FLINDERS UNIVERSITY

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

INQUIRY INTO THE EDUCATION OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN

This submission deals with issues relating to the education of gifted and talented children at the upper secondary school level and beyond, with particular relevance to the overlap between the secondary and the tertiary level studies from the university perspective.

Four areas are identified where there are opportunities and benefits in cooperation and collaboration between schools and universities.  There are important issues concerning the interface between secondary and higher education which are of cross-sectoral significance in the provision of appropriate educational experiences for gifted and talented children.  Students whose intellectual capacities are substantially more highly developed than is average for their age present a challenge to both the schooling and the university sectors.  Greater flexibility in access to university settings and educational programs is both desirable in order to maintain stimulating experiences for such students, and is desired by many such students and their parents.  In the past, while universities have made special arrangements for exceptional individuals to enter degree courses at an early age on a case by case basis, there is a lack of jointly sponsored and properly planned programs developed by schools and universities together which would offer a range of opportunities to meet the differing needs and interests of gifted students. 

Universities have the potential to make an important contribution in a number of ways.  

1
Provision of enrichment programs to allow Years 11 and 12 students who intend to pursue study at university level to make the links between school and university learning;

2
Provision of flexible arrangements to allow academically gifted and talented students to incorporate concurrent study of university subjects with their senior secondary studies;

3
Development and maintenance of special transition and support programs to address the special needs of the small number of highly gifted students when they enrol (often at a younger age) in university courses; and

4
Provision of pre-service and in-service training in teacher education courses to postgraduate level that provide teachers with skills and knowledge to identify and teach academically gifted and  talented students. 

Associated with these are resource issues, especially for those activities offered to students while still at school which involve university staff and access to university courses and facilities. 

In order to support and offer the links to gifted and talented students in their final years of secondary education, universities need to work in partnership with the students, the schooling sector, and parents to provide challenging and enriching education programs that correspond to their abilities and career interests.  Such programs need to be provided through flexible arrangements and structures which allow students to make links with university education.  

Flinders University has been active in a number of these areas since 1988 and in this submission presents these activities and the views of the University under the headings of the three principal 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

Developments at Flinders University since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children

The following developments that have taken place at Flinders University since 1988 reflect the commitment to providing pathways for gifted and talented students to access tertiary education on the basis of their ability.

From 1996 collaboration with the South Australian Department of Education, Training and Employment and Flinders University resulted in producing some common understandings about the need to facilitate programs that articulate senior secondary school curriculum with university subjects and courses for gifted and talented students.  This collaboration is associated with the establishment in South Australia of the first of the three Special Interest Students with High Intellectual Potential (SHIP) Secondary Schools  In a position paper, Initiatives in Higher Education for Students with Intellectual Potential: A Flinders University and DETE Collaboration, 1998, (see Appendix 1).  The following five objectives of the University in developing strategies to accommodate the needs of  gifted and talented students were stated:

· Provision for students while they remain at school;

· Provision for students when they undertake degrees;

· Staff training/teacher education and training;

· Ongoing evaluation of the initiatives; and

· University-based research on gifted and talented education.

In 1999 a report on a pilot study of current and proposed arrangements for gifted and talented students in the three South Australian SHIP schools and Flinders University was produced jointly by the University and the Department of Education, Training and Employment.  The report recommended a trial of a package of programs that focussed on:

1
Access to university subjects studied concurrently with senior secondary curriculum.

This access could involve cluster groups in the school, auditing a subject or full enrolment as a non Award student.  The program would incorporate first year university subjects while students remain at school.  

2
Access to university staff through enrichment programs.

Flinders currently offers an enrichment program to Year 12 students which aims to enrich students’ knowledge and skills in a range of subject areas which students may wish to study at university level.  The Year 12 enrichment program is offered to students in both metropolitan and country schools.  Another example is  ‘the Palace of Wisdom’, a unique program run by Maria McCann, a Flinders lecturer and Coordinator, Gifted Education, operated from 1989 - 1994 and it enabled gifted junior secondary students to explore perception through poetic and scientific forms.

3
Programs offered to students when they enter university full time.

Universities need to provide special programs to support students who enter university studies at a younger than usual age.  Programs developed by universities that support the academic, developmental and social needs of students identified as gifted and talented, require funds if the students are to be provided with adequate assistance, and to ensure that opportunities for their participation are equitable.

The implementation of some, or all of these options is under discussion.

(b) 
consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient  to meet their special educational needs, including, but not limited to:

· The means of identifying gifted and talented children.

· Whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably,

· Investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution; and

There is an initial question in (b) about who determines what constitutes ‘suitable and sufficient’ with regard to current policies and programs.  From the experience of Flinders University in conducting the survey in the pilot study it is essential that all stakeholders, students, parents, teachers and university providers, are involved in the process of evaluating current policies and programs for gifted and talented students.

· Identification of gifted and talented students occurs prior to the student accessing university education.  The term, ‘gifted and talented’, however, does not cease to be important at the completion of school.

· It is difficult to provide equitably for gifted and talented students who enter the University because additional funds are needed for the resourcing of special programs that give support for early access, and transition from school for those students who enter at a younger than usual age and who have specific needs. 

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

· From the point of view of universities it is essential that the Commonwealth recognise that (some) gifted and talented students require (some) access to higher education at an earlier than usual age.  There is scope for some innovative work to be done in developing for the small numbers involved, special cross sector programs of study which continue elements for school and university teaching and learning curriculum.  In recognition, and as a practical demonstration of investing in gifted young people, ‘a vital national resource’, (Report by the Senate Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children, 1988, p 177), the Commonwealth could amend funding regulations to provide places for gifted and talented students to access first year university subjects while remaining at school.  A related resources issue is the provision of funds to develop special transition and support programs for those students who enrol in first year courses at a younger age.

· Teacher education, both pre-service and in-service, needs to be provided for school and university staff who are engaged  in the teaching of gifted and talented students in schools.  In particular, teacher education programs need to include as core subject/s, methodology for identifying and teaching gifted students.  National level initiatives are required to support the development of such activities across Australia.

· Innovations of this kind clearly also require evaluation; and this may be undertaken by a national research centre or by the various institutions where these programs are being run and/or where teacher education in gifted education is offered.
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