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ROSEMARY’S STORY 

(Part of an ongoing email dialogue in which Stephanie Tolan, Rosemary Cathcart and Jo Freitag shared experiences).

Perhaps it's my turn to tell a story, which is also a tad long (more than a tad) but hopefully relevant. Back in 1992, I was asked by our New Zealand Special Education Service to take on a (supposedly) part-time position as their one and only advisor on G&T children, on a user-pays basis. They had been trying unsuccessfully to persuade the Ministry that they should be allowed to include gifted children in special needs services, and the thought was that if they could build up evidence from actual cases, perhaps they could change the Ministry's mind. 
I was supposed to work in just one part of Auckland, but before long was traveling the country. We got the evidence all right! But the Ministry refused point blank to accept it and maintained its stand that it would do nothing for gifted children. I loved the job, but by 1995 had realised that essentially it was not advancing the cause. 
Thus I decided to leave the Service and set up an education centre which would be dedicated solely to gifted children and which would make gifted education visible both to those who needed help and those with expertise to share. I had absolutely no capital, not one cent. Savings with only a part-time income and a husband who'd had a couple of years off work with an injury had not really been possible. Fortunately I persuaded a school to give me an office free of charge (next door to the brass band tutor's room), borrowed some furniture from home and raided my children's puzzles and books, and got under way with parent consultations and workshops for schools.
A few months later we started the One Day School programme based on my own REACH model. The very first reaction to that was a front-page headline in the Herald, the country's largest newspaper, claiming that I was trying to take money off children in wheelchairs. In fact we had very little money and it took years and disappointment after disappointment before we persuaded anybody, let alone the Ministry, to give us any funding. We had to charge a fee in order to make the programme operable, but I was determined to make it as accessible as possible, so we introduced scaled fees depending on income; all our staff - outstanding teachers - agreed to work for salaries that were far, far less than they would have got in the Ministry's service; and for a long time we worked with minimal resources - third world, really, paper and paint, some second-hand books purchased at fairs, boxes of "junk" for construction. But marvelous teachers can work miracles even with such limited resources.
By then we had left the brass band tutor and set up home in the underground crypt of a central city church which we shared with a large number of church mice. My staff being vegetarian, I had to buy mouse traps which would not actually kill the mice, so the first job each morning was to gingerly manoeuvre the mouse of the day into a little plastic bag and take it across the road to the nearby park for release. When we became a little more affluent, we moved into the church hall, which was bigger, lighter and brighter - especially where the sun came through the holes in the roof. We shared the hall with a possum in the roof who had a bad cough and with a couple of rats which had to be caught by a rat-catcher who turned out to be personally terrified of rats. He took them away for release in a park in one of Auckland's most affluent suburbs where I presume they enjoyed luxuries unknown in their church hall diet. Another feature of our accommodation was that the wiring was enclosed in metal pipes and when it rained, the rain came out one of the light switches. The children were very disappointed when we finally left this home and moved into a school which had no such special features.

As we began to need additional venues, these too were sometimes rather different. In one area we ran classes in a fire station - we had been offered the local rugby club lounge, but the neighbours thought having gifted children next door would lower the value of their properties, so we had to look elsewhere. But still the children came and kept coming and the reputation of the programme grew - parents wrote of it saving their children's lives, and we ourselves could see the difference in those children. Ultimately it had venues throughout the country, with about 600 assessed gifted children enrolled, and "One Day School" lost its capitals and became a generic term used by many schools for programmes following in that style.
By that time, we were also I think the largest provider of professional development in this field in New Zealand, were working with people carrying out research in the field, usually Masters Students, and were also delivering parent workshops. 
In 1999, our national parliamentary elections came up, so I organised a political meeting and asked the education spokespeople from all the major parties to give their policies on gifted education - which did not of course take very long - but they spoke to a school hall full of passionate, articulate One Day School parents. Wisely reading the feelings of all these potential voters, the politician who went on to become our next Minister of Education promised the meeting that he would set up a Minister's Working Party on Gifted Education if elected. He kept his promise, and the outcome of that was that our education regulations which govern every school in the country were changed to make it a requirement for every school to identify and provide for gifted children. A long way from church mice. 
But throughout all this time, we continued to receive so many knockbacks. So many grant applications refused. So many principals telling parents that we deliberately misled them about their children being gifted when they weren't really, just in order to get their money. A university tutor repeatedly telling students that of course none of our work was research-based - not that the tutor in question had ever been to visit us or met with any of the researchers whose work we supported.  A Ministry booklet (another outcome of our advocacy) in which our centre, still the only one of its kind, was represented as having no other function than to provide holiday programmes. And so on and on. 
But in the end, whatever may be publicly said, what matters is those children whose lives are different. 
I guess what I have learned from all this is that when you truly believe in what you are doing, when you have searched your heart and soul and mind about the integrity of your purpose, then you have the power and the energy to generate change. Your conviction, even your anger at what is not right, give you that power and energy. So much of what has been flung at me and my staff over the years has been really personally hurtful, there were so many disappointments - but we changed things. Just very ordinary people can change things, even when the task seems utterly impossible, that's what we found. 
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