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Preamble

The Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of New South Wales is committed to a free public education system which is open to all people irrespective of culture, gender, academic ability and socio-economic class and empowers students to control their own lives and be contributing members of society.

This commitment is based on the belief that:

· All students have the capacity to learn;

· The Government has prime responsibility to provide an education system open to all which is free and secular;

· Schools should be structured to meet the needs of individual students and should respect the knowledge those students bring to school and build on that knowledge to foster their understanding about the world.

Parents, as partners in the education process, have a right and a responsibility to play an active role in the education of their children. P&C Federation and its representatives share a responsibility of ensuring representative decision making for the benefit of all students. P&C Federation’s annual conference, attended by representatives of its 2100 affiliate associations, develops policy which is energetically promoted by P&C Federation’s democratically elected Council.

Summary of Recommendations

1. That the Committee adopts the view that all children are entitled to an education that encourages and supports them to reach their full potential and asserts that this is a fundamental human right requiring adequate responses from both state and Commonwealth governments. 

2. That gifted and talented education programs and provisions must be equitably available to all government school students in all metropolitan, regional and rural communities.

3. That the Senate Committee rigorously investigates the links between student attainment and the socio-economic distribution of their families. Such an examination should:

· Cover a range of areas of attainment, including but not limited to narrow definitions of school academic success;

· Examine the dependence on the educational attainment levels and interests of parents; and

· Elucidate the forces at work in the exceptions to any discernable pattern.

4. That the Committee finds and asserts that identification of gifted and talented children is not the same as measuring narrowly defined school attainment, but needs to respond to:

· The diversity of forms and levels of giftedness and its combinations with the range of other special needs.

· The fact that giftedness occurs in all fields from musical performance to sporting prowess and as well as directly vocational learning domains including manual skills areas such carpentry or cookery. 

· The need for any measures to address the needs of gifted students recognise and accommodate this diversity and avoid subjective judgements about the relative “difficulty” of different interest areas.

· The alienation and frustration felt by gifted (and other) students during their schooling when a school or school system does not respond to their needs or interests.

· The tendency of some gifted students to learn to hide their capacities in order to fit into the frequently artificial school or peer social environment.

· The need to include student self-selection or “opt-in” possibilities to give opportunities for unidentified and underachieving gifted students to self-identify.

· The inequity of certain identification processes (such as psychometric assessment) being effectively non-available to those on low incomes.

· The inequity of identification practices (such as teacher identification, use of behavioural checklists etc) being unevenly applied due to dependence on uneven teacher and parental awareness and support.

5. That the Committee finds and asserts that informed identification practices regarding gifted and talented children must be equally available, supported and implemented in all communities.

6. That any initiative or program implemented by the Commonwealth: 

· must be funded separately from other targeted programs;

· must not be drawn from programs or initiatives to address other needs; and 

· must not result in disadvantage for students who are not identified as gifted and talented.

7. That the Committee urges the Commonwealth to require universities to modify their teacher training courses to ensure new educators are fully aware of the needs of gifted students and the range of identification methods.

8. That the Committee urges the Commonwealth to fund a professional development program to equip new and existing teachers with the practical knowledge of:

· The range of characteristics and behavioural patterns of gifted students which will be encountered in the regular classroom or other teaching settings to assist teacher identification, including the influence of other special factors;

· Teaching strategies and practices within the classroom that facilitate appropriate educational experiences of every student;

· Case-studies describing acceleration and tailoring individual education programs for students whose needs cannot reasonably be met within a class of their age peers; and

· The range of support services and tailored educational provisions that is available to assist in meeting the needs of these students.

9. That the Committee adopts the view and asserts that underachieving or alienated gifted children need opportunities to self-select for participation in gifted and talented programs.

10. That adequate financial and counselling support is provided for those gifted students in need of such support.

11. That the Commonwealth Government, in conjunction with state governments, immediately sets up and provides new funding for a nation-wide Extension Program the coordination of which is advised by a committee of parents, educators and students including those with gifted education experience. This program will promote learning as an enriching activity for all and will assist in meeting the needs of students requiring work outside or beyond what is available at their school. 

The principles under which the Extension Program would operate are:

· Equitable access for all students without undue reliance on school assessment and given that many gifted students are unable, or choose not to, display their talents, access must include informed self-selection by students. 

· Recognition of the diversity of gifted students and of their talents;

· Recognition of the needs of gifted students outside their area of giftedness, and of the need to educate the whole person for the whole life;

· Recognition of the need to enhance opportunities for all students.

