on this submission

We have taught in various Schools across the lower south east of South Australia for the past 11 years. We are responding to the Senate inquiry into the education of gifted and talented children partly from this perspective. 

We are also responding from our perspective as parents and the experiences we have had recently. 

Two years ago we were experiencing some particular behavioural difficulties with our oldest child, who is now 5yrs and 7months old. Our GP referred us to a paediatrician. On the basis of an approximately ½ hour appointment during which time we, as his parents completed a 96 question survey the paediatrician diagnosed our son as borderline ADHD. He recommended and prescribed medication as a preventative measure – so that our child would not get any worse.

As parent and educators we were not convinced that this diagnosis was the correct one. 

Consequently we approached the Mount Gambier Child Care Centre and the Mount Gambier Acacia Kindergarten to ask them to conduct some extra behaviour observations. We spoke with the Directors in both cases asking them to have staff observe Max (our son) over the next two weeks without letting staff know he was taking medication prescribed for ADHD.

The Director of the Acacia Kindergarten requested that we did not medicate Max until we had spoken with a Psychologist from the Early Childhood Support Services South Group of Districts, DETE SA.

We agreed to have her visit and observe Max at the Kindergarten.

We met with the Psychologist who had spent some time observing Max at play and then a further 45 minutes testing him in a variety of tasks. We spent nearly 2 hours going over her findings and discussing various possibilities. At the time Max was 4 years and 4 months old.

The following is taken from the conclusion of the report by the psychologist.

“The Full Scale IQ of the Wechsler Primary & Preschool Scale of Intelligence-Revised is an holistic interpretation of a child’s current cognitive functioning derived from the Verbal and Performance IQ’s. Max’s Full Scale IQ was at the 99.9th percentile (Full Scale IQ range: 140-152; 95% confidence limits). These IQ results and Max’s developmental/play profile, suggest that Max’s cognitive development relative to children his age, is within with the moderate-highly gifted range of development.”

After this report was compiled we re-enrolled Max’s as a gifted student at the Kindergarten to allow them to access some staffing time allocations for students with special needs.

We did not medicate him, nor did we return to the paediatrician.

With this background in mind we would like to respond to some of the terms of reference of the committee.

Response to specific terms of reference.

(b) consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet their special educational needs, including, but not limited to:

(i) the means of identifying gifted and talented children,
In our experience as teachers in both primary and secondary settings there is little done in the way of pro-active identification of gifted and talented students. Some identification of Students with High Intellectual Potential (SHIP students) is done on an ad-hoc basis.

One School we have/are both working at introduced Ravens testing approximately 5 years ago and a SHIP’s co-ordinator was appointed in 1999. Very little structured activity has been offered to these few students identified through this narrow form of testing. Over the past 11 years a number of students have been accelerated through the traditional year levels in some subjects – in particular maths.

Anecdotally we have seen a number of students aged around 15 years, usually male with high level behaviour problems, who are known to be very bright by general staff but who are leaving school for whatever reason. These students have not been identified at primary school and come to high school with well entrenched patterns of negative learning behaviour. A number of teenage pregnancies would fall into the same category.

While staff agree intellectually with the evidence that gifted and talented students are not all straight ‘A’ motivated learners, they emotionally dismiss the trouble makers as stupid or lazy or simply disruptive. There is not enough time to rewrite courses to suit all levels in the classroom or to provide meaningful, challenging extension activities – so the bright kids keep quiet when they have finished the task for fear of being given more of the same boring task to go on with. 

Gifted and talented students often miss the boat due to their own vagueness and/or lack of organization skills. Students don’t win awards or scholarships even if they are clearly the brightest because they forget to bring the form back.  

We have specific examples of each of the above scenarios if required.

Schools are reluctant to change things for a handful of students; timetables are to cumbersome, staff apathy, funding problems caused by changes in direction, too much change, too little change – the reasons are endless.

We have seen and taught some excellent examples of programs within schools in this region that are aimed at whole school population but that have relevance to gifted and talented children as well as students at risk of leaving school early. One in particular, the Learning to Learn program, that aims to teach students how to be effective learners through self organization, self motivation and other skills such as information literacy, seems to be successful when taught at an early age. This example is from an Area School where the whole school dedicated pastoral care/homegroup time to it.     

As parents we have had no evidence of a proactive gifted and talented identification process at our Child Care Centre or at our Kindergarten. Both institutions were aware our son was bright and challenging and when we had the psychologists report they were very supportive, but they were so busy dealing with the other end of the scale that his developmental learning needs were slipping by unnoticed. 

The local primary school has sent home a report at the end of 2000 after 2 terms of reception containing statements like “Max needs to learn to respect authority”.

There has been no home contact initiated by the school regarding behavioural or intellectual capacity.

Two weeks into the beginning of this school year we approached the Principal to discuss Max’s learning opportunities. We gave him a copy of the psychologist’s report from 2 years ago. There has been no suggestion of any re-testing or any identification process or any SHIP’s program undertaken by the School. There has been no suggestion of any enrichment program or curriculum compression. The feedback we have received has been that we should chat with the classroom teacher in a few weeks time (mid to late term 1) about Max’s progress. The Principal suggested that Max was one of a number of students he kept his eye on but no real reason was given for this; behavioural difficulties were hinted at as a possible explanation.  

As far as we can see the current policies and programs are not sufficient to meet the needs of this group of students because they either don’t exist or are not implemented or are implemented so poorly they might as well not exist. Further, the fundamental question of how to identify and when to identify students is not being addressed so even if the school had a terrific program very few students are being given access to it and those that are have been chosen on the basis of a superficial level of identification.  

(c) consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.  

We believe that if possible the Commonwealth should somehow have the state education authorities audit the implementation of policies and the use of funding for gifted and talented programs in schools, particularly junior primary and primary schools. Having the District Superintendent physically check the programs and the identification processes in the schools in their area would go a long way to ensuring that schools actually did something about it instead of pretending they are or feeling guilty that they aren’t. As a teacher I would hate it as it questions my professionalism; as parent I would welcome it as I am terrified my child will become another statistic in the drop-out rate.  
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