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(a)
Review of the Developments in the Education of Gifted and Talented Children since the 1988 report of the Select Committee

First program

The Catholic Education Offices of South Australia established a Gifted and Talented Program in 1993/4, as a result of funds received under the National Equity Program for schools – National Priorities Element Gifted and Talented Component.  A Project Officer worked with seven schools in a teacher development program focused on teaching thinking skills and processes and then applying those skills to the areas of the curriculum.  Cross school student workshops were also a feature of the program.

First policy

In 1995, a reference group of interested teachers and Catholic Education Office personnel was established.  One of its main tasks was to develop a policy on the Education of Gifted and Talented Students.  This policy was released at the beginning of 1998 and is included as Appendix One with this submission.  A number of all day workshops were provided for School Leaders and teachers to assist in implementing the policy.  In 1998/9 a sub-committee of the Working Party produced a draft Early Entry policy that is currently being considered.  It is included as Appendix Two.

First resources development

While the central in-service was being offered to schools, a Gifted and Talented Education Working Party was developing a program of professional development for teachers.  A Facilitators’ Manual incorporating ten flexible two-hour sessions was produced in 1999 in draft and completed in 2000.  The South Australian Commission for Catholic Schools set aside some funds to assist with this work

First ongoing professional development

Six focus schools were identified in 1999 to participate in the professional development program mentioned above.  The facilitators came largely from the Working Party, which developed the Facilitator’s Manual.   The South Australian Commission for Catholic Schools provided $1000 for each facilitator and $500 for each focus school.  The facilitators themselves received a day’s training in delivering professional development to their peers.  Most of the initial courses with the six schools were completed by early 2000.

Broadening the range

Late in 2000, about 50 teachers with an interest in Gifted and Talented Education received training in working with the package mentioned at two very successful professional development days and a follow up day was held for them in February this year, 2001.  The aim is that they will return to their own schools and flexibly implement the in-service course according to the needs of the local site. These “train the trainer” days have been provided and organised by the Gifted and Talented Committee.

Conclusion

Over the last decade there has been significant development in the philosophy and understandings of Gifted and Talented Education among school communities in Catholic Education in South Australia.  This has increased the demand for professional development from parents and teachers.   

A widespread Inclusive Practice professional development program has also assisted in emphasising the needs of gifted and talented students.  Many individual teacher programs have been congruent with the needs of gifted and talented students.  

Catholic Education SA has achieved these milestones with a very small amount of money.  In the early/mid nineties these funds were provided by the Commonwealth as a result of submission for a project.  Since 1996, the South Australian Commission for Catholic Schools has set aside approximately $5000 per year.  Whilst not sufficient, it has provided the opportunities to develop further Gifted and Talented Education. There is a pressing need to build on the current awareness and interest of schools with more adequately funded programs of professional development and curriculum review.  Indeed, being able to fund a person with expertise in this area, to coordinate programs, would see developments accelerate markedly.

(b)
Current policies and programs; suitable and sufficient?

Introduction

It is recognised that much of the information, although under specified headings, has relevance also for other subheadings in the terms of reference. 
The means of identifying gifted and talented children

Perusing the Catholic Education Office file provides insights into the growth in understanding we have had about Gifted and Talented students.  In the early/mid nineties, we made a submission for the National Discussion Paper asserting that every child has gifts and talents.  As we came to consider the writing of a policy we refined our understandings and have found Gagne’s definition helpful.  Our current policy defines giftedness “as a potential to perform at a considerably superior level” and a talent as “a recognised significantly, superior achievement”.

We also make the point that a child only needs to demonstrate gift or talent in one area to be so defined as gifted or talented.

The South Australian Commission for Catholic Schools Policy; The Education of Gifted and Talented Students is due for review in 2001.  Individuals on our Gifted and Talented Committee are in the process of sharing their own developing understandings of this area, since the policy was written.  We believe that in the eighties, notions of giftedness were based on achievement, as Ginsberg (1984) put it -children who do things “a little faster, a little better and probably a little differently”.

In the nineties giftedness was based on aptitude or potential eg I.Q. tests and Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences: “Giftedness is the ability to solve problems and create products that a society values”.  Psychological assessments to establish I.Q scores are expensive and discriminate against those parents of possible Gifted and Talented students from lower socio economic background who do not necessarily have the means to establish giftedness.  It may be possible that the Basic Skills Test and Wrap task would in some way be able to contribute to establishing particular gifts for students.

While such notions as those above are certainly still part of our understandings of giftedness, there is a shift in focus detectable in some nineties definitions towards a seemingly more ethical position, which focuses on the children themselves and not on end product contributions.  For example, the Columbus group definition is probably more in keeping with our own organisation’s Vision Statement, which emphasises supporting all students to achieve their individual potential.  It reads;  “Giftedness is asynchronous development in which advanced cognitive abilities and heightened sensitivity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively different from the norm.  This asynchrony increases with higher intellectual capacity.  The uniqueness of the gifted renders them particularly vulnerable and requires modifications in parenting, teaching and counselling in order for them to develop optimally”. 

We would be hoping for the Commonwealth to provide ongoing funding for the training of teachers in identifying Gifted and Talented students  and for training in appropriate program development.  This training might best be delivered as part of the course of most teacher training awards.

Problems associated with giftedness

One of the outcomes from this shift in emphasis, alluded to above, is that, recognising their difference, we focus more on social and emotional needs and development than we have done in the past, and how school structures policies and procedures impact on gifted children.  For example the popular Stop Think Do approach may not be appropriate for many gifted children who reason in a more integrated way.  Behaviour management programs based on teacher authority and control and emphasising the hierarchy are not often effective for gifted children, who respond better to more logical approaches, where they are involved in making decisions based on fairness.