The extension program must, as soon as practicable and with full consultation, produce a strategic plan to meet its responsibilities.  This plan must:

· be based on the principles set out above;

· include the rapid provision of a wide range of programs and other resources that can be accessed by public school students, parents and teachers by way of OTEN-Distance Education and all other appropriate media;

· provide for compulsory elements of pre-service and in-service teacher training directed at recognising giftedness, diversity and individual need in the context and developing the whole person for the whole life;

· include the provision of helpful and practical information to parents;

· maximise already available resources, for example, by forming links with adult and community education, and universities;

· incorporate existing programs.  For example, the Duke of Edinburgh scheme might be seen as an extension program for citizenship;

· include the provision of advice and assistance to students, parents and teachers on how to form groups of gifted and interested students within schools, across neighbouring schools and across the state;

· include the provision of advice and assistance on the social and cultural needs of gifted students, on how to prevent isolation and how to assist communication and social interaction between students with similar interests;

· the use of a negotiated week of each term to bring together all students and staff in a local area who have a special gift or interest in each subject area to share information, compare standards and programs, hear talks from experts in the field and enjoy games, competitions and social activities, and including options involving depth and content explicitly addressing the needs of gifted and highly gifted students;

· include the oversight and promotion of a nation-wide program of world standard that meets the needs of all gifted students in all government schools;

· require proper reporting at school, district and system level; and

· be properly resourced to enable the rapid implementation of the program.

12. The Commonwealth should pursue the following measures to enhance gifted and talented education, which do not necessarily require the cooperation of the respective state governments:

· Establishment of and support for online meeting places for students with particular interests and needs that are unlikely to be met easily within their school community

· Establishment of and support for online meeting places for educators and parents of gifted students to allow sharing across geographic boundaries of experiences and lessons learnt;

· Support for face-to-face conferences and workshops for students with particular interests and needs where this is appropriate, in conjunction with experts in the fields;

· Support for the preparation and distribution of materials that can be shared nation-wide covering a number of areas:

· Development and dissemination of materials for teachers pre-service and in-service training

· Development and dissemination of learning materials for use in gifted and talented classes

· Development and dissemination of learning materials for individual and small group use by students talented in particular areas

· Development and dissemination of materials for parents of gifted students. 

· Ensure that the use of new technologies in school education across Australia enhances the quality of learning for all students via development of differentiated interactive learning materials that more readily respond to the individual needs of students.

Introduction

The Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of NSW welcomes this inquiry and the opportunity to make this submission in the context of our firm commitment to the principle that all school students have the right to reach their full potential. 

This submission highlights the currently inequitable provisions for gifted and talented students in New South Wales. It also draws particular attention to the responsibility of and opportunities for the Commonwealth to ensure appropriate equitable provisions, with or without the cooperation of state governments.

Overview of Policies for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students and Academic High Achievers in New South Wales – 
Developments during the last decade

In 1991, the then New South Wales Government released a Strategy for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students. The objectives of the strategy were “…to optimise the development and potential of each gifted and talented student; to promote development of a flexible approach to the education of students with superior abilities; and to ensure opportunities for them to be involved in a range of learning experiences that will develop a particular talent or a range of talents”. 

This was in the context of an acknowledged “…responsibility to ensure that all children, including gifted and talented children, are given an opportunity to reach their maximum potential”.

The strategy recognised that early identification of students with gifts and talents was important. It recommended a multi-part identification of gifted and talented students, including:

· Nomination by teachers, parents, peers or, where appropriate, self-nomination;

· Screening using a variety of standardised tests of creative and general ability, behavioural checklists, interview, class grades or multi-dimensional testing; 

· Placement in an appropriate existing or new program/provision by a school or local committee in consultation with parents;

· Being ongoing and dynamic and allowing identification at any stage and subsequent monitoring of success of placement strategies;

· Allowing for the highly talented to be identified amongst the talented group; and

· Ensuring that gifted and talented students from disadvantaged groups are identified.

The strategy called on schools and school systems

· to develop appropriate and specific teaching strategies; 

· to provide opportunities for flexible progression; 

· to consider vertical grouping; 

· to provide enrichment opportunities; 

· to establish and use specialist classes and schools; and

· to provide mentoring programs and camps for gifted and talented students. 

Under the strategy, the New South Wales Government established a Ministerial Advisory Committee comprising representatives of the education department, Board of Studies, non-government schools and systems, university vice-chancellors, teacher unions and parents. The Committee operated between 1992 and 1995. The advisory committee was abolished upon the election of the current New South Wales Government and the strategy ceased to be a priority in this state.

Guidelines for Accelerated Progression

Also in 1991, the New South Wales Board of Studies produced a document entitled Guidelines for Accelerated Progression. The guidelines, that have since been updated, outlined the nature of learning for gifted and talented children, canvassed issues about the appropriateness of accelerated progression and early school entry for particular students. For the most part, the guidelines left individual decisions about early school entry or accelerated progression for primary school children in the hands of school principals. 

The guidelines outlined specific conditions, including psychometric testing, for acceleration of students for one or more School Certificate or Higher School Certificate courses. The guidelines estimated that, at most, 0.5 per cent of students would be eligible for progression across all courses to Higher School Certificate standard and that, at most, five per cent of students would be eligible for acceleration in an individual discipline. The guidelines asserted that accelerated students need to perform above the average in the class in which their placement is being considered.

