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Work:

I became interested in the education of gifted students in secondary schools in the early 1990s, completed the COGE at my expense and in my own time with Prof. Miraca Gross at the University of NSW. During 1995 I contributed a section on the Differentiation of units of work in English to ‘Differentiated Programs For Secondary Schools’ by Eddie Braggett. 

On the strength of the work I had done in the field of gifted education I won a position at The Heights school supporting teachers in the development of differentiated units of work. This started in 1996 when working with Ms Kris Nielson and we developed a one year program of work for South Australia’s first state funded program for gifted students (SHIP, Students of High Intellectual Potential).

From then until the end of 2000 I taught at The Heights both gifted children and regular classes containing cluster of gifted children. The Heights provides for more than a hundred gifted children in the regular classroom independent of the SHIP program. For part of my job, five lessons per week, I worked with teachers individually and in small groups developing differentiated units of work in every subject. In reality this absorbed more time than allocated because of arranging lesson swaps to make it possible to work with staff teaching on other lines compared to me.

Work produced in these sessions was submitted to Professor Miraca Gross’ department at the UNSW, to Maria McCann at Flinders University and to Eddie Braggett for professional appraisal.

During 1999 I served as Acting Coordinator for gifted education at The Heights participating in state management meetings, interviewing gifted children and their parents, administering selection tests and having significant input to the development of an effective whole of school staff development program.

These experiences enabled me to win my present position as Coordinator English/SHIP at Modbury High School. My task is to manage English for a little over 1000 secondary students and to start a program for the gifted. Since this is an ordinary secondary school there is a budget of only $3000 p.a. for the development of the SHIP program. From the even though there is a policy stating schools must provide for gifted children there is no budgetary consideration of any kind.

I would have preferred to work with the large numbers of gifted children and on staff development at a school like The Heights but there is no career pathway available to me.

Submission:

Funding.
In SA the programs for gifted children started with Focus schools in the Primary Sector.

When the SHIP program started in the secondary sector in 1997 the Focus Schools program was progressively cut back until it no longer existed.

In order of establishment The Heights (1997), Glenunga International (1998) and Arberfoyl Park (1999) provide for SHIP taking 30 students each per year into special classes providing accelerated curriculum.

Funding of $100,000 p.a. per school was guaranteed only for the first three years.

In 1999 the support from the SA department of education was largely removed and valuable, vigorous support staff were lost.

· Funding is not now guaranteed and is allocated on a year by year basis.

· Funding has been cut to $85,000 p.a. per school.

· Only political action by parents involving MPs, got a positive answer on funding before the christmas school holidays at the end of 1999.

· Other special interest schools get more funding and it is provided as part of recurrent expenditure.

· The key person in the department, Mary Minchin, only has her job term by term.

· SHIP schools will be expected to pay for the full cost of testing by ACER, interviewing etc in the near future. This has already been stated.

This is not the way to run a program for gifted students.

The SHIP program is cost neutral or close to it since most of the students will complete their schooling one or two years sooner than most children.

I believe this is another aspect of the prejudice that the gifted face in Australia.

They are still the most educationally disadvantaged group in Australia.

Professional Development:

The SA office of review when it looked at each of the SHIP schools came to the conclusion that the benefits for ordinary students were very significant because teachers used the differentiated methodology learned for the SHIP in all their classes. Differentiation of work units attempts to make work more relevant to students and addresses the huge range of abilities found in classes of gifted children. The range of abilities in a regular mixed ability class, even classes containing disadvantaged children, is smaller than in a SHIP class where IQ may range from 135 to over 200!

The thinking that because students are gifted, a teacher can handle a large class couldn’t be further from the truth yet that rationale underpins the allocation of 28-30 of these students to each of the SHIP classes.

Experienced teachers find these students difficult to cater for unless they have had extensive preparation.

After working with teachers taking them out of lessons (creates extra work for them) to learn about SHIP and the methods to use with them, after trying after school professional development sessions, holiday sessions and school closure days, I came to the conclusion the best way to provide in service education was to take faculty groups out of the classroom together and to use an outside provider. This works well when teachers are supported by a trained person in the school.

To do this is expensive but the quality of work units and the level of involvement of teachers demonstrates it is the most effective method.

Cost are as follows:

· Temporary relieving teacher $200-$250 per day.

· Provider $350-$500 per day. (1999)

For a faculty of 10 persons this proves expensive. 



Introductory theory. (One day.)



Theory/unit planning (One day)



Unit planning (One day)

Total cost in the order of :



$1050
Provider



$1500
Temporary Relieving Teachers (TRT)

 I spent $22,000 on professional development for a six month period in 1999.

Professional development needs to progress on several fronts:

· Preparation of leadership 

Thinking skills teaching

Differentiation

The nature of giftedness

Multiple intelligencies

Socio-emotional aspects of gifted individuals

· Faculty based professional development

Differentiation

(involves explicit teaching of thinking skills and some scio-emotional understanding and multiple intelligencies)

· Thinking Skills; learning to teach explicitly.

· School closure day (selected topics)

· After school provision by Flinders University at school for those who want to get a formal qualification.

This pattern works well, particularly the faculty-based work and the whole of school thinking skills program. In each school year students are caused to learn four techniques.

The turn over of staff because of transfers, tenure, etc is high and so the expense of professional development continues. Without major funding it would be impossible to provide suitable course material for gifted students.

Recent changes in SA implemented without consultation, require teachers to complete 37.5 hours of professional development per year at their own cost and in their own time.

This is the only employer that does not pay for its employees to upgrade knowledge and skills the employer deems desirable for the execution of the employees’ duties!

I wanted to tell you about many things in respect of gifted programs, how the gifted are regarded and treated, the sense in which they are damaged goods when they come to us at schools and the hope our puny attempts generate in this neglected group. They are so pleased just to get some help yet they need and deserve so much more. 

I wanted to write about attitudes, needs, performance and the almost total lack of  quality T&D providers. (One of the best we had lost his job with the department, went to work on his own and became so popular with industry that we can no longer afford him at $1000 per day!) 

This communication seems jumbled and I feel uncomfortable presenting a few ideas like this but I was informed of the extension to deadline by GERRIC on Friday, 2nd March, yet I had no knowledge of the senate inquiry prior to this. I discovered on Saturday 3rd March listening to Maria McCann making her keynote address at a conference at which I was conducting workshops, that Flinders University had known of this inquiry for some time. The information did not reach the front line, at least not in SA and certainly not in the regular schools. By these means I feel I’ve been denied  the opportunity to respond thoughtfully and in an organised and effective manner. 

Sincerely,

John Lambert.

