Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the education of gifted and talented children, as per the terms of reference of your enquiry.  I have no doubt that the committee will receive many submissions from professionals concerned with the education of children of high intellectual potential.  I would therefore like to comment from the perspective of a parent advocating on behalf of her children in the public education system.

While our experience with formal education is as yet brief, it has been enlightening and I suspect will continue to be a challenge!  Naturally as a parent, I would like my children to be happy and lead fulfilling lives.  It has become clear to me that they are happiest when challenged, and most fulfilled when reaching their potential.  Thus I believe that their educational experience has an important impact upon their future wellbeing and ability to take their place as productive and participating members of society.  In this context, I would like to make the following comments.  

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.

Firstly I would like to commend your use of the term “special educational needs”.  As a professional who has worked for many years in the disability sector, I am now finding that my role as a parent to gifted children, is somewhat similar to that of parents of children who have disabilities.  There is no doubt that my children are ‘different’ and consequently will not automatically have their needs met in the general educational setting.

My son is attending a public school that has a Students with High Intellectual Potential (SHIP) policy, acknowledges their special educational needs and has in the past been funded to provide training to their staff on this topic.  However, we all continue to struggle to engage him in formal educational learning and to meet his educational needs.  This struggle has resulted, at times, in severe stress and distress for my son and us as his parents.  It has become clear to us that advocating for his educational needs is essential for his good mental health and future ability to interact with the world in a positive manner.  

I believe that there are several key factors in effectively meeting the special educational needs of SHIP children.  These include:

· Teachers with an insight and understanding of the intense and sensitive personalities that SHIP children can have, and the ability to handle this with empathy and support them in coping with the stress that this can create.  Happy children are learning children.

· Teaching that embraces creative, flexible and open ended learning, incorporating ‘thinking skills’ curriculum as part of its everyday teaching practice.  I believe that this would be of benefit to all children.

· Opportunities to spend extended periods of time with older children or similarly gifted peers to provide an opportunity to be ‘normal’ ie mix with other children who see the world in a similar manner to you and with whom you can develop meaningful social relationships

· Teaching to the child’s current level, rather than to a criterion

· Providing gifted children with the pleasure of challenge and supporting them to deal with the stress created by their perfectionistic tendencies

There are a number of educational opportunities that my son’s school is unable to provide and that I believe would best meet his educational needs.  I believe there are two reasons for this.  Firstly the resource implications of developing alternative curriculum and supporting its implementation.  Secondly, and probably most importantly, there is a lack of support by most parents for innovative educational approaches, regardless of how effective they have proven to be.  Finally, there is a negative attitude by other parents towards families who have gifted children.  Their special educational needs are not understood by other parents, and they are seen to be getting ‘more’, even when this may only be a volunteer Learning Assistance Program session in the same way as children with more recognised special educational needs.  This leads the school to be very concerned to be seen as not fostering elitism.  

Strategies that would support my son, and would be of advantage to all children include

· Ability level grouping, regardless of age.  The current age based grouping schools are base on, makes no logical sense.

· Access to compacted curriculum to meet his accelerated ability to learn, preferably with other gifted children

· A curriculum based on self-directed learning

Finally, however, I do believe that the high level of my son’s giftedness also means that he requires an individualised educational program, one to one and small group special education support.  If he had been assessed as being as far below the average IQ as he is above, he would have access to funding to assist the school to do this.  While the challenges he faces are not as great as a child with a severe intellectual disability, he is also at risk of not reaching his potential.

Terms of reference (b) (ii) whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably

Currently, what I can expect of the public education system will depend on the state or territory in which I live.  If we lived in the NT I would be able to find a school where I could send my son to a gifted class from reception.  If we were in NSW we could apply for him to enter an Opportunity Class gifted program from Grade 5.  Here in SA he cannot enter a gifted program until highschool.  Our mixed experience with our son’s schooling has shown to us that his special needs are best met as soon as identified, otherwise his interest in formal educational may never be engaged.  

In addition, I would also like to suggest that access to special programs should be on the basis of potential rather than performance.  Although very young, our son has remarkably high potential but to date is yet to perform at this level.  If gifted programs were available in our state and entry was based on achievement, he may never access such a program.  Paradoxically he may never achieve to his potential unless placed in an environment that gives him an opportunity to do so.

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

The Commonwealth should consider strategies to support the states in addressing the following issues

· Consistency of provision of gifted programs across our country

· Education of the general public regarding the special educational needs of gifted children

· Education of the general public regarding innovative teaching strategies that better meet all children’s learning needs

· Staff development for teachers to ensure that they understand the social/emotional needs of gifted children, and the types of teaching strategies that will engage them and promote a life long love of learning

· Identifying strategies to support schools in developing and implementing innovative teaching strategies

· Recognition that ‘giftedness’ is a special education category, and as such deserves allocation of resources to support these children

Thank you again for this opportunity to comment.  I wish you luck with this important enquiry.
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