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Executive summary

In this submission we highlight the continuing research in the field of gifted education which reinforces the contemporary perspective of giftedness as a multidimensional construct.  Our knowledge of giftedness, the needs of gifted children and ways of teaching gifted children has burgeoned in the last decade.  

We also express concern that much of the research is not being critically applied in schools primarily because of the lack of professional development and engagement of teachers in postgraduate education.  Gifted education is still plagued by a degree of apathy, suspicion and rejection.  Changing attitudes requires sustained professional development and commitment by teachers.  Such commitment will not be made unless there is systemic and public support.  

We describe our experiences in professional development and enrichment activities in Queensland and present an overview of how current policies and practices are being implemented.  Gifted education is in a precarious position.  We recognise many scattered programs and sites of good practice but do not see a sustained push towards a coherent and long-term commitment on the part of the Queensland education system to support gifted education.  Access to children is geographically constrained. If you happen to live near a school implementing some good programs then your gifted child may be fortunate.  This assumes he or she will be identified which is problematic.

We conclude by revisiting the recommendations from the 1988 report and extrapolating from those what needs to be done by the Commonwealth in the coming years.  Not least is the leadership of our national leaders can display to challenge a major facet of our cultural ideology – anti intellectualism.

Attached is an appendix listing research publication of the authors of this submission.

Preamble

This submission will address the main terms of reference of the Committee’s Review from the perspective of the authors.  We will refer to the 1988 Senate Review in discussing the main issues.  Given our positions as University Academics we take a particular interest in research developments and professional development.  This perspective will guide our submission.  

The authors of this submission between them have 25 years of experience in teaching gifted children, researching gifted children and in the provision of support through professional development, advocacy and community service.  Both are teacher educators and have been the recipients of awards for initiatives in gifted education, published internationally and have been invited speakers at relevant conferences.  

As active researchers, teachers and professional developers we have a strong interest in fostering educational strategies that meet the needs of gifted children.  We also believe that we have considerable insights into the problems of implementing effective gifted education.  At QUT we have been able to offer to the public a series of programs for gifted children over the last 10 years
.  These programs cater for children in the age range 6-8 years and 11-12 years.  The younger group attends for a 10-week period for approximately two hours per week, while the older children come for two complete days.  The programs are loosely built around problem solving and investigations in mathematics and science.  These programs have provided opportunities for undergraduate preservice teachers to work directly with gifted children and for research on implementation strategies.  Among our findings we consistently observe the effectiveness of long-term, focused challenge for the children.  Our programs have been acknowledged for their contributions to good practice (Watters & Diezmann, 2000
) and the research findings lauded internationally.  The practical lesson for provision is that programs need to involve a sustained long-term approach.  One-day workshops or visits to special centres are of little value for gifted children.  

It is most appropriate that this review of gifted education should be initiated in the year 2000 – the year of the Sydney Olympics.  The public support, the long-term funding and benefits endowed upon gifted and elite athletes stands in stark contrast to the public support and financial investment that has been provided to those in society who, in the long term, have the greatest potential to confront and solve the problems of the coming decades.  

We now turn our attention to the specific terms of reference.

(a)
A review of developments in the education of gifted and talented children since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children;

Research developments

The 1988 Senate report on Gifted Education – Education of Gifted and Talented Children Education of Gifted and Talented Children – canvassed a broad range of issues related to the education of gifted children.  The timing of the 1988 report was critical in relation to the development of understanding of the concept of giftedness, intelligence and exceptionality.  Indeed it was during the 1980’s that the seminal research on giftedness emerged through the work of Robert Sternberg, Howard Gardner, George Betts, Nick Colengelo, Gary Davis, James Delisle, John Feldhusen, Francois Gagné, June Mayer, Silvia Rimm, Joe Renzulli and Sally Reis. 

Research findings contributed to a broadening of the concept of giftedness from one narrowly defined as involving high IQ, high performance, high achievement, academic orientation or creative dispositions to a more pluralistic and eclectic view of giftedness involving multiple dimensions.  Thus Gardner’s notions of multiple intelligences, Sternberg’s concepts of componential intelligences influenced by the revolution in cognitive science have in the last decade reinforced a broader view of the nature of giftedness.  Furthermore, contributions by Goldman (emotional intelligence), Silverman (asynchronous development and behaviour), Csikszentmihalyi (personality and passion) and the rediscovery of the work of Dabrowski on intellectual development has provided new insights to the nature of giftedness.  Gagné’s model of talent development has also helped to reconcile the nature/nurture debate.  In this model he describes “gifts” as those innate abilities or aptitudes and “talent” as the manifestation of gifts in performance.  His model provides strong arguments for supporting intervention and in particular recognises the important role of parents, teachers and the environment in facilitating the development of potential.