The guidelines also contained ideas on school timetabling for flexible progression and explained concepts such as small group work, vertical integration across grades, especially in secondary school, semesterisation of courses, flexible grouping of students and “unitisation” of course work. Special emphasis is placed on issues of teaching practice for these students.

The Board’s guidelines remain current (they were last revised in 1997) and compliance is required when students are accelerated for School Certificate and Higher School Certificate courses.

Department of Education and Training Policies for Gifted And Talented Students

In response to the Government’s strategy, the Department of Education and Training published Implementation Strategies for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students in 1991. with nine policy statements that read:

· “School communities have a responsibility to identify their gifted and talented students.

· School communities have a responsibility to provide a range of opportunities for their gifted and talented students.

· Teachers have a responsibility to identify the gifted and talented students in their classes.

· Teachers have a responsibility to select a variety of teaching strategies for inclusion in their programs for the range of gifted and talented students in their classes.

· Regions have a responsibility to coordinate school provisions for gifted and talented students when it is feasible for more than one school to share this responsibility.

· Regions and schools have a responsibility to provide staff development opportunities for teachers and other appropriate school personnel in the education of gifted and talented students.

· The Director-General and the Central Executive have a responsibility to account for the implementation of Government Policy and to report on the outcomes of schooling for gifted and talented students in government schools.

· School principals have the final responsibility for deciding when the early entry to school of students who are intellectually gifted is appropriate to meet their educational, social and emotional needs.

· School principals have the final responsibility for deciding when any form of accelerated progression is appropriate for individual gifted and talented students in Years K-12 to meet their educational, social and emotional needs.”

The policy was supported by detailed implementation strategies for each strategy. However no additional or dedicated funding was provided to schools or regions, and consequently effective implementation was largely constrained to those schools where staff or parents were already actively motivated to support the policies’ implementation. Some limited state-wide initiatives were achieved (such as the Mentor Links program) but again this was constrained by limited resource allocation.

The Policy has never been rescinded but its implementation no longer appears to be one of the Department of Education and Training’s priorities. It also refers to a Departmental administrative structure that was abolished almost six years ago. One of the reasons for lost focus may have been, shortly after its adoption, the state and Commonwealth emphasis on the development of literacy and numeracy programs.

The Suitability of Current Policies and Programs in New South Wales 

Programs for Gifted Students

In New South Wales the major provision for gifted and talented students is the provision of special classes and schools for academic high-achievers. In 2001 3180 students who achieved high academic results attend 106 Opportunity Classes (OC) in 67 government schools in the final two years of primary school. Further, about 20,000 secondary students attended 23 academically selective government schools (including the agricultural high schools) throughout the state. The special schools and classes are funded on exactly the same basis as other government schools.

Places in OC classes and selective high schools are offered based on state-wide pen-and-paper tests with some reference to school results. Only part of the pen-and-paper tests attempt to measure general aptitude rather than school attainment. 

Although interest in gifted education would often be encouraged for teachers applying for a place in one of these academically selected classes or schools, such prior training or experience is not currently a requirement. Some minimal support for existing OC and selective school teachers has recently emerged in the form of online and face-to-face conferencing, and in foreshadowed in-service training materials.

The New South Wales government school system also conducts several specialist secondary schools to which access is based on demonstrated interest and achievement in specific cultural or sporting pursuits. In the New South Wales government school system there are:

· Five Performing Arts high schools to which access to the specialised performing arts program is based on competitive audition

· The Conservatorium of Music High School; and

· Five Sports high schools that give enrolment priority to students with exceptional sporting skills.

In addition, there are several other specialist secondary schools that provide for specific interests of students. There are 18 Languages high schools, one Creative Arts high school and one Marine Technology high school. All of these schools are comprehensive secondary schools but give out-of-area enrolment priority to students with demonstrated skills in their areas of specialisation.

Additional state-wide programs provide for some areas of talent. The prime example is the work of the Department of Education and Training’s Performing Arts Unit that actively supports the development of a small number of identified high potential popular performers, as well as organising major performance events such as the Schools Spectacular, for school dance and vocal groups. 

In addition a state-wide Mentor Links program has attempted to match gifted students whose particular needs are unable to be met by the school’s staff with an appropriate mentor. The success of this program has been significantly constrained by the lack of funds to attract suitable mentors.

Apart from these, schools and districts can offer a range of provisions for their gifted and talented students as part of their endeavours to respond to the needs of their students. These include provisions such as:

· School musical and drama productions;

· School bands, orchestras, choirs and other performing groups;

· School sport and sporting extension activities;

· Leadership and representation opportunities, including SRCs, youth councils, and elected school leadership roles; 

· A huge range of special interest activities such as debating, chess, astronomy etc; and

· School and district events (day or weekend) bringing together those with a strong interest or skill in a field.

