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Overview of GATCA

The Gifted and Talented Association of Western Australia Inc. (GATCA) was established to support gifted children, their families and teachers throughout Western Australia.  GATCA is the sole provider of such support in the state

Membership is open to any interested group or individual.   We currently have approximately 120 members – the majority are families, but we also have some schools, psychologists and PEAC centres.  Children involved in GATCA have ages ranging from before the start of formal schooling, through to secondary students.  GATCA receives no funding from any other organisation, or the government, gaining all of its funds from membership fees.  

GATCA has several members who are either teachers of gifted children, or are studying in the field of gifted education.  However, this submission is not based on this area.  In this submission we have focused on the concerns of the parents of gifted children in Western Australia.

Due to its geographic isolation Western Australia has several concerns that may not be as relevant in Eastern States.  These factors will also be discussed in the submission.

The Aims of GATCA

Mission Statement.

The Gifted and Talented children’s Association is a self help organisation dedicated to the recognition of the special needs of gifted and talented children and their families.  GATCA provides a network of families with counselling, education and advocacy support in their dealings with suitable activities for all family members.  GATCA is committed to initiating and maintaining interaction with educational organisations and institutions, and lobbying politicians and others for the provision of appropriate facilities and better understanding of our children’s needs.

The aims of the association are:

· Identify the existence and needs of gifted and talented children in Western Australia

· Give support and assistance to parents and professionals working with gifted and talented children

· Encourage acceptance and awareness of the needs of the gifted and talented with education authorities and institutions as well as within the wider community.

· Maintain contacts with other groups within Australia and overseas which share similar aims.

· Provide supplementary education and social experiences for gifted and talented children.

· Work with educational institutions, government departments, voluntary agencies and the wider community to eliminate any difficulties experienced by teachers and parents of gifted and talented children or by the children themselves.

· Promote the extension of programmes on giftedness in both pre-service and in-service teacher training.

· Establish a resource base for those interested in the development of gifted and talented.

GATCA provides support to children, parents and teachers throughout Western Australia.  Currently, teachers are supported by GATCA providing information, resources through our library, and giving details of individuals qualified to run professional development days.  We are intending to expand this to the running of a conference on gifted and talented children.

The newsletter produced by GATCA, Grapevine, is the main source of communication.  This newsletter is distributed each term and attempts to keep both parents and educationalists informed of relevant research work, upcoming events of interest, and allows members to share information and resources.

GATCA committee members are rostered on to phone support.  When the initial contact is made to GATCA a committee member will listen to the person, give what support they are able, and where necessary suggest what is the next step for the person to take.  Due to the lack of funds we have no qualified counsellor, something we would like to see happen in the future.  GATCA does not recommend any school, or give educational or intellectual assessments. 

GATCA wishes to thank the Senate Committee for this chance to state our concerns about the provision of appropriate education for gifted and talented children.

Issues for Discussion

The history of public attitudes to giftedness and developments in defining and measuring giftedness.  Recent developments in defining giftedness, and their relevance to planning special provisions for the gifted.   The relevance of theories on different types of intelligence.

GATCA is a parent group and we are presenting our submission as parents.  We feel that you will read many professional views on the above, and will leave those questions in the hands of the experts.

Any distinction between “gifted” and “talented”; the distinction between potential and performance.

In society giftedness is often seen as those children who are very bright, while talent is seen as those children who are exceptional in areas such as sport and music.  In a society such as Australia, where sport is an area that is revered, yet intellect is shunned and this can cause many difficulties.

From the current survey of members we have found that there are split views.  Many do not mind the term “gifted” or “talented” but find that public perception of the term gifted means that the children and parents are ostracised, seen as “having tickets on themselves”, and parents are seen as “pushy” parents who have “hot housed” their children.

There are other parents who would prefer the label to be changed to something along the lines of Advanced Academic Ability, or Academically Talented.

In general parents have expressed the view that these children are going to be labelled as something and that the label needs to have general public acceptance, whatever that label is.

The differences in states, and indeed schools, in the distinction of and definition for the terms of gifted and talented leads to confusion among parents, teachers and the general public.

There is a vast difference between potential and performance.  Gifted children have the potential to achieve that is often not lived up to in performance.  This is underachievement and can occur when the student does not have the appropriate challenges.  It can also occur when a child is “masking” to fit into an “age appropriate” peer group, instead of an appropriate peer group of like-minded peers.

This association believes that there should be a national definition and that there should be development of public perception of the chosen term.

The adequacy of definitions in official documents in guiding policies on provision for the gifted.

GATCA would suggest that in general the definitions used in the policies are in general not a concern.  The general concern of parents in GATCA is that the definitions used are not adhered to.

Problems of identifying gifted children; the adequacy of present methods of identifying them, the adequacy of present actions to identify them; whether attention to identifying gifted children is given equitably to all groups in society.

Within Western Australia there is little provision for the early identification of gifted and talented children.  Early identification is left to the parents and the teacher.  There are several problems here.

Through research it has been discovered that parents are usually able to identify a child’s giftedness.  Parents who misjudge their child’s ability usually underestimate this ability rather than overestimate it.  Yet once a child goes to school, parents who try to indicate to the school that their child may be gifted are often seen as “pushy” parents.  Many parents spoken to in the recent GATCA survey have told of teachers not believing the parents’ identification, and even of teachers refusing to believe assessments from psychologists.

Teachers are not trained to recognise the early signs of giftedness, meaning that many children go to year 4 before they are “discovered” by means of TOLA or SPM testing, which is done to find those children suitable for PEAC.   By the time a child is in yr 4 there can be serious problems – bad behaviour, poor work habits, masking and a range of social and emotional problems as discussed later.  It is imperative that early intervention takes place for all students.