Since the 1988 report, considerable educational and psychological research has introduced insights to thinking and learning.  The notions of constructivism as an epistemological referent for learning, social learning, cooperative learning and neo-Deweyian perspectives on child-centred learning have emerged as powerful theories influencing all aspects of education.  Basic psychological research on thinking, expertise and creativity has fuelled educational research and instigated some good practice.  Many of these studies have included work with gifted children and in one sense much research on gifted education has informed general educational practices now being adopted.  For example, contemporary examination of “rich tasks” as devices to integrate the curriculum in Queensland schools draws upon strategies well established in gifted education.

Although the 1988 report asserted giftedness was associated with proposition that Outstanding individual achievement demonstrates the existence of giftedness (Section 1.2), research has continued to identify a more complex picture.  Underachievement, described as far back as 1983 by Tannenbaum as a serious concern, has continued to attract attention.  Sylvia Rimm (1997
) has described underachievement as “a national epidemic” highlighting the large number of gifted children who fail to complete high school in the USA.  She reports evidence that between 10-20% of high school dropouts are gifted.  Social and peer pressure, rigid and inflexible school environments, and teacher indifference appear to contribute to underachievement, non-conformity, poor-attendance and low-esteem among potentially gifted children.  

The body of research continues to support the need to identify and cater for gifted children in ways that are uniquely matched to their needs.  The contemporary research also focuses on the identification and programming for children from the earliest years of school.  

Implications and outcomes of research

Dissemination of research findings is always problematic.  The desirable target, as beneficiaries are teachers and parents. While there has been a substantial increase in publications on gifted education and in particular international monographs such as the International handbook of Research and Development of Giftedness and Talent published by Pergamon Press, and a substantial number of national and international conferences are available for sharing of research, few teachers have opportunities to access information.  In preservice teacher education programs, students would be fortunate to receive more than a token one or two lectures.   There has been an increase in the last decade in the number of PhD completions in the area but few classroom practitioners undertake basic postgraduate education (eg certificates, diplomas, or masters).  Given the lack of incentive at least in Queensland this is not surprising.  This situation contrasts strongly with that in the US where, in many states, gifted education is mandatory and teachers must have special educational qualifications (e.g. for an overview see http://ericec.org/fact/stateres.htm).  

In our experience working with teachers through professional development programs, a degree of apathy and opposition to gifted education exists within the profession, which discourages many teachers from pursuing studies in this area.  Notwithstanding a pervasive groundswell of opposition, there is a strong demand for professional development often met through commercial consultants driven by parental demand.  The quality and effectiveness of these programs is open to debate given the lack of theoretical grounding to many of the programs.  However, they do provide a quick fix.  The absence of sound professional development and leadership in gifted education in schools has produced an uncritical market.

Indeed, what has featured in the last decade is the proliferation of material aimed at the quick fix solution.  Gardner’s multiple intelligence work is an example where there exists a considerable number of publications purporting to capitalise on Gardner’s theory and directed at classroom practices.  Touted to address the needs of gifted children these programs tend to be directed at all children with the argument that what is good for gifted children will be good for all children.   Many of these initiatives trivialise the research and are indeed rejected by Gardner himself.  

However, some significant initiatives have been developed; some of which are supported by research.  Among the most widely advocated approaches include: 

· Curriculum Differentiation

· Acceleration (including early entry to school/high school/university)

· Enrichment and ability grouping

· Thinking skills program

· Structural and curriculum models (School wide enrichment/vertical streaming)

· Add on initiatives such as Future problem solving, Tournament of the Minds, Chess clubs, competitions, and talent searches.
Done well, curriculum differentiation enables the teacher to tailor instruction and educational experiences to suit the needs of individual children.  Such initiatives work where there is a long term monitoring and planning.  Similarly, acceleration whereby children are placed with intellectual peers rather than by age within the school system is in most instances successful.  There is strong support for the effectiveness of acceleration especially in some subject areas.  Associated with acceleration is early entry.  Most Australian states have policies concerning early entry and children who precocious development – advanced reading, and reasoning – may enter school before the normal age.  Studies support early entry but the practice is strongly resisted by many teachers on the basis of perceived emotional maturity.  Entry to high school and early entry to University are equally effective practices.