Another factor which can be helpful in building a picture and aiding the finer definition of Gifted Children would include their sensitivity to unfairness, criticism, teasing and rejection.  Awareness of adults and willingness to discuss these issues with the children is needed.

Introversion and Perfectionism are common in gifted children. It is possible to see these traits as very positive, but often parents and teachers see them in a negative way.

Many gifted children are high in nervous and physical energy and these needs can often go unmet or are misdiagnosed as ADHD.

Current provisions for gifted education

In general, identification of gifted children is still skewed towards achievement.  Underachieving children or those who actively reject a school’s offerings are not invited into extension programs for the gifted.  Once in a program they need to keep up with regular work and complete the extension work provided by the teacher.  Gifted and Talented students having to fit the program, rather than devising programs to meet the particular gifts and talents of the students is often the norm.  Perhaps part of the answer is to teach them skills for self-managed and self-directed learning, as their needs are so disparate.  Use of the Internet and high quality mentoring may also contribute to meeting the different needs of these students.

Creativity is often reduced to the Arts and Creative Thinking to a series of activities based on some taxonomy or approach eg Thinkers keys, SCAMPER.  This despite there being a strong argument that these strategies should not be taught in isolation. Torrance, an authority on creativity explains that it involves “incubation, illumination and revision”.  It is best developed in authentic problem solving.  How many opportunities are there for such work in our schools?  To address this simplistic understanding, there needs to be a greater focus in teacher professional development and pre service on the “creative personality” and what nurtures those who “are marginal in their culture, those who are ambitious and stubborn, those who can ignore criticism and stick to their guns… they are at risk for a creative life” Gardner p. 57, The Theory in Practice.

Teachers need to consider how they support those with creative personalities.  How do they encourage tenacity and drive: how do they support curiosity and intuition; how do they encourage risk taking and non-conformity.  This requires considerable systemic change and personal change in attitude and methodology. There is the danger that Basic Skills Tests and standards puts pressure on some teachers to ensure students are “up to scratch”.  Differentiating curriculum to meet the needs of individual students could be in jeopardy. 

The trend towards group work and cooperative learning in the last decade has not necessarily served the needs of gifted students well.  Heterogeneous, mixed ability groups as defined and promoted by Spencer Kagan for example have an interdependence built in so that one cannot succeed unless the rest do. Many advocates for the gifted protested that this was merely using the more able as teachers.  Karen Rogers found in fact that children did not often choose to model themselves on gifted children who were too different.  Torrance has pointed out that grouping could restrict the productivity of creative individuals.  In his study of children in years 3 to 6.  Torrance found that “in groups the most creative began with bursts of creativity, but, sensing disapproval, soon became group clowns, worked in isolation, became counter aggressive under pressure, and silent and preoccupied”.

There is a need for curriculum frameworks Australia wide to acknowledge the needs of gifted students or for gifted and talented support materials to be produced by the Commonwealth (eg Curriculum Corporation) which are congruent with the broad directions of state frameworks.

In South Australia, we will continue to reflect as to how the new South Australian Curriculum Standards and Accountability Framework (SACSA) might meet the needs of Gifted and Talented students.  This will involve looking at ways in which students can respond to the opportunities identified in the new framework statements.  The Essential Learnings have the potential, if used by teachers with an understanding of giftedness, to integrate learning areas with an interdisciplinary approach, to which many gifted students will respond.

Interdependence is highlighted in the SACSA.  The need for this is acknowledged and celebrated.  In some circumstances, there could also be an encouragement and affirmation for independent learning to aid gifted and other students too.

We expect more emphasis on abstract concepts rather than content and skills and the promotion of learning through reading, to extend giftedness as will reading of texts that explore moral psychological and philosophical issues.

(c)
A proper role of the Commonwealth in supporting the education of gifted and talented children

We note that the recommendations from the 1988 Senate report have been only partially implemented or not implemented at all.  

Most teachers have had insufficient gifted education training.  Most seek further understanding of the specific needs of gifted students and implementing differentiated curriculum for these students in the contemporary teaching and learning environment.

There is a need for further intensive in service training for our experienced teachers.

There is a need for pre service programs to deal in depth with the needs of gifted and talented students and how best to meet those needs in the classroom.

There is a need to further support the psychological testing of possibly gifted students from economically disadvantaged families.

There is a need to investigate how broadband, information communication technologies may be used to deliver high quality programs for many gifted and talented students.

The intervention necessary for Gifted and Talented students requires a wholistic or inclusive approach to classroom practice so all students benefit from engaging in higher learning programs and differentiated learning programs.  These differentiated programs may be:

· Negotiated curriculum

· One to one support

· Small cluster group work

· Enrichment activities that go deeper into curriculum

· Extension programs that look at learning in a broader context

Many schools also need raised awareness to offer and be involved in broader educational activities such as Tournament of Minds, Future Problem Solving, Chess Clubs and the like.

The Commonwealth rightly targets major funding towards programs for students with Special Learning difficulties.  Gifted and Talented students have specific needs too and require specific and rigorous programs.  Processes of intervention are needed to develop, analyse and implement specific learning action plans.  Additional funding is required to meet the legitimate needs of gifted and talented students.

From a local perspective, there is a need for additional funding to be directed to the Gifted and Talented area and in the first instance, such would be used to support the appointment of a Gifted and Talented Curriculum Officer to train and support teachers and to identify ways in which progress could be monitored and reported for achievement purposes.  We would also wish to take into account the National Goals in relation to Gifted and Talented Education, as we plan for the future and evaluate our work in this area.

In conclusion, it is suggested that the Senate Committee give some consideration to recommending that the Commonwealth undertake national research into the Gifted and Talented Education area for publication and general awareness raising.  If such a project eventuated, Catholic Education, SA would welcome the opportunity to be involved. 
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