The Association of Heads of Independent Schools’ Submission to the Senate Inquiry into the 

Education of Gifted and Talented Children

Introduction

The Association of Heads of Independent Schools in Australia (AHISA) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this Inquiry into the Educated of Gifted and Talented (GAT) children. The members of this national Association have a strong interest in the quality of learning of all students in Australia. They appreciate that there is a need to examine the factors affecting the education of gifted and talented children to ensure that these children are receiving an education that will maximise their potential.

The Association is a peak educational organization and presently its members are Heads of 270 Independent schools in Australia educating more than 230 000 students. Many of these schools are K-12 schools, all have students at least to Year 10 level and about half are single sex schools.

AHISA members value the independence of their schools, which they can express in a unique ethos different from both government schools and other independent schools. One benefit for our members of being the Head of an Independent School is the freedom the Head has, to be a truly educational leader and manager, not bound down by the bureaucracy that sometimes comes with being part of a system. This means that they can make decisions to set up programs such as gifted and talented education programs quite quickly and easily if that is their wish. 

Many of our members have been providing specific opportunities for the gifted and talented students in their schools for a long time. They have developed curricular strategies, co-curricular and extra curricular opportunities and encouraged enrichment activities to promote the achievement of excellence as they prepare their students for life-after-school. There are many and varied approaches taken to teaching the gifted and talented in their schools. This submission attempts to present the views in general of our members.

Preparation of this Submission

The Association was aware that many of our schools have devoted time, energy and resources to the question of the gifted and talented, especially during the last ten years. There has been widespread consultation, research and discussions by teachers on what works and what doesn’t, and in some cases the development of specific policies for the education of the gifted and talented. Material has been gathered from some of our schools and has been used in the compilation of this submission. This submission is presented from a practitioner’s viewpoint.

During the last decade

Many of our members’ schools have developed policies and implemented programs to cater for the needs and interests of gifted and talented children. (Appendix 2 contains an example of such a policy) Most of our members’ schools have allocated extensive resources to this area and provided professional development for staff and many have employed full time coordinators of GAT. (See Appendix 1 for examples) 

The procedures adopted by our members’ schools have been many and varied and have included acceleration, curriculum differentiation, compacted curriculum, extension and enrichment work, and mentoring. The question of whether to accelerate or extend is a much debated one.

Acceleration which is well organised and appropriate and where students are supported socially and emotionally as well as academically, is an effective and successful provision for many gifted learners, especially those who are capable of independent learning. Acceleration has become popular across the country and now a number of students are being accelerated in one or more subjects or by whole cohort groups in many schools.  In the 1999 Report of the NSW Ministry Advisory Council on the Quality of Teaching on the topic: Professional Development of Teachers, catering for the Gifted and Talented, the figures show an increase from 236 students being accelerated in 1992 to 6487 being accelerated in 1997 in government schools. There are no comparative figures for independent schools but from the comments offered on this topic by our members, it would appear that there has been a similar increase in numbers in non-government schools, at least in NSW.

Some AHISA members have the same philosophy as many of their colleagues in the United States. They prefer using a differentiated curriculum that can benefit all students while catering for the gifted and talented.
A differentiated curriculum can serve the needs of the gifted and talented because the curriculum can be differentiated in

· Content – by offering content beyond the year level, or content that is connected to the students’ passionate interests

· Learning processes – a depth of complexity appropriate to the student can be chosen

· Outcomes or presentations – these can be adapted, appropriate to specific students, then presented to audiences chosen for their particular interest in the topic.

· Learning environment – GAT students can do guided independent work that may take place outside the classroom or school, perhaps at a higher education establishment or in the workplace

· Assessment process – they can receive credit for what they have mastered in their alternative program – they can be excused from completing all the work of the rest of the class

· Speed – they can be allowed to work at their own pace, perhaps spending more time developing an expertise in a certain area

· Expectations –the teacher and student can agree on a standard required for their work.

Others believe that their offerings should be as inclusive as possible – they believe that the programs for GAT, if they are good programs, can benefit any children who wish to participate. Many of these favour enrichment work and extension activities. They provide structured enrichment classes, focussing on different subject areas through out the year or small curricular units on challenging topics. They encourage GAT students to enter competitions, work on co-operative projects on the Internet, become involved in complex problem-solving activities and critical thinking experiences. 

