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The Gifted Parents’ Advisory Committee got started in September, with 19 members whose children represent a balance among grade levels, backgrounds, and length of time in the program.  We were able to retain a few of our more active members of the PAC that worked on helping us establish the Gifted High School Program. The success of that committee actually led to the establishment of this one: in the process of their research, we had identified a variety of improvements and changes we wanted to see in the overall gifted programs.

Our first order of business was just to get to know each other and to generate a list of issues each member of the committee thinks needs to be addressed.  The list got long. Some of the issues – things like homework, which continues to be a hot button – have come up before. Some are new. We took some time to sort and group these issues, getting it down to about 17 different “groups,” then voted to identify our highest priorities.  

From that, we came up with a list of six high priorities that warranted our immediate attention:

· Definition of the Program
· Overcrowding at Stevenson
· Following up on the Gifted High School Program

· Reviewing the homework load at all levels
· Outreach both within and outside the program
· Admissions criteria and process
For each of the areas, we established subcommittees which will be taking primary responsibility for working on defining the needs and proposing solutions. In some cases, they may go ahead and work on creating the solutions.  The Outreach subcommittee, for example, is working on materials and information that can be used in making teachers and parents aware of how to identify gifted children. The chair of each subcommittee will be getting back to the PAC in writing with a summary of their progress just prior to our next meeting (Jan. 30). After that, we will be able to provide you with a summary on each subcommittee’s progress.
The subject that dominates the work of all other subcommittees is, of course, the definition of the program. This “Two Views” Subcommittee is starting with the materials currently used for PRISM – a name that we hope to be eliminating – and comparing these against programs established in other cities and states, current gifted research, and the values and opinions of PRISM families. From these data, this subcommittee intends to propose a program philosophy to guide development of all other program features, as well as suggestions for guiding definition and/or development of all other program features, the gifted community, and on-going program evaluation.
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Overcrowding at Stevenson has reached crisis stage.  Our subcommittee, which includes Michelle Carroll as a staff representative with a vested interest, is looking for alternative ways of solving this problem and intends to come back to the committee with suggestions.
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The Gifted High School Program follow up group is looking at how things are going so far, particularly what needs to be fixed and how to fix it. This subcommittee will be actively involved in planning out the upper grades of this part of the program (sophomore, junior and senior years).  At the same time, Sharon Collins has been busy surveying our inaugural GHSP class to determine their views on how things are going.  The results of that survey are interesting, largely positive, and available for review on line on the District website.
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The Homework Subcommittee is working on summarizing all the research and views that have been expressed to date. They may come back with a recommendation for change, but this is still a difficult issue because it is impossible to mandate homework by the hour.
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Outreach is an ongoing need that requires a permanent solution. The subcommittee is defining the various groups that need to be reached, the types of messages they need to be receiving, and the ways to get these messages out to these groups. It already has several pieces in process that should be available shortly.
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Admissions is another huge, far-reaching issue that will take some time to sort out. We are aware that the current makeup of our gifted program does not reflect our overall population. This subcommittee is researching what testing and assessment methods exist and are being used with what level of success elsewhere, looking especially at adjusting for cultural and ESL differences. They are also investigating how families make the decision of whether to participate in the program, and general awareness of the program throughout the district. Ideally, we would like to see every child who needs the challenge, rigor, and social and emotional support of a gifted program become a part of this program, and we would expect that group to look like an ethnic and economic microcosm of Bellevue School District as a whole.
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Overall, we believe the 2006-07 Gifted PAC is making great progress. The group is organized, focused, and very busy. We’ll be releasing progress reports periodically to keep you informed.  
Meanwhile, if you have input to the committee, we’d be glad to hear from you. E-mail us at gatepac@bsd405.org 
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