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It’s a great joy to be talking to you all, not as an expert sitting on a panel, but as a person who has hung around with gifted visual-spatial kids for the last eight or nine years. This forum gives me an opportunity to tell you what joy I’ve had out of working with these children. 
I thought first of all I would just give you some examples out of the five hundred or so children I’ve now seen. But what I remember most about them all is the brightness in their eyes, their love of learning, the magical way they think and it’s difficult to pick out two or three examples. These children come in and they bring me drawings, they bring their musical instruments and they play for me. It’s difficult to think of only one or two examples but I’ll do my best. 

I remember about eight years ago, seeing a boy who eight years old and he LOVED dancing. The second time I saw him, he arrived with string and blankets and banners and his cassette recorder and then he then rigged up a stage in my consulting room. The blankets were the stage curtains from which he emerged with a great flourish. He played music on his cassette recorder and then he danced for me and he loved dancing, he was passionate about dancing. He had made this dance up himself and he brought it to share it with me. 
That epitomises these children for me. They have enormous talents, they have wonderful imagination, they have visions of what is possible and they are passionate. I always feel fortunate that they want to share their passion with me.

Last Friday, I saw another boy who brought his trumpet and he played Brahms’ lullaby for me and I was just about in tears. 
Today, I am actually sitting in my consulting room and I am looking, right this moment, at a drawing a girl did for me about five years ago while we were talking. It is a very colourful drawing of a gigantic clown, she did it in about ten minutes and it’s a work of art. It’s absolutely beautiful and it sits on my wall giving me joy every day and it reminds me of her. 

Of course, I only get to see these children because they’re having difficulties at school. When I sit and talk with them, it’s obvious that we need to label them "Gifted Learning Disabled" so that our education system can be modified for them.  But it’s equally obvious that they don’t have a learning difficulty let alone a learning disability. 
These children learn perfectly well. They sit with me and I explain learning styles to them and how thinking works and how brains work. Then, together, we identify their thinking and learning style. They work out how their brains work.  These children are very bright and they are with me the whole way even though I’m working at a reasonably complex level. These children have no difficulty following what I'm talking about, so these children don’t have a learning difficulty. 

What we have here is more a societal problem; we have a mismatch between the way our school system teaches, in the main, and the way these children think and learn. The problem is not in the child; the problem is in the system – and it’s really not in the system, because the system teaches, or has taught in the past, for the majority of thinkers. 

The problem is in the mismatch between the way the system teaches and the way these children learn, so there’s a sort of a gap and that gap is the problem. I hold my hand up and say to the kids, here is Fred or Samantha learning like this and then a foot away from Fred and Samantha’s learning I hold up my other hand and I say here is the way the school system teaches. There’s the gap - that’s the problem. 

Fred or Samantha are busily trying to fix Fred or Samantha and not doing a very good job of it, because Fred or Samantha have nothing wrong with them and therefore they can’t be fixed. What we really need to do is bring Fred or Samantha‘s learning style and the school system's main teaching style closer together. Having a forum like this is one of the ways we can do this, by spreading information. 

The kids I see are very happy with this explanation and I usually see immediate relief on their faces. It is not their learning style that does damage to these kids. What does the damage is the concentration on their weakness, the concentration on the fact that they don’t spell particularly well, that their handwriting is not good, that handwriting is laborious, that they have difficulty hearing and following directions. 
In our educational system we are trained to remediate and so we concentrate on trying to fix the weaknesses. What happens with that approach is two things: one is that these children, who have magic in their heads, who can see the most beautiful pictures and have great creative thinking, have vivid imaginations, can create wonderful stories, solve problems, be the inventors of the world, the artistic souls of the world; these children don’t learn how to use their strengths. They don’t learn how to use what they’re really good at (visual thinking) and, in fact, they are often not aware that they are good at it. 

What happens to these kids is that they themselves concentrate or are made to concentrate all the time on their area of weakness. What that does to you inside of course is what really does the damage, because if you struggle away, struggle, struggle, struggle, and you don’t really improve all that much, after a while you can only think of yourself as dumb. We reinforce that; our system reinforces that for years and years and years. That’s what does the damage. 
So as parents and teachers of gifted visual spatial learners, our job is to get them through the school system feeling good about themselves, with their self-esteem intact; not to worry too much about the outcome but get them through the system feeling OK and feeling good.

Let me give you a few examples of what I call the magic in their heads. 

A little girl came in to see me and she had  – well, she wasn’t so little – she’d had ten years of remediation. She couldn’t spell and after ten years of remediation,  twice a week, she still couldn’t spell. We sat and we talked for about three quarters of an hour and identified her visual spatial thinking and learning style. Then I said ‘I’ll show you how to spell’ and I showed her how to spell visually. Then we talked about finding somewhere magical in her head for her to put the correct spelling words so she could find them again. After that, the little girl jumped up, gave me a big hug and danced out of my consulting room all the way to the lift. 

Another little boy – who was a little boy this time – came in and he couldn’t spell either. So we went through the process and I said ‘Give me a word you would like to spell’ expecting a four- letter word. This boy who was having enormous difficulty with spelling, said ‘I want to spell meteorologist’ and I sort of sat there thinking ‘Oh my God, what do I do? Do I let him have a go at it? What if he fails?’ all that stuff went through my head. 
I decided that I had to respect him and if he wanted to have a go at spelling meteorologist I had to let him. So we did it visually: I put it down on paper in big coloured letters and we went through the process. This boy who could not spell anything much at all correctly, then spelled meteorologist frontwards and backwards absolutely correctly. At that point I had to pick his parents up off the floor because they had nearly fallen off the couch in amazement. 

That’s the benefit that can come from explaining to children how they think, that their thinking is a great strength, that it’s very powerful thinking, that it’s rich, it’s textured, it’s problem solving. In other words it’s just simply wondrous. When you explain that strength of thinking to them and explain that the problem is not in them and you give them techniques and skills for using their strengths, that’s what you get. Great joy!

As I said, I’ve worked with over five hundred children and I have a spot in my heart for every single one of them, they give me enormous joy. I also I feel at the same time great sadness, because there seems to be a never ending stream of them. However, being the eternal optimist that I am, I think that if we go on spreading information to people and if all of us just do our small bit to get the information out there, then these children will go on to really enjoy themselves, their strengths, and their talents. 
And our world will be enriched because of it.
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