There is a broad acceptance of extension and enrichment programs. Often the core curriculum is compacted to allow for advanced and/or qualitatively differentiated programming.

Some schools like to cluster like-minded gifted students on projects that are cross-curricular, hence concentrating on children’s interests rather than their supposed areas of ‘giftedness’. They believe that this provides motivation and encouragement and promotes lateral learning. Webquests are an excellent example of this strategy. Grouping like-minded students can provide a sense of security, a feeling of belonging for these children.

Workshops of all sorts catering for multiple intelligences are evident in many of our Junior and Middle schools.

Some schools have introduced a wider program hoping to extend and challenge the more able, and to counterbalance any possible lack of challenge in mixed ability classes. These schools insist that they have evidence that these programs are working in the sense that they are extending the able.

The mentor system is well used in many schools. Once identification has occurred, each GAT student is linked to an appropriate mentor who will challenge, support and act as an advocate for the student. This will often be, though not necessarily so, a teacher in the school. Often it is a university academic with particular interests that match the student’s interests.

In some independent schools, the policy has been to concentrate on certain areas where there is real expertise and experience and the opportunity to provide a rich and stimulating environment for students gifted in that area. This has been most noticeable in the arts where exceptional talent can flourish under the expert direction of superb teachers. Often students talented in this specific area are attracted to the school, where a critical mass of like-minded students develops and contributes to the stimulating and supportive learning environment. A tradition of excellence builds up in these “schools within schools” and the opportunity to perform or present outside the school and to move into more advanced groups of like-minded people becomes readily available.

Some schools offer scholarships to students to provide them with the opportunity, the environment and the encouragement to strive for excellence. These students become part of a group of students who will strive to do well, hence helping to promote and support the culture of a school where it is seen to be acceptable to do well academically. Scholarships that provide entry into special sub-schools (e.g. Performing Arts Schools) can be especially effective because of the special facilities, the expert teachers, the like-minded students, the flexible programs and the opportunities for performance that can be provided for the students.

There are many schools that use a variety of these strategies to challenge their GAT students. Everyone agrees that teachers should be encouraged to be flexible in their approach to these children. Schools also have to be flexible. They have to be prepared to allow these students to follow different or alternative pathways in their educational programs. This is sometimes easier in an independent school where the Head can make decisions of this nature in consultation with the Student and the parents.

Unfortunately there are schools where strategies to assist gifted and talented students are not being implemented and this has serious implications for these children. This is often due to funding restrictions, to the lack of experienced and trained GAT teachers or inflexible timetables that frustrate willing teachers and restrict students’ choices.

Identification of gifted and talented children

The identification of gifted and talented children has always proved difficult as the strengths of these children are demonstrated in diverse ways. Some are easily identified, while others remain hidden because their talents are not recognised. Some choose not to stand out from their peers and deliberately hide their abilities.

Schools that are effective in their identification of gifted children have implemented a number of procedures which can provide an indication of a child’s high potential. These procedures include 

· the use of multiple testing, including verbal and non-verbal tests and non-traditional tests such as Ravens Advanced Progressive Matrices 
· the training of teachers for early identification of these children
· the examination of objective and subjective data supplied by parents, teachers and peers.

A variety of identification strategies including multiple criteria is needed because sometimes these children have a learning disability or a weakness in one area but are really gifted in others. Creative and divergent thinkers can be hard to identify.

In the multi-cultural society of Australia today, teachers need also to be aware of the attitudes and values of various cultural and socio-economic groups, if they are to identify gifted students from other cultures and non-English speaking backgrounds. 

Without appropriate measures of a child’s potential from multiple sources, many children who are gifted but underachieving in their school performance, continue to remain unidentified. 

Some teachers assume that gifted students are highly productive, always complete their work on time, get consistently high assessments and will be successful without much assistance. These teachers often believe that a student who is unproductive at school could not possibly be gifted. However gifted students often resist doing their assigned work because it does not provide the challenge and sense of accomplishment of meeting that challenge, that would keep them motivated to work.

