EPIC Issues and Concerns with Gifted Education Changes & Cuts


· Gifted Education has undergone extensive changes in the past several years as the state has mandated identification of academically and cognitively gifted students K-12 with House Bill 282. Gifted Education has come to mean more than just providing extra-curricular activities for able students. Though the state legislators never followed through with a mandate for service to identified students, Hilliard has committed to and enacted a Service Plan which addresses academic, social, and emotional needs of more students than ever before. Programs and staff put in place to identify, support, and serve gifted students have provided meaningful educational experiences for cognitively advanced students who often otherwise experience school as a place where they are neither understood nor challenged. We have believed that the administration in Hilliard has understood the need to differentiate educational opportunities for this capable, yet vulnerable population. Many challenges must still be addressed to provide services to a rapidly growing, educationally and culturally diverse student population and it is reasonable to expect that progress at the pace of the last 4 years may not be possible in these tough economic times. The decision to eliminate the position of the Gifted Services Coordinator and to discount the current Coordinator, whose knowledge and expertise are highly regarded and valued not only in this district but throughout the state, raises questions about the previous commitments of the administration and the Board to serve the needs of gifted students. We have asked for a clear position to be stated by the district about the future of Gifted Education in Hilliard.

· We have appreciated and valued a relationship with the administration of the Hilliard City School District and its continued support for educational programs and teachers who can help to meet the diverse educational and social/ emotional needs of Hilliard’s most academically talented students. While we fully expect the Gifted Services Department to assume some of the burden of the budget cuts necessary at this time, the far reaching implications of the choice made by administrators and approved by the Board to eliminate the position of Gifted Services Coordinator have caused great concern and question in our Parent Group about Hilliard’s commitment to serve students requiring special educational considerations. The impact of this cut is grossly disproportionate other cuts made when compared to the impact on the overall department leadership and the resources and experience available for parents and children to draw upon.  Gifted Services is losing its principal player, and the very infrastructure and totality of the department is threatened. We have requested a clear communication about the structure of the District’s Gifted Services Department Gifted Education in Hilliard, and which services will be offered next year so that we may communicate that information to EPIC parents.

· While Ohio Rule does allow Funds from coordinator unit funding to be used for teachers, there is an exception to that rule if a school district is receiving the maximum amount of state funding allowable through their unit funding guidelines. It has been confirmed by David Ehle at the ODE that Hilliard is, indeed, receiving the maximum amount of funding available for Gifted Education and cannot use coordinator funding for teaching units. Elimination of the coordinator position will eliminate the availability of those funds to our school district. Extensive inquiry to ODE has occurred to date, so the ODE will certainly scrutinize any requests by the district for coordinator funding if the position is eliminated as part of the overall budget reduction. Based on the decisions made to date, we can only conclude that funding will be lost for our district. This decision appears to be less than educationally and fiscally responsible. We have requested clarification about the impact on funding from Dale McVey and Denise Bobbitt.

· Parents invited by the school administration to participate in the selection of the Gifted Services Director last year expressed serious concern about the process through which the position was filled. While Hilliard is recognized nationally as a leader in Gifted Education and could easily have attracted someone with significant experiences in this arena, solicitation of resumes was extremely limited in time and scope.  Parents involved in this process expressed concern about the experience level of candidates sent forward for final selection by the superintendent. Those parents were given assurances by the assistant superintendents involved in the hiring process that the skills and experience of the Gifted Services Coordinator would be available to assist in the learning curve of an inexperienced Director. One year is not adequate time to complete that learning curve. Administrators are now demonstrating that their assurances were not sincere and they are willing to disregard commitments to parents, taxpayers and voters in the community. 

· Through team building and facilitator skills possessed by our current Gifted Services Coordinator, parents, teachers and administrators have been able to work together to find viable academic solutions for children demonstrating the greatest needs. Teachers and administrators who have had little or no formal education about the characteristics and abilities of gifted students have been educated by the coordinator and have found innovative and effective solutions for students. The expanding cultural diversity in our community brings communication challenges and the current coordinator has undergone training to improve her own ability to communicate with parents from families with extreme cultural differences. These and many other skills have kept many emotionally charged situations with gifted children from ever getting to court. The administration appears to give no value to the skills which have prevented much litigation that plagues other special education departments. 
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