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Executive Summary

In general, we believe it unlikely that this inquiry will raise new substantive issues regarding education for gifted and talented students that have not already been brought to the attention of previous Commonwealth Commissions and Inquiries and published in their reports. However, as academic specialists in the field, we wish to point out a significant change and growing sense of urgency in community awareness of these issues over the last several years. 

Although still at the grass-roots level, some innovative groups have begun to implement the types of programs recommended in those earlier reports. But without serious government funding, these fledgling programs will continue to exist only in small pockets of the Australian community, and will remain reliant upon the capacity, goodwill and passion of well-meaning private sponsors.

We believe the time has come for the Commonwealth of Australia to take the lead in actively supporting the recommendations of past inquiries by funding existing and yet to be established services that would provide equitably for the needs of Australia’s gifted and talented children. Such support would allow the gifted and talented to gain personally, and the whole country to benefit from their enhanced contribution to Australian life. 

Committee Terms of Reference:

A. A review of developments since the 1988 Senate Select Committee Report on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.
In October 1985 the Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia embarked on a three-year inquiry into the education of Australia’s gifted and talented children (Commonwealth of Australia, 1988). Nine recommendations were made based on extensive input from Federal and State Governments, teachers, parents, educational administrators, researchers, and other interested groups and individuals. 

As a result of these recommendations, awareness of the needs of Australia’s gifted and talented children has grown markedly. Yet, despite this increasing awareness, many children with high intellectual potential in Australian schools remain without access to programs that offer sufficient challenge to fully develop their abilities. This is particularly the case in disadvantaged schools in lower socioeconomic regions and in the rural areas of Australia. 

In response to the growing awareness of the educational needs of gifted and talented students as generated by the 1988 report, the Commonwealth government expressed a strong commitment to provide resources for their development.
B. Consideration of current policies and programs in terms of identification, equitable access to programs and the links between attainment and socioeconomic status.

Identification of gifted and talented students and the provision of equitable access to programs that support their development are dependent on a suitably qualified teaching workforce. The current Australian educational system requires the services of a substantial number of teachers with expertise in how to provide for able students. These students can then be more readily identified, and attempts can be made to provide for their specific educational needs. 

At present, few teacher-training courses offer core subjects on the learning capacities of highly able students. Similarly, only a handful of these offer programs training teachers in the practical educational skills needed to deliver courses that challenge and extend the highly able student. And while some teacher-training courses may offer elective units in this area, a majority of educators entering the teaching profession find themselves ill equipped to meet the needs of the able learners they inevitably encounter in their work.

A small number of State Departments of Education have established special units to provide support for teachers in the schools (e.g., New South Wales and Victoria). Their relative size in comparison with the large systems they serve, however, has meant that few schools currently have access to the human and material resources needed to provide gifted and talented students with suitably high quality academic programs.
C. The proper role of the Commonwealth in supporting the education of gifted and talented children

In this regard, the Morgan Centre, University of Melbourne, submits to the Committee the following recommendation.

Recommendation:

That in order to provide effective support for the diverse needs of gifted and talented students, the Commonwealth Government should establish a national funding authority to coordinate the financial support of programs designed to promote the educational development of gifted and talented children. 

Commonwealth funds should be directed to the following specific purpose programs: 

(i) professional development courses for school personnel in designing and delivering educational programs for gifted and talented students,

(ii) extra-curricular extension programs for gifted and talented students,

(iii) specialised research directed to better understanding the development of high ability students, and the most effective strategies providing for their education. 

Furthermore, we recommend that the funds administered by such a national funding authority be disbursed through a national competitive tendering scheme.

C.1 Background on the Recommendation:

The 1988 Report (Commonwealth of Australia, 1988) recognised that gifted and talented students are not a homogeneous group: 

“Gifted children are those with the potential to perform at a level considerably superior to that of their age peers. Giftedness is not a fixed, unvarying concept.” (9.1, p.173)

Recognition of this diversity means that there is no one prescriptive pattern of educational provision that will cater to all Australian gifted and talented students. In order to offer all students the opportunity to achieve their educational potential, program development and delivery must be closely matched to the particular needs of gifted and talented students as they are identified in the context of their educational environment.

“No one would doubt that these students (academically gifted) are exceptional, an atypical group, but it is contended that they form in themselves a heterogeneous group, each of whom requires individual attention. No single program can fit the needs of all talented children who occur in all schools and in most classes.” (Mr. Colin L. Macdonald, N.S.W. Department of Education, Relich & Ward, 1987, p.67)

Acknowledging the importance of this principle, two of the specific recommendations of the 1988 Senate Select Committee were:

“Recommendation 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.”

“Recommendation 9: The Committee recommends that the Government expand its financial support for the various vacation schools, seminars and workshops designed to enhance the skills of gifted and talented children.”

Current Status of Recommendation 6.

Since the tabling of this report in 1988, this recommendation has not been implemented. There has been isolated development in specific States (e.g., the gifted and talented units within the State Education Departments of New South Wales, South Australia and Victoria), a there have been some gifted and talented educational electives initiated within Tertiary Faculties of Education (in New South Wales, Queensland, Western Australia and Victoria). Other positive developments in the area have been the establishment of GERRIC, (Gifted Education, Research, Resource & Information Centre, University of New South Wales), and the Morgan Centre (a research and educational program Centre, University of Melbourne). Regarding the later two Centres, the funding has been meager and often uncertain. Thus, the needs that prompted the formulation of Recommendation 6 remains largely unmet.