Often the needs of our gifted students are overlooked because they can score highly on assessments. This seems to indicate that they must be learning, but this may not be so. They may be just treading water. 

To aid in the identification phase, the culture of the school must encourage teachers to share their knowledge of their students. This facilitates the discovery of hidden strengths and weaknesses. It must always be remembered that teachers are key people in the identification of the gifted and talented.

Different Learning Patterns
Gifted students learn differently from other students in many ways and some of these are listed below. An understanding of these can be helpful in identifying the gifted and talented.

· They learn and understand material in much less time than their peers

· They have often learned to read before school age and they enjoy reading

· They tend to remember what they have learned (making reviewing previously learned concepts a painful and boring experience for them)

· Their vocabulary is often much more extensive than that of their peers

· They perceive ideas and concepts at more abstract and complex levels than their peers

· They can distinguish between relevant and irrelevant information

· They become passionately interested in specific topics

· They enjoy challenges and intellectual activities

· They have difficulty moving on to other learning tasks until they feel satisfied that they have learned as much as they possibly can about their current passionate interest

· They are able to operate on many levels of concentration simultaneously, so they can monitor classroom activities without paying direct or visual attention to them

· They have often mastered much of the year-level work previously, so they need opportunities to function at more advanced levels of complexity and depth

·  They often have wide interests and like to tie their own passionate interests into their schoolwork
· They exhibit metacognitive understanding
Social and Emotional Adjustment Issues

Gifted children often confront a range of social and emotional issues as well as educational ones. Children that are identified as gifted are often moved from school to school, searching for the ideal – whatever that may be for that child. Education of the parents and the schools to provide ways of assisting students adjust and benefit most from their educational setting would be most helpful.

This education program could take the form of written material, multimedia and/or face-to-face presentations and could be cross-sectoral.

Issues that should be included are the need for

· qualified staff at each school. This has implications for teacher training institutions and for the professional development of practising teachers in gifted and talented education

· Co-operative strategies between schools ensuring that students’ needs are met. Networks of staff involved in this work need to be developed 

· Appropriate identification strategies that are varied

· One qualified teacher or mentor working with the child and/or family to best meet their educational, social and emotional needs in an attempt to ensure that follow-through and necessary adjustments are put in place

· Assistance for families of gifted students to ensure that their treatment of their children is encouraging.

Possible effects on the gifted child denied special attention

All students are entitled to an education which is geared to their interests, needs and developmental level. All students should be working on what to them are challenging learning tasks.

To assume that gifted children are learning because they achieve acceptable standards of achievement is unrealistic. Confidence building is achieved through attempting and being successful at challenging tasks. Gifted children can suffer a lack of confidence if they are not given challenging tasks at which they can be successful. This can in turn lead on to underachievement.

Often the needs of gifted students are overlooked because of a concern that other students, parents or teachers will consider this unfair. Nothing could be further from the truth. Over the last decade there has been greater support of the children with special need than those with special gifts. Simply in the interests of equity, these students are entitled to receive an education appropriate to their needs. 

Development of effective programs

Once the talents of students have been recognized, then the next step is to develop the most effective programs possible for them. The approach required is that which motivates gifted students to become enthusiastic learners. – challenging activities that accelerate and/or enrich the regular curriculum. Often they have already mastered the year level work in a particular area– i.e. they have already learned what the teacher was expecting to teach. 

Pre-testing of all learning activities is an important part of the program for all students in many schools. However, pre-testing opportunities are vital to GAT students because these students can often demonstrate their mastery on a pre-test and then be allowed, indeed encouraged to work on alternative activities, hence progressing in their own learning and using their time at school more profitably. Compacting the curriculum in this manner can provide GAT students with valuable school time that can be used to further their learning.
The development of effective programs includes the provision of appropriate resources and allowing students to interact with resources in the ways that are most effective for them. Sometimes this can be done at a group level but more often individual programs need to be developed. Access to the Internet is especially important to these students so that they can

· communicate with like-minded people globally

· take control of their own learning and hence learn at their own pace

· be stimulated by a variety and wealth of material

· pursue topics of special interest to them

· work with other students on co-operative projects developing additional skills

Teachers need to have resources available to them to offer flexibility in terms of teaching strategies, learning styles and assessment. Various methods of imparting the curriculum will provide opportunities for children to learn in a variety of ways and to discover the manner that suits them best. The use of technology can be extremely successful because of the variety of approaches, especially in graphics, available to the student. Material that is rich and imaginative, and encourages higher order thinking is required. 