Common to most of these provisions are:

· Teaching staff being prepared to put in extra unpaid time to organise and support events and provisions;

· Parents being prepared to put in unpaid time to organise and support events and provisions; and

· Parents being prepared to fundraise to support the unavoidable costs of these activities.

It is not surprising then that these provisions for gifted students are not evenly spread across the state, but are inequitably distributed with more occurring in schools where parents have the time, money and interest to push for these provisions to develop their children’s talents, and where teachers have less other widespread needs that they try to address.

Inequity is further exacerbated as the vast majority of the specialist and selective schools are located in metropolitan centres and others that may be located in regional centres are, for many rural gifted and talented students, inaccessible. Even in metropolitan areas the access to these schools and the services they provide is difficult or impossible because of the travel times and distances involved.

Moreover, given that the specialist classes and schools do not involve any additional funding to meet the needs of their students, it would have to be said that the NSW education system’s response to gifted and talented children’s needs is largely a façade. The policy, although it needs updating and further development, is unexceptional. Lack of resources, however, has prevented the policy from meeting the needs of most of the state’s gifted and talented students and to it being extremely inequitable in its actual application. 

Identification Of Gifted And Talented Children

Students who are gifted and talented are not synonymous with the group of students who are academic high achievers. Gifted and talented students do not necessarily demonstrate academic success across the school curriculum or may not achieve consistently to their potential in the specific areas of their giftedness. 

The State Government’s Strategy for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students defined the target groups for gifted and talented education programs. The strategy stated:

Gifted students are those with the potential to exhibit superior performance across a range of areas of endeavour.

Talented students are those with the potential to exhibit superior performance in one area of endeavour. (New South Wales Government Strategy for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students 1991 p. 3)
Other definitions refer to gifted students as those with unrealised potential in one or more areas. Such definitions go on to describe talented students as gifted students who have realised their gifts.

P&C Federation’s policy, which is entirely the work of parent activists and the product of extensive research and debate, defines gifted and talented children as:

“those children who possess an untrained and spontaneously expressed natural ability in at least one ability domain significantly beyond that typically seen in children of the same age.  Giftedness comes in many forms and levels.  It is found in students of all socio-economic groups, and of diverse personalities and backgrounds.  It can be combined with other exceptionalities/special needs such as learning disabilities, socio-economic disadvantage, geographic isolation, Aboriginality and having English as a second language.”

P&C Federation’s complete policy is appended to this submission for the information of the Committee.

Each of these definitions recognise that there is a marked difference between potential and performance that is not evident by reference to school results. They also recognise that an individual student may exhibit exceptional potential in one particular area but not in others. Further, they recognise that some gifted students may require remedial programs in specific areas and that this need is not necessarily inconsistent with their giftedness.

Recommendation

That the Committee finds and asserts that identification of gifted and talented children is not the same as measuring narrowly defined school attainment, but needs to respond to:

· The diversity of forms and levels of giftedness and its combinations with the range of other special needs.

· The fact that giftedness occurs in all fields from musical performance to sporting prowess as well as directly vocational learning domains including manual skills areas such carpentry or cookery. 

· The need for any measures to address the needs of gifted students recognise and accommodate this diversity and avoid subjective judgements about the relative “difficulty” or value of different interest areas.

· The alienation and frustration felt by gifted (and other) students during their schooling when a school or school system does not respond to their needs or interests.

· The tendency of some gifted students to learn to hide their capacities in order to fit into the frequently artificial school or peer social environment.

· The need to include student self-selection or “opt-in” possibilities to give opportunities for unidentified and underachieving gifted students to self-identify.

· The inequity of certain identification processes (such as psychometric assessment) being effectively non-available to those on low incomes.

· The inequity of identification practices (such as teacher identification, use of behavioural checklists etc) being unevenly applied due to dependence on uneven teacher and parental awareness and support.

Equitable Provision of Gifted and Talented Programs

Current identification practices for selection of students for OC classes and selective high schools take inadequate account of these important distinctions. They do not address connections that may exist between giftedness and learning difficulties. Importantly, they do not account for the impact of socio-economic disadvantage on the demonstration of giftedness. 

Students can exhibit giftedness in any interest or domain of learning. Currently, gifted and talented education programs place great importance on prowess in one or other traditionally academic disciplines or pursuits associated with “high” culture. Giftedness can, however, occur in any field of learning and these are frequently unrecognised in state-wide and locally developed programs. Gifted and talented programs should eschew elitist notions about the value of some disciplines, typically those that have a narrow academic orientation, over others. Allowing interested students to self-identify for participation in any extension programs is the only means of accommodating this diversity.

Statewide identification and selection processes for academically selective classes and schools do not adequately distinguish between potential and performance. Nor do they recognise giftedness across the range of skills and activities in which students may exhibit it. Currently, students are selected on the basis of superior performance in a very narrow band of skills. The selection processes for both OC classes and selective schools place primary emphasis on performance in literacy and numeracy skills. In addition, gifted students in outlying rural areas have no effective access to OC classes because of distance and lack of school transport services to get individual children from outlying areas to a school with an OC class. Creative solutions to such problems are needed. We believe that, in these circumstances, exploration of “part-time” or “cluster groups within a class” type OC provisions may be appropriate.

