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Mr John Carter

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee 

Suite 1.61

Parliament House

Canberra  ACT  2706

Dear Mr Carter,

At the completion of evidence giving to the Senate Committee on Gifted Education in Adelaide on Thursday, July 5, you indicated in conversation that it would be appropriate for me to offer some supplementary comments on a matter that I felt had not been sufficiently addressed in either the submissions or the evidence of the day. I would be grateful if you would draw the following points to the attention of members of the Committee.

I wish to raise the issue of Gifted Students and Co-curricular Provisions.

Discussion in submissions from most bodies, including the one I was representing, the Board for Lutheran Schools, has focussed on curriculum issues, in-class provisions, teacher education, and similar broad fields. These are well understood, and were elaborated in the evidence given on the day. However, for many gifted students, the main current mode of provision is through co-curricular activities, and these also need attention and fostering at a national level.

While my evidence to the Committee was given on behalf of the Board for Lutheran Schools, I am also Deputy National Director of one of the chief providers of co-curricular activities for the gifted, the Future Problem Solving Program (Australia) Inc. This is an international program, and administered in Australia by a voluntary board of directors and some paid office staffing located at Deakin University’s Burwood Campus. The program is offered in hundreds of schools, both government and non-government, primary and secondary, in all Australian states excepting the Northern Territory. It caters to many thousands of students , the majority of whom, because of the academic nature and rigorous quality of the program’s requirements, are from the ‘gifted’ range of students. It can, and in many cases does, function as a curriculum program, but is more typically offered as a co-curricular activity.

I enclose, for the Committee’s information, a brochure which gives more details about this very challenging program, and what it offers to gifted students in particular.

Future problem Solving is, of course, only one of a number of co-curricular activities for gifted students: others include the Tournament of Minds, the Science Olympiads, a large number of subject-specific competitions, contests such as Young Writers, and so on.

There are some specific problems facing such programs, where Commonwealth assistance could be of great benefit. Most of these are funding issues. My own program, Future Problem Solving, has to cover the costs of administration, provision of materials, payment of evaluators, international copyright fees, etc, by charging a registration fee to students who become involved. Although coaches for the program are almost always teachers who offer it as a co-curricular activity in their own schools, for many students in disadvantaged areas, to meet program costs privately would be difficult and schools rarely have additional funds for such purposes. The provision of funding to cover such extension activities for gifted students would be a valuable resource in schools. Where curriculum provisions for gifted students are not yet available, or where school policies encourage enrichment programs rather than withdrawal or specific class programs, such additional activities as the one I represent can be for some students the only hope of having their needs met.

It is worth noting that there are students and parents who, for personal and philosophical reasons, will not support separation of gifted students during in-class activities. For these, extra-curricular programs are sometimes the only hope of adequately meeting their educational needs. Again, an official national funding support would be of great value.

Frequently, the only present source of funding support comes from private sponsorship. To give an example, Future Problem Solving has depended on some donations of money from organisations such as the Macquarie Foundation, who gave generously to assist a Year 2000 National Champion team to contest the International Finals of the program at the University of Georgia in the United States in June, 2001. It is worth commenting that this team (from Abbotsleigh School, New South Wales) won the Middle Level (Years 7-9) of these International Finals against top teams from many other countries, thereby bringing considerable credit to Australian education. But without such private support, the team would not have been able to attend the Finals competition.

Even a basic level of encouragement would be to enable organisations such as my own to operate on DGR status through the Taxation Office. This Deductible Gift Recipient status would make it much more likely that organisations would give generously to such co-curricular activities in the knowledge that their gifts would be tax deductible. This would be a simple, but effective, form of support to legitimate programs that extended the education of gifted students. We are currently submitting another application to the Australian Taxation Office for DGR status: any advice or support the Senate Committee could give to our application would be valued.

The whole issue of support to gifted education through encouragement of co-curricular activities is one that I hope the Senate Committee will add to its considerations. I should be happy to answer any further questions you may have, or provide further information that is needed.

Thank you for the opportunity to add this area to your deliberations.

Valerie Volk

Deputy Director: Future Problem Solving Australia Inc.