Underachieving students, girls, students from ethnic backgrounds, and aboriginal students are all at risk of not being detected during these routine testings.

It is not denied that early intervention be used when identifying children with learning and behavioural difficulties.  Yet a request to have a psychologist assessment done on a child who is not having learning or behavioural problems may take months to implement.  The children who are problems within the classroom are always put in front of those that are not causing disruptions to the class.  No parent would deny that these students need intervention – but the desire to test a gifted child is often seen as unnecessary by both teachers and psychologists.

Unfortunately it also seems to be the case that once identified many educational psychologists do not have the training to test the children to find out the degree of giftedness, or in fact know what to do with the children once they identify them.

The WISC III, which is the commonly used intelligence test, has a ceiling of IQ 150, and is difficult to score over 130.  This means that a child scoring 140 on a WISC III test could have an IQ anywhere from 140 to 200.  GATCA members have contacted many psychologists in Western Australia in the hope of getting the SB-LM intelligence test done, which is the preferred test done by GERRIC once a child ceilings 3 or more subtests on the WISC III.   There is no psychologist in Western Australia who will administer this test – meaning that members either have to do without this further testing, and guess which category their child falls into, travel to the Eastern States at their own expense, or, as several parents are now organising, getting a psychologist from Sydney to travel to Western Australia to do the testing.  There are parents who do not wish to know what the child’s actual IQ is, and there are parents who want to know.  Whichever way the debate goes it is a personal choice, and parents should have access to the testing in Western Australia, if they wish to.

A recent survey of members of GATCA found that the majority of parents identified the children at a very early age.  Those who have been identified at some stage by psychologists received little support besides being told the child was gifted.

It is of concern that the majority of health care specialists, educational psychologists and teachers are not able to correctly identify giftedness in a child.  It is critical that giftedness is identified and catered for at an early age, yet the system is failing these children.  By not testing for giftedness until year 4 the education system is causing damage, sometimes irreparable, to these children.

Our association is concerned that there are very few health care specialists, educational psychologists and teachers who are able to adequately identify gifted children.   Many children are being caused damage by this lack of early intervention.  The association would like to see the specialists dealing with children have much more training in identifying gifted children.  The association is also concerned that many of the children who are identified as being gifted are given little or no support by the specialist concerned.

Problems associated with giftedness

Possible misunderstandings of issues to do with education of the  gifted.

GATCA volunteers answering phone calls are constantly talking to parents and assuring them it is “OK to be gifted”.  The first point of contact is often – “my child is gifted, what do I do now?”   This shows a lack of education for families of gifted children.  Gifted children think, behave and feel differently but in many cases once the identifying psychologist has said you have a gifted child, sometimes followed by go and join GATCA, this is the end of the process.

No psychologist would say – your child has a learning disability, go and join the support organisation – but would go into detail on the disability.     This is not happening with gifted children.  Of the parents surveyed in the recent GATCA survey the majority reported little or no help from the psychologist.  Those that did receive help from the psychologist found that the school did not follow through on the recommendations made by the psychologist.

It has been disturbing whilst conducting this survey to speak to parents of gifted children who have had a misdiagnosis for their child at some stage.  Misdiagnoses mentioned by the parents have included ADD/ADHD, Aspergers, autism and manic depression.

There are many myths surrounding giftedness including:

The pushy parent syndrome – parents that hot house their child 

Gifted children have already got so much that they don’t need further intervention.

Gifted children will succeed without intervention.

There is more to the child than the academic side.

These myths need to be broken down.

Our association believes that federal recognition of giftedness, along with increased public awareness; training for teachers and health care professionals in the identification, recognition and understanding of giftedness would help eliminate many of the misunderstandings that go with giftedness.

Possible effects on the gifted child denied special attention, such as academic underachievement or social/emotional maladjustment.

The recent survey of GATCA parents produced the following social/emotional problems that parents are dealing with on a daily basis.  All parents see this as a direct result of having no adequate school provision for their children.

Depression




Underachievement

Extreme sensitivity



Stress

Aggression




Being Bullied

Social Isolation



Perfectionism

Uneven development



mental confusion

Frustration 




Self hurt

Poor self esteem





Psychosomatic symptoms such as stomachaches and migraines

Sleep disorders, including nightmares

Many of these characteristics are supported in the literature on gifted children – they are particularly prominent in children who have not been identified or have not had the necessary support.

Literature has also linked the above problems with drug and alcohol abuse, suicide, criminal offences, eating disorders and mental illness.  The majority of parents in GATCA worry about these problems as possible side affects to their child’s giftedness not being allowed to develop.  The overwhelming cry from these parents has been that if something isn’t done for these children now there will be serious repercussions in the future – ensuring these children are provided for now will save many problems in the future.

If these children are given adequate provision early enough it is possible to repair the damage, however there are many children who never receive the appropriate intervention, and will therefore suffer throughout their school lives, and into the future.  

A gifted child who has been in the “system” who suddenly gets a fantastic teacher can blossom and become a totally different person.  Sadly, these individual teachers are unable to fight the system, so that once the child leaves that class, or in some cases once the teacher has been removed, the child slides back into the same problems.  The same has been seen with home schooling gifted children.  The many problems that have been associated with school disappear when the child is working at their own appropriate level and pace.


The problems associated with the inadequate provision are not just part of the child.  That child (or several gifted children) is in a family.  These problems are reflected throughout the family.  The family unit is put under additional stress.  There are marriage breakdowns, nervous breakdowns, loss of income while parent home schools, extra hours at work to try to pay for a private education, or outside activities.  It is imperative that the Commonwealth realises that the inadequate provision for gifted children is affecting not just the child, but also the whole family structure.