The Commonwealth’s Role in Providing for Gifted and Talented Children

The most significant imperative for providing specific provisions for gifted and talented children is that all children have a fundamental human right to appropriate educational experiences that assist them to reach their full potential.

Gifted and talented children can be found in all communities including socially and economically disadvantaged communities. At the same time it is apparent that more gifted and talented students are identified and have access to gifted and talented education programs in areas that do not endure socio-economic disadvantages. There is little doubt that demonstration of giftedness does not always arise spontaneously but depends on a range of environmental and personality factors, including supportive home, school and learning environments.

P&C Federation urges the Committee to comprehensively investigate this matter and the issues it raises and to frame specific recommendations for Commonwealth action to ensure access to appropriate educational provision for gifted and talented children across the board.

Recommendations:

That the Committee adopts the view that all children are entitled to an education that encourages and supports them to reach their full potential and asserts that this is a fundamental human right requiring adequate responses from both state and Commonwealth governments. 

That gifted and talented education programs and provisions must be equitably available to all government school students in all metropolitan, regional and rural communities.

That the Senate Committee rigorously investigates the links between student attainment and the socio-economic distribution of their families. Such an examination should:

· Cover a range of areas of attainment, including but not limited to narrow definitions of school academic success;

· Examine the dependence on the educational attainment levels and interests of parents; and

· Elucidate the forces at work in the exceptions to any discernable pattern.

Specific Equity Concerns

School-based provisions for gifted and talented students, where they exist, are developed locally. There is no available quantitative information to indicate the numbers of schools with gifted and talented programs and there is certainly no systematic, qualitative information available to assess the effectiveness, equity or outcomes of these local programs where they exist. Because of inadequate support from Government, they are usually funded on a “user-pays” basis by parents, sometimes with the support of the school’s parent organisation and on occasion with the assistance of school resources. This form of provision is neither equitable nor consistent. 

As part of determining the educational needs of gifted children, families require the resources to obtain access to psychological testing and other identification services, as well as counselling and assistance to help their gifted and talented children to thrive emotionally as well as educationally. These services are expensive and are beyond the means of many families without some form of government assistance. Also, these services are not available in all areas or require long journeys to regional or metropolitan areas where they are available. The services of school counsellors employed by the Department of Education and Training have generally been inadequate to respond to these needs.

In many schools identification practices are restricted to narrow measures of school academic achievement. This may be low-cost, but it ignores the plight of many gifted children who also suffer learning disabilities or feel alienated and frustrated by their experience of schooling that does not meet their needs or interests. These measures cannot cater for the diversity of fields in which giftedness may occur. As previously stated, giftedness can occur in any field and is not confined to areas of traditional academic endeavour. For this reason gifted and talented programs operating on such a basis exclude many because of the value placed on demonstration of talent in a few areas to the exclusion of others. 

Narrow measures of academic achievement also ignore the tendency of many gifted students to hide their capacities in an attempt to fit in with frequently artificial school or peer social environments. The approach ignores underachieving gifted students who feel that mainstream school activities are a waste of time. It follows that a much wider approach to identification, including self-selection by students, is required.

P&C Federation asserts that gifted and talented education programs must be based on identification practices that are equitably available supported and implemented in all communities. Further, it is clear that sufficient resources, including teacher time and training, to support the provision of gifted and talented programs in all communities, need to be allocated, particularly in communities with other pressing priorities to ensure these programs are equitable and evenly distributed.

Recommendations:

That the Committee finds and asserts that identification of gifted and talented children is not the same as measuring narrowly defined school attainment, but presents difficulties and challenges due to:

· The diversity of forms and levels of giftedness and its combinations with the range of other special needs

· The alienation and frustration felt by gifted (and other) students during their schooling when a school or school system does not respond to their needs or interests

· The tendency of some gifted students to learn to hide their capacities in order to fit into the frequently artificial school or peer social environment

· The need to include student self-selection or “opt-in” possibilities to give opportunities for unidentified and underachieving gifted students to self-identify

· The inequity of certain identification processes (such as psychometric assessment) being effectively non-available to those on low incomes

That the Committee finds and asserts that informed identification practices regarding gifted and talented children must be equally available, supported and implemented in all communities.

P&C Federation recognises that there are many competing demands on the public education system and the funding that is available to it. These issues are no less important simply because existing support for gifted and talented programs is inadequate and inequitable. By the same token, their existence does not negate the responsibility of governments and education departments to cater for the specific needs of gifted and talented students.

Recommendation:

That any initiative or program implemented by the Commonwealth: 

· must be funded separately from other targeted programs;

· must not be drawn from programs or initiatives to address other needs; and 

· must not result in disadvantage for students who are not identified as gifted and talented.

