SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCE COMMITTEE INQUIRY INTO THE EDUCATION OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN
SOUTH AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT SUBMISSION

The South Australian Government is committed to the expansion of an innovative and entrepreneurial culture that will lead to greater employment opportunities and economic development for this state and for the nation. Accordingly, among the priorities of Directions for South Australia 2000-2001 are:

· High standards, performance and achievement for students 

· Innovation, entrepreneurship and enterprise education. (p. 6)

These priorities reflect Goal 1 of the National Goals for Schooling (MCEETYA,1999):
“Schooling should develop fully the talents and capacity of all students”.

They are also highly compatible with the recently released Backing Australia’s Ability: An innovation action plan for the future, particularly the following areas:

“Our well-educated and culturally diverse society provides a rich environment for generating original and groundbreaking ideas.  

“We can build further on this by strengthening our skills base, and … developing the next generation of innovators”. 

Gifted education has a prominent role in the development of this state’s human and intellectual capital. 

THE CONCEPT OF GIFTEDNESS

Over the last 10 years views of giftedness have been changing.  In the past, the gifted were seen as those who excelled in most areas of development, obtained high scores on attainment and intelligence tests, had well advanced language related skills and were highly motivated achievers. 

Our understanding of giftedness is now much broader.  We acknowledge that there are a variety of gifted individuals within the community.

The most recent definition of giftedness prepared by the South Australian Department of Education, Training and Employment (DETE) is currently being revised.  Published in 1995, it includes as gifted those capable of high performance with demonstrated achievement, or potential ability, in one or more areas including general intelligence, specific academic areas and interpersonal skills (see Attachment 1).

Along with several other states, South Australia is moving towards a revised definition of giftedness that accounts for a wider spectrum of human abilities. These include giftedness in art, music, leadership and sport as well as in creative thinking and academic areas.  

The current South Australian policy, along with most state and territory policies, acknowledges particular issues that need to be addressed to help children and students reach their full potential.  These issues include lack of access to challenging educational experiences and failure to identify exceptional potential (p. 1)

SOUTH AUSTRALIAN INITIATIVES OVER THE PAST DECADE

With gifted education designated a government priority, a number of initiatives helped change the South Australian approach to the education of gifted children and students. A high point in gifted education in this state was the establishment of “Students with High Intellectual Potential” (SHIP) programs, commencing in 1994.   

Significant milestones in Gifted Education in South Australian education are:

1989 

Education Department policy revised

1992 – 2001
Appointment of a curriculum officer for gifted children and students

1993 – 1998
Establishment of the State-funded Primary SHIP Focus School program

1994 – 1995
Establishment of the Commonwealth-funded primary and secondary SHIP Focus school Program

1994 – 1998
Appointment of a second curriculum officer for gifted students

1995
Release of a new departmental policy statement, Gifted Children and Students.  Pre-school Early Enrolment policy revised and Early School Enrolment for Gifted Children also released [ Attachments 1 ,2 and 3]

1996 – 1998
Establishment of the ‘Understanding Giftedness’ postgraduate course as part of the University of South Australia Graduate Certificate in Education (Professional Practice)

1996
Australian Association for the Education of Gifted and Talented Children national conference hosted in Adelaide

1997 – 2001
Establishment of the SHIP Secondary Focus School program using the model of an accelerated cohort within a mainstream school  [Attachment 4]

1995 – 2001
Ministerial grants to the Gifted and Talented Children’s Association of SA (GTCASA) to assist departmental students from rural locations to attend GTCASA annual youth workshops

1999
Flinders University and DETE pilot study into the establishment of tertiary pathways for secondary students

1999 – 2001
SHIP Reception to Year 12 Cluster Schools Project .[Attachment 5]
2001
South Australian Government commits $10.8 million to establish the senior secondary Australian Science and Mathematics School with Flinders University

2001
Implementation of a joint pilot study for tertiary student pathways instigated by Flinders University and DETE

2001

Implementation of SHIP ‘Outreach’ program

2001
Development of online materials for parents of gifted students - a joint initiative between NSW, SA and Victoria

South Australia now has several special interest schools and programs for gifted students from Reception to Year 12:

· 4 special interest music centres

· 1 special interest language school

· 1 special interest agriculture school

· 2 special interest sport schools

· 1 senior International Baccalaureate school

· 2 International Baccalaureate middle years program clusters

· 1 special interest gymnastics school

· Secondary DETE, Independent and Catholic schools’ “Parade Cluster” program

· Primary DETE, Independent and Catholic schools’ “Central Cluster” program

The major aims of the South Australian initiatives have been to:

· raise awareness and understanding of the needs of gifted individuals, both within the educational sector and the general community 

· provide professional development for educators to help them identify gifted children and students and provide an appropriate and rigorous curriculum

· provide a range of flexible student pathways which will ensure gifted students have the opportunities to fulfil their potential

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

South Australia has a highly regarded and long standing record of initiatives to support gifted education.  This state is poised to move towards a new phase in stimulating and nurturing our gifted children and students following the reviews of gifted education that were undertaken in 1999 and 2000. A number of these initiatives are being undertaken in conjunction with other states and sectors.  Others involve partnerships with business, industry and tertiary institutions.

We recognise that gifted individuals are present in all educational settings and are likely to have different curriculum needs to other children and students.

Identification of Students and Access to Programs 
Educators from all settings are developing increased awareness of the broader concept of giftedness.  There is an increasing need for a range of measures to identify gifted students from all sectors of the community.

South Australia is considering extending the current selection process for entry into specialist secondary schools to the adoption of system wide processes to identify gifted learners.  Once these processes are in place it will be possible to collect data on attendance retention, participation and achievement of gifted learners.

The new curriculum currently being implemented, will extend and enhance gifted education in South Australia.

New curriculum standards have a series of year level related outcomes that will give clear and explicit information about the progress of all children and students. Teachers and early childhood educators will collect data about the achievement of learners against these Standards.

Standards describe more than academic achievement. They will also show achievement against the Essential Learnings of the new curriculum.  These are the personal values, skills and understandings that are developed throughout life. 

While the new curriculum in South Australia will be a positive move towards valuing the abilities of all learners and there are now significantly higher proportions of students from non-English speaking and low income backgrounds in South Australian SHIP secondary classes, there is limited representation from other targeted groups.  Rural and aboriginal students are poorly represented and there are limited numbers of gifted students with learning disabilities.  The adoption of system wide identification processes will address this issue.

It is understood that this issue is common to all states and territories, and a concerted effort to provide nationally effective solutions is proposed.

Recommendation 1

That the Commonwealth fund a national collaborative project to develop and trial a variety of culturally and socially inclusive measures for the identification of gifted individuals.  The emphasis should be on the provision of clear and practical guidelines for all Australian states and territories in the identification of gifted students from linguistically, culturally and socially diverse backgrounds.

SHIP Methodology

South Australian educators have enthusiastically taken up SHIP methodology, for the benefit of all of their learners. For example, whole-school Sequential Thinking Skills programs emphasising higher order thinking skills have been developed.  SHIP methodology has also been successfully embedded in the new curriculum and provides opportunities for classroom extension and enrichment activities that can be tailored to challenge gifted learners.

Professional Development 

In South Australia, targeted professional development was an important factor in the widespread acceptance of SHIP methods by teachers. A limited range of centrally offered professional development programs continues to be available.

This state plans to broaden the base of professional development delivery through the use of the pool of expert teachers already present in many of our schools. This mentoring approach will expand the models available to schools and centres to help them meet the needs of their gifted students. 

A national professional development strategy would help meet the high demand for structured and site-based professional development initiatives across country and metropolitan sites.  A national strategy would provide educators with the skills to identify gifted students from a variety of backgrounds. They would also gain the expertise to plan and present appropriate curriculum. A register of current and projected resources for national use would support the professional development strategy.

The needs of pre-service teacher training courses should also be considered.

Recommendation 2

That the Commonwealth:

· fund a nationally developed professional development strategy to equip educators with the necessary expertise to both identify gifted students from diverse backgrounds and provide an appropriate and challenging curriculum

· fund an on-line register of current and projected resources for national use including distance education programs for gifted students

· work with the universities to ensure that all pre-service teacher training courses address the education of gifted students

Parent and Student Advocacy

There is an ongoing need to raise the level of community understanding of the needs of gifted students.  For example, there is a common misconception that gifted students will succeed without any intervention.

Several hundred telephone calls are logged each year from parents seeking advice and support.  While South Australian and other states’ policies provide assistance, a national statement of what parents may reasonably expect of government education in support of gifted students should be developed. This will help families gain consistent information when they move  interstate.