The 1988 report of the Select Committee stated that 

“Many academically talented children do not only fail to achieve their potential but actually drop out of school in large numbers”.

As a group of parents living with, and seeing this on a daily basis, we do not feel that very much has improved in this area since the last report.

Our association is concerned that by not providing for these children the system is going to have to deal with other more severe problems in the long term.  The association is also concerned if these problems are allowed to continue long term they may be irreversible.

Current provisions for gifted education

History of special provisions for the gifted including Commonwealth initiatives: actions on the findings of the 1988 Senate Select Committee.

As a parent body we do not feel that the findings of the 1988 Senate Select Committee have been implemented.  In fact the recent survey a large number of parents did not even know about the 1988 Senate Select committee.  

Description of the current situation, the different approaches for the gifted.

The provision for gifted education in Western Australia is ad hoc, to say the least.  Provision differs within the school districts, within individual schools and from private and public schools.

The main basis of provision in Western Australia in public schools is the PEAC program.  Those parents who have been involved with PEAC, and spoke to GATCA recently, had the following concerns:

· Each district does something different.  In some areas PEAC is extended to Growing Poppies – from yr 1, in other areas it does not start until year 5.

· Funding does not allow all children that are eligible to attend PEAC to have access to it.  A large number of parents said that as their child had been involved in PEAC in the previous year, they had missed out this year, as the number of places is limited.  If a child gets a chance to participate one year, they may miss out the following year, in order to give someone else a turn.

· Inadequate identification of children is a result of insufficient funding and resources.  It is often up to the teacher to nominate students for PEAC testing, meaning that the provision for these children will be dependent on an untrained, unskilled perception.    This means that many children will not be identified, especially the profoundly and exceptionally gifted, the underachiever, aboriginal or ethnic background, and socio disadvantaged.

· The onus is usually on the parent to get the child to and from PEAC.  In rural communities this is even more noticeable as one parent travels almost 2 hours to take her child to PEAC.

· There is no uniformity of the program.  After discussions with many GATCA members we have been forced to come to the conclusion that there are some brilliant programs and there are some atrocious programs.  This appears to come down to the fact that each centre is responsible for its own program.

· Teachers often see PEAC as a treat and on numerous occasions parents have told us about their child being told they can not go to PEAC as they have not completed something in class.

· Students involved in PEAC are still expected to complete the schoolwork that has been missed throughout the time they have been at PEAC.

· Parents feel that the provision made for their children under PEAC is severely limited.

· Wherever funding is on a quota system rather than a needs basis, this provision will continue to be inadequate.

Secondary Special Placement Programs (SSPP)

From discussions with GATCA parents it is found that they have the following concerns about SSPP:

· Parents are often uninformed about the testing for SSPP.

· Programs are delivered in either English/Social Studies or Math/Science, and some students are discouraged from participating in both streams.

· Due to the above students many children have to decide which area they are gifted in while still in primary school.  Most gifted children would be equally suited in both areas.

· The school best suiting the student may be geographically unsuitable

· After year 10 the student goes back into the mainstream, causing many problems.  Several parents and students have told GATCA that the senior years were/are the worst years of school.

· SSPP provides enrichment, which is not necessarily challenging, rather than acceleration.

· There appears to be little for gifted students in the years of 11 and 12.

Our association is concerned that PEAC and SSPP is inadequate to provide for all gifted children, that many children are not being identified, or getting the full benefit that these programs could offer.  We are also concerned that there is no uniformity, and that PEAC teachers do not have any special training in gifted education.
The Early Childhood Years.

There is a serious lack of resources and appropriate educational provision for the gifted child in the early childhood years. These early years are crucial and lay a strong foundation for the future. Unlike their counterparts in the eastern states, three-year-olds in Western Australia are significantly disadvantaged in not having the opportunity to attend kindergarten. However, recent changes whereby four-year-old kindergarten hours have been increased from two half days a week to four half days a week represents a significant improvement and brings Western Australia in line with other states such as Victoria.

Although much is said in existing literature about the importance of early identification of gifted children in order to help them develop their potential, there is in actual practice very little that state schools are willing to do for these children. The state education system only starts implementing the PEAC (Primary Extension and Challenge) programs from Year 4 onwards. What happens before then? So many years of a young child’s life would have already been wasted and boredom would have set in, diminishing their motivation to learn. The state government should heed a toddler’s demands that the time is NOW, not later. How do you tell a child that he/ she is too young to attend school when he/she is craving for intellectual stimulation?  What initiatives/programmes are there for the education of gifted young children?  How do schools nurture their talent?

Early entry into school is a large area of concern for GATCA and its parents.  A large percentage of GATCA members have children of an age that they are not permitted to start school.

GATCA speaks to many parents who have children reading, and understanding well before school age.  It is very common for gifted children, especially profoundly and exceptionally gifted children to be reading before the age of three.  Several GATCA members have had children reading before the age of two.

This ability is largely ignored by schools, as there is a misconception that parents “hothouse” their children and teach them to read.  The common belief amongst teachers and principals seems to be that once the child is away from the parent influence they will revert to “normal” children.

As gifted children are asynchronous in development their gross and fine motor skills are often not developed as fully as their intellect.  This is often citied as a reason to avoid accelerating them through the first years at school, and indeed stops them being given early entry into school.

The brochure on “Exceptionally Able Children in their Early Years” sent to parents seeking early entry, by the education department states that  “early entry is just one of the options for meeting the needs of a young gifted child”. Yet the child first needs to be in school to allow for them to be given early entry into year one.

