Executive Summary

This report is written on behalf of the New South Wales Association for the Education of the Gifted and Talented Children. The Association has approximately 1650 members.  Membership is predominantly made up of parents although there is a significant teacher contribution.

The Association acknowledges the significant advances in gifted education in New South Wales since 1988. The introduction of a new gifted and talented policy in 1991 allowed many new initiatives to be introduced.

There is still room for further initiatives, in the development of policy, conceptions of giftedness, identification techniques and provisions within classrooms and schools.

The Association strongly supports the need for:

· increased pre-service and post-service teacher training.

· increased research into identification techniques and appropriate provisions for gifted and talented students particularly students from minority backgrounds and students who are both gifted and learning disabled.

· further provisions for isolated gifted and talented students.

· the establishment of a national network to facilitate the sharing of resources, best practice and joint research projects.

The Association would be happy to elaborate on the following information if given the opportunity.

(a) review of developments in the education of gifted and talented children since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children;

A New South Wales Perspective

(1) The Role of the NSW Gifted and Talented Association

The role of the association has expanded since 1988.  It now provides an assortment of support mechanisms for its membership, including community information seminars, family days and weekend workshops. Open House operates in the form of a coffee and chat on the third Saturday of every month.  The playgroup sessions have been increased to twice a month. Local support groups operate in country and metropolitan centres.  The association currently has approximately 1650 members.

The associations’s website at www.nswagtc.org.au continues to grow in popularity.  This provides direct access to a wide range of information including gifted and talented policy, articles, software reviews, forthcoming events and relevant web links.

The journal ‘Gifted’ provides a variety of interesting segments including a children’s work centerfold, academic and general articles and website reviews.  

In a large majority of cases the parents who contact the association seeking information or help are doing so because their child is experiencing problems as a result of their learning needs not being identified, understood or catered for.  

The types of concerns include

· teachers not identifying their child’s level of ability

· once formal identification as been made, whether by the school or an independent psychologist, that no adjustment is made in the way the child’s learning needs are met.

· year by year parents need to inform their child’s new teacher about their particular learning needs. 

· lack of consistency from year to year, for example children may be identified and given differentiated curriculum or extension or enrichment provisions in one year and then the following year they don’t have access to these provisions and often are expected to redo work they have already covered during the previous years differentiated or accelerated program.

· parents find school selection difficult.  It is not easy for them to find the schools where the teachers are trained and the programs exist, and even if they do find them there may not be vacancies.

· children experiencing emotional, social, behavioural or self esteem problems as a result of not having their learning needs understood. 

(2) Gifted and Talented Policy in Government Schools

The range of provisions available for gifted and talented students has increased since 1988.  This is due significantly to the introduction of a new gifted and talented policy in 1991.  Three documents were produced in 1991, the first was Government Strategy for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students, the second was the Policy for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students and the third and perhaps most useful document was the policy support document Implementation Strategies for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students. There were many new initiatives in these documents and some of these are outlined below.

Flexible Progression

Gifted and talented students in all government primary and secondary high schools have access to flexible progression.  This may be in the form of early entry to primary school and high school or through acceleration in one or more subjects, key learning areas or grades. Senior students are also able to complete distinction courses which may attract university accreditation. The Board of Studies is currently investigating the possibility of students completing first year university courses at a range of universities.  In the future this may replace the current distinction program.
Acceleration takes place at the discretion of the school principal who will consider whether this is the most appropriate option for the individual child. In response to a request for accelerated progression a principal will consider information from a range of identification sources such a psychologist’s report, work samples, performance, off level tests etc. Factors such as physical size (or lack of it) are not considered as part of the selection process however the social maturity of the child and how well it is anticipated they will adapt to their new peer group is a determining factor.  Many highly gifted and talented students tend to gravitate towards older peers or adults.  Accordingly social maturity except in the case of very young students is not usually an issue.

The Department of Education and Training provides clear selection procedures and guidelines for prospective acceleration students within the Implementation Strategies for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students document.  The Department also conducts a yearly data collection of students who are accelerated in government schools.  The Board of Studies also provides clear and thorough guidelines to implement acceleration in its document Guidelines for Accelerated Progression which are particularly useful for high schools and schools considering radical acceleration.

The number of students in government schools provided with accelerated progression has continued to increase each year, from 1,162 students in 1993 to 8,120 students in 1998. More current figures would be available from the Department of Education and Training.

Specialist Schools and Classes

State wide OC Placement Test

There are currently 105 Opportunity ‘C’ classes in 67 government schools in New South Wales. Another 2 classes are planned for future implementation. These classes are for academically gifted and talented students in years five and six in primary school. Students who wish to attend these classes sit a state wide test designed and marked by ACER.  This test has three components, English, maths and general ability.  The selection criteria also includes a combination of student ranking provided by the school and additional information provided by families. This state wide selection process is run by the Selective Schools Unit within the Assessment and Reporting Directorate.  Assistance is also provided by Curriculum Support Directorate.