Teacher Training

Effective and equitable identification of gifted and talented children and access to appropriate learning experiences for them is dependent on a teaching force that is trained to acquit these roles. Unfortunately, a large proportion of teachers in both government and private schools are not trained to identify these students or to provide appropriate extension programs and provisions for gifted and talented students. 

While several university, pre-service teacher education courses offer elective subjects in gifted and talented education, these course components are not mandatory requirements for the completion of courses and are not required by state education departments or associated teacher registration authorities for teacher accreditation. Further, in New South Wales, and several other states, there is no government support for teacher professional development in gifted and talented education. P&C Federation asserts that educational authorities have a fundamental responsibility to ensure that all staff are trained to recognise and provide for the needs of gifted students.

The Commonwealth is in a unique position to amend this situation, especially in relation to pre-service teacher education because of the close links between the Commonwealth and universities. We believe the Commonwealth should ensure that the compulsory core of pre-service teacher education courses at early childhood, primary and secondary levels should provide student teachers with practical knowledge of:

· the range of characteristics and behavioural patterns of gifted students which will be encountered in the regular classroom to assist teacher identification, including the influence of other special factors;

· teaching strategies and practices within the classroom that facilitate appropriate educational experiences of every student;

· case-studies with acceleration and tailoring individual education programs for students whose needs cannot reasonably be met within a class of their age peers; and

· the range of support services and tailored educational provisions that is available to assist in meeting the needs of these students.

The Commonwealth is also in a position to specify requirements for teacher professional development programs it funds. P&C Federation believes that such a program should cover the previously stated training goals to reach all current teachers. The program should also address issues faced by school counsellors in relation to identification of and assistance for gifted and talented students. In addition, the program should include community information sessions to assist parents understand the ways in which giftedness can be supported both at school and at home.

Recommendations:

That the Committee urges the Commonwealth to require universities modify their teacher training courses to ensure new educators are fully aware of the needs of gifted students and the range of identification methods.

That the Committee urges the Commonwealth to fund a professional development program to equip teachers with the practical knowledge of:

· the range of characteristics and behavioural patterns of gifted students which will be encountered in the regular classroom or other teaching settings to assist teacher identification, including the influence of other special factors;

· teaching strategies and practices within the classroom that facilitate appropriate educational experiences of every student;

· case-studies describing  acceleration and tailoring individual education programs for students whose needs cannot reasonably be met within a class of their age peers; and

· the range of support services and tailored educational provisions that is available to assist in meeting the needs of these students.

Self-identification

It is well documented that the self-esteem, performance and behaviour of students suffer when their potential is unrealised. P&C Federation’s policy states:

All students must be encouraged and supported to reach their potential.  Students with exceptional abilities in one or more areas present particular challenges in school education, including many who feel alienated from their age peers and who engage in patterns of behaviour that may hide their abilities.  To facilitate the right of these students to reach their potential, Federation believes the public education system needs to implement appropriate policies and practices to meet their educational and social needs.

Current practices are largely dependent on teacher and parental awareness and support. Inadequate teacher pre-service teacher training and the lack of ongoing professional development for gifted and talented education means that existing and prospective means of school-based identification of gifted and talented students is, and is likely to remain, inconsistent. Identification practices that rely on selectively applied judgements or behavioural checklists are inequitable, especially in light of the dearth of teacher training opportunities in these matters. 

P&C Federation believes that underachieving or alienated gifted children need the opportunity to self-select for participation in gifted and talented programs and provisions. Further, we believe that any provisions for gifted and talented students arising from the current inquiry should specify that adequate financial and counselling support be provided for those gifted students in need of such support.

Recommendations:

That the Committee adopts the view and asserts that underachieving or alienated gifted children need opportunities to self-select for participation in gifted and talented programs.

That adequate financial and counselling support is provided for those gifted students suffering one or more forms of disadvantage.

An Extension Program for Gifted and Talented Students

The Commonwealth has a history of providing targeted programs to address important educational issues that are not receiving adequate attention from state and territory governments. We believe that appropriate and equitably provided gifted and talented education is one such area that demands the attention of the Commonwealth.

P&C Federation believes that the Commonwealth should fund such a program for schools so that the current inequities in gifted and talented education, some of which are described in this submission, might be alleviated. At its 2000 Annual Conference, representatives of many of the 2100 school-based parent organisations called on governments to provide such a program. 

As a consequence, we believe that the Commonwealth Government, in conjunction with state governments, should immediately set up and provide new funding for a nation-wide Extension Program the coordination of which is advised by a committee of parents, educators and students including those with gifted education experience. This program will promote learning as an enriching activity for all and will assist in meeting the needs of students requiring work outside or beyond what is available at their school. 

The principles under which the Extension Program would operate are:

· Equitable access for all students without undue reliance on school assessment and given that many gifted students are unable, or choose not to, display their talents, access must include informed self-selection by students. 