The brochure continues that “The social and emotional maturity of your child” needs to be considered.  As gifted children mature earlier this is rarely a problem.  Yet when a child is frustrated by an unchallenging curriculum, even at this early age, and a desire for all children to be “neat”, this frustration can result in negative behaviour.   This negative behaviour is immediately looked at as being “socially immature” and the problem is put onto the child, rather than onto the provisions made for the child.

Although the education department state that early entry is just one option, they are not able to provide any other alternatives.  Numerous parents have contacted the education department, and private schools, pleading for early entry to school.

Parents seeking early entry for their children have received the following responses:

“Sorry, we only take them in when they are five.”

“…She is rather ordinary and other children in class are reading as well” about a child aged 3 years 5 months and reading at a 7 year 4 month level. (by independent assessment)

“Once they reach school they will level out”

“We can not start a 3 year old – what would the other parents think?”

“It is important for them to socialise with children their own age so we do not do any work in kindy”

“Your child can take home one book a week, but don’t tell the other parents”

The association is very concerned about the lack of provision available for early childhood gifted children.  Not only are these children too young to start school, but there is no funded support to help families cope with these children while waiting for the magic age that will allow them to school.

Description of policies of the various education authorities; discussion of any discrepancies between policy and practice, and the reason for discrepancies.

Concerns arising from the Education Department Submission:

The association has read the submission from the Western Australian Education Department, and after discussing the submission with its members have the following concerns:

Gifted and talented education is rich in academic research that is used to guide and influence processes of identification, models of program provision and monitoring methodology

We agree that there is a vast amount of academic research but do not feel that the education department is currently using this to provide adequate provision for gifted children.

The association is concerned about the inadequacy of the “ systems” to implement the research that is available.  We would recommend that there is further research into the problems associated with gifted children in Western Australia, and that state education departments are required to implement the research.

Identification processes are inclusive, flexible and continuous and generally occur in Year 4.    

The association rejects that the identification of gifted and talented children, in Western Australia, is inclusive and continous.  We believe most teachers are not trained in the identification of gifted children meaning that this identification does not occur in the majority of cases.  

GATCA also believes that current identification procedures may be exclusive of some students on the basis of gender, racial, cultural or socio economic backgrounds, physical or sensory disability, geographic location, and the degree of giftedness.

Our survey among members also shows that where parents have identified children schools have ignored this, although research shows that parents are the best judges of a child’s giftedness.  In many cases parents pay to have private assessments of their child, in the hope that the school involved will take notice to a professional assessment.  The schools regularly ignore these as well.  It would appear that schools, both private and public, only believe their own teachers and psychologists.

We also believe that by the time children are tested in year 4 many of them are already suffering from underachievement, social and emotional disorders and masking.  

Our concerns on the social and emotional problems associated with giftedness are stated elsewhere.

Our association is concerned about the lack of training for teachers and the lack of recognition of parents when they are trying to get provision for their gifted children.  The association would like to see teachers have more training in the recognition and identification of giftedness; that teachers take notice of parent’s and not dismiss their thoughts; and that identification begins at the time a child starts school.

The Plan for Government Schools states Our Purpose as being “to ensure that all government school student develop the knowledge, skills and confidence to achieve their individual potential and contribute to society"

It would appear from discussions with GATCA members that the majority of public schools do not follow through with this statement of purpose.  There are many examples of students who are not reaching their full potential, and of schools ignoring the cries of help from both students and parents.

Our association is concerned that there is no legislation that forces the departments and schools to adhere to their statement of purpose, and policies, in relation to gifted education.  The association recommends that there is a mandate on policies and statement of purpose that ensures schools, and the departments concerned are held accountable to their policy.  We would also recommend that the schools be monitored to ensure that policy and practise remain the same.

… rural and isolated students due to the geographic isolation of some students and for those students of low socio-economic groups.  In particular Indigenous Australians and students who have English as a second language or dialect tend to be absent from program as a proportion of the population.  

GATCA would agree that these are areas that need to be addressed for the equality of the provision provided.  We also suggest that profoundly and exceptionally gifted students be placed in this disadvantaged group.

Our association is concerned about the current provisions for the identification of identification and provision the suggested disadvantaged groups, along with the profoundly and exceptionally gifted.

Identified students sometimes endure criticism from peers and teachers who do not support differentiated learning opportunities for the gifted and talented or understand the nature of gifted youth.

We believe that no teacher has the right to criticise a child, regardless of his or her intellectual capabilities.  We would strongly urge that disciplinary action be taken if such events continued.  
Our association recommends that increased teacher training and public knowledge would help eliminate such criticism.  We urge that teachers should be held accountable for their actions and disciplinary measures put in place to combat such criticism.
There is an increasing tendency for gifted and talented students from Government schools to transfer to a non- Government school after completing Year 7.  

It would appear that this tendency does not just occur after completing year 7.  Many parents reveal that they have changed schools, sometimes on several occasions, in order to receive an appropriate education for their children.  In many cases parents are unable to afford a private education, but work towards this, as they are not happy with the provisions available in the government system.  GATCA has spoken to many parents who are/have moved their entire family to another suburb, or town, in an effort to receive an appropriate education for their child.

The association would recommend that if appropriate education measures were in place this tendency to transfer to non-government schools would not occur.

School based provision … provides an enriched and challenging curriculum to enable the gifts and talents of students to emerge, be recognised and be developed.