Selective High schools and Agricultural High schools

Selective and Agricultural High Schools cater for academically gifted and talented high school students. Students who wish to attend these classes sit a state wide test in year six which is designed and marked by ACER.  This test has three components, English, maths and general ability.  The selection criteria also includes a combination of student ranking provided by the school and additional information provided by families. This selection process is run by the Selective Schools Unit within the Assessment and Reporting Directorate.  Assistance is also provided by Curriculum Support Directorate.

Additional Specialist Schools

In the NSW government system there are also specialist secondary schools to which access is based on demonstrated interest and achievement in specific sporting and cultural areas. These include the Conservatorium of Music High School, 5 Sports High Schools and 5 Performing Arts High Schools.

The NSW government system also has 18 languages high schools, 1 creative arts high school and 1 Marine technology high school. All of these schools are comprehensive secondary schools but give priority to students with demonstrated skills in their area of specialisation.

Mentor Links Program

Initiated in 1997 the Mentor Links program endeavours to link students aged ten years and older in the Government School system who have an exceptional talent in an area which can not be catered for at school or home with a voluntary, community mentor who has expertise in the same area.

The program operates out of school grounds and outside school hours, that is after school, during the holidays, in the evenings or at weekends.

The goal of the program is to link students with an exceptional ability with a suitable mentor. Due to the voluntary nature of the program this is not always possible. However, technology has assisted many student mentor links. Traditionally students and mentors have met in person, with an accompanying parent or guardian. Today many students communicate with their mentor by correspondence, tapes, computer or phone.

It is important to note that this program does not only cater for students who have an academic talent. A student may have an overall poor academic record but have an exceptional ability in an area such as sport or art. Students have been linked to mentors in a wide range of areas including electronics, cartooning, clay animation and magic. Al1 participating districts are provided with relief days for the co-ordinator or co-ordinators to have at least some time to search for a mentor who has both the personal qualities and skills necessary.

Security

The students' safety is the most important component of this program. All prospective mentors are required to agree to a criminal records check. In addition, as a condition of being admitted to the program the student's parent or caregiver is required to sign a form stating that they will be present at each meeting between the mentor and student. If the parent or caregiver is unable to attend, than the meeting is simply cancelled until a later date.

If the student and Mentor meet at the mentor's work place it is the responsibility of the parent or caregiver to ensure the work place's insurance can be extended to include their child or if not, to take out their own insurance for the child whilst being mentored in the work place environment.

Joint venture with Sydney University.

In 1997 the Mentor program was expanded to include a trial joint venture with the University of Sydney. Master of Teaching students and 4th year Bed students were able to complete one of their optional courses in the Mentor Links Program. This option involved working with a student for at least six, 1 hour sessions and writing up an evaluation of their experience. Those students participating provided information on the area or areas they could mentor in. This was not necessarily a teaching major but often an outside interest. They also provided the suburbs/districts they were prepared to travel to, many being restricted by available public transport. This did not turn out to be a real restriction as many parents are prepared to travel to the mentor. University students in this program agreed to the same criminal records check and conditions as all other mentors.

The main difference with this program is the potential for districts to have a list of available mentors whom they can flag as available to mentor students or, at the very least a starting point to locate mentors for identified students. This could greatly reduce the time in linking students with a mentor.

After an evaluation of this initiative it is hoped that additional universities will become involved in the program in the future. Students are of course restricted time wise by exams and practicum experiences throughout the year however the ways in which school/university links can be formed are unlimited

Teacher Training

The majority of universities do not offer gifted education courses as either an elective or mandatory component of preservice teacher training courses.  Special Education is however a mandatory requirement.

Teachers in OC classes and Selective High Schools are not required to have training in gifted education. For promotions positions it may be listed as one of the essential criteria.

OC teachers and OC principals are currently provided with a 1 day yearly training course, country OC teachers are provided with a two day annual course. Networks have been formed so that these teachers may meet together for regular support meetings.  In addition a webBoard has been created as a tool to share information and ask for assistance. These provisions are a recent initiative in the last three years and are clearly supported by OC teachers.

Last year a Selective High Schools Deputy principals’ and GATS co-ordinators’ course was trialed and it is planned to continue these in 2001. Selective High Schools Teachers also have access to the webBoard to access and share information.

Each district in NSW receives $4000-$5000 per year for gifted education.  Many districts choose to use this money on teacher training or establishing Gifted and Talented District Networks, however other districts provide no specific training for this area.

A Ministerial working party formed in 1998 clearly recommended that all teachers needed to be able to access teacher training in order to provide for gifted students.