· Recognition of the diversity of gifted students and of their talents;

· Recognition of the needs of gifted students outside their area of giftedness, and of the need to educate the whole person for the whole life;

· Recognition of the need to enhance opportunities for all students.

The extension program must, as soon as practicable and with full consultation, produce a strategic plan to meet its responsibilities.  This plan must:

· be based on the principles set out above;

· include the rapid provision of a wide range of programs and other resources that can be accessed by public school students, parents and teachers by way of OTEN-Distance Education and all other appropriate media;

· provide for compulsory elements of pre-service and in-service teacher training directed at recognising giftedness, diversity and individual need in the context and developing the whole person for the whole life;

· include the provision of helpful and practical information to parents;

· maximise already available resources, for example, by forming links with adult and community education, and universities;

· incorporate existing programs.  For example, the Duke of Edinburgh scheme might be seen as an extension program for citizenship;

· include the provision of advice and assistance to students, parents and teachers on how to form groups of gifted and interested students within schools, across neighbouring schools and across the nation;

· include the provision of advice and assistance on the social and cultural needs of gifted students, on how to prevent isolation and how to assist communication and social interaction between students with similar interests;

· the use of a negotiated week of each term to bring together all students and staff in a local area who have a special gift or interest in each subject area to share information, compare standards and programs, hear talks from experts in the field and enjoy games, competitions and social activities, and including options involving depth and content explicitly addressing the needs of gifted and highly gifted students;

· include the oversight and promotion of a nation-wide program of world standard that meets the needs of all gifted students in all government schools;

· require proper reporting at school, district and system level; and

· be properly resourced to enable the rapid implementation of the program.

In addition the Commonwealth has a unique position in supporting the needs of gifted students and their educators across Australia. The Commonwealth should pursue the following measures, which do not necessarily require the cooperation of the respective state governments to enhance gifted and talented education:

· Establishment of and support for online meeting places for students with particular interests and needs that are unlikely to be met easily within their school community

· Establishment of and support for online meeting places for educators and parents of gifted students to allow sharing of experiences and lessons learnt across geographic boundaries;

· Support for face-to-face conferences and workshops for students with particular interests and needs where this is appropriate, in conjunction with experts in the fields;

· Support for the preparation and distribution of materials that can be shared nation-wide covering a number of areas such as:

· Development and dissemination of materials for teachers pre-service and in-service training

· Development and dissemination of learning materials for use in gifted and talented classes

· Development and dissemination of learning materials for individual and small group use by students talented in particular areas

· Development and dissemination of materials for parents of gifted students

· Ensure that the use of new technologies in school education across Australia enhances the quality of learning for all students via development of differentiated interactive learning materials that more readily respond to the individual needs of students.

APPENDIX

Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations of New South Wales
Gifted and Talented Education Policy

PREMISE 8F

All students must be encouraged and supported to reach their potential.  Students with exceptional abilities in one or more areas present particular challenges in school education, including many who feel alienated from their age peers and who engage in patterns of behaviour that may hide their abilities.  To facilitate the right of these students to reach their potential, Federation believes the public education system needs to implement appropriate policies and practices to meet their educational and social needs.

Gifted/talented children are those children who possess an untrained and spontaneously expressed natural ability in at least one ability domain significantly beyond that typically seen in children of the same age.  Giftedness comes in many forms and levels.  It is found in students of all socio-economic groups, and of diverse personalities and backgrounds.  It can be combined with other exceptionalities/special needs such as learning disabilities, socio-economic disadvantage, geographic isolation, Aboriginality and having English as a second language.

POLICY

8.34 Families with gifted students have, in line with all parents, the right to expect appropriate educational responses and provisions that meet their children’s needs.

8.35 Federation believes the development of gifted children is not automatic.  It depends on a range of environmental and personality factors, including supporting home, school and learning environments.

8.36 Federation supports the establishment and maintenance of school environments that encourage and celebrate excellence in any domain.

8.37 Federation notes the research that teachers’ capacity to identify and provide for the needs of gifted students depends critically on the training they receive and asserts that educational authorities have a fundamental responsibility to ensure that all staff are trained to recognise and provide for the needs of gifted students.

(a)
The compulsory core of pre-service teacher education courses at early childhood, primary and secondary levels should provide student teachers with practical knowledge of:

(i) the range of characteristics and behavioural patterns of gifted students which will be encountered in the regular classroom to assist teacher identification, including when accompanied by other special factors;

(ii) teaching strategies and practices within the classroom that facilitate appropriate educational experiences of every student;

(iii) case-studies with acceleration and tailoring individual education programs for students whose needs cannot reasonably be met within a class of their age peers; and

(iv) the range of support services and tailored educational provisions that are available to assist in meeting the needs of these students.

(b) Inservice training should be provided to all schools across the state covering the above training goals to reach current teachers, and this should be provided as a state-level coordinated training initiative beyond the limited funding available to each school for staff training.  Where possible this training should include community information sessions to help parents understand the ways giftedness can be handled in both school and home environments.