Through our discussions with parents, and a recent test case that went before the ombudsman and the equality opportunity board, GATCA categorically states that in the majority of cases the enriched and challenging curriculum being offered is not appropriate for gifted students.  It has been found that in many cases enrichment takes the form of one of the following:

Busy work

Irrelevant activities such as games 

Languages, music and performing arts – these may stimulate the student, but do not meet the needs of each individual

Academic work that is relevant for the short term, but has no long term goal, eventually this leads to boredom.

In the majority of cases teachers teach to the middle students in the class, and any enrichment activities that are offered are aimed at the top of the average students.  Such enrichment is not challenging or appropriate to gifted students.  Children who are exceptionally or profoundly gifted are even more disadvantaged in this area.

GATCA has found that in the cases where children have been given appropriate enrichment it is through the exceptional efforts of an individual teacher rather than through department or school policy.  It is then found that when the child moves from that exceptional teacher the curriculum again becomes unchallenging and the enrichment again inappropriate.

Our association is concerned that teachers and principals are not aware of what is an appropriate curriculum for a gifted child, and that department suggestions of curriculum compacting, mentoring and others, are not being implemented.

Supplementary Provision:  Approximately 60 full time teachers are directly involved in providing for the special learning needs of these students. 

GATCA is interested to know how many of these teachers have formal qualifications in gifted education.  Our surveys would suggest that very few of these teachers have the appropriate qualifications.

Our association is concerned about the lack of formal qualifications held by the teachers of gifted students.  We feel it would be appropriate that all teachers who are dealing specifically with gifted and talented children have formal qualifications, comprising at least three units in gifted education.

PEAC:  Courses are rotational and use a dynamic mix of class composition, allowing increased participation for highly able students

Please see our earlier comments on PEAC and SSPP.

District services provide support to assist schools in the implementation of the policy

It is the concern of the association that the people who are supporting the districts are not trained in gifted education.  GATCA members have had meetings with the support staff when the school has not been able to satisfy the needs of the child.  In several cases the district has been unable to assist in developing an appropriate curriculum.

The association is concerned that districts do not have suitably qualified staff in support roles.  We would like each district to have staff with formal gifted and talented qualifications, to assist schools with the implementation of the policy.

The local area decision making process enables managers and principals to be best able to enhance the advantages whilst reducing the disadvantages of each particular strategy.

GATCA feels that by leaving the responsibility to the local area the practise of these strategies become subjective.  It is up to the principal to decide what will be implemented within a school, meaning that principal’s values are being placed on the gifted and talented program.

The association is concerned about the lack of monitoring and effective evaluation of the programs.  We recommend that all gifted and talented programs are monitored from Central Office, or a local gifted and talented resource centre, by appropriately qualified staff.
The extent of parent interest and support and the achievements of individuals, groups, programs and the schools themselves indicate the effectiveness of Programs

GATCA believes that in most cases the involvement of parents in the programs that are offered is for two reasons.  Research has shown that the parents of gifted children are usually very involved in their children’s schooling.  Secondly, many parents are involved in such a way that they are monitoring and evaluating their own child’s progress through the program.  This does not reflect the effectiveness of the program, but in fact the parents concern that it is not effective.

The association suggests that parent involvement in a program does not necessarily mean that a program is effective, but could instead mean that parents are worried about the effectiveness of the program.

Outstanding results in local, state, national and international competitions validate the high level of teacher and student commitment and integrity of curriculum initiatives and opportunities

As gifted children have the potential to work several years above their grade level they will often achieve outstanding results in grade level testing with little or no input from a school.  Outstanding results do not mean that children are learning anything.  Off level testing needs to be used to find out where a child is, in relation to his or her ability, rather than their chronological age.

The association is concerned that the department views outstanding results in tests and competitions as meaning that children are in fact learning.  The association recommends that off level testing be used on a regular basis.  

Teacher training modules in gifted and talented education are available as electives at each tertiary training institution

Teachers need further training in gifted and talented children – in identification, recognition and provision for these students.  GATCA believes that an elective unit is ineffective to learn about the needs of these students.  GATCA has also unconfirmed reports that the Education Department of WA has instructed lecturers in Special Education to cut lectures on gifted education and instead focus on learning disabilities.  It is believed that most teachers begin teaching with only one hour of instruction on gifted education.

The association is concerned about the lack of appropriate teacher training in gifted education.  The association would like all preservice teachers to complete at least one full semester in gifted education.  Any teacher specialising in gifted education should have formal qualifications of at least three semesters of gifted education units.

Many personnel involved in gifted and talented education undertake further studies in post graduate and doctorate qualifications on a part time basis. 

GATCA would be interested to know in what capacity these personnel work.  It is hoped that they are the teachers directly involved in teaching the students.  GATCA is also concerned that in most cases teachers need to travel to the Eastern States to do any postgraduate studies in gifted education.

The association recommends that all teachers involved in teaching gifted children have formal qualifications in gifted education. GATCA also recommends that postgraduate qualifications in gifted education be more widely available within Western Australia.

The Gifted and Talented Children’s Association (GATCA) are actively supported and their memberships indicate a healthy enthusiasm and active gifted and talented community within the broader educational community.

GATCA does not receive any support from the Education Department.  The recent survey of our members showed that almost every member has joined because they were looking for support that they were unable to obtain elsewhere.  Many were also looking for activities for their children as they felt the curriculum they were receiving in school was inappropriate and not challenging.

The association suggests that its membership is a direct result of the education system not catering for the needs of gifted children and their parents.

Concerns arising from the Submission by the Catholic Secondary Principals’ Association.

The needs of gifted and talented students should be met within the teaching program of the regular classroom; the concept of withdrawal of identified students is rejected.