Enrichment and ability grouping continues to be spasmodically implemented in Queensland schools.  Experience has shown that in the upper high school, pressures on students to perform to get good OP levels (High School Exit Grades in Qld) conflicts with the practice.  Students argue there is insufficient time to waste doing interesting things when they have to get good grades.  In primary school, there are few opportunities for sustained quality enrichment.  The authors of this report have operated the sole program for young gifted children to operate in the greater Brisbane area over the last 10 years.  The demand for places far exceeds the capability of the authors or QUT to cope.  

Considerable controversy exists about thinking skills programs.  This is an area widely exploited by consultants and book publishers who provide program and strategies that masquerade as being for gifted children but in fact are targeted at all children.  While in some cases these initiatives are beneficial they do not provide the necessary challenge for gifted children.  There is also substantial research that supports the teaching of thinking skills within discipline areas and that domain expertise (eg physics, social studies) plays an important role in creative thinking.  

The most popular and widespread practice that schools adopt and promulgate as their gifted education program is the involvement in a range of competition style programs. While these possibly provide some relief for gifted children they are often implemented in isolation, are extracurricular and fail to impact on regular classroom practices.  Some are adopted from well-established programs but for expediency are implemented in isolation rather than as part of a whole approach as they were designed – e.g. Night of the Notables program.  A disturbing trend has been the “trademarking” of programs and the restriction placed on critical and widespread analysis and modification of strategies.  Professional development involving the implementation of some programs, originally developed in the US, is restricted to registered presenters.

A necessary component of the successful implementation of any of these approaches is the quality of teacher student interaction.  The research evidence points to a clear conclusion that teachers of the gifted need to have special educational experiences and substantial training in the field.  

In Queensland, attempts have been made to focus on the development of expertise through the implementation of the State Government’s GATEWay policy and through other initiatives earlier in the decade, some of which were supported by Commonwealth Funding.  However, it is yet to be established if the expenditure of substantial sums of money has benefited the profession or gifted children in classrooms.  In principle, the GATEWay project in which a small number of “demonstration” schools were established, provided some on site, intensive professional development.  A core of teachers in these schools has benefited and may represent a foundation on which to develop wider expertise.  As in all professional development initiatives, there are multiple issues to deal with in mobilising staff and bringing about change.  Our own experience working with schools in the GATEWay program has revealed the complexities of this process (Holz, Diezmann, & Watters, 1999
).  The long-term future of this major initiative remains uncertain and it would appear has limited support within Education Queensland.

(b) Consider whether current policies and programs fro gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet their special educational needs including but not limited to identification, access and links between attainment and socio-economic distribution

1. Means of identifying gifted and talented children

It would be difficult to find a school that does not contain some statement of goals that endorsed the pursuit of excellence.  Furthermore, Queensland Education Department policy, released in 1993, asserts (Ed. Qld, 2001):

Education Queensland identifies and provides all students who excel, or have the potential to excel, with opportunities to develop their potential through appropriate curriculum provision, recognition and nurturing of a wide range of gifts and talents. (http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/doem/curristu/cs-07000/sections/preface_.htm)


Despite this policy there is no widespread commitment to identify gifted children.  Indeed, is seems to be an ongoing issue of conflict between parents and school administrators concerning failure to cater for many children who demonstrate sufficient intellectual behaviours to warrant close assessment. Many children who have attended programs at QUT over the last decade have been identified as gifted after referral to counsellors for behavioural and non-conformity problems.  Our experience has been that given the challenge and appropriate learning environment these recalcitrant behaviours are not manifested.

Identification is a crucial process and contemporary research supports a continuous, multidimensional strategy that includes:

· Action at a young age - preschool

· Parental involvement

· Professional staff with expertise in gifted education

· Teachers

· Peers

· Gifted children themselves

· Qualitative data -  profiles, checklists

· Quantitative data – achievement scores, IQ

· Recognition of special populations – culture, language and social context

· Acknowledgment that potential may manifest as performance in the right environment

· Regular, longitudinal reassessment

Provision therefore should respond to the individual profile and needs of the child.  Identification and intervention are closely interdependent.  

2. Whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably
Since 1997 Education Queensland has supported a small number of “Focus” schools to develop as centres of excellence.  These schools were funded to establish local programs, to become a centre for outreach and dissemination of strategies and to be recognised as sites for research on gifted education.  Departmental restructuring and priorities have to some extent thwarted the smooth development of this program and it has required a deal of public pressure and direct lobbying of the Minister to maintain the program.  Initially there were eight focus schools – three high schools and five primary schools scattered throughout the state.  Access for students attending these schools was clearly available and the outreach program in some areas potentially provided other children with potential benefits.