(c) Teachers undertaking specialist gifted education roles within schools and the education system should generally have a high level of training or expertise in this field and gifted educational qualifications should be used as a factor for the filling of existing and new specialist gifted positions.

8.38 The NSW State Government and Department of Education & Training should provide a sufficient allocation of time and resources so that:

(a) each school has a gifted students’ coordinator to support the principal by coordinating gifted provisions implemented inside and outside the regular classroom and to provide support for, and overview outcomes of, teachers meeting the needs of gifted students in their classes;

(b) each district has a gifted students’ coordinator to support schools by coordinating district-wide gifted provisions and inservice training, networking and support for the district’s in-school gifted students’ coordinators and teachers;

(c) the state educational system has a Gifted Education Unit to:

(i) support the gifted students’ coordinators across the state;

(ii) develop state-wide provisions and resources;

(iii) support teacher networking in the area of gifted students including via conferences and electronic technologies; and

(iv) develop and review implementation of policy across the state;

(d) each school and district can procure teaching resources and incur peripheral expenses (entrance fees, transport costs) involved in the range of provisions.

8.39 Federation supports the use of strategies found by research to support the diverse range of learning and other needs of students (including the gifted), such as:

(a) open-ended questions and activities;

(b) flexible ability grouping strategies both within and across classes and schools (including vertical integration), with these groupings varying by content area, and being regularly reviewed and reformed;

(c) individual and small group research and contract work with active student ownership;

(d) flexible progression strategies within content areas, (including acceleration with the agreement of the parents and student and subject to ongoing review and counselling/support);

(e) extension activities, both within and across class groupings, with self-selection by students used in conjunction with other selection practices to ensure equity of opportunity;

(f) appropriate mentoring arrangements; and

(g) the provision, monitoring and review of individual education programs for students whose educational needs are not able to be appropriately met otherwise.

8.40 A state-wide Extension Program across all government schools should be established to coordinate the provision of open-ended learning opportunities beyond the prescribed school curriculum.  Interested students, parents and teachers should be involved in determining the topics to be explored, with some of these involving content and depth explicitly addressing the needs of gifted students.  Selection should include self-selection by students based on clear understanding of the proposed content and purpose.  The program should be properly resourced in all schools and should be subject to proper reporting at school, district and system level. The program should be used to promote government schools and their meeting of the diverse needs of their students, including gifted students.

8.41 Federation supports a school-student based numbers based formula for funding schools for time-intensive gifted provisions such as mentor arrangements and Individual Education Programs to ensure that they are available across the state for all students that need them.  Expenditure of this funding should be under the supervision of the Gifted Education Unit to ensure appropriateness.

8.42 All the monies required to pay for positions and materials for gifted and talented students shall be from new funds.

ACTION ITEMS

Federation calls upon the Government to implement the following:

The government must immediately set up and provide new funding for a state-wide Extension Program advised by a committee of parents and students.  This program will have the responsibility of meeting the needs of students requiring work outside or beyond what is available at their school.

The principles under which the Extension Program would operate are:

·  Equitable access for all students.  It must be recognised that existing school assessment does not test giftedness, and that many gifted students are unable, or choose not to, display their talents.  This means that access to the extension program must not be by selection, but must be open to all students.

·  Recognition of the diversity of gifted students and of their talents;

·  Recognition of the needs of gifted students outside their area of giftedness, and of the need to educate the whole person for the whole life;

·  Recognition of the need to enhance opportunities for all students.

The extension program must, as soon as practicable and with full consultation, produce a strategic plan to meet its responsibilities.  This plan must:

·  be based on the principles set out above;

·  include the rapid provision of a wide range of programs and other resources that can be accessed by public school students, parents and teachers by way of OTEN-Distance Education and all other appropriate media;

·  provide for compulsory elements of pre-service and inservice teacher training directed at recognising giftedness, diversity and individual need in the context and developing the whole person for the whole life;

·  include the provision of helpful and practical information to parents;

·  maximise already available resources, for example, by forming links with adult and community education, and universities;

·  incorporate existing programs.  For example, the Duke of Edinburgh scheme might be seen as an extension program for citizenship;

·  include the provision of advice and assistance to students, parents and teachers on how to form groups of gifted and interested students within schools, across neighbouring schools and across the state;

·  include the provision of advice and assistance on the social and cultural needs of gifted students, on how to prevent isolation and how to assist communication and social interaction between students with similar interests;

·  the use of a negotiated week of each term to bring together all students and staff in a local area who have a special gift or interest in each subject area to share information, compare standards and programs, hear talks from experts in the field and enjoy games, competitions and social activities;

·  include the oversight and promotion of a state-wide program of world standard that meets the needs of all gifted students in all schools;

·  require proper reporting at school, district and system level; and

·  be properly resourced to enable the rapid implementation of the program. (2000)

Federation calls upon the Department of Education and Training to ensure that it provides training for gifted and talented education and that it must be available to all teachers, not just those in selective high schools. (2000)