Recommendation 3

That a national strategy be collaboratively developed, identifying minimum levels of entitlement for gifted students.

Delivery of Appropriate Programs

Currently, appropriate programs for some groups of students are not available.  For example, South Australian educators have noted a lack of research and resource materials for gifted students with specific learning disabilities, significant behavioural problems and/or low achievement levels.  The available international research often has only limited relevance and application for Australian settings.

Recommendation 4

That the Commonwealth fund university and school-based research into programs for gifted students including those with specific learning disabilities, significant behavioural problems or low achievement levels.


Extension of SHIP Programs

The South Australian emphasis is moving from grouped support at identified schools to the provision of support so all schools can develop their own programs.  This will allow gifted students in rural and remote communities to either move to metropolitan locations to access designated SHIP programs or access them through their own schools.   

In South Australia’s eastern regional areas, schools at Lameroo, Geranium, Pinnaroo and Karoonda are already supported by the SHIP program at the metropolitan Glenunga International High School.  In addition, the Open Access College will be providing more distance education services to gifted students through existing technologies.  Online delivery options are also being investigated.

This state anticipates that the national Schools Online Curriculum Content Initiative will help teachers and early childhood educators offer appropriate curriculum to their gifted students regardless of their location. 

Student Pathways

South Australia offers a number of flexible student pathways such as:

· early enrolment in preschool 

· early school enrolment

· clustering of gifted students 

· compacted or accelerated programs 

· links with the tertiary sector for extension, enrichment and mentoring purposes

These continue to demonstrate benefits for the students involved.

A program for early entrance to university study is a departmental priority from 2001. Planning has been undertaken with Flinders University for this program.  A number of issues remain to be resolved including the HECS requirement. 

The development of acceleration guidelines and Individual Education Plans are helping educators to tailor programs for accelerated students.  These have helped to reduce the belief that acceleration is an educational program in itself, rather than simply the placement exercise. 

Feedback from the secondary SHIP program has indicated that, while the acceleration program meets the needs of the majority of students, some students would rather have an individually tailored curriculum over the full 5 years of their secondary schooling.

Both the tertiary sector and the Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia are currently taking part in negotiations with DETE around extension and enrichment.  Early entry to the South Australian Certificate of Education is already occurring and a DETE/Flinders University program will commence this year, offering extension and enrichment opportunities.

Recommendation 5 

Issues around fast-tracking of gifted students to full or part-time university courses should be addressed at national level, particularly in relation to the impact of HECS on such students.
Social and Emotional Needs

The clustering of gifted students has had significant social and emotional benefits, particularly when primary students who have not been previously identified or placed with other gifted students move into the SHIP secondary program.  South Australia will maintain its focus on placing gifted students together and support schools in establishing programs to meet the often very intense social and emotional pressures experienced by gifted students.

Marketing

The success of South Australia’s SHIP programs has generated recognition for the students and educators involved in national and international forums.  Considerable numbers of observers have visited South Australia both from interstate and overseas, the largest contingent being 120 educators from the UK during 2000/01.  The national and international marketing of South Australian SHIP programs will be expanded and opportunities for students to participate in national and international activities will continue to be supported.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1

That the Commonwealth fund a national collaborative project to develop and trial a variety of culturally and socially inclusive measures for the identification of gifted individuals.  The emphasis should be on the provision of clear and practical guidelines for all Australian states and territories in the identification of gifted students from linguistically, culturally and socially diverse backgrounds.

Recommendation 2

That the Commonwealth:

· fund a nationally developed professional development strategy to equip educators with the necessary expertise to both identify gifted students from diverse backgrounds and provide an appropriate and challenging curriculum

· fund an on-line register of current and projected resources for national use including distance education programs for gifted students

· work with the universities to ensure that all pre-service teacher training courses address the education of gifted students

Recommendation 3

That a National Strategy be developed, identifying minimum levels of entitlement for gifted students.

Recommendation 4

That the Commonwealth fund university and school-based research into programs for gifted students including those with specific learning disabilities, significant behavioural problems or low achievement levels.

Recommendation 5 

Issues around fast-tracking of gifted students to full or part-time university courses should be addressed at national level, particularly in relation to the impact of HECS on such students.
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