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It is not often that gifted education enjoys a turn in the political spotlight, yet in recent months both British Prime Minister Tony Blair and American President Bill Clinton have publicly declared their support for national efforts towards raising the quality of education in general, and education for academically gifted students in particular.  In moving from such global rhetoric to possible Australian federal initiatives in the area of gifted education, we would like to suggest that there is an overseas model which could be readily adapted to fulfil an urgent need in Australia, viz., the US National Merit Scholars Scheme, which, as readers may be aware, acts as an equity instrument to locate and support the best and brightest towards matriculation.

Below is our proposal for an Australian Scholars Scheme.  The figures are calculated to provide support for between one third and one half of the population of exceptionally academically gifted children.  Research indicates that possibly up to as much as 25% of this population drops out before completing secondary school due to inappropriate and unchallenging educational provision.

Apart from its practical value, the implementation of our proposal could be a valuable consciousness raising exercise, while affording the relevant Minister an opportunity to develop a positive working relationship with Australia’s rapidly growing gifted education community.

***************************************************************************

Australian Scholars Scheme

Aim: To provide financial support for selected families and schools of exceptionally academically gifted secondary school students throughout Australia.

Rationale: Educational research and experience, both in Australia and overseas, shows that to recognise and realise the maximum potential of children who are gifted in academic domains, scholarship support and access to specialised facilities are necessary throughout adolescence, that period which is critical for the development of specific talents. Such support is currently provided for children who are gifted in sport or the fine arts. The Australian Scholars Scheme would provide opportunities for academically gifted students to engage in education at a level appropriate to their high intellectual capabilities, and thus prepare for success in university studies and ultimately careers in which such talents will contribute to specific improvements in economic productivity and social standards.

Implementation: The Australian Scholars Scheme would provide a cash scholarship to the value of $3000 (indexed) p.a. for each of fifty Australian secondary students for each year of their secondary schooling.

Fifty scholars per school-year would cater for about 50% of the Australian age-cohort of exceptionally academically gifted children.

The scholarship would be paid to the student’s family ($2000 p.a.) and the student's school ($1000 p.a.) to support specialised and advanced academic pursuits which otherwise would not be available.

Selection would normally occur in the final primary school year. However, some allowance for late-developing students could be made with supplementary selection during the first two secondary school years. In the first year of operation, applications would be sought from students in Years 6 to 10. 

Identification would be based on both demonstrated proficiency and potential across a wide variety of indicators which have been established as reliable identifiers of academic giftedness, e.g., results in national competitions in mathematics, science, and creative writing; reports from parents, peers, teachers, and principals; psychological testing.

Annual selection of Scholars would be made by a national Australian Scholars Scheme Committee appointed by the Minister, and composed to ensure proper attention to issues of equity. 

Investiture would be by the Minister, either at an annual ceremony (perhaps in conjunction with a National Scholars’ Forum on Australia’s Future), or ceremonies as appropriate around Australia.

Administration: The scheme would be administered through DEETYA. Payments would be made twice -yearly at mid-semester, from the year of commencement of secondary studies until matriculation, providing the Scholar was enrolled in an approved course of secondary study. 

It might be anticipated that, in so far as Scholars successfully undertake programs of accelerated progression towards early university entrance, award places would become available in less than a six year turn-around.

The annual budget would require about one million dollars (indexed): 

50 (Scholars) x $3000 (scholarship) x 6 (secondary school years) 

$900 000

administration, committee travel, publicity, investiture, forum


$120 000