It is also important that once the GAT students have demonstrated success in learning, that they are given the opportunity to pursue their learning in a manner that is most effective for them.

A learning centre environment that provides access to rich diverse resources and is stimulating and flexible enough to allow for students’ talents to be recognized is essential. Some schools have set up specific Learning Enrichment Centres with a specially trained GAT person in charge of them. Students can leave the classroom to pursue their individual programs in these centres at suitable times during the school day or in out-of-school hours. The best arrangements occur when there is enough flexibility in the school to allow these students freedom to

· pursue their interests in these centres over longer periods of time than normal classroom periods

· approach teachers who have a specific interest in their chosen topic

· choose the method of presentation of their work

· present their work to a chosen audience

· gain credit for their individual programs

Early access to tertiary institutions

Some of our schools have formed partnerships with higher education institutions so that more able students as well as the gifted, can have early access to the institution or at least to appropriate staff in the institution. Preparation of the student for this step is important because of the difference in learning patterns of these higher education institutions and schools.

Appointment of a GAT Co-ordinator.
When our members have appointed GAT Co-ordinators, responsibilities of the role have usually included implementing the school’s policy on GAT, identifying the more able children, promoting strategies for teachers in catering for students’ needs, providing professional development for teachers, keeping staff members up-to-date with the resources available, developing a cohesive and varied program of opportunities for these students, keeping the school community up-to-date with the latest trends in this area, and communicating the goals of the school’s program throughout the school and the wider community.

Some have spread the role – using two or three people’s expertise to cover several fields of endeavour. Other multi-campus schools have decided to appoint a GAT person on each campus. In some schools a member of the senior management team takes responsibility for the co-ordination of GAT programs in the school. Often the approach and the type of person chosen for this role varies in Junior, Middle and Senior Schools.

Some have established a GAT reference group to help to define the role and support the efforts of the GAT co-ordinator.

The GAT Co-ordinator is seen as a focus person in the school, a person to whom staff, students and parents can go in the first instance. It is important that the appointment of such a person is not seen to preclude the necessity to train other teachers to be able to identify gifted and talented students and to have the appropriate skills to cater for them.

Teacher Training Deficiencies 

Teacher awareness and training in GAT education are critical factors. Many teachers are reluctant to attempt to meet the needs of gifted students because of their lack of training in this area. They are not confident that they have the expertise to assist these children.

There is often no component in gifted and talented education within the compulsory core of initial teacher education courses. This means that many beginning teachers have no training in gifted and talented education.

The Commonwealth Government has some responsibility for Teacher Training through its financial support of teacher training institutions. The Government should provide funding to assist these institutions to move GAT to the core, rather than have it remain in the optional part of their courses. 

All teachers need to have an understanding of gifted and talented education, some skills for identifying GAT children and some strategies for catering for them.  These should be covered in pre-service training. Schools should then be encouraged to include in the prac. teaching component, an opportunity for the trainee teacher to work with GAT children. Student teachers should be encouraged to take an interest in this aspect of education as it will form part of their repertoire of skills as they become an experienced teachers.

There is a real need for professional development and networking opportunities for those teachers involved in gifted and talented education. Some of the topics and strategies that should be included are

· An understanding of gifted education practices

· An awareness of multiple identification procedures

· A working knowledge of the many and varied procedures for dealing with GAT students

· Working co-operatively with other staff to prepare appropriate lessons

· Developing structured formats for lessons

· Developing co-operative projects and varied ability materials

· Formulating learning contracts for students

· Presenting examples of good practice

· Sharing of ideas, resources and knowledge

· Finding solutions to problems that arise

· Using flexible timetabling patterns in schools

· Working on implementing strategies

Professional Development, presented by practitioners with recent classroom experience, is seen as most worthwhile. All teachers in a school should have some exposure to gifted and talented education requirements. The Head of a school should show leadership in this area. Gifted and talented students deserve a challenging education.

