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SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS 

AND EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE

The education of gifted and talented children

OUTLINE

This submission focuses on the ways in which professional development for teachers in the area of talent development should be provided. The Terms of Reference enquire as to the 

whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably (ii), and this submission  explores this question by focussing on teacher training, particularly at the post-graduate level. 

In brief, the paper argues for on-going collaborative partnerships between teachers and universities, through which understanding of the needs and development of these children will be increased, and the use of effective practices will become more widespread. Such partnerships would:

· Speed the application of findings from research to classroom practice;

· Allow for the testing of theories in real settings, thus making research clearly relevant to teachers' needs and deepening our understanding of effective teaching and learning;

· Encourage teachers to undertake postgraduate work, for the benefit of their schools and the profession

· Ensure that research questions are firmly based on what teachers need to know, so that funding is effectively used.

At the moment attendance at professional development sessions in talent development is dependent primarily on the priority areas set by individual schools, or on the willingness of individual teachers to fund their own training. Equal access to programs will not occur unless ongoing professional development is mandated and funded.

PLEASE NOTE: COPIES OF THREE RELEVANT ARTICLES ARE ATTACHED TO THE HARD COPY OF THIS SUBMISSION, SENT BY MAIL.

Brief CV: 

Dr Julie E. Landvogt B.A.(Hons.)(Melb.) Dip.Ed.(Melb, S.C.V.) M.Ed. St. (Mon.) PhD. (Mon.)

This year Dr Julie Landvogt will take up the position of Senior Fellow in the Faculty of Education at the University of Melbourne, while working as a consultant in a number of schools interested in developing effective programs for talented students. She has just completed a Post-Doctoral Fellowship at La Trobe University, the focus of which was a study of talented students in the Middle Years of schooling . Her PhD, So much to do! So little time! A study of teachers at work,  won the 1997 Outstanding Dissertation Award from the American Association for Research in Education, and explored the complexity of teachers’ knowledge and the impact of teachers’ beliefs on classroom action.  She is the author of two books for teachers and parents - Teaching gifted children: Developing programs for schools and Probing deeper: Issues in gifted education – as well as articles and papers in professional and research publications. Her research seeks to combine the areas of reflective practice and gifted education.
Current email contact: landvoje@mlc.vic.edu.au 

Mail: Dr Julie Landvogt, 14 Victoria Street, Brighton, 3186

Ph: 0413 995 917 or  (03) 9592 62 07

EFFECTIVE PARTNERSHIPS FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

AND RESEARCH IN TALENT DEVELOPMENT

This submission argues for four layers in teacher knowledge about talent development. The first two stages parallel the kind of structure which exists in medicine, of 

1. Awareness 

2. Expert practitioner

3. Program designer/co-ordinator

4. Teacher trainer

Before outlining how such programs should operate, it is necessary briefly to clarify how giftedness is to be understood in this paper, and the principles of program planning which underpin the proposals.

What is giftedness? 

The notion is more clearly conveyed by the term ‘talent potential’, which stresses the following critical ideas.

· Potential develops over time – and is not limited to the period of time spent in school.

· Potential is not a general quality, but is specific to domains. Thus, a student might have potential for outstanding performance in English but not in mathematics, or in LOTE but not in science. Some students, of course, have such potential in a number of domains.

· There are degrees of potential.

· No identification system is perfect. A range of methods must be used for selection into (or exclusion from) any program: these might include standardised tests, information from parents, teacher nomination, self nomination and school performance.

· Gagné’s model (1995) presents the path from potential to performance (in his terms, from gifts to talents) as requiring three elements: learning, training and practice. The extent to which gifts become talents depends on the complex interaction of intrapersonal factors such as motivation, and environmental factors such as the experiences afforded by the home and the school.

Underlying principles for program development

Because gifted children – or as they are more accurately described, children with the potential for outstanding performance in adulthood – do not come in a single package, programs must be multi-faceted. General principles for program planning are listed below.

· Programs must allow students time for independent work, for time with their chronological peers, and for time with their intellectual peers. 

· Programs must allow both for sequential development within a subject area, and for entry at any points during school life.

· Learning theories such as Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences or Hermann’s whole brain model have drawn attention to the many ways in which we learn, and the different strengths and weaknesses we may have within each learning area. This multiplicity of learning preferences applies to “talent potential" children as much as to any other children. Therefore programs must cater for and strengthen a range of learning preferences. It is also important for students to understand their own learning styles and strengths. This emphasises the need for deliberate teaching of metacognitive strategies and awareness. 

· No teacher can be an expert in all disciplines. The “gifted education coordinator” cannot be the sole person responsible for these students. She may oversee the program, but a team of people with different areas of content expertise is needed.  The members of this team will belong also to other departments within the school: faculty groups, year level groups and so on, and thus the program planning for individual students will take into account not only their area of talent but their education as a whole.

Professional development

General remarks

· Principles of effective adult learning emphasise the importance of working in teams and also the need for ongoing input, review and evaluation.  

