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Engaging with Schools
It is natural and right that the parents of a child acknowledged as gifted and talented may have some concerns about how their school will recognise, accept and nurture these gifts and talents.
Parents wonder what they can do to work with their schools to help their gifted child enjoy school and reach their potential. This document serves to provide ideas and suggestions for working WITH your school FOR your child.
How do we choose a school?
There is an easy-to-read ‘guide’ to choosing a school that is recommended to parents at this particular stage of their journey with a gifted and talented child. Whilst it is currently being updated, the information within the original publication remains valuable and relevant. 
Check the online discussions happening though the parent forum of the NZ Association for Gifted Children. Access to the forum is open to all, and it is an excellent forum to ask questions of other parents who are having, or have had, shared similar experiences. 
What do I do if the teacher doesn’t see my child as gifted?
When considering this question, remember that the research strongly supports the finding that parental recognition of gifted children is a highly accurate indicator. However, for a plethora of reasons, parents can feel unqualified to suggest anything contrary to that which the teacher perceives. There are very real barriers for some children being identified in their classroom.
· The teacher may not have any knowledge or training in identifying gifted children. The majority of teachers in today’s NZ classrooms received no pre-service training in identifying and providing for gifted learners. While this training is now an option in some teacher training programmes, it is not yet mandatory throughout New Zealand. 
· It is important to remember that many teachers are doing the best they can for a class of 30+ students. They need to deal with learning disabilities, behaviour problems, social issues, and the students who are working in the average range, as well as your gifted child’s needs, within the constraints of time and resources. Keep this in mind when you meet with the teacher to discuss your child.

· Remember that your child’s teacher only sees what your child does in class. If your child is underperforming, the teacher may not have seen any evidence of what your child is capable of. There are a number of issues that may be masking your child’s true ability. 

· If your child struggles with writing, then their written work may not reflect their knowledge or thinking ability. 

· Some gifted and talented students find test taking very stressful, or irrelevant, so their marks will not accurately reflect their true ability.
· Conversely, some children do not see the value in completing a test that does not challenge them, so they score poorly. 

· Gifted children often struggle to write down all of their ideas that are racing through their heads. Their written work can be a more simplistic version of their thinking. 
· An underachieving student may be put down a group based on poor test results, so find the work is more boring, and so they do even less work. This trend may continue to spiral downwards.

· Some gifted students may be afraid of being different. They don’t want to be the geek or nerd, so they purposely underscore. 
· Some gifted students are afraid to take risks or make mistakes, so they won’t try the more challenging work. 
· Fear of failure and/or perfectionism can affect a gifted child’s work at school. Does your child’s teacher know about these traits in your child? Gifted students can be hindered by these perfectionist tendencies, and need the support of a safe environment, while being taught strategies to assist. 
· Mastery (eg spelling or basic facts) can be an issue. Many gifted students ‘don’t see the point’, and will resist rote learning and constant repetition. Many ‘know’ the answers, but don’t see value in being able to explain it. However, with many schools ‘insisting’ on mastery to progress, the downward spiral can begin again.
· Lack of pretty borders, general work presentation, task completion issues – all of these can affect how some gifted children ‘present’ to their classroom teacher. Gifted children may not see these tasks as relevant, and/or a child with perfectionist issues may not often complete anything at all. 
My child complains of being bored at school
· If your child is underscoring, the teacher will not see the need to move them up a group, as it ‘appears’ they cannot handle the work now.

· You may want to ask for your child to be tested at a higher level to see if they can cope with the work.

· You may ask for the testing to go beyond the age/year range as the top test may still not be enough to challenge him/her. This is often evident in a junior school class, when children have started school reading ‘chapter books’ and are bringing home basic primary reading materials. Disenchanted and disengaged, the child switches off – but the view the teacher gets is one of a child not achieving.
· Schools still using PAT testing to make decisions on group of class placements can also be asked to offer tests above the age/class levels. Whilst it is true that this can skew the statistical analysis if taken as part of the whole class testing, an interested and willing teacher may arrange a separate time to see just how far a child can go. A year 4 student consistently achieving 90% or more on the Year 4 PAT tests may well achieve similar in the Year 5 tests.
· If your child is not being challenged, you may want to investigate why. Listen to the voice of your child, and ask questions of the teacher. You do not need to challenge, but together the teacher and parent should be providing the best support for the child.
What programmes are in place at your school? What is the selection process?
Each school has the opportunity to extend their students. You need to be aware of what is available at your school and what the selection process is. 
· Again, ask. What programmes are there? How are children selected for inclusion? When do they start (many do not start until Year 4)? How long do they run for – a term? A year?
· If your child did not score well on PAT tests, they may not be selected to participate in extension or gifted programmes at your school.

· As previously mentioned, some gifted children do not see the point of doing well on tests, so do not try hard to achieve on them. Also, if your child finds them stressful or has been ill, it may result in lower scores.

· Ask if the PAT scores are part or all of the criteria used to select students for the programme.