Recommendations

That all schools are encouraged to 

· implement policies and procedures for identifying highly and exceptionally gifted students.

· develop programs for gifted and talented students

· commit regular staff development time to the exploration of strategies in catering for the needs of gifted and talented students. 

· employ or at least nominate one staff member, a key contact person, who is qualified in gifted and talented education 
The Role of the Commonwealth
The Commonwealth needs to

· Acknowledge the needs of gifted students. That their needs should be addressed is highly defensible and equitable. They have a right to an appropriate education.

· Provide funding for research into the implementation of policies and programs for gifted and talented students across Australia. Specific examination including correlations between specific gifted programs and student performance and identification of areas where further development in schools is needed
· Ensure that finances are available for training, development and support in the gifted and talented education area.
· Provide funding for the training and updating of GAT Co-ordinators based in schools
· Facilitate gifted education training for teachers remembering that any strategies teachers learn for the benefit of their gifted students are often applicable to many other students and can raise the learning bar for all students

· Encourage teacher training institutions to place gifted and talented education training in the core of their programs, rather than in the optional area

· Provide for centrally located GAT consultants that can be accessed by staff from all sectors. Schools need to be kept aware of where and how they can access knowledge, services and resources related to the needs of these students.

· Provide access to government-run GAT programs for students in non-government schools. Students in independent schools are not necessarily wealthy; in fact for many families it is a real struggle to ensure that tuition and associated school fees are met. Any participation in programs that challenge students comes at a cost that many cannot afford

· Make provision for schools with children with exceptional needs to access funding. This will vary from school to school year by year. There should be some process instituted whereby schools can access funding through submissions when a special need arises. Each sector could administer this funding

· Encourage provision of a general education program for parents and schools on the needs of gifted and talented students.

.
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Appendix 1
Examples of some of our members’ schools who have appointed GAT Co-ordinators (or their equivalent), and have developed gifted and talented programs. This list is not exhaustive, but includes some from each State. There are many other schools that use different methods of co-ordinating their gifted and talented programs.

New South Wales and Australian Capital Territory

Meriden School, Strathfield
Canberra Grammar School (in the Junior School)

Loreto Kirribilli, Kirribilli

Arndell Anglican College, Oakville

Bishop Druitt College, Coffs Harbour

Central Coast Grammar School, Erina Heights

Queenwood School for Girls, Mosman

St Andrew’s Cathedral School, Sydney

Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Sydney

St Ignatius’ College, Riverview

St Vincent’s College, Potts Point

Lindisfarne Anglican School, Terranora

Kincoppal-Rose Bay School

The Scots School, Albury

St Paul’s Grammar School, Penrith

MLC School, Burwood

Queensland

Emmanuel College, Nerang

A.B. Paterson College, Arundel

The Southport School, Southport

Brisbane Girls’ Grammar School, Brisbane

Brisbane Grammar School, Brisbane

Brisbane Boys’ College, Toowong

Fairholme College, Toowoomba

Redeemer Lutheran College, Upper Mt Gravatt

Whitsunday Anglican School, Mackay

The Cathedral School of St Anne and St James, Aitkenvale

St Margaret’s Anglican Girls’ School, Ascot

St Joseph’s College, Gregory Terrace

Iona College, Lindum

South Australia and Northern Territory

Cabra Dominican College, Melrose Park

Concordia College, Highgate

Cornerstone College, Mt Barker

Immanuel College, Novar Gardens

Pembroke School, Kensington Park

Rostrevor College, Woodforde

Scotch College, Torrens Park

Westminster School, Marion

Faith Lutheran Secondary School, Tanunda

Pedare Christian College, Golden Grove

Annesley College, Wayville

Pulteney Grammar School, Adelaide

Torrens Valley Christian School, Hope Valley

Wilderness School, Medindie

Kormilda College, Berrimah, NT

Tasmania

The Hutchins School

St Michael’s Collegiate School

Victoria

Aitken School, Greenvale

Brighton Grammar School, Brighton

Carey Baptist Grammar School, Kew

Caulfield Grammar School (one for each campus)

