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INTRODUCTION

This submission from the Australian Association of Christian Schools (AACS) is to represent the interests of its member schools to the Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children. 

As Executive Officer of the Association, I am given the responsibility of responding to the Inquiry by the AACS Council.  

In January, the National Office of AACS advised all member schools of the Inquiry and sought their responses.  The feedback received is incorporated in this submission.   

A PROFILE OF THE AUSTRALIAN ASSOCIATION OF CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS

The Australian Association of Christian Schools (AACS) is a national organisation of systemic and non-systemic Protestant Christian schools with membership in all Australian States and Territories.  

Some member schools were established by a group of like-minded Christian parents, while others came into existence because of an initiative taken by one or more Protestant Christian churches.

Characteristically, Christian schools serve middle and working class Australian communities.  These socio-economic characteristics were confirmed during the Socio-economic Status (SES) survey conducted by the Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA).  Effectively, they are the Protestant equivalent of Catholic parish and regional schools.  

There are 240 Christian schools belonging to the Association.  Some of these schools have the same school authority with separate primary and secondary campuses.  These schools range in size from well over 1,000 to less than 50 students.  The Christian school sector has been growing in excess of 6% per annum over the last ten years.

The following statistical information has been provided by the Commonwealth Department of Education, Training & Youth Affairs (DETYA) based on the 2000 Census of AACS member schools:

SCHOOLS

Region Types
Australia-wide

Urban
108

Rural
102

Remote
11

TOTAL AACS
221

STUDENTS

Student Types
Australia-wide

Male
30,215

Female
29,142

TOTAL AACS
59,362

ESL Students
2,091

Indigenous Students
940

Students with Disabilities
1,011

STAFF

Staff Types
Australia-wide

Teachers - Male
1,541

Teachers - Female
2,314

Total Teachers AACS
3,855

Admin-Support Staff
1,315

TOTAL Staff AACS
5,160

The Commonwealth Government has a range of Targeted Programmes designed to assist independent non-Government schools with the needs of students either socially and/or educationally.  For example, students with disabilities are funded under these programmes.  In 2000, the Commonwealth Government made some $30.9 million available to support students in independent non-Government schools through Targeted Programmes.  Some State/Territory Government authorities also provide limited assistance to students in these categories in non-Government schools.  

In 2000, the Commonwealth Government via DETYA measured the socio-economic status (SES) of all independent non-Government schools in Australia.   The SES score of a school takes account of the residential addresses of all students and measures via Census data the index of income, education and occupation of the families represented at the school.  SES scores ranged from below 85 (low) to above 130 (high).  The mean was around 100.  The scores of AACS member schools by State and Territory are set out below.  

AACS MEMBER SCHOOLS – SES 2000 DATA ANALYSIS
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x = FUNDING MAINTAINED SCHOOL eg. SES score 100 = 4 Funding Maintained Schools - 2 in NSW; 1 in VIC and 1 in WA

The above data shows that AACS member schools serve dominantly middle and working class families across Australia.  For example, of the 26 member schools in WA, one recorded a high score of 107 SES; one recorded a low score of 82 SES, while four schools recorded scores of 99 SES and 92 SES respectively.  

This information is particularly relevant to the Inquiry when considering questions of access and equity.  It is also worth noting that there is no specific provision for gifted and talented children within the suite of Commonwealth Targeted Programmes available to the independent sector.  

DEFINING AND MEASURING “GIFTEDNESS”

One of the current educational accountability requirements of the Commonwealth Government is the assessment and reporting of Literacy and Numeracy levels of student cohorts in Years 3, 5 and 7.  This nationwide assessment and reporting process is required of both Government and non-Government sectors.  The assessment and reporting methodology used by schools has been approved and supported by the Ministerial Council on Employment, Education, Training & Youth Affairs (MCEETYA).  Over some years now, these assessment procedures have been standardised, benchmarked and equated so that the outcomes between States and sectors can be compared.  More importantly, results can be compared between different social and economic groupings.  For example, the outcomes for students from non English-speaking backgrounds can be compared with those from English-speaking backgrounds.  Similarly, the outcomes for students in indigenous communities can be compared with the outcomes for students from non-indigenous backgrounds.

