Submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee.

Re:  The education of gifted and talented children.

This submission has been prepared by a group of interested parents and teachers (see names at end of submission) from Hay, NSW.  Hay is a small, isolated town of 3,000 people in Western NSW, 700 kilometres west of Sydney.

We wish to particularly address (b)(ii) regarding equitable provision of access to gifted and talented programs and (c) the Commonwealth’s role in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.

This group feels very strongly that provision for gifted and talented children needs to be made in mainstream schooling.  The needs of average and learning difficulty children are met by most school curricula and those of the gifted students should also be addressed within their school experience if our education system is to deliver equitably to all students.  Clever kids need to have the option of completing their schooling in their home town, so the programs offered in the country, especially isolated areas such as ours, should match those of larger centres. 

When funds allocated to extension programs match the sums being allocated to remediation we may be on the path to cleverness as a country.  The Commonwealth needs to inject funds into the state budgets in order to support and achieve this goal.  Therefore we suggest that  the Federal Government look to supporting, through funding, the following suggestions:

· Using the existing infrastructure of  OTEN to provide a gifted and talented strand of courses which could be subsidised by the Commonwealth.

· Encouraging state education departments to use their sport and recreation facilities to run week long camps for gifted and talented students which would enrich, extend and challenge them.  These could be run along the existing model of music and sport camps which presently take place during school term time.

· Providing interactive internet points in all schools to enable more creative use of online courses.

· Creating a scholarship system or reimbursment for teachers undertaking formal qualifications in teaching of gifted and talented children.  Supporting and funding the proposal for a mandatory Gifted and Talented module within new teacher training courses. 

· Employing specialist teachers for gifted and talented in the same way that Support Teachers (Learning Difficulties) and Reading Recovery teachers are currently employed.  An extension teacher such as this could possibly be shared by the two schools in a town of Hay’s size, just as the School Counsellor and Behaviour Management Teacher are shared by the two.

· Provision of grant monies for extension/enrichment days to be run on a regular basis within the school timetable.

· Development and funding of a project like “Mentors on the Move” which might be retired experts in a variety of fields who do a country “tour” travelling together to isolated schools to lead enrichment activities not usually available.

· Provision of funding for travel to and accommodation in larger centres where Extension courses are usually run so that access to these expensive courses is more equitable.  These courses are usually between 300 and 700 kilometres from Hay and most families simply cannot afford to have their children attend them, especially if they have several children who might be eligible.  Subsidised on-campus accommodation would be ideal for these holiday programmes.

If Australia really is to be the “clever country” the Commonwealth needs to provide the funding for a variety of programs which will be run by state education departments, universities, regional education offices or the schools themselves as an important and integral part of our children’s education – not  optional extracurricular and expensive add-ons to their education. 

 A  financial commitment to gifted and talented students which equals the government’s budgetary support for excellence in sport would be a good starting point.  Perhaps these funds could, in part, be found from the proposed grants unnecessarily being earmarked for wealthy private schools in the Government’s current contentious legislation.
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