Current Status of Recommendation 9. 

 This recommendation acknowledged that to service the needs of a very heterogenous group within the Australian student population, a variety of strategies should be established alongside the framework of formal schooling. Such supplementary services could provide opportunities for gifted and talented students to be challenged and extended. The interim since 1988 has seen the development of a small number of such services. Some examples of these extension programs are the Saturday Schools in South Australia, the Genetics and Physics Summer Schools offered in Melbourne by the Morgan Centre, and the Scientia Challenge Program offered by GERRIC in New South Wales. These offerings have been met with overwhelming approval from parents, teachers and students, and draw heavily on the personal commitment of dedicated professionals to provide quality educational experiences for these high ability students. An injection of Commonwealth funding to support these services would ensure their viability, and provide gifted and talented students with opportunities that are only sporadically available to them at present.

C.2 Details of Specific Purpose Programs for Gifted and Talented Students.

In order to contribute to the realisation of the talents of high ability students it is recommended that Commonwealth funds be applied in ways that can operate with maximum flexibility in response to clearly identified student need. As previously mentioned, there are three specific categories of service that we feel should draw on Commonwealth financial support and each of these are detailed in the paragraphs below.

(i) professional development courses for school personnel in designing and delivering programs for gifted and talented students,

(ii) extra-curricular extension programs for gifted and talented students,

(iii) specialised research directed to understanding the development of high ability students, and the most effective strategies in providing for their education. 

(i) Professional development courses for school personnel in designing and delivering courses tailored to the needs of gifted and talented students.

A range of professional organizations (e.g. gifted and talented student units within State Education Departments, gifted and talented parent/teacher associations, specialist research Centres) have the expertise and knowledge of contemporary educational research and practice to create high quality professional development programs for teachers and other educational practitioners. Commonwealth financial support awarded on the basis of demonstrated student need and program merit would be an effective way of ensuring that a range of professional development programs prepare teachers to deal with the specific educational needs of the gifted and talented students in their classrooms. Fundamental to high quality provision of professional development programs would be their capacity to incorporate insights from the best of contemporary educational research and practice. Gifted and talented students are found across the full range of cultural and socio-economic circumstances. By offering a wide range of professional programs the particular needs of gifted and talented students will best be addressed. 

(ii) Extra-curricular extension programs for gifted and talented students.

The quality and contribution of extra-curricular programs supporting the educational development of gifted and talented students was recognised in the 1988 Report. Programs
 currently offered that fit this category include summer schools (e.g. Physics and Genetics Young Researcher Programs that have been conducted since 1995 at the Morgan Centre in Melbourne), holiday and residential holiday courses (e.g. Howard Florey Young Researchers Program in July 2000), seminars, and mentoring schemes. The continued success of these programs depends upon the capacity of parents to meet the operating the costs of such offerings. In some cases commercial sponsorship has been available to support these programs. For example, commercial sponsorship of the recent Howard Florey Young Researchers Program allowed residential places to be offered to students from the country. However, dependence on these private sources of funding inevitably means that there will be inequities of access. Students from more isolated regions or from lower socio-economic backgrounds are seemingly less likely to be contacted or be in a position to participate. Thus, Commonwealth funding of specific programs or subsidy of places within such programs, would help address these important equity issues.

(iii) Specialist research directed to understanding the development of high ability students, and, the most effective strategies in providing for their education.
The organisation and delivery of specialist programs for the gifted and talented need to be guided by quality research. Within the Australian educational research sector it is essential to establish and support high quality research projects that inform the teacher/practitioner. Thus, Commonwealth funding is desperately required for both basic and applied research so that their output can expand our understanding of how gifted and talented students learn, and identify the appropriate educational experiences to develop their abilities. In Australia there are at least two such research Centres whose charter is to contribute research knowledge to the education and development of children with high abilities and talents (GERRIC-NSW and the Morgan Centre-Uni Melbourne). Competitive access to research funding would increase the articulation of their research programs with a special focus on the practical design and delivery of educational programs for gifted and talented Australian students. Such funding would also serve to increase Australia’s international profile in the areas of professional development, educational extension and quality research. The later factors are intimately linked together, and in combination, they  will provide an environment where educational practice based upon excellence and well informed by current research. This form of educational provision for gifted and talented students has already been initiated within the educational community in isolated pockets. Commonwealth funding to support these initiatives would ensure a brighter future for all gifted and talented students and enhance the quality of life in the communities where they live, and the whole of Australia as well.  

C.3 The Funding Process

It is recommended that, with the establishment of a national funding authority, access to funds would be on the basis of nationally competitive tendering. It is suggested that a mechanism be implemented whereby each year the authority establish priorities responsive to changes and developments within the Australian educational community. Tenders for the delivery of professional development, extracurricular extension programs, and research projects would be sought as widely as possible from the Australian education and research communities.
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�  The examples quoted draw on programs offered through the Morgan Centre. This submission recognises that there are a number of organisations throughout Australia offering similar high quality programs.