· Remember that the GATE person in your school is often the person responsible for selecting students for programmes. They may not be trained in this area.
· Also remember that your gifted perfectionist may NEVER get anything finished! It is increasingly common that schools adopt a multi-faceted model for identifying gifted and talented children…but those that neither achieve nor complete work may be overlooked.
The best way to approach the school and IEPs 

An increasing number of schools are offered IEPs (Individualised Education Programmes) or ILPs (Individualised Learning Programmes). In some schools these are not limited to children with identified special learning needs, at either end of the continuum. Many schools are committed to providing individualised learning for every student. Some of these ideas may be helpful to you in working with your school on such a plan for your gifted or talented child. These suggestions were compiled by an experienced primary/intermediate school teacher with a good understanding of gifted children. Her views therefore recognise ‘both sides’ of the discussion.
Where the child is already in a school and is clearly showing signs of giftedness it is important that parents are informed by the school about the programme to meet the needs of their child and how the child is progressing. To do this effectively, you need to develop positive two-way communication.
Ideas to develop this include:

· Keep in regular contact with the class teacher about your child; how they are doing in class, any areas of need, what you as a parent can do to support the teacher and the child’s learning. Keep all conversations polite, show interest and discuss. A two way conversation will not work if one or both parties aren’t listening to each other. A parent will not see a favourable result if they go into the discussion making accusations, are pushy, demanding and/or threatening. 

· If you feel the teacher is not listening or that your child is not benefitting from the classroom programmes being offered then make an appointment with a senior management person to discuss concerns. This could be the senior teacher of the team, an assistant principal, a deputy principal, the principal, the teacher in charge of the extension programmes or the RTLB for the school (Resource Teacher for Learning and Behaviour). Bring any evidence with you to this meeting. In selecting the person to speak to, ask parents/the class teacher who would be the best person. Take a support person with you to this meeting who knows the child and can support what you say.

· In speaking to senior management don’t complain about the teacher- keep the objective in mind - a programme that will better meet the learning needs of your child. Discuss what you notice regarding your child and his/her learning; present any evidence around ability/giftedness. 

· Do not expect an answer then and there. Senior management will need time to talk with the class teacher, review samples of the child’s work, discuss with other members of staff who work with the child, review standardized test results, talk with the person in charge of the extension programmes etc…in other words gather information. Suggest to the senior management person that you don’t need an answer just yet but you would like to meet with them in a couple of weeks once they have had a chance to gather any information they need in order to make a decision on how to progress. Set an appointment time.

· At the next meeting listen to what is said. Remember that the schools role is to do the best for your child but there are restrictions to what they can do e.g. funding, number of teaching staff, knowledge around giftedness, large class sizes, a mixture of abilities and needs within a classroom. If the school has extension classes for gifted and talented children ask if your child could have a trial period and then ask for a meeting with the extension teacher to review his/her findings.

· Often, if the previous step is successful, a relationship has built between parents and school for the benefit of the child. Thank the person for listening and ask if you could contact them in future if you have any questions.
· If you are still not satisfied that a programme is in place to assist with meeting the learning needs of your child, ask if the teacher could meet with you and the school’s RTLB to develop an I.E.P (individual education plan). In the IEP parents and any teacher who works with the child develop agreed goals around the child’s learning and considers strategies for achieving these goals. Teachers use these goals to plan programmes around the child’s learning. Traditionally an I.E P is completed twice yearly. These are very beneficial but require extra paperwork and reporting by the teacher on top of an already crowded workload. So goals need to be specific and key areas targeted. It does not have to include every curriculum area and every aspect of school life.

· If parents are not satisfied with the school’s response after discussing their child’s needs with the class teacher and/or senior management then I would suggest they look at their choices as parents. Each school will have a complaints procedure parents can follow in order to lodge a complaint and work towards a resolution. This is very much a last resort, so if at all possible think of alternatives.
· Complaints processes for schools usually involve talking to the following people (in order):-
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· It is necessary to check with the school to find out about their complaints procedure prior to writing to the Board of Trustees or going further. At each stage the family must give the school an opportunity to meet and discuss the concern raised, to investigate the concern and to consider if and what their response will be. Remember also the school does not have to comply to the parents’ wishes. However, the school does have an obligation to cater as best as they can, within the constraints of the organization of the school, for the individual learning needs of the child.

When you do meet with the teacher, please remember
· Don’t bring past baggage to Parent/Teacher meetings. 

· Use a positive tone of voice and approach.

· Don’t talk negatively about the teacher in front of the child. 

· Ask what extra-curricular activities and groups are offered at the school. 

· If your child is twice-exceptional, keep in mind that the ‘giftedness’ may well be masked by the ‘difficulty’ in a classroom situation. Assist the teacher with anecdotes and examples that you, as parents, bring to the meeting.
· Unless the environment is safe for them, gifted children may not share their ideas or to write what they know.
· Remember, your child’s behaviour will often influence their inclusion or exclusion in extension, accelerated, or gifted programmes. Ask what your child is doing in class and what you can do to support them in moving forward. (Also remember, neither giftedness nor talent excuses rudeness). 

· If you are going to ask for your child to be accelerated or switch classes, be sure to ask the child first. They may be concerned about leaving friends behind, and unsure of their reception in the new class. Remember that it is often more difficult for the gifted child to make close classroom friends if they are working at a level far above the rest of the class. True intellectual peers may in fact be a few years older. It is important to have a full and open discussion with your child on this - they should have some say in the making of this decision. 

Resources that may help
· Nurturing Gifted and Talented Children: A Parent-Teacher Partnership 2008 is available in the Toolbox on this page. This book was produced by the Ministry of Education, and was distributed to all schools. Schools can be asked to source replacement copies if necessary, or you can order one of your own through Learning Media. This is a NZ resource, with valuable suggestions on ways parents and teachers can work in partnership to support the learning of gifted and talented children.

· Gifted Kids Programme (GKP) 

· New Zealand Association for Gifted Children 

· The Gifted Education Centre 
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