The association agrees that in a perfect world the academic needs of gifted and talented students could indeed be met in the classroom without withdrawal.  However the association also realise that this is not happening, and many parents will testify to this.

The association also believes that in order to meet the social and emotional needs of these students they need to spend time with like-minded peers – and this cannot be achieved through a normal classroom.

The association is concerned that the social and emotional needs of gifted students cannot be met within a normal classroom.

Other concerns about provision by the various education authorities.
GATCA is concerned that in both the education department and the Catholic Secondary Principals’ Association submissions, the social and emotional needs of the gifted child are not discussed.  Parents of gifted children are told on many occasions that the academic side of a child is only a very small part of a child, yet this is precisely what these submissions have focused on.

We believe that as parents of these children we must state that there are many social and emotional problems that are associated with inappropriate curriculum.  These facts have either not been recognised, or not been acknowledged by the various departments, which we find distressing.

Our association feels that by failing to acknowledge the presence of social and emotional problems caused by the lack of appropriate curriculum the various systems have not stated the complete case in gifted education.

At this stage the Catholic School System has no gifted education mandate.  Many parents have found that they are faced with the “all children are gifted” and an active resistance to any provision for gifted and talented children.

Independent schools does have a gifted co-ordinator however, this job has been put in with the “Special Needs”.  Although there is no provision for PEAC in independent schools the schools tend to follow the education guidelines on gifted and talented children.

Schools, in any system, provide varying degrees of programs, with varying degrees of success.  One thing that has been hammered home to the committee in its recent survey is that when a child has a “good year” it is entirely the efforts of one teacher.  There are too many schools relying on the tireless efforts of one teacher.  Once that teacher leaves, or the child moves to a different class the whole cycle repeats itself.   Overall, GATCA feels that there are not enough schools or teachers making the appropriate provision for gifted children.
Parents are also concerned about the lack of mandatory guidelines when it comes to gifted education.  When parents have a problem with a school they have no real recourse.  

In the independent system a recent complaint to AISWA about a school not meeting its policy on gifted children received the answer that “you can’t do anything legally, I suggest if it’s a problem change schools”.

There has been a complete test case go through to both the Ombudsman and the Equal Opportunity board.  This was in relation to a child at a government school who was not receiving an appropriate curriculum.  The parents took the case through the district office, and received no satisfaction.  District and central office both stated that the school had provided an appropriate education.  Independent evaluation of that curriculum by two Ph D’s concluded that this was not an appropriate curriculum.

The Ombudsman was consulted next is unable to intervene in the area of teacher judgement, only in administrative issues. (This investigation is still active). The Equal Opportunity Commission looked into the matter but decided, “It is not unlawful to treat a group of children unfairly compared to another group of children”. Both the Ombudsman and the EOC suggested political intervention is necessary. Alan Carpenter is too busy to meet these parents and referred them to EDWA. This effectively closes the loop and demonstrates that information was unable to be taken to EDWA and appropriate educational experiences provided for the child. 

There is no legislation that mandates equality for gifted education, although such a mandate is available for students with disabilities and exceptional needs.  This is an area that must be addressed at a Commonwealth level.

The association is concerned about the lack of mandatory guidelines that are available.  The association believes that if the guidelines where mandatory, and could hold a disciplinary action if not adhered to, there would be closer correlation between policy and practice. Legislation must be passed, as with students with disabilities, to ensure that gifted children receive appropriate education.

The advantages and disadvantages of the different approaches.

Like all students each gifted child comes with a range of needs and abilities.  What is found with gifted children is that these skills are often widely varied, and in many cases the children already out think their normal classroom teacher in an area.  This can lead to the teacher being afraid to deal with the child, and cause hostilities within the classroom.  Not meeting these needs can lead to student frustrations, loss of self-esteem and to underachievement, as well as a large range of social and emotional problems.

There is an enormous difference in the needs between a mildly gifted child and a profoundly gifted child.  Yet in most cases where there is provision for gifted students it is a uniform “gifted” provision – a one size fits all idea.  Due to the wide range of abilities that fall within the area of giftedness it is impossible to say that this program is going to fit all gifted children.  

Teachers need to be trained in the identification, understanding and recognition of all levels of giftedness so that they can effectively cater for these students.  Many of these students will need individual programs, and the teacher who is able to plan, program and implement these programs themselves, is much more likely to implement them than the teacher who has to ask for outside help.

The association feels that each gifted child comes has individual needs, and no uniform gifted program is capable of meeting the needs of these children.  The association suggests that by training teachers to identify, understand and meet the needs of the individual gifted child there will be better provision for all.

Compare and contrast policies and practices in different States and Territories; overseas; and as between the government, Catholic and Independent sectors.

GATCA has expressed its concerns on each of the systems.  In regards to the other states and territories we believe that Western Australia used to lead the way in gifted education but has seriously lagged behind the other states.   This is not to say that we think that gifted education is by any means appropriate in the other states, but we feel that they are further ahead of Western Australia.

We are assured, however, that the senate will have had many comments on the differences in each state, so we will leave it to the professionals to answer that question.


The following is a response to this question by a parent who has experienced the current Western Australian system and the Asian system:

Australia – “the clever country”?

Perhaps the root of the problem lies in the deeply-entrenched Australian culture known as the “tall poppy syndrome” whereby people who are academically bright or perceived as being too successful are inevitably put down by their peers. It is “uncool” to be smart but perfectly acceptable to show off one’s sporting prowess. In contrast, Asian countries such as Singapore, Japan, Malaysia and Taiwan place great emphasis on intellectual endeavour and upholding academic standards. According to Confucian teachings that permeate many aspects of Chinese culture, teachers command great respect and reverence from society as a whole, given the importance of their role in moulding the future of our children. Historically, China used to conduct imperial examinations whereby the best and brightest in the country would be rewarded with official posts in the government. The importance of academic excellence is therefore deeply ingrained in people of Chinese descent.