Other major systems of education – Catholic Education Brisbane and the Independent Systems although involved in small-scale initiatives do not express any public policy towards gifted education and have not implemented any programs of note.   This is not to say that some schools have adopted policies and are working towards establishing credible programs.  

It is worth contemplating the different treatment that students receive in relation to their specific needs.  For example, highly talented musicians do have the opportunity to engage in specialist programs within schools and in the wider community through authentic, credible providers (e.g. AMEB).  Highly talented sports persons receive considerable support within schools and in the wider community and even through the Australian Institute of Sport for the most elite.  In contrast, few opportunities for intellectually gifted children are provided outside the school.  For example, while considerable support is rightfully provided for students with mathematical learning problems, mathematically gifted students have few opportunities to develop their abilities outside the supportive school.   In a technologically oriented society, these students have a crucial role to play and it is our obligation to foster and support them from an early age.

Our experiences

Over the last decade we have worked with a number of schools from the public and private sectors to provide professional development and advice on ways to meet the needs of gifted children.  Interest in schools has depended on the commitment of a key person or persons.  It has become clear that unless there is substantial commitment from most staff at a school any long-term program that provides for gifted children is unlikely.  Notwithstanding these difficulties we are aware of schools who have responded to professional development and implemented programs that have continued to run for a number of years.  One of the more successful approaches has been to work with selected teachers in face-to-face situations with children and to demonstrate strategies by modelling.  This has been achieved by the implementation of 10-week enrichment programs where both academics and teachers have collaborated on planning and implementing the program.  Clearly, this model of support is expensive and it has tended to be the more affluent schools both private and public that are involved.  Without doubt, these schools are under more parental pressure for quality programs for their students.  

In our wider association with schools, we have seen few quality implementations of practices such as curriculum differentiation, acceleration, and whole school practices such as Renzulli SEM or vertical streaming.  At a classroom level, many teachers implement “canned” strategies that are of dubious quality based on misinterpretations of “multiple intelligences” that provide little more than light relief for children.  However, there are a number of schools that do implement very effective strategies often based on enrichment or special advanced classes or programs.

Through meetings with many parents and direct contact with gifted children we see a situation in which many of the brightest minds are languishing in boring and unchallenging classes.  Some observers might wish to argue that this is part of learning to cope with the real world but the many anecdotal reports and published research suggests it is a recipe for underachievement and initiating nonconformist, antisocial behaviour.  Access is certainly not equitable but the situation is far more complex than simple economic and social conditions of the school district.  Teachers’ knowledge and attitudes to children is influenced by their social and cultural context and the preparedness of schools to meet the needs of gifted children are often clouded by perceptions of who is or is not gifted.

Summary

The rhetoric of school documents supports gifted education. However, in practice throughout Queensland there would appear to be a small number of schools offering high quality provisions but there are few schools that could be described as “lighthouses” for gifted education.

3. Investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution
It is our belief that data informing this association are not available.  It would seem intuitive that students who are well endowed with resources have the potential to achieve at higher levels.  More students with high OP scores in Queensland do tend to come from the private, fee-paying sector.  The situation is complex and is in need of research.

(c) Considering what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children

Historically the responsibility for primary and secondary education rested with the states and to a large part continues to do so.  In these circumstances, it would appear that the Commonwealth has little to gain or little power to intervene.  It may be useful to revisit the 1988 report and examine whether the Commonwealth has implemented its recommendations.   

1988 Recommendation
Proposed action in the 2000s

1
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government make a clear statement that special educational strategies should be provided for gifted children throughout Australia. 
No such statement appears to have ever been made.  The opportunity existed at both the Hobart and Adelaide meetings of the Education Ministers, which led to the drafting of the Hobart, and Adelaide declarations.  These documents have had a significant impact on national curriculum and educational directions and policy.  If gifted education is seen as a valued initiative, advocacy on the part of the Commonwealth in forums such as these is crucial.

2
The Committee recommends to teacher training institutions that pre-service training courses include sufficient information about gifted children to make student teachers aware of the needs of those children and the special identification techniques and teaching strategies which the student teachers will have to use with the gifted on graduation.
Since 1988 teacher-training institutions have become Universities.  In most instances this has been a beneficial step as far as gifted education is concerned, as it has enhanced research, scholarship and teaching in gifted education.  At undergraduate level there is little incentive for institutions to respond to calls for enhanced gifted education programs when there is limited dedicated funding but substantial federal and state funding is directed at numeracy, literacy and technology.  In other words, course developers recognise the importance of numeracy and literacy and incorporate these areas into courses.