· In the past, professional development was often conducted in the context of whole staff days, often with an address from an outside “expert” followed by small group discussion intended to contextualise the ideas and decide on future directions. While such an approach seems sound, often once the students return the urgency of daily demands means that nothing much eventuates – and effectively the money, time and good will are wasted.

· Effective change needs a commitment from those involved at a variety of levels, not just from the top. It also needs long term planning, so that external PD can be built in over a three year period, with different levels of intensity for different staff according to their intended level of involvement.

Specific recommendations

Professional development in the area of talent development should have four layers.

1. General awareness raising for all teachers

2. Becoming proficient – talent potential teacher

3. Becoming expert- talent potential co-ordinator

4. Expert – mentor and teacher trainer

These layers are discussed briefly below. More detail can be provided on request.

1. General awareness raising for all teachers

In brief, this includes:

· understanding of the meaning of talent potential and how to identify it 

· introduction to tools for curriculum differentiation

· access to resources/ networks/ further courses

This level of preparation can be provided on a whole staff basis, or, more effectively, on a faculty or year level basis. It should involve several visits by an expert to allow issues to be raised, reflected on and followed up. Ideally, refresher series need to be held every two years.

2.  Becoming proficient – talent potential teacher

This level includes those who want to increase their knowledge of talent potential students, and who need exposure both to the wider issues raised by the field and also more detailed exposure to both teaching strategies for individual classrooms and curriculum development models to enable appropriate methods to filter out more widely into the school.

To some extent this level is catered for by such programs as the (formerly called) Bright Futures package in Victoria. The weakness of this program is in the very limited time and funding available to team leaders to deepen their own expertise. Ideally, consultants and tertiary educators would run this level of program in 16 hour modules. The programs would include structures for implementation of strategies and evaluation of effectiveness, which would allow for ongoing dialogue, assessment, and accreditation towards postgraduate work.

3. Becoming expert- talent potential co-ordinator

At this level, teachers would be expected to be engaged in, or to have completed, post-graduate work in the field, and to be active members of appropriate networks. The role of the co-ordinator is to have an overview of the work of teachers and students: to monitor the path of students through the program over time and to ensure that within each discipline area the units offered have sequence, breadth and depth.

4. Expert – teacher mentor and teacher trainer

At the moment there is little consistency either across or within states as to the kinds of professional development which are most effective and who is able to offer such training. Consultancy services are being offered to schools by people who have completed only minimal training themselves. There is no registration system, and no requirement that trainers keep up to date with current research in the fields of talent development and education in a broader sense. While courses are offered at many universities, they vary widely in focus and breadth.  Diversity can be a strength, especially in education where there are few absolutes, but there needs to be better information about what is being offered, as well as clearer indication of what successful completion enables one to be able to do.

Current situation

Since the first Senate inquiry into gifted education, much has happened in the field. Postgraduate courses and inservice training are offered through many universities and through bodies such as State Departments of Education, independent school networks, Catholic Education Offices and volunteer bodies such as the Victorian Association for Gifted and Talented Children.  Conferences for teachers and parents are held on a regular basis, and are well attended.

It is time now to move forward: to build on the strong work already done. In my view, the way forward is to strengthen the links between schools and universities, so that the knowledge of both researchers and practitioners can be deepened.

Recommendations

Provision for talented students should not be dependent on the state in which they happen to live or the school which they happen to attend.  Quality teacher training, both short-term professional development and post-graduate study, and for a range of career purposes, should also be available in a consistent way across Australia. How might this be achieved?

1. Interested universities, departments of education and other state bodies (e.g.the Catholic Education Office, the Independent Association of Registered Teachers of Victoria) should form a Commonwealth funded committee/body to decide on ways in which consistent policies and accreditation can be developed.

2. This body should also have responsibility for registering and monitoring the many courses available, and disseminating information about them. At the moment, different organisations and universities offer widely different courses under the umbrella of “gifted education”.  There are courses which emphasise curriculum development, courses which emphasise counselling and affective needs, courses for parents and so on. Diversity is not in itself a bad thing, but there needs to be clarification and information about the aims of each course and what successful participants are equipped then to do. 

3. Central to the work of the committee/body would be to keep the needs of talented children in the public arena, so that issues pertaining to differentiated education are discussed in the broader community.

4. Encouragement - in the form of funding for time release - should be given to teams of researchers and teachers who form collaborative partnerships to develop effective programs, trial strategies and test the effectiveness of these over time. Funding should require the writing up and dissemination of findings through conferences, professional journals and inservice activities, with the purpose of encouraging others to undertake further testing and development. 

5. The successful completion of a unit centering on the needs of students with talent potential should be a compulsory part of pre-service training, and should include consideration of learning styles, effective curriculum development models and strategies for teaching and identification. Links between this unit and post-graduate work should be clarified and strengthened.

(N.B.Attached to the hard copy of this submission are three articles (one in press) demonstrating ways in which collaborative work with teachers in reflective evaluation and curriculum development might be carried out. These articles demonstrate how shared findings can be disseminated to a number of audiences. Two are published in international research journals; the third is a professional publication which reaches a large number of schools and teachers. One of the three articles is co-written by a researcher and three teachers.)

Dr Julie Landvogt
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