Despite the incessant rhetoric of the need to produce a “clever country”, Australia’s track record is none too impressive in the past decade. Funding for schools is inadequate resulting in mass school closures and it is now possible to buy oneself into tertiary institutions. The lack of public confidence in the state school system has led to mass defection to private schooling. Teachers are disenchanted with their salaries, heavy workloads and lack of public appreciation of their work. In contrast, academics in top tertiary institutions in Singapore and Hong Kong are well paid and enjoy tremendous social prestige while other highly qualified professionals are enticed to work in Singapore and Hong Kong with attractive remuneration packages.

If the Asian experience is not appropriate for Australia given its predominantly Western culture, some guidance may nevertheless be obtained from the United States, which has a leading edge in the field of gifted education. The Americans possess a greater awareness of the need to cater for gifted and talented children, hence the vast body of literature on the subject of gifted education and the numerous organizations which have been set up to identify the gifted and to help further their education.   

As long as Australians cling on to their poor and hostile attitudes towards academic achievement, the talent and potential in our children will never by fully realized. While other countries are forging ahead intellectually, we as a country are lagging behind and the effects of cuts in educational funding will definitely be felt by the next generation of Australians. Australia is already suffering a brain drain, as many academics would prefer to work overseas where their contributions are valued and rewarded. Australia cannot afford not to tap its most precious resource – our children who are also our future.


The association is concerned that Western Australian provision for gifted children is behind some of the other states and territories.  We are especially concerned that we are so far behind other countries in our provision for gifted children.

It seems fitting to when comparing policies and practices to compare the practice of ensuring that superior sportsmen and women, superior musicians and the like are given the necessary training and intervention to make them “elite”, yet there is no such intervention when it comes to the academically “elite”.

Funding for the elite in all areas besides the academic areas is available, and intervention is demanded to make Australia a country full of wonderful sportsmen and women.  In the meantime those students who could be our next crop of inventors or medical researchers are left to survive as best they can.  This is not equality in the eyes of the families of gifted children.

The association is concerned about the “inequality” in provision for elite athletes, musicians etc when compared to the academically elite students.

The adequacy of present provision for the gifted, including access to appropriate educational delivery, social support structures and flexible progression through the school years.

GATCA sees itself as the most significant support structure for gifted children and their families within Western Australia.  The majority of parents recently surveyed joined GATCA to obtain the support they had not achieved elsewhere.

The association is concerned about the lack of support for gifted children, their families and their teachers.  The association would like to see a centre for gifted education established in Western Australia to support the education, social and emotional needs of these children.

GATCA’s recent survey asked schools about the use of early entry, radical acceleration, subject acceleration and Individual Education Programs.  Out of the schools that have responded to the survey there had been no early entry or radical acceleration within the last 2 years.  One school reported 20 students had been subject accelerated and were on Individual Education Programs (IEP’s), but only another 10 students from all other schools had been subject accelerated, and only 4 were on IEP’s.

The survey of GATCA parents found that PEAC is often the sole intervention.  Other interventions that parents reported included withdrawal groups, competitions (eg UNSW maths exam) and after school, lunchtime activities, such as drama and music.

There appears to be little or no provision in gifted programs for gifted leaning disabled, gifted children with ADHD, and very little differentiation for students of aboriginal or ethnic backgrounds.

There appears to be no differentiation made between degrees of giftedness.  Several principals questioned what the different levels of giftedness meant, and most answered the question in the view of whether a child was gifted in maths or language.

Comments received from teachers and principals included:

“The approach to gifted and talented students is unhelpful”

“Many teachers can’t be bothered learning about it because they think they’ll be retired before it comes in” (in regards to the Curriculum Frameworks)

“There appears to be little information provided to assist schools and teachers who are working with these students on a daily basis”

“We have no structures, programs or procedures for gifted students and probably will not get such students”

“Students are encouraged to “do their best” whatever their talent or passion”

“They are not.  We don’t live in a perfect world” (in relation to different levels of giftedness being catered for)

“Excuse me? Please explain” (in relation to the recognition of different levels of giftedness)

“Who won lotto? What a dream!” (Are counsellors available for gifted children to talk to on a regular basis?)

“All students are unique individuals with unique gifts and talents”

“Nil, not government school policy, aim is to broaden their education” (how many students have been grade accelerated in the last two years?)

The association is concerned that the current provision for gifted education is inappropriate.  Teachers are not able to effectively meet the needs of these students without the necessary training.  

The association feels that there are not enough psychologists and counsellors trained in gifted education.  Those members who have children see a psychologist for assessment received little support besides recognition of the fact that the child was gifted.  It is the belief of GATCA that an educational psychologist does not have to have any training in any specific area beyond a psychology degree and a one year diploma of education.  We feel that this is inappropriate when dealing with the social and emotional needs of these students.

The association is concerned about the lack of psychologists and counsellors trained in gifted education.  The association would like to see a centre developed where psychologists and counsellors with suitable training in gifted children could work together, and be consulted by parents, teachers and students.

Associations such as GATCA receive no funding making it difficult for them to provide the services and support they would like to provide.

The association is concerned that lack of funding reduces the services we are able to provide to families and teachers.

Compare and contrast provision for the gifted with provision for other special needs groups.

Children who are two standard deviations below the norm are provided with IEP’s and specially trained teachers.  The further below the norm the fall the more they are catered for with teachers, aides, funding and programs.