There is no comparable form of assessment available that would assist schools, teachers, parents and students in identifying gifted and talented students.  Often these students are identified by individual teachers who perceive both their performance and their potential.  The measurement tools available to teachers are largely those available for the mainstream distribution of students.  

This serendipitous approach to the identification of gifted and talented students in mainstream education is neither serving them or this nation.   Obviously, the more scientific and rigorous approach of the AIS has borne fruit for Australia across a range of sports and the Olympics.  

In this regard, it is interesting to note that the Australian Institute of Sport (AIS) and, often State/Territory Academies of Sport, have precise instruments of measurement that they use in identifying both performance and potential in prospective athletes.   

The distinction between gifted and talented is not as important as the identification of either or both.  A far more significant issue to be addressed in the identification of the gifted and talented is the development of measurement instruments and pre-service and in-service education of teachers.  

PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH GIFTEDNESS

Students perceived or identified as gifted and/or talented by either their peers or their teachers are often treated as “different”, “odd” or even “eccentric”.  The social implications for young people are obvious.  Acceptance by their peers and wanting to be one of the crowd is often esteemed as more important than being either gifted or talented.  In this way, the young gifted child suffers from the ‘tall poppy’ syndrome that has effected so many potentially outstanding young Australians.   

CURRENT PROVISIONS FOR GIFTED CHILDREN

There are no selective schools for gifted and talented children within the AACS membership.  In fact, AACS schools support the education of gifted and talented children within the comprehensive school.   This ensures that children are no separated from their families or their community peers.  It is, therefore, the attitude of the comprehensive school to the special provision of opportunities for the gifted and talented that requires consideration and attention in AACS member schools.  

Some schools have provided fast tracking mechanisms for the gifted by removing the lock-step approach to year level learning.  Therefore, a student aged 12 could be studying English, Maths or Science with a range of students aged between 12 and 18.  Schools that have provided this pathway have also emphasised the need for specific teacher education and parental consultation.  

Allowing students to progress at their own pace in a regular class is far more common.  Developments in information technology, access to the Internet and the foreshadowed development and provision of on-line curriculum will enhance these opportunities for the gifted student.  This enables the gifted student to learn in a social environment with their peers.  It also presumes that schools and students have access to quality on-line resources and that teachers are fully IT literate.   It is common knowledge in the education community that many teachers are far less IT literate than their average students.    This teacher shortcoming is having a debilitating effect on learning generally and is specifically limiting the opportunities currently available to the gifted.

Schools are also providing, individually or collectively, special opportunities for the gifted and talented.  For example, one of our schools in WA has developed a conference on environmental issues involving high profile scientists and activists to work with students on sustainable development.  Other schools in the eastern States work together collaboratively and hold music schools in the school holidays involving gifted students and specialist teachers.  

Characteristically, students from AACS member schools are in middle and working class communities.  Some schools are drawing students from exclusively indigenous backgrounds.  Unless these students are given access to quality IT on-line curriculum, neither the average nor the gifted student will realise their potential.

IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATION POLICY AND ADMINISTRATION

In a similar way to the special provisions and arrangements available to gifted young people through the AIS and State/Territory Academies of Sport, special programmes should be available to gifted young people in the areas of the Arts, Mathematics, Science, Technology, Literature and Languages.  These programmes could draw on the wealth of expertise available through Australia’s tertiary institutions and other organisations, eg. NIDA, Sydney Symphony Orchestra, IBM and Australian publishing houses.  

The Commonwealth Government could introduce a Targeted Programme for the Education of the Gifted and Talented.  This programme could support three areas.  Firstly, they could offer support for the development of specialist facilities like the AIS in sport as outlined above.  Secondly, they could provide for the development of proper assessment tools for the identification of the gifted and talented.   And, thirdly, the Commonwealth could support teacher development so that students were more easily identified and teachers more able to address their needs through the available and yet to be developed on-line curriculum resources.  

Major corporations in Australia could be offered tax incentives to foster national conferences involving the gifted and talented and exposing these young people to their talented peers as well as the very best teachers from Australia and overseas.  In this way, Telstra could sponsor a national conference in IT that would draw together the burgeoning talent in Australia’s schools.  

Peter A Crimmins

Executive Officer, AACS
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