 (b) consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted

and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet their special educational needs, including, but not limited to:

(i) the means of identifying gifted and talented children,

The Department of Education and Training provides clear identification guidelines in its support document however these guidelines clearly need updating.  The guidelines do not provide sufficient detail to identify gifted students who are underachieving, from a non English speaking background or who may also have a learning difficulty.

The guidelines also need to explicitly highlight the role of parents  and the school community in assisting in the identification of these students.

A study by Taylor (1998)found that many teachers did not feel they could identify gifted students. The majority of teachers relied on observation as a tool and did not use a variety of identification techniques.  

The purpose of this study was to investigate the reasons for the under-representation of target groups in NSW State gifted and talented provisions.  The target groups were Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, Arabic speaking background students and Pacific Islander Students. The study involved 15 primary schools across 3 regions.  Fourteen of these schools were classified as disadvantaged and schools were chosen because they contained one or more of the target groups. Interviews and surveys were conducted with students in years four, five and six, their teachers and parents.

The study found that students of the targeted groups and their parents had little knowledge of State gifted and talented provisions such as Selective High Schools, Opportunity ‘C’ classes and the Mentor Links Program. The majority of parents and students supported such provisions, particularly the Mentor Links Program. In contrast, teachers had a greater knowledge of available provisions. It would appear that communities were not informed of available provisions because of school conceptions that the targeted groups would not support these provisions and/or because they felt that students from these groups were not gifted.

The study highlighted the need for teacher professional development in both selection techniques and teaching strategies, increased availablity of information to parents and enhanced school community partnerships.

Preservice/Teacher Training 

The Association was represented on the Working Party on Professional Development Provisions for Teaching Gifted and Talented Students. The brief covered initial teacher education, induction and ongoing professional development of teachers. This party was established to provide advice to the Minister through MACQT on the Government Reference, Reviewing professional development provisions to enable teachers to identify and cater to the needs of gifted and talented students.

The working party found that:

· Teachers in low socio-economic areas or where the student population is predominantly from an indigenous or ESL background still tend to view giftedness as unlikely to occur within these populations (p3).

· many beginning teachers have no training in gifted and talented education.
· there was a degree of negativity in some teacher educators and educators towards the whole notion of gifted and talented education.
· there was an … urgent need to fill existing gaps in the provisions for preparing teachers at all career stages to deal with situations which requires kills in identifying and catering to the needs of high ability students (p20).
· There was minimal interaction or sharing of information and resources between sectors and teachers working between the same education authority.
Overall the findings of the working party illustrate a clear need for teacher preservice, induction and post service training. Such findings are relevant in the light of the Manly High School Review in 2000.

Manly High School was the centre of a controversial debate and much media publicity in 2000.  The debate focused on whether students at this government selective high school were achieving the ‘expected’ academic results for such a candidature in their high school certificate results. The school was subsequently the subject of a departmental review.  One of the concerns raised in the media was the lack of prerequisite training for teachers in Selective High Schools.  The Department does not currentlt require classroom teachers to have completed prior training in gifted education although it is one of the desirable criteria for teachers seeking promotion positions in these schools. As a consequence of the review all staff at Manly High School are undergoing a gifted and talented education course designed by the department and run by a university.  

The Manly Review and the report of the MACQT working party support the need for professional development in gifted education for all teachers. 

(ii) whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided

     equitably,and

 
Location of State provisions

State provisions such as OC classes, Selective and Agricultural High Schools are predominantly in inner metropolitan Sydney. Even within this area some districts may have a considerably larger proportion of OC classes than others. The number of classes in high and low socio-economic areas also appears disproportionate.

There are currently 40 districts in NSW. Some districts have a high number of OC classes whilst others may have none. The reason for this is partly historical.  Originally the state was divided into 10 regions.  Each of these regions had OC classes although the number of these classes varied.  With the restructure of the organisation of the Department, districts were introduced and the existing classes did not conveniently fit into each of these districts. In recent years the number of OC classes has been significantly increased however there is still a need for a more consistent approach to these provisions.

The Department provides Agricultural High schools with boarding facilities so that isolated students may have access to these provisions however many families feel that the option of their child boarding at school is not an alternative. The Mentor Links program is available to students in districts that have opted to be involved in the progam.  Although a state program it is not available statewide.  Less than half of the 40 districts provide this program.

There is a strong community perception that gifted and talented students in the state system will not be provided for unless they attend a selective school or OC class.

A Country perspective

Parents living in Sydney who are unhappy with the provisions at their local may choose to shop around and change schools.  What would happen if:

· this school is the only one in the town; 

· there are no educational psychologists to talk to, no pediatricians with understanding of gifted children’s needs; 

· there are no support groups in the area;

· there are no science clubs, astronomy groups or people (other than family) that understand your child’s unique needs; 

· you are not able to easily access fee based gifted education training and development programs.