Yet children falling two standard deviations above the norm are still required to “fit into the mainstream” (direct quote from a teacher of a child at least 3 standard deviations above the norm)

The current survey of GATCA parents has found that the majority of parents recognise the need for provisions of special needs students at the lower end of the scale, but feel that gifted children are at as much risk of educational failure, and should therefore have the same amount of intervention.

The association is concerned that the provision for other special needs groups far outweighs the provision for the academically gifted.

Whether access to special programs and support is provided equitably to all gifted children including (for example) the rural and isolated, those from ethnic minorities, those from areas of socio-economic disadvantage.

As has been discussed elsewhere.  The association does not believe that current provision is equitable to all.

Provision for teacher training (preservice and inservice) to accommodate teaching the gifted..

The training of teachers in gifted education is very poor.  It is believed by the association that teachers in preservice receive little more than an hour’s tuition on gifted education.  Postgraduate studies in gifted education are not available in Western Australia, meaning that any teacher wanting to study gifted education must travel to the Eastern States, at their own expense, or study externally.  There is no incentive for teachers to undertake this training.

As most teachers do not have the necessary training in gifted education they often rely on their assumptions, and often on the myths surrounding gifted education, to provide for the needs of the gifted children.

GATCA recently did a survey of schools throughout Western Australia.  This survey asked for the number of staff that held formal gifted qualifications.

From the responses to this survey it was found that the number of teachers with formal qualifications in gifted education is very marginal.  One teacher had studied gifted education as a semester unit in a master of education, several had been “trained through PEAC”, and two had special education training.  There may well be other teachers out there who have not been recognised as having the qualifications but the general feeling amongst the parents of GATCA is that this is far too low.

It has also been found that provision of professional development in gifted education is not sufficient.  Some teachers who have/had gifted children in their class go to one or two professional development sessions, some of these only two hours long.  There are only a limited number of these professional development sessions that are done by people with qualifications in gifted education.

The association is concerned about the limited number of teachers who have formal qualifications in gifted education.  It is our believe that all preservice teachers should do at least one compulsory unit of gifted education; and that teachers working primarily with gifted children should have formal qualifications with at least three units of gifted education.  The association is also concerned about the professional development of teachers of gifted children and feels that schools need to be given support to release teachers to attend comprehensive inservice done by formally qualified staff.

Arrangements for giving the gifted early access to tertiary education; the participation of the gifted in tertiary education.

The association believes that the current availability of early access to tertiary education is not at the level it could be.

The adequacy of research on gifted education and its uptake by the teaching profession.

There is a lot of research into gifted education, some of it by Australian and Western Australian researchers.  The concern GATCA has is that either the education department or the schools are not acknowledging the information included in the research.

The association is concerned about the slow uptake of current research by the teaching profession.  The association would like to see a centre for gifted education based in Western Australia, and indeed each state and territory, which carries out research on concerns of the state.  The centre would also be able to disseminate the information to the teachers and run professional development on current research.

Implications for education policy and administration
The suitability of benchmarks provided by Australian and international best practice to inform planning for gifted education. 

GATCA feels this is a question best answered by professionals.

The adequacy of present funding and administrative arrangements to execute policies on gifted education.

It is the belief of GATCA that the current rate of funding is too low to suitably meet the needs of gifted and talented children.  

Analogies with arrangements for other types of special education.

There are many areas that correlate with other special education areas.   In both incidences there is a need:

· For early identification and intervention

· To design and implement an appropriate differentiated curriculum.

· Suit the individual in terms of the pace and content of the curriculum.

· To accept each child is special and individual – and so remove the stigma related to “giftedness”

· Ensure continuity throughout a school career.

· For appropriately trained teachers.

· Support of all staff in differentiating the school career of the child.

Teacher training needs (preservice and inservice)

As has been mentioned continuously throughout the submission there needs to be appropriate training of teachers, both in inservice and preservice.  The association believes that all teachers should have at least one unit of gifted education, and that all teachers dealing specifically with gifted children should have at least three units of gifted education.

Arrangements for giving gifted early access to tertiary education.

GATCA would wholeheartedly support such an option.

The implications of all this for funding.

By spending a relatively small amount on gifted education the government will be averting the serious cost to society that will occur if the intellectual, social and emotional needs of gifted students are not met. 

How research needs should be satisfied and funded in context of research on education generally.

The research into gifted education should be based in each state.  A research centre could be responsible for local research and informing parents and teachers of current international research.  Such a centre could also be involved in the support of families, students and teachers.

The appropriate role of the Commonwealth in supporting education of the gifted.

It is imperative that the Commonwealth intervene in the current state of gifted education.  

GATCA would like to see the Commonwealth take the following initiatives:

· Provide funding for a local research centre to be developed in Western Australia.  This could be university based, and extra funding could be given to the first university to set up such a centre.
· Provide grants for local research into gifted education
· Have a national definition of the terms “gifted” and “talented” 
· Run a national campaign to take the stigma from the above terms.  The myths surrounding gifted education need to be dispelled.
· Ensure that all teachers receive appropriate training in gifted education.  A suggestion here would be that universities make it a prerequisite or they do not receive Commonwealth funding.
· Provide awards for teachers and schools that demonstrate excellence in the field of gifted education.

Finally GATCA recognises the wonderful efforts of the individual teachers who are trying to hold together education for our most precious resource, our gifted students.  We acknowledge that there are some fantastic individual efforts, however we need to have more than individuals working on this.


GATCA looks forward to presenting the concerns of parents to the hearing. 

Janelle Spicer

On behalf of GATCA
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