Girton Grammar School, Bendigo

The Geelong College, Newtown

Korowa Anglican Girls’ School, Glen Iris

Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar School, Ivanhoe

Loreto Mandeville Hall, Toorak

Billanook College, Mooroolbark

Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Burwood

Tintern Schools, Ringwood East

Lauriston Girls’ School, Armadale

Methodist Ladies’ College, Kew

Melbourne Girls’ Grammar School

Ruyton Girls’ School, Kew

Shelford Anglican Girls’ School

Western Australia

St Stephen’s School, Greenwood

Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Peppermint Grove

Overseas Members’ Schools

St Kentigern College, Pakuranga, New Zealand

St Cuthbert’s College, Auckland, New Zealand

Australian International School, Singapore

Diocesan School for Girls, Epsom, New Zealand

Rangi Ruru Girls’ School, Christchurch, New Zealand

Appendix 2

The Framing of a GAT School Policy

The factors that seem to be most critical in getting the school’s policy off the ground – 

· The definition of giftedness 

· The identification of students

· The response from staff members. 

· How much of the school budget should be made available

· Provision of suitable Professional Development
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Policy For

Catering to the Needs of our More Able Students

Pembroke School acknowledges and supports the needs and rights of the more able students in our community, and is committed to the provision of programs which will challenge and extend their abilities.

This policy recognises that there are different degrees and kinds of “giftedness”, but that students who will best benefit from specific programs catering to higher abilities will commonly show ‘a complex set of behaviours’ (Renzulli, 1996) which include:

· above average academic ability

· above average intellectual potential

· leadership potential

· creativity

· higher level thinking skills

· exceptional talents

· higher levels of sensitivity for themselves and others

Pembroke School is committed to developing programs appropriate to the needs of the more able students, from the Early Learning Centre to Year 12.  These programs may include individual support, enrichment activities, access to a differentiated curriculum, opportunities for acceleration within subject areas or across year levels and participation in a range of problem-solving and critical-thinking experiences.

We believe that the more able students at Pembroke School should be:

· identified as early as possible so adequate educational provisions can be made

· provided with opportunities to realise their potential

· given opportunities to interact with other students of similar ability

· provided with a curriculum to suit their needs

· guided and supported in their intellectual, social and emotional development

· taught by teachers who are trained and able to cater for their needs

· given access to mentors who will help guide and foster their talents

· provided with opportunities to reflect upon their own development and learning.

Students who are identified for this Program will be encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning.  They will be expected to :

· participate cooperatively and productively in class and extension activities

· recognise and develop their talents

· develop their creative, critical and caring thinking skills

· set appropriate goals for achievement and pursue them with commitment

· appreciate the importance of becoming independent and self-motivated learners

· develop respect and tolerance for others, as well as pride in their own achievements.

Identification of students for this Program is an on-going process which will allow students to enter and exit the program at any stage of their schooling.  Methods used may include:

· teacher nomination

· parent nomination

· peer nomination

· self nomination

· assessment and reporting procedures within the school

· achievement in national and state competitions

· standardised tests, including scholarship testing

The Program will aim to provide experiences which will develop the intellectual, creative, social and emotional abilities of the more able students at Pembroke School.  It will involve:

· providing opportunities for able students to spend time together, supporting and encouraging each other in their learning

· helping them to establish goals for their learning and to maintain high motivational levels 

· providing them with the skills to overcome any potential for underachievement

· extending students’ intellectual abilities by providing opportunities  for the application of higher level thinking skills and by differentiating the curriculum

· enriching students’ learning by exposing them to a wider range of learning experiences

· accelerating students’ learning by providing appropriate classroom opportunities 

The Program may involve the withdrawal of students from normal classroom activities, in addition to activities provided in the normal curriculum. It will encourage and assist staff in the development of a differentiated curriculum for their students.  It will also provide special interest activities, such as excursions, camps, guest speakers, independent study opportunities and mentorships. 
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