3
The Committee recommends to the Commonwealth Government that the professional development of all teachers in the areas of education currently accorded special assistance, namely, the education of girls, Aborigines and disadvantaged children, include the identification and education of gifted children from these populations. 
It has been a priority of the 1990 for gifted education to recognise the existence of gifted children in diverse populations and to develop appropriate strategies.  Indeed in Queensland, funding was essentially available only to disadvantaged gifted children.  Recommendation 3 is still valid and to a large extent has been neglected.  However, funding for professional development is paramount.  Until there is a critical mass of skilled and knowledgable teachers in the field few gifted children, either from disadvantaged or “mainstream” society will benefit.

 4
The Committee recommends that the professional development of teachers in the education of gifted children be supported by the Commonwealth Government. 
Accompanying the National Statements in key learning areas, the Commonwealth was able to provide substantial funding to national and state bodies to undertake professional development.  Such strategies could and should be initiated for gifted education.

5
The Committee recommends that appropriate videotapes and associated materials for isolated gifted children be funded by the Commonwealth Government and developed in conjunction with subject specialists and experts in gifted education. 
In the context of 2001, funding for more interactive options utilising information technology, multimedia and Internet facilities is more appropriate.  Isolated children are severely disadvantaged in so far as they have little opportunity for interacting with peers of like mind.  This situation could be remedied through funding of “virtual schools”, funding to upgrade distance education facilities and provision of on-line professional development for teachers in remote areas.

6
The Committee recommends that a national centre for research into the education of gifted children be established in an Australian tertiary institution and that this centre be financially supported during its establishment phase by the Commonwealth Government.
In the last decade at least on University has developed an internationally recognised centre for research in gifted education.  However, in today's context with 36 universities, concentration of resources in a single institution is unwarranted.  Alternative strategies may include provision of special grants for collaborative research among institutions and educational systems and highlighting gifted education as a national priority area.  It is our experience that funding for gifted education is viewed among many academics as perpetuating elitism

7
The Committee makes no recommendation about the location of the proposed national research centre, but recommends that the Commonwealth Government consider expressions of interest from tertiary institutions.
If research is to occur, then experienced researchers in the field of gifted education should be supported.  Funding proposals for research in gifted education have not a good record of success.

8
The Committee recommends that priority be given to expanding the information on the education of gifted children within the Australian Curriculum Information Network and that this information be made accessible to educational institutions and those sections of the community with an interest in this area of education. 
Much information is available and its dissemination through Internet facilities has dramatically changed in the last decade.  However, distinguishing what is useful information is problematic.  Most Gifted Associations have web pages which draw upon extensive data sources.  The validity of this information in the Australian context is indeterminable.  Commercial providers, publishers and non-academic sources are proliferating.  Funding of the AAEGT, or similar central organization, to provide a clearinghouse may be one strategy worth considering.

9
The Committee recommends that the Government expand its financial support for the various schools, seminars and workshops designed to enhance the skills of gifted and talented children.
A feature of government and the limited industry reaction to gifted education has been to provide high profile support to students in the upper years of schooling.  Summer schools at the ANU are seen as prestigious and promulgate the concept that high achieving students are all a bunch of budding mathematicians or Einsteins.  It is critical to provide support for children in their formative and especially in the years where they are strongly influenced by peer pressure, namely grades 5 to 10 in Qld. Talent has to be cultivated and investments made in Australia’s future by supporting those in the early years of schooling.

Final comment

The Commonwealth government sets the national agenda.  Australia is a small country but its education system is among the best in the World.  However, it near neighbours and economic competitors Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Thailand and Japan also have high standard education.  Singapore in 1996 hosted an International Conference in Thinking attended by the leading international researchers in thinking.  The Singapore Government paid every school principal’s registration and compelled attendance.  If Australia is to engage competitively in an International Society in a Knowledge Age it too must encourage innovation, creativity, and develop a thinking/learning society.  These are major cultural changes in a country like Australia, which idolises elitism in sport but denigrates or ignores academic and creative achievement.  A society that fosters creativity has to invest in the future of children with the greatest potential to achieve creative thought.  The Commonwealth government as well as providing direct support to the field of gifted education must also address support for the broader icons of intellectual achievement.  The Arts and Sciences will never compete with sport in the Australian media but to support our children’s future we must confront and reinvent our national self-image.
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