· there are no museums, cinemas or theatres;

· your child has no like minds to communicate with, either at or away from school;

· there are no other parents with children like yours;

· places offering courses for gifted kids and their parents are 600 kilometers away?

Parents of gifted children in the rural community need the teachers to understand their children. In many instances there are no other gifted children in the classroom and if the teacher completely fails to understand their distinct needs than that child will live a very isolating experience. Many children are isolated by their geographic location, their peers and lack of understanding about self. 

The Association supports the view that all gifted and talented students and teachers should have access to the same provisions/training opportunities regardless of their location or background.

Funding

Each of the 40 districts in NSW receive the same amount of funding, $4000 to $5000 depending on the available budget.  Sydney districts are

Easily able to access fee based gifted and talented training courses.  Country teachers have the added burden of needing additional relief time (often a half day drive)to get to the venue  and often the added cost of paying speaker accommodation  and airfare costs. 

Although technology is being used more often to link up isolated students it is not the norm. Because of their isolation not all schools have consistent, reliable internet access which is available to students.

The isolation of country OC teachers is recognised by the provision of a two day Sydney based course which covers travel and expenses. Sydney participants receive a 1 day course.  This consideration to the special needs of country teachers and their students needs to be taken into account when addressing funding issues.

Acceleration

The NSW Department of Education and the Board of Studies provide substantial guidelines for the implementation of acceleration. 

A statewide survey is conducted by the Department each year to determine the number of students currently accelerated via early entry, single subject or full grade acceleration. It would be worthwhile to comare the breakdown of the data by isolation and also to examine the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders compared to the overall student population.

Anecdotal evidence from Association members suggests that although acceleration is theoretically available in all state schools, that in some schools it simply never occurs as it is perceived as contrary to the school philosophy.

(iii) investigation of the links between attainment and

socio-economic distribution; and

The Association does not have available information for this however considerable research has been conducted on the importance of high teacher expectations.  It is essential that high expectations are held of all students irregardless of their backgrounds. 

(c) consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be 

    in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.

Recommendation 1: 

That a Task force be established to further investigate 

· the available provisions for gifted and talented students 

· identification procedures for gifted and talented students across the nation

· the extent to which cultural, socio-economic background and /or isolation effects the identification and academic attainment of gifted and talented students

 
and to make recommendations on their findings.

Recommendation 2:

That a national network is established to facilitate the collection and sharing of good resources, ideas, joint initiatives and practice.  This network should:

· meet both together as a group and are also linked together by technology.

· establish a website so that all educators and communities can access the shared information.

· Initiate a national conference in order to meet together, gather the latest research and then place the conference papers on the website.

Recommendation 3:

That the Commonwealth provide funding for research in the areas of:

· identification of gifted and talented students particularly those who have leaning difficulties or who are from minority backgrounds.

· appropriate provisions for gifted and talented students.

· strategies to provide for gifted underachievers, isolated students and students who are gifted and learning disabled.

Recommendation 4

That the Commonwealth request the Vice-Chancellors of Australian Universities providing initial teacher education to provide courses which allow:

· all student teachers to engage with the issues of teaching gifted and talented students within the course’s compulsory core, including the teaching method components;

· the teacher method components to include an expectation that student teachers will develop skills in identifying and catering for the special learning needs of gifted and talented students in a variety of educational settings, and demonstrate their understanding and competence in identifying and meeting the needs of such students and working with their parents.

· The transfer of these skills into practice be part of the expectations of the practicum component of the course.

Recommendation 5

That the Commonwealth request that Australian teacher employers require new graduates seeking employment as teachers from 2004 to demonstrate skills and understanding to identify and teach gifted and talented students. 

Recommendation 6

That the Commonwealth establish a National Network with representatives from the National and State Associations for Gifted and Talented children, Senior Executive responsible for gifted and talented education within each of the States and Territories and leading Australian academics in the field:

· to facilitate the exchange of policy, initiatives, resources and good practice for education departments, students  their teachers and their communities

· to initiate and develop joint research projects and professional development courses for teachers and parents. 

Recommendation 7

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

References

Board of Studies, NSW (2000).Guidelines for accelerated progression, Revised.

Ministerial Advisory Council on the Quality of Teaching(1999). Report Professional development of teachers: identifying and catering for the needs of gifted and talented students, NSW Department of Education and Training, Sydney.

NSW Department of School Education (1991). Implementation Strategies for the education of gifted and talented students. New South Wales.

NSW Department of School Education (1991). Policy for the education of gifted and talented students. New South Wales
NSW Ministry of Education, (1991). Government Strategy for the Education of Gifted and talented students. New South Wales.

Taylor, S.(1998). Minority Students and gifted and talented programs: Perceptions, Attitudes and Awareness, unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Sydney, New South Wales.

16
15

